MMTCP Disability Affinity Group    
Meeting Minutes    
November 14, 2023   
 
MISSION STATEMENT 
MMTCP Disability Affinity Group Mission Statement:    
As a community of certified mindfulness meditation teachers, we embrace our diverse visible and invisible disabilities as part of our identity, choosing to use challenges to gain insight and to grow self-trust and compassion, enabling heartfelt connections with ourselves, each other, and the communities we serve.   
Thank you to all the MMTCP teachers who joined the conversation today! There were 6 of us in all from many places including Louisiana, Québec, Colorado, Massachusetts and British Columbia.  The different disabilities included, limb difference, severe depression, migraines, POTS Syndrome (Postural Orthostatic Tachycardia Syndrome) and chronic illnesses/conditions, such as neurocognitive changes, MS, lupus and chronic fatigue syndrome.   
OPENING MEDITATION  
Thank you, Diana, for leading us in an opening meditation which invited us to consider three reflections: 
1. Are we aware? What keeps bubbling up? 
2. What is the attitude of the mind? 
3. This is nature. 
 INTRODUCTIONS  
Each of us took a few minutes to introduce ourselves to the group (always optional). In addition to sharing our names, where we’re from, any unique identifying information, we also took the time to describe what we look like, and what might be in the background of our zoom lenes. This helps those with visual impairment and is another way to slow things down, become more observant, and really “see” the person in their environment.  
 PROMPT  
“What are you most aware of today?”  
· Gratitude: Thank you all for being here. To sit and share with you all is a privilege!  
· Hypersensitive/sad and aware of the climate chaos and wars.  
· A sense of miraculous-ness with the surroundings of the forest and a simple cabin with hot water. 
· Awareness that there has been some growth in accepting the need to think and make decisions more slowly due to neurocognitive impairments. Less identification with this being “a problem” and instead finding people and surroundings that allow my needs to be met without judgment.  
· I have ongoing memory issues, but I don’t have to identify with it as strongly and get anxious about it. It is simply part of me. 
· Asking how I am speaking to myself. Is there self-compassion or expectation that I should be doing more, getting better, controlling more.  
· Can I trust that I am healing and that I am worthy (or do I need to constantly strive to do this diet, this intervention, this supplement)? 
· Physical pain can be deceptive and overwhelming, especially when it is relentless. 
· There is so much learning about the way I carry my pain. 
· Recognizing that when we are away from this group, we continue to hold each other in our thoughts and in our hearts. 
· Recognition that I am not the only one and that connections like this group are so crucial. 
· Recognizing that chronic pain can be more overwhelming than a diagnosis such as cancer because of the biases in Western medicine and society that do not always recognize chronic pain as being legitimate and/or treatable. 
· Welcoming all parts, including our preadolescent self who isn’t so sure she wants to trust and allow conversation with Self. 
 THEME  
There was so much resonance with the theme we landed on: discerning what we can control and what we can’t control, and the feelings associated with the real/perceived conclusion that if we can’t control the illness, pain, situation, we are less than or have somehow failed. Group was asking one another for some shared wisdom around this theme: 
 It is difficult to measure whether chronic illness is improving or not. It is easy to lose perspective, especially when the mind and thoughts take over. 
· Am I seeing my illness as something to “overcome?”  
· Sense of self sometimes revolves around how well or poorly I’m doing. When there is improvement, I search for what I have done right and then I feel good about myself. This is always a very temporary feeling.  
· When there is no improvement, I search for what I missed and then find myself feeling badly for my perceived failure. 
· I get messaging from myself that I have some control but then I question whether I’m trying too hard or whether I’m seeing things too dualistically. Is there really a right and a wrong? Is this question more nuanced? 
· There seems to be no reference for my healing. Am I getting better or not? Will I ever heal? Where am I on the trajectory? These looping thoughts get me in trouble! 
· Can I carry the idea that I am healing and there are setbacks? Likewise, I am both living and dying at the same time. Both are true. **This was a very tender moment for the group. We all recognize the bravery in sharing something like this out loud. 
· Simply sharing these vulnerable moments out loud can be so healing. 
· I want to believe and heare what others say: that it’s not my fault, that I’m not in control, or that I tried something, and it did not work. 
· Feelings difficult around realization that I have this illness to begin with. 
· There was definitely some normalizing around sometimes feeling at the end of our rope. Taking action, sharing out loud in groups like this, movement etc. can help reestablish groundedness, encouragement and hope. 
· The book: How to Be Sick by Toni Berhard was referenced and discussed. 
· Frustration/discouragement that we are expected to accept the illness. Sometimes there are things, i.e., functional medicine, that can be very helpful, however the medical model does not acknowledge this.  
· There is a fusion of where I have control and when I don’t.  
· Yes, it is this way and there is so much we are not taught because of the belief in the medical model. Functional medicine can be very empowering. I can love myself as I am and there is something we can do to improve. This is empowerment. It is hard to do when your own body is your experiment. (Subjectivity versus objectivity. When we are in our own bodies, it becomes difficult to sometimes perceive what is working and what isn’t.) 
· There is so much I don’t have control over, and I am so grateful that I’ve come to a place where I don’t have control. If I don’t have control, I can’t be disappointed in myself. It takes the blame away from me. 
· And there is power that we can give ourselves by exploring other non-Western philosophies. 
· We are not our thoughts; it is not our fault. This is a true retraining of the brain. 
· Brief discussion of ableism which means discrimination that favors people whose bodies and minds function within the accepted norm, giving them advantages at the expense of those not within that norm. It is the process of favoring and building the world around an idealized body while discriminating against those bodies perceived to move, see, hear, process, operate, look, or need differently from that vision. We can unknowingly internalize these expectations which perpetuate those feelings of not belonging and not feeling good enough. ***(Val will provide a summary of this conference content.) 
· The question was posed: Am I worthy of giving myself what I need? If I need to hear something from others, can I say that to myself first and little by little, begin to believe it? 
· Something I have control of is how I choose to treat myself and others.  
· If I can’t show myself kindness and tenderness, it usually means I am dys-regulated and I need to practice self-care and self-compassion. 
· Excellent question posed: What do I have the ability to have an impact on? 
· My journey with my body and with others plays a role in my community. This shift came with deep listening.  There was a letting go of expectations from society while aiming for wholeness versus fixing/curing. 
· I am not aiming to be nondisabled. I hold that identity with pride. 
· It is important to remember that getting better/progressing does not mean stepping back into the life we had was a life that was supposed to be. It means stepping into the life I am having now. This is not static.  
· The next step is finding pride and joy in having a different kind of identity. 
· Discussion about how dominant systems in our society assign value to people’s bodies and minds based on societally constructed ideas of normality which can make us feel judged and inadequate. This can be triggering to us. 
· It is important therefore to counteract these expectations by coming into community with people who understand, relate to, and validate my needs.  
· “Shaman sickness” is a term Martha Beck uses in the book Finding Your Way in a Wild New World to describe a type of illness recognized in indigenous cultures that does not respond to treatment and is identified as a pathway to becoming a(n) “mystic, artist, and/or healer”. It is a highly respected life path. This way of thinking does not exist in Western cultures. Whereas cancer can be measured and treated, an illness such as chronic fatigue syndrome is an outlier and therefore the dominant culture may exclude it as being real. 
· Reminded of a quote from Pema Choron: “If I can learn more by being sick, let me be sick. If I can learn more by being well, let me be well”. 
· A wish for people with disability to have more value. Again, societal tendency to value “normality.” 
· Attaching our happiness to whether something works or not is dukkha.  
· Book: Dying to be Me by Anita Moorjani is about a near death experience. The cancer went away and upon revival and having the revelation that being hard on herself was not the point. We are love. That is the point.  
· What else can you let go of?  
· Recurring thought: but wait, I can still fit in if… 
· Always looking for the next intervention. Coming to the conclusion that they can’t fix me. That is a myth I have been believing. 
· With time, you learn your relationship with the illness and there is space to live with it. We are not taught this in Western medicine. 
· What is your path to wholeness? There is no one particular truth. It is your truth. 
· We need to have less attachment to how our culture defines happiness. 
 ATTACHMENT ON DISABILITY FROM IFS CONFERENCE 
Val attended an IFS conference in Denver Colorado a few weeks ago. One of the breakout sessions was on disability and she is attaching notes from this informative session.  
 REFLECTION  
Thank you to MMTCP teachers for trusting each other with some very authentic and difficult disclosures related to disability. As always, this group was able to hold the container today for even the most intense and difficult emotions, trusting this group to hold them with respect.  
 NEXT MEETING  
We hope to see you December 12, 2023, at 2:30 PM Eastern time!   
Respectfully submitted by,  
Valerie Saiz, notetaker  
  

