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Who hasn’t questioned why you 
had to get sick at the worst 
possible time? Or why you 

seem to get sick over and over again? Or 
even why the sickness had to happen at 
all? Most people feel like something is 
dragging us down when either physical 
or emotional illness hits us. It tends to 
slow down our lives, sometimes to the 
point of stopping us dead in our tracks. 
Because we are human, we tend to get 
rather frustrated, fearful, and even angry 
with the prospect that our body is getting 
in the way of our everyday life. 

There is nothing convenient about 
feeling physically or emotionally unwell. 
And instead of taking the time to derive 
meaning from our illness, we tend to 
resist the idea that it could be happening 
for any other reason than just to annoy 

us. However, it is often the case that our 
lack of health and/or wellness means 
something bigger than the illness itself. 
The challenge is to fi gure out—or inter-
pret—what our not-so-well times mean 
in the grand scheme of our lives.

The Human Condition

The condition of our country, our 
environment, our fi nancial situation, our 
employment status, our relationships, our 
home life, our overall life satisfaction, the 
status of our health—not to mention the 
level of stress we experience in relation 
to all of these—is all part of our ongoing 
human condition.  This human condition 
is just that—its very own condition.  As 
long as humans have inhabited the Earth, 
we have created the ultimate ‘condition’ 

for ourselves through the predicaments 
we create or fi nd ourselves in. It is our 
experience of all life events—physical, 
emotional, environmental, spiritual, etc. 
—that creates our unique sense of being 
human, and thus creates the human con-
dition. However, it seems as if the more 
‘advanced’ we become, the more mired 
we get in our humanness, the more we 
struggle, and the less we try to fi nd mean-
ing in our experiences. Unfortunately, the 
byproduct of our human condition is 
often the development of physical or 
emotional conditions as well. 

Much research has been done to 
confi rm that our physical health is di-
rectly impacted by our thoughts and 
feelings about sickness. For those who are 
determined not to get sick, they gener-
ally do not—or at least much less so than 
those who adopt a mentality of vulnera-
bility to sickness. Similarly, those who are 
more emotionally reactive to life and its 
events tend to report that their physical 
and emotional health is less satisfactory 
than those who have less of an emo-
tional reaction. The key to our perception 
of health, then, is the meaning we place 
on our experience of health or lack 
thereof.  The challenge is that because we 
are human, we tend to get knocked off 
course from seeing an event for what it 
actually is, rather than taking it in stride 
and learning from our circumstances. 

Some theorists state that the evolu-
tion of the human species has come as 
far as it can in terms of physical evolution, 
noting that the improvements in modern 
medicine, education and public health 
have brought only quantitative, and not 
qualitative changes to our lives. This 
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means that although we have an in-
creased life expectancy, our experience 
as humans—our human condition—has 
really not improved much over time.   As 
a whole, we still worry about the same 
things as our ancestors did—money, 
safety, how long we will live—and the 
origin of this worry still relates to our 
“quantity” of each. Therefore, our indi-
vidual experience of the human condition 
is based on our perceptions related to 
societal, cultural, and familial norms of 
the time. So if we can’t evolve any further 
physically, what does that mean for our 
evolution in other ways?

   Health and the Economic Crisis 

Currently, the most prominent chal-
lenge to our human condition is likely 
related to global eco-
nomic crisis in one 
way or another. Re-
search has already 
indicated that the cri-
sis has increased the 
report of not only 
emotional concerns, 
but  also somatic 
complaints—physi-
cal concerns, which 
are the direct result of 
this emotional turbu-
lence. From the psy-
chological perspective, there are strong 
correlations between job loss and clini-
cal/subclinical levels of depression, 
anxiety, substance abuse, and antisocial 
behaviors such as theft and violence. 
Research also shows a strong association 
between economic stress and physical 
illnesses such as headaches and other 
pain-related disorders, sleep problems, 
sexual problems, and overall weakened 
immune systems, which makes us more 
susceptible to colds and infections. 

In an article concerning the impact 
of financial crisis on heart health, it was 
stated that those who are already at risk 
for cardiac problems may be particularly 
vulnerable to heart-related health prob-
lems. Elevated stress hormones can in-
crease the risk of cardiovascular events 
such as heart attacks as a result of ongo-
ing economic worry. The same author 
also indicated a two-fold increase in the 
risk for heart attack and stroke as a result 
of being laid off from a job.

Financial stress also contributes to 

unhealthy behaviors in that those who 
already engage in such are even more 
reluctant to change to healthier behav-
iors. For example, smokers are 13% less 
likely to stop smoking during tough eco-
nomic times and ex-smokers are more 
likely to relapse as a result of economic 
stress. Also Redford Williams, MD, a 
Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral 
Sciences at Duke University noted that 
people are less likely to eat heart healthy 
foods during times of stress. And it is a 
well-known fact that people tend to gain 
weight during lengthy spells of ongoing 
stress, due both to changes in our bio-
logical and behavioral processes.

The research concerning the health 
problems for those who lose their jobs is 
clearer than for those who do not. How-
ever, it is still strongly indicated that even 

those who have not 
suffered a job loss 
also experience in-
creased stress and 
somatic complaints 
simply out of the con-
cern that they may 
lose their employ-
ment. An increase in 
absenteeism from 
work as well as in 
increase in health 
insurance claims af-
firms that the impact 

of economic stress goes beyond those 
who have lost their jobs.

For anyone impacted by an eco-
nomic crisis and the human condition in 
general, the first aspect of health to be 
dismissed is often our preventive health 
measures. From a consumer standpoint, 
research suggests that during tough eco-
nomic times people shift to less expensive 
foods, which often means less healthy 
foods, and people will also often forego 
using their medications and/or attending 
routine medical and mental health ap-
pointments just to save the copayment for 
services. On the other hand, it has also 
been suggested that workers with chron-
ic illness may actually work even when 
ill, which may cause health to suffer even 
more. Unfortunately, acts of job-related 
aggression and violence tend to increase 
during economic instability as well. 
People are often more likely to engage in 
risky behaviors during stressful times and 
often create further legal and financial 
problems for themselves.

Ironically, the demand for ongoing 
psychological services tends to decline 
during times of economic distress, but 
only because people aren’t as able or 
willing to pay for these services, which 
are often not included—or only to a lim-
ited degree—on their health insurance 
policies. However, the demand for ser-
vices related to acute stress tends to in-
crease during tough economic times.

Other physical health problems can 
evolve as part of our human condition as 
well. Research indicates the increased 
likelihood of certain forms of cancer 
when under chronic stress of any kind, 
regardless of financial distress. Gastroin-
testinal, problems, skin, respiratory and 
basically any other organ, blood, or en-
docrine system is affected by the human 
condition. 

What Does My Experience in the 
Human Condition Mean?

Although no one really needs to be 
reminded of how stressful our current 
human condition feels, we do need to 
remember that perhaps our experience 
of illness—whether physically or emo-

Research has already indicated that 

the (current economic) crisis has 
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emotional concerns, but also somatic 

complaints—physical concerns—

which are the direct result of this 

emotional turbulence. 
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tionally-based—is trying to tell us some-
thing. As humans we are the only crea-
tures on the planet who can consciously 
alter our way of looking at the world and 
thus, our overall way of living. But so few 
take the time to step back and really 
understand the potential meaning of our 
discomfort. Instead, we tend to focus on 
the inconvenience and physical or emo-
tional pain associated with the illness 
rather than what will lead us out of it.   

Despite the fact that humans have the 
most highly developed brains, our reac-
tions to our life events, whether physical 
or emotional, are still rather primitive. It 
is when we are the most immersed in the 

stress of our own human condition that 
we generally cannot see the way out—we 
cannot see that we have many viable op-
tions, and we most certainly can’t see that 
perhaps a stressful event, itself-- whether 
physical or emotional--could provide the 
very key we need in order to move be-
yond our predicaments. In the case of 
physical or emotional health, it is often 
what we do with our experiences that 
determines how long we remain im-
mersed in the human condition—in our 
experience of sickness or ill health. 

As a holistic psychologist, I often 
work with clients who have been referred 
because of their depression and/or anxi-

ety that has developed as a result of a 
physical condition. It is not unusual for 
clients to be dismayed by their illness and 
many initially resist any suggestion that 
there could be a meaning behind it. Un-
known to them, to resist the message only 
exacerbates the health problem and ag-
gravates their experience of their illness 
within the human condition. However, 
not long into therapy, they become aware 
that there are often messages imbedded 
in their experience of illness that will help 
them to make sense of its occurrence as 
well as lessen the impact of it. They learn 
to interpret their illness as a reflection of 
what is already going on in life, then set 
upon ‘resetting’ their lives in such a way 
to minimize or even eliminate the impact 
of the illness. To understand why our 
health problems exist gives us something 
to work with rather that feeling like some-
thing is constantly being taken away by 
our ill health. This sense of meaning al-
lows a client to deal with both the human 
condition and their experience of the 
health problem in a way that promotes 
their evolution beyond it.

How Can You Evolve Beyond Your 
Health and the Human Condition?

• First, consider that your experience of 
physical or emotional health may be try-
ing to tell you something.  Do you need 
to slow down in life? Are you avoiding 
something by staying busy? Is stopping 
you dead in your tracks the only way you 
will stop to really look at your life?  Colds, 
the flu, headaches, etc. are often your 
body’s way of telling you that you are 
taking care of the world much more than 
you are taking care of yourself.

• Ask yourself what is missing in life? 
Also ask what is getting in the way of 
having the life you want? Is your health 
problem—whether physical or emo-
tional—trying to give you the opportu-
nity to prioritize your life? It is not un-
usual that life-threatening illnesses help 
people to realize what they would regret 
if they hadn’t done it—so they do it!  This 
‘bucket list’ approach enhances your life 
and prevents regret.

• Is the law of opposites at work? 
Strangely enough, it is often the case that 
our body will manifest an illness but the 
meaning is actually opposite of our ex-
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perience of it. For instance, people with 
hip, leg, or foot problems are slowed 
down or even stopped depending on the 
injury and these people often get frus-
trated that they can’t move forward. 
Ironically, there is usually something in 
life that they are afraid to move forward 
in. Perhaps it is in advancing themselves 
with work, or moving forward in a rela-
tionship. Many other health problems 
also show up in opposites.

• Is the symptom so obvious that you are 
missing the point? Another irony—as a 
psychologist, I have often heard clients 
say that they can’t possibly go on in life. 
However, I quickly point out that they are 
not supposed to!—at least in the same 
way that they had been up until that 
point. Their depression  and subsequent 
suicidal thoughts are clearly telling them 
that something needs to change, but they 
don’t often realize that it is their approach 
to life that has to change—not that they 
actually want their life to end. Much is 
the same with many physical concerns—
some are so obvious that you don’t ini-
tially see the message.

• Is your experience of discomfort 
(physical or emotional) making you feel 
more alive? People often complain that 
their discomfort is unbearable. My ques-
tion to them often relates to whether or 
not this experience is the only thing that 
makes them feel more alive? So many 
people go along life simply existing—not 

deriving much pleasure from life for one 
reason or another. However, once they 
feel something—physical or emotional—
they become overwhelmed and don’t 
know what to do with it. Is it possible that 
you were so dead to life before that it took 
your discomfort or pain to wake you up 
to living?

• Is your illness forcing you to choose 
you? Related to the previous question is 
this: are you living life or is it living 
through you? It is not unusual for illness 
to provide a wake-up call that we are 
living life for the sake of others or society 
rather than for what we really want and 
need for ourselves. Sometimes illness 
forces us to realize that we have not been 
active participants in our own way of 
living, and perhaps it's our turn to really 
live.

• Is your illness keeping you from some-
thing that you love? If so, take a long, 
hard look at what it is that you love and 
ask whether you really love it, or if others 
loved you for doing it? Often people who 
are chronic helpers will experience ill-
ness that keeps them from caring for 
others. These individuals often have to 
learn a) that by helping others so much 
it is hurting themselves, and b) that they 
deserve some help once in a while as 
well. Or, perhaps you really do love 
whatever it is that is being kept from you 
by your illness, but that you are afraid to 
have the opportunity to do it—fear of 

failure, fear of ridicule, etc. Your illness 
may provide the opportunity to actually 
face whatever fear you have that prevents 
you from having what you want.

• How can my illness/discomfort help 
me in the future? It is unfortunate that 
illness sometimes serves the purpose of 
scaring us enough to take better care of 
ourselves from that point on rather than 
having done it all along. But sometimes 
it does take a physical or emotional ill-
ness to kick us in the pants enough to 
actually create a healthier lifestyle. If this 
is the case, take advantage of the oppor-
tunity for change before you get a bigger 
wake-up call again later.

Whether we want to accept it or not, 
health and the human condition are part 
of our individual growth process—our 
evolution. The human condition can 
show up as ongoing physical and/or 
emotional concerns. However, to remain 
conscious enough to interpret the mean-
ing behind them, our experience allows 
us to evolve beyond or current experi-
ence of our human condition. Are you 
ready to evolve?

Written by Dr. Katherine Kelly, licensed 
psychologist, speaker and author. These 
thoughts are taken from her soon-to-be 
published book, There’s No Therapy in 
Heaven:  The Soul’s Guide to Surviving 
the Human Condition. For more informa-
tion, go to drkatherinetkelly.com or call 
336-723-1011.
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