A Curriculum of Peace

Peace from Within: Teaching Texts
That Comfort and Heal

OL1viA MCNEELY PAss

lthough Katherine Ann Porter’s Granny Weatherall is strong enough to go forward

A and have a “full life,” her being jilted as a young woman plagues her, becoming on

her deathbed the dominant issue that she has been unable to resolve. Like Granny,

we all put on strong faces each day, trying ever so hard to “weatherall” and conceal

the fact that we, like everyone else around us, are “wounded healers,” mere mortals who need

help much more often than we would like to admit. Hopefully, due to these experiences, we

offer aid to others when they are in need. With the recent spate of high school shootings in

America, we are all left to ponder how we can
“teach peace”—how we can offer to our students
the means by which they can calm their anger and
heal their hurt. The curriculum of peace must in-
clude ways to define our human problems, as well
as ways in which we learn to accept our own frailties
and heal the wounds inflicted upon us during life.

Although our educational system attempts
to fulfill the intellectual needs of the students,
those needs cannot be properly met if the emo-
tional needs are not considered. Many of us who
teach literature do so because reading has allowed
us to be nurtured both intellectually and emotion-
ally. We know the peace within that comes from a
text that we have connected with on an emotional
level—healing a hurt, explaining a wrong, making
us feel loved, allowing us to be imperfect. Conse-
quently, it is important that, as our school systems
set up curricula around new standards, we teachers
make sure that our students” emotional and intel-
lectual needs are considered.

A few years ago when my mother died and I
went through a messy, painful divorce, I reinvented
myself at middle age. I was able to make a start at
this process by means of a course that I created to
meet what I thought at the time were the needs of
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my students. However, as I look back, much of it
came because of the need for peace in my own life
at this time. I entitled the course “The Healing
Word: Literature about Coping with Death and IlI-
ness.” It became a literature course that allowed me
and the students who went through it to take stock
of our needs and accept ourselves as one of many
“wounded healers.” Although some of my (usually
male) colleagues call it a “touchy-feely” course, I
make sure that we don't just emote about issues but
explore in an intellectual way the texts and films that
I have included. However, I derive a certain sense of
peace every time I teach the course, and my stu-
dents report that they do, as well.

The texts and films that I use would be ap-
propriate on the high school or college level. How-
ever, other literary selections would allow the
course to be taught on any level. Many adolescent
novels would work well with this theme. Some nov-
els that come to mind about the struggles of adoles-
cents coming of age and dealing with difficult life
problems are The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Eliz-
abeth George Speare and The Contender by Robert
Lipsyte. On the elementary level, Elliott Anderson’s
Good-bye, a book written by Lucille Clifton, takes a
child through the steps of grieving after the death of
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his father, and Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree ex-
plores the issue of selflessness.

I structure my Healing Word course around
the following types of selections: (1) those dealing
with the physical healing of an individual, (2) those
addressing the mental healing of an individual, and
(3) those covering the healing from grief of an indi-
vidual. Interspersed with the readings, I use Bill
Moyerss PBS film series (and book) Healing and
the Mind, which deals with Eastern versus Western
medical treatments, the placebo effect, hospitals
and doctors that stress the importance of treating
the whole person (emotionally as well as physically),
the means by which meditation can ease physical
pain, and the added longevity received by cancer
patients who attend group therapy. I connect these
films quite easily with the texts I have selected: Nor-
man Cousins’s Anatomy of an Illness (an individual’s
physical healing), Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of
Motorcycle Maintenance (an individual's mental
healing), and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (an individ-
ual’s healing from grief ).

Since human beings have a most basic need
for physical health, Norman Cousins’s autobiograph-
ical Anatomy of an Illness seems the perfect book to
start the course. Cousins, who was the editor of The
Saturday Review for years, relates in a no-nonsense
way his recovery from a collagen illness (he was told
by doctors that he had one chance in five hundred
of full recovery), which he had treated in a nontra-
ditional way: He had his doctor incorporate laugh-
ter, common sense, and comfort in a treatment of
massive doses of Vitamin C. Through this treat-
ment, he not only recovers from the illness, but he is
also able to resume his duties as editor, play tennis
actively, and enjoy the physical play with his chil-
dren that had been so important to him. And, for
those who would like to relegate this to the “mere”
emotional realm, he notes the credibility with which
he was received by the American Medical Associa-
tion when he attended its conference and discussed
his treatment and recovery.

Along with a discussion of his own illness,
treatment, and recovery, Cousins also has chapters
on leprosy (showing the importance of pain to
human beings) and longevity’s connection with cre-
ativity (Pablo Cassals and Albert Schweitzer). Rene
Dubos says in the introduction, “The basic theme
of this book is that every person must accept a cer-
tain measure of responsibility for his or her own re-
covery from disease or disability” (11). Teenagers,

especially, but also adults, often believe themselves
immortal and consequently do not address this im-
portant need for assuming responsibility for their
own health. Cousins’s book, however, confronts the
reader with the issues of the quality of life; the con-
nection among art, health, and longevity; and a per-
son’s responsibility for his/her own physical health.
Since stress and fatigue were diagnosed as con-
tributing factors to Cousins’s illness, he concludes,
“If negative emotions produce negative chemical
changes in the body, wouldn't the positive emotions
produce positive chemical changes? Is it possible
that love, hope, faith, laughter, confidence, and the
will to live have therapeutic value?” (34-35). Along
with Cousins’s recovery, students are able to wit-
ness through this book the dramatic change in Cas-
sals and Schweitzer as they play the piano and rise
above their physical disabilities, achieving a sense
of health and well being.

At the end of the book, Cousins includes
anecdotes from people needing help, who wrote to
him about their loved ones who had similar ill-
nesses, and he notes how his advice affected their
lives. Cousins is careful not to make any rash claims
for either Vitamin C or humor as medical treat-
ments for everyone. He details his life’s experiences
in very careful, well-supported prose, concluding
the book with the following:

It all began, I said, when I decided that some
experts don’t really know enough to make a
pronouncement of doom on a human being. And
I said I hoped they [doctors] would be careful
about what they said to others; they might be
believed and that could be the beginning of the
end. (160)

The second book I teach is Robert Pirsig’s
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a book
about the healing of the mind, appropriately devel-
oped as a motorcycle journey, metaphoric of the
mental journey the main character is on as well.
“The central theme of Zen and the Art of Motorcy-
cle Maintenance is the quest for wholeness in a cul-
ture that has become intellectually, spiritually and
emotionally fragmented” (DiSanto and Steele 276).
Unfortunately, American society has become even
more fragmented since the book was first published
in 1974. Although the main character (dubbed
Phaedrus) candidly details his mental illness and re-
veals traces of it throughout the narration, the
reader is able to determine certain life elements
that are vital to mental health: love and connection
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with family and friends, relief from mental exertion,
and a well-roundedness to life. The book begins
with a motorcycle journey during which the main
character, along with his son and two friends ( John
and Sylvia), is piecing together his old self, the self
that has been obliterated by the shock treatments
he underwent after his mental breakdown. Rela-
tionship strains are noted: Unlike Phaedrus, John
and Sylvia dislike technology, wanting it to serve
them, but not wanting to have to deal with it; the son
wants attention but does not know how to relate to
his father (and vice versa). It is not an idyllic jour-
ney; however, the main character makes great gains
during the trip, and the reader is able to perceive
the irritations and problems that had contributed to
Phaedrus’s mental breakdown.

The health derived from the book comes
from the intimate connection the reader makes
with a person who has had a mental collapse and is
on an imperfect, but realistic road to recovery. Of
Phaedrus, Pirsig tells us:

He was insane. And when you look directly at an
insane man all you see is a reflection of your own
knowledge that he’s insane, which is not to see him
at all. To see him you must see what he saw and
when you are trying to see the vision of an insane
man, an oblique route is the only way to come at it.
Otherwise, your own opinions block the way.
There is only one access to him that I can see as
passable and we still have a way to go. (71)

In order to allow the reader this unadulterated
glimpse at Phaedrus through his own eyes, Pirsig
recreates the state of Phaedrus at the time of his
breakdown, while he is wrestling with the definition
of quality, as well as his inability to sleep, eat, and
function normally. We are taken through his tor-
ment, and in the final pages of the book, the narrator
[the present Phaedrus] talks to his son about motor-
cycle maintenance, which is the books sustained
metaphor for life’s maintenance, and tells him that
he has to take care of a motorcycle if he gets one.
When asked by his son if it's hard to take care of one,
he replies, “It’s having the right attitudes that’s hard”
(372). This is the lesson that Cousins teaches in
Anatomy of an Illness, as well. Pirsig’s book ends
with the following uplifting summation:

Trials never end, of course. Unhappiness and mis-
fortune are bound to occur as long as people live,
but there is a feeling now, that was not here be-
fore, and is not just on the surface of things, but
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penetrates all the way through: We've won it. It’s
going to get better now. You can sort of tell these
things. (373-74)

With the proliferation of violence on television, in
the movies, and in video games, our students are
overwhelmed by the negative forces of life and are,
according to many studies, desensitized to violence
and pain. Pirsig’s book renews a sensitivity to life it-
self and makes us ponder its vital issues, allowing us
a means to embrace our own lives in a more posi-
tive way.

We complete the thematic study with Toni
Morrison’s Beloved, which metaphorically travels
through the five steps that Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross
delineates as the path to the acceptance of immi-
nent death, as well as grief: (1) denial and isolation,
(2) anger, (3) bargaining, (4) depression, and (5) ac-
ceptance. Teaching this novel as a mother’s journey
to accept the death of her daughter facilitates the
students’ understanding of this rather difficult text
and allows them to travel both a literal and a meta-
phorical path in the healing of a grief.

According to Kiibler-Ross, the first reaction
to grief is denial and isolation, two traits that domi-
nate Sethe, the main character, at the beginning of
the novel: She denies the evil of the ghost and al-
lows both herself and her daughter Denver to live
an isolated existence. Denver tells her mother, “I
can't live here. I don’t know where to go or what to
do, but I can't live here. Nobody speaks to us. No-
body comes by. Boys don't like me. Girls don't ei-
ther. . . .” and she adds, “It’s not the house. It’s us!
And it’s you!” (14). Sethe’s daughter perceives that
the trouble lies within Sethe—the grief that Sethe
bears for her dead daughter Beloved truly pervades
the family environment.

Although the ghost of Beloved is powerful
and disruptive of Sethe’s and Denver’s lives when
they live there alone, Paul D, an old friend who ar-
rives unexpectedly, brings love and positive energy
into the house. Through anger, the second step in
grieving according to Kiibler-Ross, he is able to rid
the house of the ghost of guilt: “God damn it! Hush
up! ... Leave the place alone! Get the hell out!
... You want to fight, come on! God damn it! She
got enough without you. She got enough!” (18). In
this way, Paul D exorcises the ghost.

The third step in the grieving process occurs
after Beloved comes as a flesh-and-blood entity,
driving apart the delicate relationships between



both Sethe and Paul and Sethe and Denver. Even
when her mother is choked by Beloved, and Den-
ver clearly acknowledges the danger her mother is
in, she bargains to keep Beloved there:

It was better to feast, to have permission to be
the looker, because the old hunger—the before-
Beloved hunger that drove her into boxwood and
cologne for a taste of a life, to feel it bumpy and
not flat—was out of the question. Looking kept it
at bay. (119-120)

Denver is afraid of losing the little hold she
has on the only life she has known. As someone who
loves Sethe, Paul wants desperately to help her with
her problems; therefore, his bargaining begins. He
tells Sethe, “T just don’t understand what the hold is.
It’s clear why she holds on to you, but I just can't see
why you holding on to her” (67). Sethe ends up ex-
plaining to him, “T can't place it. It’s a feeling in me”
(67). Sethe’s “brain was not interested in the future.
Loaded with the past and hungry for more, it left
her no room to imagine, let alone plan for, the next
day” (70). Not only are Denver and Sethe bargain-
ing, but Paul D is as well. Beloved is manipulating
Paul D, making him leave Sethe’s bed and come to
hers, in an attempt to sever the relationship which
he and Sethe have. In order to protect that relation-
ship, Paul D tells Sethe that he wants her to get
pregnant by him, hoping that Sethe will therefore
keep him in her bed. All three are bargaining, and
Beloved begins to fall apart—literally.

The health derived from the book
comes from the intimate
connection the reader makes with a
person who has had a mental
collapse and is on an imperfect, but

realistic road to recovery.

With bargaining there is hope; however, soon
seemingly hopeless depression, Kiibler-Ross’s fourth
stage in the grieving process, sets in. Depression for

Sethe is triggered by Paul D’s discovery of her infan-
ticide and his pronouncement to her: “You got two
feet, Sethe, not four” (165). Thus begins Part Tivo of
the three parts of the novel. It is during this time pe-
riod that Sethe consciously acknowledges who
Beloved truly is. Beloved, at this point, is getting
physically larger, more powerful, and Sethe is
shrinking—in fact, dying. Denver, the one who
needed Beloved the most when she came in the
flesh, is the first one to realize the state of depres-
sion and need that Sethe is in at this point. Denver
realizes that “if Sethe didn’t wake up one morning
and pick up a knife, Beloved might” (242). Denver
changes her alliance from Beloved to her mother
and ventures out into the community for help.

The community comes to Sethe’s house, sur-
rounding her with its support and love, and Beloved
is truly exorcised—"is truly gone. Disappeared,
some say, exploded right before their eyes” (263).
But with Beloved’s disappearance, Sethe loses her-
self until Paul D comes back and tells her, “You your
best thing, Sethe. You are,” and she asks, “Me? Me?”
(273). And now the final stage of Kiibler-Ross’s
grieving process can take place—acceptance:

By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten is
not only the footprints but the water too and what
is down there. The rest is weather. Not the breath
of the disremembered and unaccounted for, but
wind in the eaves, or spring ice thawing too
quickly. Just weather. (275)

It is now, at the very close of the novel, that
Morrison brings Sethe, Denver, and Paul D to a
place where they can get back to living. The griev-
ing has taken its toll, but it is now eliminated. Paul
D, with Denver and the community’s help, is the ul-
timate redeemer for Sethe. As Thirty-Mile Woman
is for Sixo, Paul is integral to Sethe’s life. She could
now say to him what Sixo says about Thirty-Mile
Woman:

“[You are] a friend of my mind. [You] gather me,
man. The pieces I am, [you] gather them and give
them back to me in all the right order. It’s good,
you know, when you got a [man] who is a friend of
your mind.” (272-73)

Arranged as paths to cope with life’s major
problems, these three texts provide a thematic
study that allows students and teacher to examine
together the means by which inner peace is possi-
ble. All three texts emphasize (1) the importance of
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accepting responsibility for yourself; (2) the need
for humor, art, and love; and (3) a clearer under-
standing of the community of human beings within
which we all belong and with which we need to
connect. As psychologist David Spiegel notes in
Healing and the Mind:

Grieving for people you have cared about who
have died, and facing your own fears of dying, and
handling pain—those kinds of issues require fo-
cused attention. They require a serious effort to
allow people to share what they’re feeling inside so
that they feel comfort and support when they do.
That goes beyond the usual notion of support
groups. (161)

It goes quite naturally into the world of the class-
room, and we English/language arts teachers have a
unique key to unlock and release a little of the pain
from our students—the key of literature.
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