Summer 2001…

I felt a great deal of excitement as I rolled into the campground and began setting up my tent trailer. Soon my friends and my brother Danny would be here and I was really looking forward to this weekend. I knew we'd have a great time enjoying one of our favorite campgrounds, which overlooked a beautiful mountain lake. It was only a few miles from the house, but you felt like you were a world away from the stresses of everyday life. And more importantly for me, it was a much needed opportunity to forget about illness. Although in the last few months since the tumor had been removed from my neck, I hadn't felt too bad. I certainly didn't feel completely well, but I didn't really feel sick either. I wasn't yet convinced that there wasn't still something wrong, but for now, I simply didn't want to deal with it. Sitting around the campfire with my brother Danny and my friends, I realized that I had a pretty darn good life after all. It was the end of April and the recent showers had created a beautiful green landscape around the deep blue waters of Lake Jennings. Danny and I growing up had always wanted to go camping but rarely ever did. Much of that was because we didn't have our dad in our lives but also because the climate in North Texas just wasn't conducive to outdoor activities most of the time. What a special moment this was to be camping with each other after so many years. We both fired up our video cameras most of the weekend excited about capturing such a precious and rare experience! 

In May, I took my trailer out to the Colorado River to camp with some friends who had their RV set up on a riverside resort. It was an incredible experience cruising in their speedboat up and down that scenic waterway. What a contrast it was spending the weekend in a desert resort to those countless weekends in recent years on the couch just trying to recover from relentless fatigue... 

As June rolled around, I was yet again sitting in the jacuzzi with my brother and friends, sipping on a rum and Diet Coke, and listening to my favorite music on my water-resistant boombox. I reflected on the past few months and felt grateful for the good times we had shared...barbeques, camping, going to the movies, sitting in the same pew at church. I still got in a workout now and then but frankly fitness had not been my main focus for some time. That was mainly because I rarely felt up to it, but also because I had decided to focus more on escape than progress – at least for now. I wondered if in some ways my frustrations with my life over the years had been to some degree due to unrealistic expectations. My friends had often reminded me that I was no longer a kid – that I shouldn't expect to ever regain that high level of fitness of my younger years. Perhaps they were right - that it was time to be more 'realistic', to 'grow up' and face the facts... It certainly made sense although I still wasn’t quite convinced that it was true.

But sitting out on the patio with my friends during our traditional Fourth of July barbecue it hit me that I had doubts that the ‘take it easy’ path I was following would ultimately take me to where I wanted to be. Although that road was so popular with everyone around me - a direction focused on escape and just 'enjoying life' - I knew deep down it wasn't for me. I thought about the annual July 4th bike ride that I had once again missed. In past years, that had been such a precious part of my Independence Day tradition. Nothing felt more empowering than to rip off 50 miles on my bike in the hilly terrain of San Diego County and then get together with my friends later in the day telling the story of my challenging adventure! How unsettling it was to realize not only that I had missed out on something so important to me, but even more disturbing that my closest friends had no idea what it meant to me. Although lowering my expectations for life had clearly resulted in less frustration over the last several months, it had also muted my passion. Certainly, with all the challenges with illness and life in general I could easily justify setting my sights low…at least to others. But when I got home, I knew it was time to take a closer look at where my life was headed…

"OK buddy, we had a good day didn't we? It was a great time barbequing and seeing all your friends and their kids. It sure has been nice to be ‘Uncle Jim’ to those youngsters all these years... And how cool was it to be able to watch the fireworks from the patio?! However, I know you felt a bit of disappointment about once again missing that bike ride. But you learned a lesson today that you already knew… You have a passion for life that your friends don't. If you decided to give up on your dreams, none of them would blame you. Be grateful for your friends, but at the same time get back on the road you must follow. Ideally, they’ll be supportive and maybe even tag along. However, if you must, traverse that road alone. I know you were really hoping that your battle with illness was over after the tumor was taken out, but let’s face it – you’re still not your old self. So get back in the ring and start the next round. As frustrating as it has been all these years, it’s not good enough to settle for just being less sick… No matter what it takes you must keep searching for the answers to getting your health back. Anything less is simply not enough…”


