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Spirituality and Health Care 



National Center for Chronic Disease 
Prevention and Health Promotion 

 Recommendations for Future Efforts in 
Community Health Promotion, from the 
report of the National Expert Panel on 
Community Health Promotion, March 
2006. (1) 



Recommendation #3 of 8 

“Champion a focus on wellness that 
acknowledges the roles of mental 
health, spirituality, and complementary 
and alternative medicine across the 
lifespan,” (2) 

 



Specific recommendations 

 Include “micro-enterprise” and partnerships 
with faith-based organizations. 

 Example: “Reaching the underserved by 
locating both a YMCA and a health clinic in 
apartment complexes and using a socio-
ecological approach to promoting health,” (3). 

 



Summary Statements 

 “Fragmentation and overemphasis on 
the physical aspects of health exclude 
mental health and spirituality as an 
integral part of wellness.” (4) 

 Recognizing “the political complexity of 
bringing these approaches together,” (5). 



Why this interest and focus? 

 New-found research that is making an important 
connection between the spiritual well-being of a 
person and their overall health and physical well-
being. 

 

 Rediscovering what the AA community has been 
offering to people for free for almost 80 years. 



“Zen Medication:  
Can Meditation Heal Us?” (6) 

 Anneli Rufus writes: “Zen meditation 
and its secular sister, Mindfulness 
Meditation, effectively reduce 
depression, anxiety, and pain, and are 
beneficial for general psychological 
health and stress management in those 
with medical and psychiatric illness.” 



Continued 

 “A practice honed by Japanese monks 
in remote temples 1,400 years ago can 
combat such maladies as breast cancer, 
asthma, obesity, diabetes, 
hypertension, HIV, PMS, and irritable 
bowl syndrome.”  



Continued 

 Dr. Rick Hanson: “MRIs reveal that 
even eight weeks of mindfulness 
meditation create a ‘positive shape’ – 
structural changes in the hippocampus 
– that calm down the brain’s alarm 
system.”  



Continued 

 Harvard Medical School affiliated study: 
“That’s why, in 2007 alone, healthcare 
providers advised more than 6 million 
Americans to use meditation and 
related mind-body therapies.”  



Continued 

 Dr. Bruce Smith: “Mindfulness-based 
approaches may effectively replace 
medications for some patients.” 

 He adds: “The challenge regarding 
mindfulness is to motivate people to 
practice enough to where they begin to 
really see the benefits.”  



Mindfulness-Based Relapse 
Prevention 

In May 2014 JAMA published a new randomized 
clinical trial out of the University of 
Washington that compared traditional 12-
Step recovery, Relapse Prevention programs 
and Mindfulness-based Relapse prevention 
(MBRP). After 12 months the MBRP group 
reported significantly better outcomes 
compared to the other two programs. (7) 



“This is Your Brain Praying” (8) 

 Dr. Andrew Newberg and Dr. Eugene 
D’Aquili did SPECT scans on Tibetan 
Buddhist monks and on Franciscan 
nuns. 

 Noted changes in the brain when each 
was in a state of prayer and meditation. 

 Different prayers, same changes! 



Bill W. describes what SPECT scans 
revealed 

 “These were revolutionary and drastic proposals, but 
the moment I fully accepted them, the effect was 
electric.  There was a sense of victory, followed by 
such a peace and serenity as I had never known.  
There was utter confidence.  I felt lifted up, as 
though the great clean wind of a mountain top blew 
through and through.” (9) 

 “I now found myself in a new world of consciousness 
which was suffused by a Presence.  One with the 
universe, a great peace stole over me.” (10) 



According to Carl Jung 

 In the case of Bill W’s friend Rowland, 
Jung saw the only hope was some kind 
of “spiritual awakening.” 

 Alcoholism created a spiritual void, and 
the only way to find freedom was to 
recognize complete powerlessness to 
over come it, and surrender to a Higher 
Power. (11) 



Jung wrote to Bill W. 

 “You see, alcohol in Latin is ‘spiritus,’ 
and you use the same word for the 
highest religious experience, as well as 
for the most depraving poison.  The 
helpful formula therefore is: ‘spiritus 
contra spiritum,’” (12). 



Replacement Meditation 

 “The expulsive effect of a new 
affection,” Thomas Chalmers 

 

 Like: warm soapy water replaces cold, 
greasy tomato sauce in dirty cooking 
pot.  The new expels the old. 



What Higher Power? 
What spiritual practice? 

 Studies seem to show that what is believed in is not 
as important as believing and regularly acting on 
those beliefs. 

 Our job is to find the connection that makes sense to 
us that we will actually utilize in a regular and 
authentic way. 

 Help patients nurture judgment through spiritual 
practices over time to counter balance impulsivity, 
which leads to destructive behaviors. 



Spiritual Intervention: 
Between craving and use 

 Brain studies show that there is a spike 
in dopamine when something external 
stimulates a craving. 

 There is a gap between that spike and 
the spike that comes from the use. 

 What we do in the meantime can save 
a relapse. 

 



Rebalancing the Brain 

Highlighting the 
judgment part of 
the brain “ventral 
prefrontal cortex” 

Dimming the 
impulsive part of 

the brain “nucleus 
accumbens” 



A Theology of Recovery 

 Though we cannot ethically prescribe a 
certain spiritual program or direct 
patients to a specific Higher Power, 
there are some important matters to 
consider as we seek to guide our 
patients in a successful spiritual 
program. 



Where do we Start? 

 The 4 Ps: A solution-based strategy for 
spirituality in recovery. 

 Problem     Partner    Program    Pay off 
 Family  

 Legal  

 Health  

 Money  

 Worry  

 Stress  

 Anger  



The 4 Ps Continued 

 Problem     Partner    Program    Pay off 
 Family      Alcohol  

 Legal      Medicines 

 Health      Nature  

 Money       AA/NA  

 Worry       Music  

 Stress       Mindfulness  

 Anger       God (various names) 

 



4 Ps continued 

 Problem     Partner    Program    Pay off 
 

 Family      Alcohol       What we must 

 Legal      Medicines       do in order to 

 Health      Nature       activate our  

 Money       AA/NA       Partner to help 

 Worry       Music       us deal with our 

 Stress       Mindfulness   problems. 

 Anger       God (various names) 

 



The 4Ps Continued 

 Problem     Partner    Program    Pay off 
 

 Family      Alcohol       What we must  What we 

 Legal      Medicines       do in order to   hope to 

 Health      Nature       activate our gain in 

 Money       AA/NA       Partner to help   the 

 Worry       Music       us deal with our process 

 Stress       Mindfulness    problems. 

 Anger       God (various names) 
 



Prayer/Meditation Exercise (13) 

Positive feelings Negative feelings 

Peace    Stress 

Hope    Worry 

Forgiveness   Anger 

Joy     Sadness 

Breathe in   Breathe out 

Palms up    Palms down 

 



It works if you work it! 

 The monks and nuns in Dr. Newberg’s 
experiments weren’t trying something 
new, but something they’d practiced for 
years. 

 Resetting the “default printer” setting 
on your computer called the “Limbic 
System” 

 Only comes with intent and practice 



Opportunities under a new 
healthcare structure  

1. Take advantage of the new focus on 
integrating spirituality and treatment. 

2. Incorporate a variety of spiritual and 
mindfulness practices into treatment 
program. 

3. Teach and reinforce repetitive 
practices that patients can continue to 
utilize on their own. 



The Promises of AA 

 If we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be 
amazed before we are half way through.  We are going to know a new 
freedom and a new happiness.  We will not regret the past nor wish to 
shut the door on it.  We will comprehend the word serenity and we will 
know peace.  No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will 
see how our experience can benefit others.  That feeling of uselessness 
and self-pity will disappear.  We will lose interest in selfish things and 
gain interest in our fellows.  Self-seeking will slip away.  Our whole 
attitude and outlook upon life will change.  Fear of people and of 
economic insecurity will leave us.  We will intuitively know how to 
handle situations which used to baffle us.  We will suddenly realize that 
God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.  Are these 
extravagant promises?  We think not.  They are being fulfilled among 
us – sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly.  They will always 
materialize if we work for them. (14) 
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