
Blessed with  
a Brain Tumor
Realizing it’s All Gift and 
Learning to Receive

Will Pye



To that which is beyond words, without 
which nothing would be, eternal gratitude. 
May I remember this presence always.



To Mum, Dad, and Louise - 
They say we don’t choose our family – if this is  
so I am beyond lucky. I love you more than words  
can express.





A human being is part of the whole 
called by us the universe, a part limited 
in time and space. Humans experience 
themselves, their thoughts and feelings 
as something separate from the rest, 
a kind of optical delusion of their 
consciousness. This delusion is a kind 
of prison for us, restricting us to our 
personal desires and to affection for 
a few persons nearest to us. Our task 
must be to free ourselves from this 
prison by widening our circle of love 
and compassion, to embrace all living 
creatures and the whole of nature  
in its beauty.

—Albert Einstein
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Since everything in life is but an 
experience, perfect in being what it is, 
having nothing to do with good or bad, 
acceptance or rejection, one may well 
burst out in laughter! 

—Long Chen Pa

It’s just a ride.

—Bill Hicks
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Introduction

On February 26, 2011, I learned there was a tumor the 
size of a golf ball in my brain. One might reasonably 
expect such an event to be laden with doom, gloom, dif-
ficulty, and death. Well, clearly no death yet, or else this 
book brings new meaning to the term “ghostwriting.” Per-
haps more surprising is the absence of doom, gloom, or 
difficulty. Indeed, the whole experience unfolded without 
any stress or suffering. The months following diagnosis 
were amongst the most wonderful, purposeful, and joy 
filled of my life. In the years that have followed I have 
discovered that even the threat of death was not by itself 
a sufficient motivating force to fully integrate the realiza-
tions and insights of those first few months; however, 
they offered a taste of what is possible and initiated a 
process through which I am ever more deeply fulfilled, at 
peace, and in love with life.

At the moment of diagnosis, I experienced deep 
peace, a knowing all was well. I intuited the diagnosis 
was somehow a deepening of my journey rather than 
an interruption, a gift rather than a problem. As I surren-
dered, I existed mostly on a continuum of joy to bliss, 
even when, or perhaps because, imminent bodily debil-
itation and death were possible. Such an experience is 
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not typical. This book will explore how it was possible 
to respond in this way and how such peace and joy are 
possible for all of us, in every moment. 

The medical opinion was to have surgery immedi-
ately, and, given that this was the only item on the med-
ical menu, I chose it. However, days before I was due 
to have the operation I had an epiphany. I realized that 
this decision had come from a part of me that wanted 
to carry on living as I always had, and that I preferred 
to give the responsibility for resolving the issue to an 
external authority, albeit in this instance a likeable and 
highly talented neurosurgeon. In realizing the decision 
had come from a place of fear and laziness, I decided 
to take time to allow a wiser perspective to form. In 
doing so, I sensed there may be another possibility, 
one that would have greater benefit for myself and soci-
ety as a whole. To allow time to explore and research 
this possibility further, I needed to know I was not 
taking an excessive risk in putting off surgery, and so I 
insisted on a second MRI scan—it seemed wise to ally 
intuition with hard data. The second scan showed that 
the tumor was not growing, and in consultation with the 
neurosurgical team I chose to postpone surgery. 

As immensely intriguing as a “conscious craniotomy” 
appeared, I intuited more possibility and potential in 
exploring the creation of a self-induced healing. Follow-
ing a decade-long quest into the nature of reality, which 
included the study of mind–body medicine, energy med-
icine, the phenomenon of “spontaneous remissions,” 
and alternative healing, I was aware that, in principle, 
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by completely transforming the conditions of body and 
mind which had given rise to the tumor, my body would 
be able to do what bodies do naturally under optimum 
conditions, which is heal. My neurosurgeon was sup-
portive of my decision to monitor my brain regularly via 
MRI scans, respecting that it was my decision to make, 
whilst being understandably skeptical about the pos-
sibility of creating a tumor-free brain without surgery.

I experimented with diet and supplementation, 
and I made lifestyle changes which minimized stress 
and maximized joy. I studied scores of books and 
research papers on the subject, conducted much inner 
enquiry, met with people who had created their own 
self-induced healings, studied the modalities they had 
studied, and had countless healings from alternative 
health practitioners. There was a degree of success 
in that the tumor—which we can reasonably presume 
had been growing in the two years up to diagnosis, 
was now stable, and regular scans became a formal-
ity. My neurosurgeon became more comfortable with 
my approach—in one report to my GP following our 
post-scan consultation he stated that he had decided 
I would not have surgery. I was happy to realize that 
where once he spoke of tumors morphing, he was now 
willing to put his name to the approach I was taking! In 
light of the fact that I was not experiencing any symp-
toms, his view was “We cannot make you any better.” 

Although I was not able to effect a reduction in the 
tumor mass, I remained confident in my ability to do 
so. However, as time passed I became complacent and 



Blessed with a Brain Tumor

12

gave less attention to my diet, and I returned to working 
in the safety and security of my business rather than 
actively pursuing my life purpose. I allowed old patterns 
of thought and emotion to resume. 

It was clearly time for another wake-up call—I expe-
rienced a Grand Mal seizure, and new scans indicated 
there was a slight shift in the tumor. I remained deter-
mined to create a self-induced healing, but a few months 
later another Grand Mal seizure was followed by a scan 
which indicated the tumor had grown. The arrival of the 
occasional headache demonstrated it was time to have 
that conscious craniotomy I had been so intrigued by.

The operation certainly was quite an experience! I 
recommend practicing lots of yoga and/or qi gong in 
advance of the procedure, as being bolted to a hard 
operating table is uncomfortable after the first hour 
or two. Despite being immobile, for the majority of the 
five and a half hour procedure I practiced a conscious 
breathing meditation and experienced delightful states 
of consciousness. The surgeon’s comment of “That has 
higher grade written all over it,” briefly interrupted my 
bliss. The pathology results confirmed a stage-three 
anaplastic astrocytoma. In one moment the probably 
low-grade brain tumor became cancer, and what I hoped 
would be the end of this little issue became just the 
beginning. Half an hour after hearing the news, my father 
asked me how I felt. I had experienced disappointment; 
however, I asked again and found peace and joy. On 
experiencing this at such a time, I was overwhelmed with 
gratitude—what a blessing!
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The mainstream medical menu now offered radio-
therapy as a main course, with a possible dessert 
of chemotherapy. Although there is little sound 
evidence to support the use of chemotherapy, that 
I would have radiotherapy was seemingly not in ques-
tion, although I did ask the neurosurgeon what might 
happen if I did not. 

“You will have problems within months,” was the 
unusually unequivocal response. Thus, having checked 
in with my intuition I proceeded with radiotherapy whilst 
also utilizing cannabis oil and experienced no issues 
other than the loss of hair and an adjusted state of 
consciousness here or there. The psychological effects 
of the oil are another story.

As I write this, two months out from radiotherapy 
and four months from surgery, I am feeling outstand-
ingly well. My left hand is now working near perfectly 
following some minor limitations to spatial awareness 
post-surgery—on occasion observing me high-fiving my 
three-year-old nephew it might have been difficult to say 
who was the more experienced.

Average survival rate from here on in is five to ten 
years. I will be making far from average choices in terms 
of diet, daily practice and approach to self and life—
there is no room for complacency now—and 20–30+ 
seems reasonable. At once I surrender such details, 
trusting life will unfold as it will; my job is simply to enjoy 
the ride, making the greatest contribution I can whilst 
remembering what I am beyond and before thought and 
emotion. This presence, joyful and at peace.
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May this book help you gain much of the insight, 
revelation, joy, and transformative “oomph” of being 
diagnosed with a life-threatening illness without the 
considerable inconvenience of actually having one—a 
sort of virtual-reality wake-up call!

I hope you will also find value as I share the fruits of a 
decade-long multi-disciplinary, multi-modality, cross-cul-
tural enquiry into the nature of reality and ultimate truth, 
with a slant towards how such knowledge can help us 
create the most beautiful future we can imagine.

Where does one look for truth? I tried everywhere. 
I devoured many thousands of books, blogs, and arti-
cles from the realms of philosophy, spirituality, and 
religion from most eras and traditions. I read self-help 
books and studied the philosophy and history of sci-
ence. I explored various fields of scientific research, 
shamanism, esoteric arts, metaphysics, theology, 
psychology, ecology, sociology, and history. I read 
biographies of extraordinary people. I read the novels 
of the brilliant and the poetry of genius. I explored 
and experimented with nutrition, exercise, and energy 
healing. I have been practicing qi gong, yoga and other 
forms of meditation for over a decade. I tested count-
less other transformative practices, attending dozens 
of seminars, conferences, workshops, and trainings. I 
experienced shamanic practices and plant medicines 
around the world. I worked with psychotherapists and 
counsellors, and interviewed quantum physicists, spir-
itual masters, philosophers, and futurists. I took many 
long walks in nature.



Introduction

15

The quest has been fruitful in many ways. I have healed 
in myself what psychology would refer to as “depression,” 
and freed myself of various “addictions.” In creating my 
own freedom and well-being, I have found it necessary to 
look beyond the language, definitions, and assumptions 
that are commonly used to navigate and explore life. 
A central message of this book is that how we define 
events is itself a creative process. Science and mysticism 
(my own and those of every mystic I have ever studied) 
essentially concur—there is no objective reality. All we 
perceive is but a reflection of the matrix of thoughts and 
beliefs, images of self, and the world that we have, mostly 
unconsciously, installed. We are far more powerful than is 
generally understood. Life now invites more of us to step 
into this power, not merely for our own fulfilment, but also 
to midwife a new period of humanity, to birth opportunity 
from the clutches of the crises we face. As more of us 
take complete responsibility for our personal experience 
and the effects of our thinking and feeling, as well as our 
doing, upon the whole, we will move closer to living in the 
kind of world our hearts know is possible. We need a new 
way of thinking to solve some old problems. This book is 
a modest contribution to our efforts.

How this Book Works

In Part One: The Seven Gifts, we will begin with an 
account of my diagnosis—the events surrounding it 
and how I experienced them. Each chapter will end 
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with Questions for Altering Reality—prompts designed 
to loosen and open the mind to expand and absorb an 
upgraded operating system.

Part Two: The Seven Invitations empowers the cre-
ation of well-being, creativity, and happiness. Practical 
exercises are included to facilitate a transformative 
process. Complete each exercise, because you are 
committed to living a life of greater fulfilment, purpose 
and joy; your intention is important. If your intuition 
guides you to dive deeper into some than others, follow 
that prompt. Become aware of the distinction between 
your intuition, (silent, felt, instant) and the resistance 
of the “ego mind” (noisy, thought and time based). 
There is no one-size-fits-all miracle cure or tradition, no 
seven, ten, or twelve steps to happiness and freedom 
applicable to every unique human in the exact same 
way. We discover our own approach best by listening to 
everyone and following no one. We are extraordinarily 
lucky to live in a time when we can access such a broad 
range of knowledge. This book distils the most useful 
and powerful approaches I have discovered and found 
to be effective in facilitating transformation whilst work-
ing with groups around the world. Some will be useful, 
some less so. Be your own master and expert. 

May this book be a contributor to your journey of 
growth into an ever more fully realized wholeness and 
joy. May it be an inspiration and invitation to experience 
yourself as a powerful creative interconnected being, 
and to continue deepening into the truth of yourself as 
a source of love and truth in our world. 



Introduction

There has never been a more opportune time to 
awaken as the joyful being we have forgotten we truly 
are, than now.



 

Some big shit will happen …

—Jun Po Denis Kelly Roshi 
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Prologue

These are not perhaps the typical sage words of a Zen 
master, but then Jun Po Denis Kelly Roshi is rather 
more than a typical Zen master. In August 2011, six 
months before my diagnosis, I was deeply affected by 
a talk he gave in Australia. Two months later I flew to 
the United States to attend a sesshin (a Zen meditation 
retreat) in the aptly named Loveland, Colorado. It was 
in dokusan, the meeting between teacher and student, 
when he spoke the words which begin this section.

That cold Melbourne night when I first heard him 
speak had found me in the depths of suffering, an angry 
story of despair replaying in my head. I had contem-
plated going to a bar that night, but instead I dragged my 
miserable self to the talk venue. Minutes after Jun Po 
entered the room, I experienced a profound shift in con-
sciousness. Where contraction and hopelessness had 
been, now there was spaciousness, joy, and consider-
able amusement at the melodrama I had only moments 
before been directing and starring in.

What Jun Po said in those minutes I do not recall; 
neither do I imagine the content of what he said to 
be of great importance. It was his presence that was 
so valuable. I recall that, later in the talk, he spoke of 
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how in such “dharma talks” the traditional idea was 
that teachers would speak to the Buddha statue at 
the back of the room to symbolize speaking from their 
Buddha nature to the Buddha nature of each person 
present. Such symbolism would have usually struck me 
as merely that, except on this occasion it offered an 
especially interesting story … an explanation for this 
wonderful shift into a state of mind I was familiar with, 
yet had hitherto seemed so distant from.

Having been passionate about creating positive 
change in the world for many years, I was deeply moved 
by the possibility of being able to shift another’s state 
and to lessen their suffering, simply by being present. 
I decided there and then I wanted whatever Jun Po 
had. I wanted to be able to bring it online … to be that 
spacious transformative presence, consciously and 
volitionally. I had long wanted to be a source of love 
and truth in this world, and in offering such presence 
I sensed how I might be of most benefit. I felt I better 
understood Gandhi’s maxim—“Be the change you want 
to see in the world.” I see now how this marked a 
turning point as I began to shift my focus from working 
to change the external world to transforming the very 
consciousness from which the (apparently) external 
world arises. Starting with my own.

In dokusan, Jun Po continued, “… and you want to 
be prepared. A sustained meditation practice means 
we can be useful when such dramas unfold, remaining 
calm, offering compassion and perspective.” 

Jun Po was “preaching” to the already converted. I 
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had practiced meditation (with eyes shut) for several 
years and was grateful for the huge shifts in my well-be-
ing and the insight it had facilitated. In the months 
leading up to the retreat, I had adopted the eyes-open 
Zazen practice Jun Po recommends, sitting for an hour 
or more each day. The eyes-open approach is at once 
deeply symbolic and very practical. It emphasizes an 
awake and compassionate engagement with life, here 
and now, as it is. In addition it is thought to lessen the 
likelihood of drifting off into pleasing but potentially 
dissociative subtle states of mind, which are perhaps 
more likely to occur with eyes closed. This aligns with my 
own beliefs—what use is “spiritual awakening” if it does 
not translate into being more useful, more loving, more 
authentic in each moment of life? Any fool can taste and 
point to enlightenment, but living it—being awake and 
compassionate, spontaneously alive in each moment, 
fully embodied and integrated—is true wisdom.

As Jun Po spoke, I found myself agreeing with him. 
He had been diagnosed with and overcome stage-four 
throat cancer just a few years earlier. He had experi-
enced so much of life’s capacity to throw up vicissitudes 
of considerable inconvenience that his cancer survival 
was not sufficiently noteworthy to make it in to his won-
derful biography, A Heart Blown Open. I imagined the 
possible dramas he spoke of would be decades away. 
I would most likely have grey hair by the time a loved 
one died or I experienced some kind of serious illness 
myself. Plenty of time to prepare, no urgency …
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Big Shit

The next day, I received a text message from the friend 
of a close friend back in Australia, requesting that I call 
at the earliest opportunity. As I waited for it to be a 
reasonable hour, I wondered what would be the nature 
of the bad news. I could not conceive of anything pos-
itive that would prompt this woman I hardly knew to 
message me. Why was my friend not messaging me 
herself?

Eventually, I got through, and I can clearly recall 
the visceral reaction I felt upon hearing the news that 
my thirty-four-year-old friend had experienced a stroke 
whilst driving to work. She had been rushed to hospital, 
and, following seven hours of emergency brain surgery, 
doctors now expected—where just hours earlier it had 
been more a case of hope—that she would live. There 
were doubts as to what level of brain function and life 
quality she would experience. As she would explain 
to me a few months after the surgery, she had been 
surprised to discover the big black gap on her MRI scan 
indicating the portion of her brain that had been sur-
gically removed in the life-saving operation. She then 
surprised doctors, if not those who knew her, by making 
a rapid and full recovery, relatively soon walking and 
talking with as much grace and eloquence as before, 
and returning to work within six months. 

It was agreed that I would come back to Australia as 
planned, when the retreat finished in a couple of days, 



Prologue

23

as doctors were not allowing visitors in those early 
days. I was able to continue practicing being fully pres-
ent. This practice would prove to come in very handy in 
the following months! First, I found myself emotionally 
collapsing at the next “sharing” in the retreat—so 
very un-Zen—as I recounted the news I had received 
and revealed the distress, fear, and sadness pulsing 
through my being. I was deeply grateful when the group, 
in our circle, took a moment to envision my friend in 
good health receiving our love and compassion. How 
prescient had Jun Po’s words been, I thought. Within 
months this became truer still.

More Prescient Wisdom

It was four months after my friend’s stroke, and I had 
been back in Canberra for some time, enjoying the 
tail end of a beautiful Australian summer. My friend 
was doing wonderfully well, all things considered, and 
I regularly visited her on her family’s farm. Hopefully 
being useful, I helped her to relearn basic tasks and 
generally offered compassionate support towards her 
empowered and positive approach to recovery. As a 
yoga teacher and student of physiology she knew a 
thing or two about the body. She also brought the same 
positive attitude and energy to her recovery as she had 
previously brought to a successful work life.

My friend and I had both long been interested in 
health, well-being, and the power of the mind. My par-
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ticular obsession was the nature of reality itself, and 
I saw my studies as leading towards a deeper under-
standing and eventual realization of what this life was 
all about. For a long time I had been collecting quotes 
of wisdom and inspiration … words that offered insight 
and captured essence, typically from great scientists, 
spiritual teachers, authors, and philosophers. I had a 
scrapbook full to the brim with such words, and in more 
recent times had created computer files with quotes on 
love, truth, transformation, and the like. It was a com-
mon experience for me to read a quote and be moved 
by it. However, on Wednesday, February 23, 2011, I 
experienced a different category of reaction altogether.

That day I read a quote that did not appear to express 
anything new yet it induced an exceptional reaction. I 
experienced a stirring in the middle of my chest. “Yes! 
That’s it! That nails it!” I thought. The profound elo-
quence of the words—which I have since discovered 
to be a Buddhist saying attributed to multiple individu-
als—reverberated through my being: “Death is certain, 
its timing uncertain; so, what is important now?”

Such a powerful pointer! I felt a deep resonance with 
getting on with living my most joyous and authentic life. 
I had completed much successful transformative work 
and created significant shifts in how I showed up in 
the world. It was clear, too, that the distance between 
values and choices, actions and intentions, vision 
and reality, in each case, was less than I had once 
experienced. Yet I still felt keenly that I was bringing 
forth but a fraction of what was possible. I felt chal-



25

Prologue

lenged and inspired to look more closely at how my life 
itself answered the question. Beyond my many words, 
what did my life itself stand for? I had for a long time 
asserted that I sought to be a source of love and truth 
in the world, but to what extent was this expressed in 
my daily life? I shudder as I consider the chasm that 
existed between saying and doing, talking and walking.

Inspired to a deeper level of pondering, I wrote the 
quote down in my journal, and it was the only entry 
for that day. I added no commentary or summary—
unusual for one prone to verbosity!—feeling it stood 
well alone as words of true wisdom. In addition, I would 
write nothing in the journal for the next five days, the 
only occasion in that journal in which more than a day 
or two had passed without an entry filling pages. As is 
so often my experience, I was excited and inspired by 
the prospect of more transformation and growth, and 
guided by the pertinence of the questions. I would soon 
discover just how pertinent.

More Big Shit?

A few days after reading the quote, on February 26, 
2011, I was working out in the gym at an apartment 
complex in Canberra. Having completed a weights ses-
sion, I was enjoying a run on the treadmill—so much 
so, that, when my planned twenty minutes elapsed, I 
decided to increase the pace and push on. Unlike the 
day two weeks before when I had experienced what I 
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now know to be a partial seizure—or mere “muscle 
spasm” as my doctor had unhelpfully described it—I 
was feeling energized. A few minutes into my extra 
push, I felt a tingling in my left hand and a mildly 
altered state of consciousness reminiscent of that 
which I had felt prior to the partial seizure. In a flash it 
became very clear that something was fundamentally 
not as it should be. I began to slow down the machine. 
It was taking too long, so I jumped off. I was initially 
able to control the movement, and then gravity took 
over, and my unconscious body fell to the ground. My 
next conscious awareness was of sitting cross-legged 
on the gym floor with two fellow gym goers joining me 
in a slightly peculiar gathering. They offered me water 
and explained that I had experienced a seizure—a 
full-body, convulsive seizure, no less. After they had 
filled me in on what had happened, I began to get up 
with the intention of thanking them and returning to 
my apartment. They gently explained I should probably 
stay sitting down as an ambulance was on the way. Oh!

I was soon on my way to hospital.
On arrival, I sat in a wheelchair for a while feeling 

quite peculiar. After a short wait, I was given a CAT scan. 
The kind, female doctor came in not long after to share 
the results. Her face told me it was not good news. 

“There is a lump in your brain,” I think she said. 
“Oh!” I may have replied. 
I have forgotten the details of the dialogue, yet I 

can recall the doctor’s troubled face quite clearly. She 
explained that I would have an MRI to obtain a clearer 
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picture of what was happening, and I would need to 
attend another hospital to facilitate this. She was sorry, 
she said, and left. I was touched by her concern. And 
immensely intrigued by this turn of events. There was 
peace, equipoise, and a complete absence of vexation. 
This may or may not have been related to the effects 
of the morphine!

At a little before midnight, I was transferred to 
another Canberra hospital, twenty minutes away, where 
I stayed overnight. The next day I received an MRI scan; 
a meeting with a friendly neurosurgeon ensued. He 
handled the situation in a most casual way, remarking 
almost flippantly, “We can take it out Friday if you want!” 
I both enjoyed and appreciated his attitude as it was 
matter of fact rather than making it into a problem. He 
also avoided the projection of his fear or death anxiety 
which can occur when healthy people speak to people 
whom they know have a life-threatening condition. That 
was on a Sunday.

The diagnosis, that the lump was probably an “astro-
cytoma” or low-grade glioma, indicated a better sort 
of brain tumor to have; however, the doctors could 
not be sure. I was advised that a biopsy is generally 
considered to be too invasive in such circumstances. 
The tumor was largely a cyst, about five by five by six 
centimeters. My consultant explained that surgery was 
the only option, and that it would be a relatively simple 
operation, lasting about four or five hours. The risk of 
death was small, apparently, although there was a good 
chance I might experience some retardation in motor 
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function, which may or may not last. I suggested this 
last point would be no issue, as I would simply be able 
to train back anything that was lost. The neurosurgeon 
responded, “Well, unfortunately, at thirty-one, you are 
old in neuroplastic terms.”

Having studied mind–body interaction, neuroscience, 
and consciousness for several years, I was aware this 
point of view was no longer as true as it was once 
thought. Recent research, which just so happened to 
have been part of my reading in the previous months, 
strongly suggested that the extent of neuroplasticity 
has been underestimated, and that it occurs even into 
the ninth decade of life in some instances. Our brains 
are being discovered to be far more malleable and 
capable of adjusting to environmental stimuli than we 
had concluded.

I suggested this to the neurosurgeon and let slide 
his wishy-washy “I’m a sceptic” response, as if we were 
talking about UFO sightings rather than peer-reviewed 
scientific papers. I figured it was best to keep on the 
very good side of a man who may soon hold a scalpel 
to my brain. 

It all seemed to be fairly good news. Being an opti-
mist by both nature and training, I assumed that it was 
one of the less-threatening types of tumors, and that it 
would not morph into anything more alarming. 

A funny coincidence occurred during the consulta-
tion with the neurosurgeon. Following her stroke and 
surgery, my friend had been placed on an anti-seizure 
medication, phenytoin, which had caused all manner 
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of unpleasant side-effects. The name had thus been 
seared into my mind, it being so often referred to in 
our conversations as the source of all evils. The neu-
rosurgeon explained that they had some anti-seizure 
medication for me to take.

“It’s phenytoin, right?” I inquired.
“Yes, it is,” he confirmed, appearing somewhat sur-

prised as he looked up to see my smiling countenance. 
I was appreciating the irony of a good cosmic joke. I 
assumed I would experience no side-effects, which 
proved to be the case—it pays to learn to consciously 
utilize the placebo effect.

I was discharged the next morning, pills and pre-
scription in hand, with a date for a consultation with the 
neurosurgeon in a couple of weeks. I had explained to 
the surgeon that I wanted time to ponder—I would say 
ponder my options, yet at this stage I did not believe 
I had any—and develop my understanding of exactly 
what was happening.

I got home in a surreal haze, stunned by the extraor-
dinary depth of the news. I wondered what to do. I felt 
no panic or alarm, just immense curiosity. I mean, a 
brain tumor … how truly fascinating! I decided to write 
in my journal.

Opening the pages my eyes fell on the previous 
entry: Death is certain, its timing uncertain; so, what is 
important now?

In case I might not have worked out the message of 
the tumor without it, the quote clearly pointed to the 
diagnosis being my wake-up call, inviting greater urgency 
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I was overcome with an overwhelming and profound 

gratitude that such a whisper from the unseen would 
grace this moment, somehow offering reassurance. I 
knew that it was all okay, death included, and I had the 
experience of seeing that there is only ever perfection 
unfolding. I fell to my knees and cried with joy and 
sadness as a humbling awe and wonder overwhelmed 
me. And, somehow, from the depths of my being, I 
knew with certainty what I had already felt—there was 
nothing wrong. No problem. Just perfection continuing 
to unfold.

This was the beginning of by far the most interesting 
event in an already very interesting life. It was the dra-
matic commencement of a cavalcade of joy, love, and 
the discovery of why I am really here, what I really am, 
and what life truly is. Miraculously, this unfolding has 
been largely free of any stress or suffering and full of 
gift after gift, which we will now explore.





 

Our greatest freedom is the freedom to 
choose our attitude.

 —Victor E. Frankl



 

Part One: 
 The Seven Gifts
In viewing the diagnosis as a gift and opportunity, I was 
able to encounter gift and opportunity. Part One shares 
seven of the most valuable gifts and invites you to give 
yourself some of the same.

Take a moment at the end of each chapter to ask 
yourself the Questions for Altering Reality.



Love seeketh not itself to please, 
Nor for itself hath any care, 
But for another gives its ease, 
And builds a Heaven in hell’s despair                                                                                        

—William Blake 



35

Chapter 1:  
 
The Gift of Love

One of the most delightful and notable aspects of the 
initial stages of being diagnosed with a brain tumor 
was an increased and deepened experience of loving, 
being loved, and being love. Being given so much love 
has been a profound gift. Learning how to truly receive 
it, profounder still.

Receiving Love

As others became aware that my chances of immi-
nent death had increased, they became kinder. They 
appeared to look at me differently. Grudges or judg-
ments arising from my past self-righteousness or igno-
rance seemed to evaporate. Our mortality connects us. 
The diagnosis of a brain tumor is assumed to be a 
misfortune, and thus I am offered sympathy. People 
imagine I must be suffering.

I feel enormous gratitude for this love and kindness 
shown to me by friends and strangers. We tend to 
underestimate the powerful impact of a smile offered 



Blessed with a Brain Tumor

36

to a passerby or a moment given to expressing love 
and appreciation to another. Love has been proven to 
be a powerful preventative and curative. Our collective 
health requires a more liberal application of this 
magical medicine. 

One of the most powerfully healing forces of love I 
received after my diagnosis was from my family. 

I love my father dearly. He is a wonderful man—kind, 
loving, generous, and wise. I looked up to him growing 
up, and I used to get up early every morning so we 
could eat breakfast together before he went to work. 
I would try to eat as many Weetabix as him. I loved 
to use his breakfast bowl when he was away. I always 
sought his approval, and especially loved to score a 
goal in soccer or a try in rugby when he was present to 
watch. More often than not, he was.

Things changed in my teenage years. I did not 
approve of my father’s behavior regarding my parents’ 
divorce. He did not approve of my taking drugs and 
generally telling all authority figures (and a particular 
teacher) to “fuck off!” Talking about emotions is not 
my father’s greatest strength, and the intense anger 
within me often found no expression. However, he knew 
I had felt hatred towards him for I expressed this. It 
is a mark of my father’s character that, in the face of 
great disdain and disinterest from my sister and me, 
he stuck around and endured the forced weekend trips 
to the cinema and so on, as we gradually softened and 
forgave. There was healing still to be done, even twenty 
years after the breakup, when I was diagnosed. 
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Who in your life would like to hear that you love 
them? Express it now. Call, don’t text. The book’s not 
going anywhere. Go to the next room and give someone 
a prolonged hug!

Ten years before the diagnosis, at the age of twen-
ty-one, I had left the UK and my family behind, and 
over the next ten years my father had perhaps called 
me twice. We spoke with regularity, but I was almost 
always the one calling. I sought a closer relationship. I 
am unusually emotionally open for an Englishman, and 
so the fit of my needs and capacities has often been 
slightly off-kilter with those of my father.

Following my diagnosis, he called me every day for 
two months. Words cannot express the depth of this 
gift. I learned later this did not yet enable me to truly 
receive my father’s love. I discovered that to know 
intellectually you are loved and to witness this loving in 
such clear action is still not, in itself, sufficient to create 
the experience of receiving love. Just as we can have 
an abundant water supply yet remain parched if we do 
not turn on the tap, so it is that, in order to receive 
love, we must remove whatever obstructions we have 
placed over our heart. In healing relationships with 
primary caregivers, we become better able to receive 
the ever-present love of life itself. We do not always 
see this ubiquitous love; we are like fish who can’t see 
the water they swim in. Often we need first to release 
a feeling of unworthiness that prevents us from fully 
receiving. This came later for me and is an ongoing 
awareness. At the time of diagnosis, the celebration of 
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a father and son’s love and its deepening expression 
was gift enough.

My relationships with my mother and sister also 
became more openly loving. The love of those around 
me, and the shifts in many relationships, were won-
derful gifts. As we heal ourselves, our families heal, 
as our families heal our communities heal, and so 
on. Wannabe world-changers beware—the work must 
begin with ourselves.

A Special Experience of Receiving

A few weeks after the diagnosis, whilst I was again on 
meditation retreat with Jun Po, an experience arose 
that was so delightful it fills me with love and gratitude 
even now.

It was the closing session of the last day of the retreat, 
and we each in turn shared insight and reflections. I 
expressed thoughts on the fragility of life. I was the last 
to share, and I recall perceiving that Jun Po, when he 
spoke next, gave my contribution less acknowledgment 
than I would have liked. I had a sense of not having 
been heard as Jun Po offered a few words to the group. 
Perhaps this was a tendency in my psyche to be overly 
sensitive … to not receive the love of any father figure. 
As my own father had once wisely advised, “Perception 
and reality rarely coincide.”

As Jun Po came to the end of his words, he stood 
up, went into the middle of the room, and asked me 
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to join him. He hugged me and invited others to come 
join the hug. There was a sweet surreality as thirty or 
so people joined in one group embrace. Jun Po spoke 
with an authoritative and deeply loving tone. “Will,” he 
said, “I see you healthy. I see you healed. I see you 
awake and serving others through your being.” He then 
began a yogic chant, which others joined in with, and at 
one point a soft female voice soloed a most delightful 
mantra. The group swayed with a gentle motion, and I 
moved with them, opening up to this wondrous outpour-
ing of love from a group of mostly strangers. I extend 
my deepest gratitude to Jun Po and each person on the 
retreat for giving me such an opportunity to practice 
receiving.

Giving Love

Just as the more obvious nature of my mortality 
caused others to be kinder as they became aware 
that any interaction might be our last, I found myself 
feeling kinder and more deeply loving. Wouldn’t you? 
What a phenomenal pondering! I invite you to play 
with it as an experiment right now: Think back to a 
conversation you had recently. Pick any one. Now, 
imagine how differently you would have conducted 
the conversation if you had known this was to be the 
last time you would ever physically connect with this 
person. To really ramp up the stakes, consider what 
effect it would have if you had known this could be 
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the last conversation you ever had with any other 
human being whilst in this form. Would you listen 
more deeply? Would you give that person more time? 
Would you smile more? Would you be a little kinder, 
and more aware of the other person’s feelings? 

Now, remember, the possibility of imminent death is 
true for us all. We have always known this, of course. 
The Greek writer Euripides wrote in the fifth century 
BCE, “No one can confidently say that he will be living 
tomorrow.” It’s hardly a secret, yet do we live from this 
truth? It is as if we imagine we will get a card in the 
mail forewarning us of our upcoming expiration. It is 
not so. May we live our grandest life, share our gifts, 
and express our love—now!

Let us be reminded that this life is but a fleeting 
gift. Let us fully unwrap and enjoy this present.

Reminders are all around us. I was chatting with a 
friend about a meditation retreat I had attended, and 
I described how an experienced attendee had facili-
tated a process by which I experienced an opening of 
the energetic heart center, which left a physical ache 
around my chest for days to come. My friend and I pro-
ceeded to talk about death in great detail. The next 
morning I discovered that, at about the same time we 
were having the conversation, the gentleman who had 
facilitated the process, Zenrin Jeff Goodman, had died 
of a brain aneurism. He went to sleep and never woke 
up. Immediately after I wrote this chapter, LinkedIn 
asked me if I wanted to connect with him! We are 
interconnected through countless invisible threads. 
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We do not need the World Wide Web to connect. We 
are the Universe Wide Web. Big Love, Jeff.

We can never know when death will come. We rush 
around, trying to get somewhere other than here and now 
as if there were anything else. We need not be enslaved 
by our thoughts, forever missing the wonderfully liber-
ating possibility that this could be the last moment we 
experience on this planet. Because I have been diag-
nosed with a potentially life-threatening illness, I find it’s 
not so easy to forget that this moment is precious (yet 
not impossible). This life is an oh-so-brief flash of the 
eternal light. These words are a powerful reminder for 
us all: Death is certain, its timing uncertain; so, what is 
important now?

“Love” is always an appropriate answer! And it is 
always more important than what we spend most of our 
time giving our attention to. May we let go of imagined 
futures and regretted pasts for a moment and appreci-
ate this glorious being. Let yourself love being alive.

A great question to ask upon waking is: “Is there 
someone I would like to share my love with today?” We 
each have the power to change the world every day by 
first opening our hearts and then replacing our fear-cov-
ering cynicism with naked vulnerability. This is, I suggest 
for my brothers reading this book, the true measure of 
a man. As any of the wiser sex may attest, masculinity 
is not measured only by musculature or the latest car, 
very nice as these things are! Female and male alike are 
called to face the world with hearts wide open, available 
to flow within the eternal dance of love.
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Will you remember to give a smile to a stranger 
whilst out and about tomorrow? Such acts create 
unseen reverberations throughout the planet, creating 
joy for ourselves and others. 

Anyone who has enquired into life with a little breadth 
of vision has concluded that humanity is truly one fam-
ily and community. This is only seen as idealism from a 
bitterly cynical mind: one too wounded, too fear bound, 
to see clearly. In our love, our fear, our bodily decay 
and death, our desire for meaning and connection, we 
find a shared experience that at once transcends and 
prompts a celebration of all differences. Our very real 
oneness is experienced.

Perhaps join me in my daily practice to see and think 
of everything only with unconditional love. Of course, 
failure is inevitable, yet the endeavor generates many 
magic moments.

Choosing Love

Love all that has been created, both the whole 
and every grain of sand. Love every leaf and 
every ray of light. Love the beasts and the birds, 
love the plants, love every separate fragment. 
If you love each separate fragment, you will 
understand the mystery of the whole resting  
in God.
—Fyodor Dostoevsky 
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I have long been fascinated by how we can suffer less 
pain, experience more joy, and be more loving. I learned 
that all I need to change is how I am choosing to view 
the circumstance or person.

I used to become angry when motorists drove in a way 
that did not meet my expectations, but I discovered that 
swearing and raging did nothing but generate stress in 
myself, whilst influencing other drivers to give the same 
back. So I vowed to change such unhelpful reactions by 
revising the assumptions, beliefs, and emotional block-
ages that influenced my unconscious choices. Such a 
process is simple, if not easy. And once you have made 
the change, life becomes more fun.

Similarly, I generally no longer suffer or cause suffer-
ing when responding to incompetency, either my own 
or that of others. I have learned to practice equanimity 
when life does not go the way I would have liked. I am 
even getting better at “being love” when, for example, 
a customer service agent at my bank disregards logic 
or care in our communication. Life abounds with oppor-
tunities to practice and grow! And so it was when I was 
diagnosed with a brain tumor. I saw it as an extraordi-
nary opportunity.

Resisting or denying the undesirable, whether a late 
train, a coffee that is too hot to drink, the mass of 
institutionalized greed and hatred, a brain tumor, or 
indeed our own resistance to the undesirable, only 
increases discomfort and unpleasantness, and delays 
the moment we become able to offer an intelligent 
response. 
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Denial and anger may be typical stages in reacting 
to loss or shocking news, with acceptance coming 
later, after much suffering. However, experience tells 
us acceptance can, with practice, be an instantaneous 
response.

Being Love

As you dissolve into love, your ego fades. You’re 
not thinking about loving; you’re just being love, 
radiating like the sun.
—Ram Dass 

It is one thing to be loving. It is another order of reality 
altogether to be love. I’m not referring to a nice feeling 
or weak sentimentality or “romantic love”—a love that 
is present until something is done that one does not 
like and is then withdrawn. The love I speak of is entirely 
independent of circumstances. It is unconditional, for 
love has no conditions. We might call it “divine love” to 
give a sense of its proportion, its vast luminosity. It is 
much more than any one person could take credit for, 
yet we each have the capacity to embody it. The more 
established we become in its ever-presence, the more 
a separate individual constantly driven by what they 
want or does not want dissolves, and more authentic 
desires emerge.

This love appears to be a fundamental quality, 
beyond the normal range of experience. It is hyper real. 
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This love can be volitionally accessed and allowed to 
flow through us. There is a stance in life that allows 
this flow. This stance is loving what is. It’s very, very 
simple. Whatever shows up, love it: Traffic light goes 
red? Love it. Partner does that really annoying thing? 
Love it. Stub your toe? Love it. Fail to love? Love it. 
Finding yourself after years of personal transformation 
coming up against that same old pain or discomfort? 
Definitely love it.

We can build up to big challenges, such as noticing 
we are forty-five minutes into a phone call, and through 
to the fourth department, when all we want is basic 
information from the bank. Sensing judgment and ten-
sion arise? Love it! When we experience that horrible, 
dark, and despairing feeling coming into awareness, try 
loving it! Diagnosed with a brain tumor? Love it! With 
such practice, when death comes we can love this too, 
and the moment of our passing becomes a holy one, 
minimizing the suffering of those around us.

Three words often follow this challenging notion of 
extending our love to all that is: “But what about …?” 
Typically the question will go on to involve extreme 
examples such as rape or child abuse or the Holocaust, 
and to imply that this approach of loving what is might 
involve something other than compassion or that it is 
a matter of approving of troubling aspects of reality. I 
have not experienced the challenge of finding forgive-
ness in response to such cases, yet have encountered 
remarkable individuals who have. Viktor Frankl was an 
Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist, and a Holocaust 
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survivor. His brilliant book, Man’s Search for Meaning, 
offers an example of how a human can experience 
the most pronounced and prolonged trauma and yet 
emerge with compassion not dimmed, but heightened, 
and with faith and purpose not diminished but defined. 
His book is guaranteed to inspire; it’s a real self-pity 
buster! I have read of many who in finding forgiveness 
for their rapist found their own peace. On a documen-
tary a man spoke of how the abuse he suffered as a 
child contributed to him being the extremely compas-
sionate man he was today. Of course we each respond 
within our capacities in any given situation. There is no 
“should” here.

As the gradual development from loving a stubbed 
toe to loving a brain tumor might suggest, could it be 
possible to experience any difficulty and lessen our pain 
by loving it?

Love is a complete “‘Yes!”—total receptivity and 
openness. It is an allowing in of every moment, a 
response to all phenomena, painful or pleasurable, 
desired or not desired. 

Why would you want to take such a stance? Because 
it deposes suffering and ushers in joy’s reign. We dis-
cover a curious paradox. When we stop wishing life to be 
other than it is, our desires are fulfilled. We experience 
a peace truly beyond understanding.

Whether we call it love or surrender or acceptance, at 
its heart it is a shift from saying no to what is, to saying 
yes to what is. This allows us to experience delight, 
wonder, and awe as we notice the extraordinariness of 
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every human being. Even being diagnosed with a brain 
tumor becomes a wonderful experience. This book ulti-
mately seeks to help you to allow more love into your 
experience and to share that love with those around you. 
We will explore keys to accessing all this good stuff in 
chapters to come, beginning with The Gift of Surrender.

Questions for Altering Reality

• Do you allow yourself to receive the love  
around you? 

• Who might you speak to now, and express your 
love and appreciation for?

• Will you first allow a moment to breathe in love  
for yourself?


