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Existential Challenges of Chronic Disease: Healthcare, the experience 
of illness, and how mindfulness may help
Serious chronic disease‚ sooner or later, almost certainly comes our way: either we become sick 
ourselves‚ or our loved ones become afflicted. Modern medicine has, in general, emphasized the 
biological and commercial aspects of combatting disease to the neglect and devaluation of the 
lived experience of serious illness. Rather than viewing personal distress as a direct consequence 
of debilitating disease, contemporary medicine typically employs the paradigm of “co-morbidities” 
whenever it attempts to address nonbiological dimensions of disease, such as depression, anxiety 
and fatigue. The concept of “co-morbidity” pathologizes normal, perhaps even health- and growth-
promoting‚ socio-emotional consequences of contracting serious illness, ignores the direct causal 



relations between disease and it natural nonphysical sequelae, and discounts the lived 
experience of those confronted by serious illness. Orienting to our moment-to-moment 
experience in compassionate way (mindfulness) can redirect our attention toward the personal 
challenges and opportunities of living with illness in the face of personal chaos.
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