“Becoming Strong at the Broken Places”

by Tara Schiro

The first time I met her was at a funeral.  She delivered one of the eulogies and had everyone laughing so hard I actually had to remind myself of the occasion.  She wasn’t being disrespectful, she was just doing what she does best:  ‘finding humor when nothing is funny,’ which is also the title and subject of a talk she gives to groups of people facing the unimaginable, such as cancer or Alzheimer’s.  The second time I met her was to conduct the interview for this article.  I sat on the couch in her office.  The same couch where hundreds of people coping with the unimaginable have sat before me, looking for strength through humor.

“Most of my life I’ve been an outside observer, not really a part of anything,” she says.  “But when I worked for Henry Mayo, now I heard everything about everyone and couldn’t say a word!”  Judy Harris was hired in 1987 to run a support group for the weight loss program at the hospital.  Ironically, she “gained eight pounds!  All we did was talk about food; I went out and ate everything they couldn’t.  Luckily for me, the program ended and since I was the only person on staff with a Master’s Degree, I became the social worker for the hospital.  That’s when the Employee Assistance Program was started.”  


Her client list included large and well known companies such as the City of Santa Clarita, Newhall Land & Farm, Magic Mountain, and Aquafine.  She saw over 600 employees for everything from divorce to cancer and everything in between. “Being a fairly new counselor, I thought I could change the world,” she says.  “Now I just teach people how to suffer in style,” she says with a smile that makes me want to giggle.  As a survivor of breast cancer, she learned the art of suffering first hand.  During her struggle in 1995, she became very close with the team at UCLA.  Half of her current practice is cancer patients.


“I am constantly learning from my clients,” she says, “such as the hospice nurse who went back to work after the death of her husband.  And of all the forms of courage, laughter is the most therapeutic.  Humor gives a person a sense of control.  It is a way of saying, ‘I’m bigger than this.’  So in the end, we are not the tragic hero suffering by ourselves.  We are all a part of the human comedy.”  I ask her about the phrase ‘suffering in style.’  Again, the smile that has shoots right through you.  “Oh, when I moved from New Jersey to California, I never imagined I would become an expert in suffering; you know, backyard built-in barbeques, wine, pool parties right after the earthquake.  People in California still suffer, but we do it in style!”


Over the last twenty years, Harris has seen some definite trends in Santa Clarita.  “There has been a shift in who comes to counseling.  It used to be that only the ‘sick’ people came in to talk and it was hush-hush.  Now, it is the healthy people that come to counseling because they are strong enough to realize that in order to be successful, they need a coach.  Someone that can show them how to deal with the disruptive family member, the one at home who is truly in need of counseling but won’t come.”  


Another trend is that we “pathologize everything, such as ‘codependency,’ ‘dysfunctional family,’ as if there is such a thing as a ‘functional family.’  I really hate it when people come in feeling victimized as a result of these labels.  These are all just life experiences.  When life doesn’t go our way, we think we did something wrong.  People always seem to be stuck between what their life is and what they think their life should be, so they are always unhappy.  We need to stop comparing our insides to other peoples’ outsides.”


Harris says that there is a difference between existence pain and neurotic pain.  Existence pain is everyday life: death, cancer, divorce, Alzheimer’s, struggles, etc.  Neurotic pain is how we handle that pain of everyday life, whether we make it worse by how we handle our problems.  “Whatever we put out is how we really feel about ourselves,” she says.  “If we are always negative, always having a bad day; that really says a lot about the inside well-being of a person.”  She tells me the story of the two wolves inside every person’s head.  “One wolf is raging with fear and doubt, the other wolf is full of love and hope.  These two wolves are in constant conflict with one another.  The one that wins is the one we feed.”


In addition to her private practice, and the couch that I feel grateful to be sitting on, Harris also leads support groups at the Senior Center on Market Street. These are ‘drop-in’ groups where people can come anytime, free of charge.  Harris personally leads the Caregiver, Grief, and Emotional Support groups.  She also leads seminars and speaking engagements all over the country.  “The key in life is to not keep making the same mistakes over and over again.  Aging and learning is really realizing that we’re not protected from the human comedy.  We all suffer; we just need to learn to do it in style.”
