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More than two decades ago,
Malvern resident Mariah
Fenton Gladis was faced with
the most important choice of
her life.

Diagnosed with
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis
(ALS), also known as Lou
Gehrig’s disease, she could
allow the illness to defeat her
or create what she perceived
to be a life worth living.

Gladis chose the latter
path.

In 1981, Gladis was given a
10 percent chance of living
for two years with the
disease, which causes
degeneration within the brain
and spinal cord and has no
cure.

Last month, Gladis, a
practicing internationally
renowned psychotherapist,
received the “Hope and
Courage” award from the
Greater Philadelphia
Chapter of the Calabasas
Hills, Calif-based ALS
Association in Philadelphia
after living with the disease
for 25 years.

“The belief that I could
create a life filled with joy
and value, regardless of the
diagnosis” motivated
Gladis. “I had faith in my
own capacity to create
healing in my body and
whole being.”

A neurological disease,
ALS makes muscle
movement, including
speech, difficult. About
30,000 Americans suffer

from ALS.

“The motor neurons are
what transmit your messages
to your muscles,” said Jenny
Ruth, communications and
marketing specialist with the
ALS Association’s Greater
Philadelphia Chapter in
Ambler, referring to the
neurons that stretch from the
brain to the spinal cord and
from the spinal cord to
muscles located throughout
the body. “In ALS, those
motor neurons are attacked.
It wastes your muscles.
People that have ALS, what
they eventually die from in
most cases is that their
muscles to breathe no longer
work. You can choose to go
on a ventilator, and in that
case your life expectancy
would be longer.”

Most ALS cases are
sporadic, she said, explaining
that only 5 to 10 percent of
cases are considered genetic.

In 1981, Gladis
was givena 10
percent chance of
living for two years
with the disease,
which causes
degeneration
within the brain
and spinal cord
and has no cure.
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Mariah Fenton Gladis is an internationally renowned psychotherapist.

Gladis, 57, has experienced
many physical changes since
her diagnosis.

“Well, I've lost muscle in
my hands, feet and just about
everywhere there has been
deterioration. My tongue is
also involved, so I speak with
what I call my ‘ALS accent,”
she said during an interview
via e-mail. “I need help with
almost everything from
getting me up in the morning,
getting dressed, bushing teeth
and putting clothes on,
through combing my hair and
preparing and helping me
eat.”

She uses an electric
wheelchair in her home, but
can walk with help.

“I also use a stand-up
walker to go shopping and
exercise three times a week
at a local gym. Sometimes
when I'm working, I use a
voice-clarifying microphone.
It’s my voice, but it helps out
with smoothing some of the
ALS accent,” said Gladis. “I
do need a lot of help in the
form of aides who are very
valuable to my everyday
existence. Other than ALS
making my life very
inefficient, I'm still going at
top capacity.”

While she has had to make
some adjustments with the
way she executes her job,
ALS has not curbed her
career.

“I'm founder and clinical
director of the Pennsylvania
Gestalt Center, a
psychotherapy and training
center, and I see about 18
clients a week, three groups

every other week, run six
weekend workshops a year
locally and give week-long
workshops twice a year at
Esalen Institute in Big Sur,
Calif.,” she explained. “I also
direct a Gestalt training
program with about 35
students. A year and a half
ago I took 30 people to
Machu Picchu, Peru, for a
workshop on dreams.”

ALS has also had an effect
on the way she approached
client interaction.

“Since I felt an urgency to
deliver results to my clients
and students who were
counting on me,” said Gladis,
“I became acutely aware that
every session had to be
measurably effective.”

Gladis herself has drawn
motivation and strength from
the love shared by her family
and friends. She also believes
“there are forces greater than
myself that are aligned on my
behalf.”

She is able to maintain a
positive perspective while
living with ALS.

“I knew that to maximize
my chance of survival, my
path would have to be one of
heart and soul, mind and
body — with gratitude,
compassion and most of all,
love,” said Gladis, who, with
her husband Ron, has two
sons.

Living with the disease, she
said in accepting the “Hope
and Courage” award, taught
her to live with gratitude and
create an “appreciative
partnership with my body.”
The physical losses that

occur with the disease, she
acknowledged, must be met
with compassion.

“Your body is not betraying
or abandoning you. You are
wounded and you must
cherish and comfort yourself
as you would an injured
child. And that compassion
must expand from being
about me to being about the
losses great and small that
we all suffer with no
exceptions,” she explained.
“Every time you express
gratitude or compassion for
any aspect of yourself or
someone else, you breathe
life in.”

Gladis said she feels
honored to represent the
thousands of people living
with ALS with hope and
courage.

People living with any
serious illness must avoid all
negative predictions and
predictors, stressed Gladis.

“Listen to your own inner
wisdom. The power of love,
compassion and forgiveness
is immeasurable. Bathe your
body in it. Plan on living a
long time and live like there’s
no tomorrow,” she said. “Be
open to alternative methods
of healing. Select carefully
which ones feel right for you.
I myself, have found
nutrition, both diet and
supplements, deep-muscle
therapy, exercise and weight
training, Gestalt imagery and
prayer very valuable.”



