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7 Useful Tips for Keeping Your Spirit Strong 

During Prolonged Illness 

  By Lisa Dennys 

 

If you’ve been sick a long time, some days you may wonder if you can keep going another minute, 

let alone another day.  

After over 30 years of dealing with my own health care challenges (that turned out to be 

undiagnosed Lyme disease, along with several co-infections), I get it. I know how hard it can be to 

keep your spirit shored up when your body is sick and your energy is limited.  

I know what it’s like to deal with the drudgery of living a life whose sole purpose feels as if it’s 

come down to trying to find the right help, dealing with health care appointments, following 

complex treatment regimes, and trying to find one more ounce of energy to stay upright.  

I understand how hard it is to get past the isolation, frustration and anger of feeling like no one 

understands what you’re going through and they are just living their lives while yours is on hold. 

I get how you feel as if you can’t count on your body, mind, or emotions anymore to be a reliable 

‘self’ to navigate you through your life. It can feel as if you’re adrift in an ocean with no paddle. It 

can be hard to remember who you ever were without your illness.  

I know how your hopes get dashed, especially when you seem somewhat better but then have a 

relapse, or have to deal with debilitating Herxheimer reactions when on treatments that worsen 

your symptoms for awhile as part of the healing process. 
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So how can you cope? How can you keep your spirits up and keep persevering through this long 

road of treatments, medical appointments, health care decisions, and daily difficult symptoms?  

How can you carve your way back to a life you can barely remember and wonder if you’ll ever 

have again? 

If you’re at all like me, there is a feisty part of you (despite feeling some days like something limp 

that the cat dragged in) that is hell bent on forging a way back to having a satisfying life that is far 

beyond the limitations of your present illness. I sincerely congratulate you for that and to you I 

say, “Keep going! It’s worth all the effort!”.  

Here are some tips for shoring up your spirit that I invite you to consider as part of your 

determined strategy of working your way back to better health. They are things that I have 

learned the hard way on my ongoing path of returning to well-being.  

 

1. Pay close attention to the practical side of living with long term illness.  

First things first in the day- to- day physical world of attending to your health: the effect that your 

diet, hydration and daily living habits can have on your quality of life is profound and under-

estimated.  Eating real food, avoiding additives and sugar, and drinking lots of water to keep toxins 

flushing through are key components of health. Pay attention to your hour- by- hour daily 

scheduling, and make it a point to learn how to analyze and make the most of your best times of 

the day or week, while finding ways to better nurture yourself during the more challenging times. 

How you manage your rest, sleep, food, water, and activity all affects the bottom line of your 

health.  All these things can also drastically affect your feeling as if you can cope or not with your 

situation. For example, if you’re overextended, dehydrated and have fluctuating blood sugar, then 

low mood, pain and other symptoms can sharply increase. It can take some sustained trial and  
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error as well as careful thought and analysis to make the most of what you have to work with, all 

while operating within the boundaries that your current state of health requires.  

 

2. Recognize the ‘head games’ that long term illness can impose upon you.  

You can forget who you really are --or ever have been-- without the baggage of your long term 

illness. You can forget what you like, what matters to you, and what you really want out of life, 

because it feels so pointless and endlessly disappointing to even hope anymore that you could live 

a full life again.  

Recognize that it’s the illness talking this way, it’s not really YOU. You are still in there. You are still 

intact and here’s your biggest challenge: to find yourself, bring yourself into the light of day and 

give yourself the respect and daily nurturing that you so deserve.  

The first step is acknowledgement of the anger, grief and despair that chronic illness has evoked in 

you. Then the task before you is to strategize a way to slowly bring back the parts of you that have 

been lost, even if it’s pursuing an interest area for half an hour a day at your peak energy time.  

 

3. Find a way to remember the deep part of your spirit that is always alive and intact. 

There is an inner soul, a deep part of you that lives in a place beyond and apart from your 

symptoms. This is the you that knows who you are, what you value, and what makes you uniquely 

tick. This part of you is still there inside somewhere and it’s time to find her/him.  

Grab onto whatever conversations, movies, books, music, audios, people, pictures, places, or quiet 

activities you can think of that feed your soul and remind you that you are a real energetic spirit 

and presence that can’t be extinguished, no matter what. 
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4. Express your needs to those closest to you. Be specific in letting them know how to 

support you. 

This may take some guts and work, as one of the hardest things for many of us to do is to ask for 

help while feeling vulnerable, tired and in pain. The tendency is to withdraw or lash out. Take 

some time to identify for yourself EXACTLY what is helpful to you today (knowing it may change 

day to day) and clearly ask for the specific support you need. People that love you really want to 

help, but often just don’t know what you need or what to do. Just ask them, and be specific! “Please 

fold the laundry”. “Please walk the dog for me.” “Please make dinner.” “Please come over and 

watch a funny movie with me.” “Please rub my feet.” “Please just listen to me for 10 minutes while 

I tell you how hard this is for me, and you don’t need to do or say anything-- just listen.”  

 

5. Support someone else: share your love and tenderness. 

It may seem strange to think about helping others, when you feel like you can barely help yourself. 

But we all need to feel valued for our contribution in life. One of the things impacted by prolonged 

illness can be your trashed feeling of worth and purpose in life, due to changing roles at home or 

your limited or non-existent ability to work.   

Living with a chronic illness has given you the opportunity (OK-- unwanted, but still--) to share 

your hard-won ability to be empathetic, considerate, respectful, helpful and kind to others…all the 

things that you WISH people were being to you.  You’re an expert in this. You know what it’s like to 

be treated like crap by others who didn’t understand. Don’t pass THAT on! Rise above it to the 

person you know how to be.  

The ability to do or say something kind or helpful to someone else can give you a huge boost. 

When you give something with love, it comes back to you tenfold in feeling a lightening of your  
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mood. It reminds you of the basic premise that we are all here on earth for the purpose of giving 

and receiving love. It reassures you that sick or not, you are still a valuable human being with 

something to offer others: your love.  

 

6. Systematically cultivate some new mental habits. 

Feeling bad emotionally tends to go with the territory when you’re chronically ill and having to 

deal with so many symptoms and losses. It can become a way of life to see only the dark side by 

focusing mostly on your limitations and your challenges.   

No matter sick or well, the reality of human life is such that our emotions and thoughts will always 

be variable and our outlook will ebb and flow from positive to negative in any given day. But if you 

find yourself feeling stuck in negative mode, recognize that this does not have to become who you 

are 100% of your time.  

Your brain will naturally succumb to depression, dejection, discouragement and loss of hope, 

unless you make the effort to regularly input it with new material. This is why you need a solid 

plan, an intervention, and daily strategic action to compensate for the tendency towards 

depression and negative thinking.  

It takes diligent self-awareness of your thoughts to recognize and then fully acknowledge the root 

of what is really getting you down or what your biggest fears are in relation to your illness. You 

then need to find ways to shore yourself up and boost your emotional and mental well-being. It’s 

not an easy task and takes some time.  
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Getting some help through personal or online resources for this can be an effort very well-spent. It 

will alter your whole outlook, give you more energy, and create a feeling of greater resilience in 

withstanding the many pressures of being ill. 

 

7.  Recognize that illness coping strategies are learned skills, not innately known. You’ll 

get better at it.  

One of the strategies for coping with chronic illness has to do with creating greater self- 

acceptance of where we’re at, without succumbing to hopelessness or giving up. It’s quite a dance 

between the two.  

We’re not generally taught HOW to gently process difficult and painful emotions including grief, 

resentment, frustration and anger that go with the territory of tremendous losses associated with 

prolonged illness. But it can be learned. You can learn how to come out of a wave of deep emotion 

with a calm feeling of self-acknowledgement and peace, by not resisting the emotion and allowing 

it to be there.  

There are ways to explore your inner self with compassion and curiosity: how your own patterns 

of thinking over your lifetime have contributed to your ways of coping with your illness now. Your 

beliefs and patterns of being are the software of your life that can either help or hurt you. The 

good news is, the patterns that drive you subconsciously and consciously can be understood and 

changed.  

By honestly bringing the part of yourself that can observe what you’re really thinking and feeling 

into the forefront, you can build self-awareness that creates greater self-acceptance of your 

circumstances.  At the same time, you will find your sense of internal peace and hope grows,  
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because you begin to appreciate and accept who you are at this moment, while still striving for 

greater health and well-being.  

 

**Here’s a tip for processing difficult emotions on-the-spot**: Breathe!! As a strong feeling of 

grief, frustration, anger or despair wells up, give it some space to be there without making yourself 

bad or wrong or guilty for feeling it. Just feel it in your body. Know that it is a wave that will peak  

and then recede, if you allow it to physically wash through you. A feeling that is fully felt takes only 

a couple of minutes to pass through you, if you let it naturally run its course without attaching 

extra meaning, analysis and thought to it. Then at the other side there is a sense of relief.  

 

Try these tips and please let me know how they are working for you or where you may be 

challenged.  I want to hear from you so I can help to support you on your path! 

If you’re looking for some one- on -one support, let’s talk. I offer a complimentary 30-

minute Discovery call.  
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