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NEW RESEARCH IN HEALING

LOYD AUERBACH

Nowadays, we hear more and more about health care and medicine.  Thanks to the current President and First Lady, the healthcare system in the United States is constantly in the news.  We are clearly in crisis in this country.  Rising medical costs, lack of insurance coverage, and the unwillingness of either the providers of healthcare or the insurance carriers to bend to some kind of compromise is forcing an issue out in the open that should have been there long ago.


Alternative medicine is the phrase covering methods of healing that many readers of FATE have been familiar with for many years.  Insurance carriers and others that pay for healthcare are beginning to look towards treatment methods that have largely been ignored, undoubtedly because of the influence of the American Medical Association and the pharmaceutical interests.  These treatment methods include chiropractic (more accepted in some parts of the country than others), acupuncture, massage therapy, use of natural herbs, therapeutic touch, and a variety of mental healing methods.  Even the National Institute of Health is getting in on the act by sponsoring research looking into alternative therapies.


Psychic healing, or perhaps more correctly mental healing," firmly deals with the mind/body connection and the connection of one mind even beyond the body.  The medical profession has long acknowledged that the attitudes of their patients can drastically affect the healing process.  We all know from our own experiences how our attitudes towards getting better when ill help the healing process.  In addition, the most prescribed medication is a placebo; a sugar pill or some other harmless substance that relies solely on the belief of the patient that he or she will get better because of the mysterious medicine.  


The placebo effect is well documented in the medical literature, yet little is known as to how it really works.  What we know is the placebo "fools" the patient into believing he or she will heal, yet just how the mind influences the body to achieve wellness is not understood at all.


Many alternative therapies deal with an improvement of mental attitude.  Others deal with physical manipulation.  Still others relate to "energy work."  Acupuncture, for example, uses its needles to affect and realign the lines of energy the Chinese system has delineated  for centuries.  Therapeutic touch, possibly the closest therapy to psychic healing, is used by nurses all over the United States, and purports to allow the therapist to manipulate the patient's energy without the need to physically touch them.


Psychic healing, or mental healing, typically involves a designated healer who claims to be able to manipulate another's physiological system to positive result.  Some healers claim to manipulate energy, others believe they directly affect the injured area of the patient's body (as through psychokinesis).  Still others believe they telepathically influence the patient to kick in their own healing abilities.


In 1982-83 I was fortunate to work with Alex Tanous at the American Society for Psychical Research in New York.  Dr. Tanous was there as a subject in experimental series looking at Out of Body Experiences.  However, his own talents also ran to working on haunting cases, working with law enforcement, and working with terminally ill patients at a New York area hospital.   


Alex's work at the hospital was not a solo practice.  In effect, he was "prescribed" as a method of treatment by a doctor for patients who had no other recourse. Alex had some success in his healing practice, and there were both temporary remissions of the illnesses treated, and in a few cases, complete turnarounds.  While Alex related to me that he believed his own abilities connected with the patients using a psychokinetic influence to kick-start the healing process again, he also told me that he really couldn't discount the possibility that he was nothing more than a placebo.  In effect, he said that for a patient who believes in such forms of healing, an actor well-cast to play the part of a healer may be enough to restart the healing process.


In dealing with research on the effects of the healer on the healee, eliminating a psychological effect of the healee's attitudes and moods on health is difficult, if not often impossible.  Research has been conducted allowing healers to attempt to affect blood samples, enzymes, water molecules, and other  "subjects" which have no psychology to effect.  Much of the research has shown some anomalous affect indicating a real interaction on the part of the healer.


One of the leading experts on mental healing research in the field of Parapsychology today is Jerry Solfvin, Ph.D.  He is currently co-director of the doctoral parapsychology specialization at Rosebridge Graduate School of Integrative Psychology in Concord, CA.  His background in the field includes work as Senior Research Associate at the Psychical Research Foundation in the 1970s (during which time he was one of the investigators of the "Amityville Horror" hoax).  He was Visiting Research Faculty at the Parapsychology Laboratory at the University of Utrect in the early 1980s, coming later to John F. Kennedy University in Orinda, CA to coordinate the Graduate Parapsychology Program (which no longer exists, I'm afraid).  


At a presentation to the California Society for Psychical Study in Berkeley (which he serves as Vice-President) in May, Jerry discussed the role of healing in the animal world and new research on the role of animal-human bonding in healing.  While this research is not specifically "psychic" in nature, it has incredible implications where healing of all kinds is concerned.


Jerry has had a lifelong love of animals, and a few years ago he was able to begin to combine this with his intense interest in mental healing.  He learned about "animal assisted therapy" from the folks at the San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SF/SPCA).  This form of therapy, also called "pet therapy," involves a bonding process between animals (usually dogs) and patients in hospitals and clinics.  Such therapy programs have been going on for more than a few years, and often provides psychological enhancements to attitudes of people who are both physically and mentally ill, as well as to alleviate loneliness.  


Looking into this form of therapy led Jerry to look at the role of animals as healers both in societies around the world, specifically pre-industrial peoples, and within the animal groups themselves.  Pre-industrial societies (and even more modern peoples) often look at animals as having some kind of spiritual power, or as just being representative of such power.  Many peoples consider animals to have specific healing power, while others have certain totem animals in their local as representative "wise shamanic beings."  The boundaries between animals and humans is often blurred (which has given rise to legends of such metamorphic creatures as werewolves).


In many societies, there are more defined boundaries and even specific culturally determined definitions of what is a "person."  Hitler's Nazis, for example, considered Jews and Gypsies (and generally most non-Aryans) as "soul-less" or "not human," thereby allowing for an easier justification to kill them.  In our modern society, animals are often considered to be "soul-less," without true consciousness, and therefore subject to Humanity's whim.


However, if one looks at animal behaviors in their own environment, from wolves to gorillas and chimps to dolphins, there are examples of what looks like communication between individuals and their groups, as well as even some examples of what look to be morality systems.  Dolphins, of course, may possibly be the most intelligent creatures on Earth next to humans (possibly more so), and we learn, in small bits and pieces, more and more about their communication processes every year.


The main debate about animal behavior seems to be whether their behaviors are programmed instinct, or examples of conscious thought.  Are animals self-aware (and is that even a criterion for consciousness)?  That's hard to say, since whatever the observer of the behavior believes going in may influence how they interpret the behavior.  But there is much evidence, mostly anecdotal, that suggests many animal species are capable of learning "new tricks" that appear outside of what could be considered instinct (for example, the case of Koko the Gorilla, who over the past several years has learned American Sign Language with a large vocabulary, can put together sentences in ASL, and has even been caught lying).  These behaviors appear to be evidence of some form of consciousness, which may therefore be able to interact with the consciousness of a human.  Any pet owners who believe the have telepathic connections to their pets are already accepting of this.


Jerry has been looking at the question of whether certain animal species have designated "healers" in their groups.  Primates and other animals have demonstrated some instinctual "knowledge" of natural healing plants and other substances.  In Africa, he told the group to whom he lectured, he had the opportunity to visit a preserve in Kenya where baboon behaviors are observed.  In asking about animals who were injured and whether other baboons helped heal them, he was at first told that no "healer" behavior was observed.  But after asking a few more questions, the observers began to realize that they had in fact observed such behavior, only they never thought to consider what it meant.


Animal assisted therapy is based on the act of bringing an animal and an injured or ill human together to improve the psychological (and therefore the physical) well-being of the patients.  Animals are non-judgmental, and there is often a relaxation effect of the body (and presumably the mind) when a pet is around.  Studies have indicated that a person's blood pressure goes down (relaxation) when talking to a pet, yet up (stress) when talking even to a close friend.


Sometimes the effect may go beyond the simplistic. You may have read something about a project where autistic children are guided into a swimming area with free-free swimming dolphins.  This particular therapy has yielded amazing yet controversial results in many cases.  The autistic children often appear to react to the dolphin, focusing on the mammal and even reaching out, something that autism would preclude.  Some have suggested that telepathy may be involved, others that the brains of the autistic children are "wired" in such a way as to allow for some kind of tacit understanding or at least recognition of dolphin communication methods, but most studying this phenomena would say it's too soon to even speculate.


Clearly, however, there is a medical benefit to animal assisted therapy, whether that effect is a psycho-physiological reaction or something more than that.  Checking what the medical benefit is has led Jerry Solfvin to his current project.  Based on some cases where coma patients have come out of coma apparently due to the presence of a dog or other animal (several have made the press over the past few years), as well as other considerations, Jerry has begun working as co-principal investigator of a project sponsored by the SF/SPCA to look at the effects of animal assisted therapy on coma patients.


According the Jerry, there are several reasons why coma patients are ideal for such a study. First of all, besides the amazing recoveries from coma that have made the press, the psychological effects of the presence of an animal on normal, waking consciousness is eliminated.  Coma patients are in a state of reduced or minimal sensory awareness, often (though not always) with some neurological dysfunction involved.  


Coma patients have typically low prognosis for survival, and after three or four days in coma, the prognosis goes down exponentially.  In fact, there is often nothing to do for the coma patient other than to maintain the body through mechanical life support.


Jerry and the other volunteers who are working on this project work in five Intensive Care Units at two hospitals in San Francisco.  After being notified by the hospital of a new coma patient, and after gaining appropriate permissions from the family of the patient, they try to set up visits to the ICU as soon as possible. The team, composed of two to three people plus a dog, visits once or twice a day for approximately 20 minutes.  Each visit is videotaped and the team has access to all medical records to see if any change is affected.


During the visits, the dogs (small, of necessity) are placed on the bed and are encouraged to interact with the patient.  The volunteers will often pick up the patient's hand and stroke the dog with it, encourage the dog to snuggle with the patient, and generally try to observe any sort of reaction on the part of the patient.


While the project has only been going a few months, Jerry has stated some degree of "success" in eight patients, though nothing as instantaneous as the spontaneous awakenings that have appeared in the media. One case, however, was very encouraging.


Late last fall, a young man named Jerome, in a coma due to a car accident, had just been checked by the nurse before Jerry's team visit.  A check of optic  reaction showed no dilation of the pupils of the eyes when a light was shined in them. "As many of you may know," said Jerry, "this is very bad." Such a lack of reaction in the eyes can indicate little or no brain activity.


However, shortly after a dog was placed on the bed, and his hand was placed on the dog, Jerome showed some signs that there was, indeed, "somebody home."  Jerry related his amazement when Jerome's arm began to move of its own accord and he opened his eyes. To the team's observing eyes, he was reacting to the canine.


While the effect didn't last, there were similar reactions on subsequent visits.  Jerome eventually came out of the coma (though not during a period when the dog was there), and Jerry's next step is to contact him to see if he remembers any of the visits with the animal.


While this may seem "non-psychic" or unrelated to parapsychological research on the surface, there are major implications for psi research here.  If the coma patient is "not conscious" then what is the communication/interaction that causes either a reaction or even, in rare cases, an awakening?  Is the coma patient still somehow aware of outside sensory input, but unable to react?  Or is there some deeper awareness of the presence of the non-judgmental pets?


We already know there is a psychological effect on sick humans when animals are present, but that appears to be conscious.  With coma patients, Jerry Solfvin is attempting to control for the psychological conscious effects.  It will take further study and much speculation to determine just how the animals are "reaching" the patients in their comatose, unconscious states.  Also, Jerry has indicated that other questions to ask are "what makes a good healing dog?" and "what is the role of healer in animal social groups?"  While a skeptic may say this research is clearly "for the dogs," the results are more and more coming into focus as a benefit to human health.


Research such as this helps pave the way for non-traditional alternatives to healing. Perhaps once the animal assisted therapy is clearly acknowledged to be helpful and healing, then we can step up to the idea that an appropriate human, designated as having "healing abilities" is an acceptable step to take in the healing process, and can be just one more tool in the medical community's "black bag."   

