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SPIRITUALITY, RELIGION AND RESILIENCE
THE EVIDENCE



RESILIANCE!



WHAT IS RESILIENCE?

• Narrow definition: Resilience refers to the ability to avoid mental 
illness in response to stress and adversity. This is the definition 
used in much of the formal scientific research on resilience. 

• Broad definition: resilient people are those who function well 
(socially, psychologically and practically) in spite of disadvantage 
and adversity, and are able to overcome problems and challenges 
when these arise. 



WHAT FOSTERS RESILIENCE?

• Active coping – The ability to focus on steps one can take to address an 
overwhelming situation, such as seeking information, seeking social support, seeking 
professional help, changing environments, planning activities, and reframing the 
meanings of problems. 

• Self-efficacy – The belief in one's ability to successfully execute any given task. 

• Cognitive flexibility – The ability to rethink problems and our responses to them, 
instead of responding in habitual ways whether these help or not. The ability to 
adjust thinking from old situations to new situations. 

• Social support

• Optimism and positivity

• Religiosity and spirituality 

* These are the factors with the best scientific evidence



SPIRITUALITY, RELIGION AND RESILIENCE

• SCIENTIFIC STUDIES HAVE SHOWN THAT RELIGIOUSNESS 
IS ONE OF THE STRONGEST FACTORS IN RESILIENCE



SPIRITUALITY, RELIGION AND HEALTH



RELIGION AND HEALTH?



RELIGION AND HEALTH

• Better outcomes in Major 
Depression

• Less substance abuse

• Lower rates of suicide

• Higher levels of happiness

• Greater life satisfaction

• Increased positive personality traits

• Decreased mortality (longer life)

• Lower levels of disability with aging

• Less high blood pressure

• Better physical and functional well-
being in cancer survivors

• Better outcomes for heart disease

• Lower overall levels of inflammation

• Lower levels of stress hormones

• Better immune function

• Mental Health Benefits • Physical Health Benefits



RELIGION AND RESILIENCE: WHY?



1. SOCIAL SUPPORT



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: SOCIAL SUPPORT



SOCIAL SUPPORT: 
CRITICAL FOR HEALTH



• LESS DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY

• LOWER RATES OF ALZHEIMERS DEMENTIA

• LESS STRESS, BETTER SLEEP

• LOWER BLOOD PRESSURE, BLOOD SUGAR

• BETTER IMMUNITY

• LONGER LIFE
• Cacioppo JT, Cacioppo S. Social relationships and health: The toxic effects of perceived social isolation. Social and 

personality psychology compass. 2014 Feb;8(2):58-72.

SOCIAL RELATIOSHIPS: HEALTH BENEFITS



CHURCH AND SOCIAL SUPPORT



2. SECURE ATTACHMENT



WHAT IS ATTACHMENT?

• “Lasting psychological connectedness between human beings.” 
John Bowlby, 1969

• A concept derived from observing newborn animals such as ducks 
and monkeys, and recognizing that young are ‘hard wired’ to be 
close to their mothers. 



ATTACHMENT



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: ATTACHMENT

• From the Harvard Center for the Developing Child: “The single 
most common factor for children who develop resilience is at least 
one stable and committed relationship with a supportive parent, 
caregiver, or other adult. These relationships provide the 
personalized responsiveness, scaffolding, and protection that 
buffer children from developmental disruption. …. This 
combination of supportive relationships, adaptive skill-building, 
and positive experiences is the foundation of resilience.”



ATTACHMENT AND RESILIENCE



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: ATTACHMENT

• Insecure attachment has been associated with higher 
rates of diabetes, stroke, and heart attack.

• Insecure attachment has been associated with higher 
rates of mental illness

McWilliams LA, Bailey SJ. Associations between adult attachment ratings and health conditions: Evidence from the 
National Comorbidity Survey Replication. Health Psychology. 2010 Jul;29(4):446.

DeKlyen M, Greenberg MT. Attachment and psychopathology in childhood. 2008. In J. Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), 
Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical applications (p. 718–744). The Guilford Press. 



ATTACHMENT TO GOD?



Personal praying relative to 

making wishes to Santa Claus. 
Schjoedt U et al. Soc Cogn Affect Neurosci 2009;4:199-207

© The Author (2009). Published by Oxford University Press. For Permissions, please email: 
journals.permissions@oxfordjournals.org



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: ATTACHMENT

• A positive relationship with God has been closely connected to 
secure attachment

• A positive relationship with God has been correlated to greater 
emotional well-being and less mental illness

• A positive relationship to God may also help people move from 
anxious to secure attachment and overcome past negative 
relationships with people

Granqvist P, Kirkpatrick LA. Attachment and religious representations and behavior. In J. Cassidy & P. R. 
Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical applications (p. 718–744). The 
Guilford Press. 

Granqvist P. Mental health and religion from an attachment viewpoint: Overview with implications for 
future research. Mental Health, Religion & Culture. 2014 Sep 14;17(8):777-93.



3. POSITIVITY



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: POSITIVITY

• Increasing positivity (focusing on the good, counting blessings, 
keeping gratitude journals, helping others) is associated with: 

• less stress

• greater happiness

• less anxiety and depression

• less heart disease

• longer life
Tugade MM, Fredrickson BL, Feldman Barrett L. Psychological resilience and positive emotional granularity: 
Examining the benefits of positive emotions on coping and health. Journal of personality. 2004 Dec;72(6):1161-90.



POSITIVE EMOTIONS!



POSITIVITY AND RESILIENCE TO DISADVANTAGE

• “We found that neighborhood … socioeconomic disadvantage was 
associated with altered brain development from early to late 
adolescence, predominantly in the temporal lobes…. Additionally, 
positive parenting moderated the effects of neighborhood disadvantage 
on the development of dorsal frontal and lateral orbitofrontal cortices 
as well as the effects of family disadvantage on the development of the 
amygdala, with some male-specific findings. The pattern of dorsal 
frontal cortical development in males from disadvantaged 
neighborhoods exposed to low maternal positivity predicted increased 
rates of school noncompletion...”

• Role of Positive Parenting in the Association Between Neighborhood Social Disadvantage and Brain Development Across Adolescence (2017). 
Sarah Whittle et al. JAMA Psychiatry.  2017;74(8):824-832. doi:10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2017.1558



POSITIVITY AND 9-11
• “U.S. college students (18 men and 28 women) were tested in 

early 2001 and again in the weeks following the September 11th 
terrorist attacks. Mediational analyses showed that positive 
emotions experienced in the wake of the attacks— gratitude, 
interest, love, and so forth—fully accounted for the relations 
between (a) precrisis resilience and later development of 
depressive symptoms and (b) precrisis resilience and postcrisis 
growth in psychological resources. Findings suggest that positive 
emotions in the aftermath of crises buffer resilient people against 
depression and fuel thriving ….”

Fredrickson BL, Tugade MM, Waugh CE, Larkin GR. What good are positive emotions in crisis? A 
prospective study of resilience and emotions following the terrorist attacks on the United States on 
September 11th, 2001. Journal of personality and social psychology. 2003 Feb;84(2):365.



RELIGION AND POSITIVITY?



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: POSITIVITY

• Religions attempt to cultivate ‘self-transcending positive 
emotions,’ such as awe, gratitude, love and peace

• There is evidence from scientific studies that religion and 
spirituality are associated with increased positive 
emotions

Van Cappellen P, Toth-Gauthier M, Saroglou V, Fredrickson BL. Religion and well-being: The mediating role 
of positive emotions. Journal of Happiness Studies. 2016 Apr 1;17(2):485-505.



4. SELF-RELAXATION



RELIGION AND 
SPIRITUALITY: 
SELF-RELAXATION

Self relaxation tends to:

Decrease heart 
rate and blood 

pressure

Decrease blood 
sugar

Decrease stress 
hormones

Self relaxation in many forms has 
been proven to reduce stress, 

which in turn decreases rates of 
mental illness



SPIRITUALITY &
RELAXATION?



RELIGIOUS ‘SELF RELAXATION’



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: SELF-RELAXATION

• Religions help people cultivate silence, worship, prayer, 
meditation, and solitude

• All of these promote relaxation and quieting of our 
physical and mental selves



MEDITATION AND HEALTH

MENTAL HEALTH

• Major Depression treatment and prevention

• Generalized anxiety

• Post-traumatic stress disorder

• Chronic pain (including fibromyalgia)

• Increased empathy

• Decreased stress

• Increased positive emotions

• Increased emotional stability

• Improved concentration and alertness

• Decreased anger

PHYSICAL HEALTH

• Increased thickness in cortex (grey matter) 
in important areas of the brain

• Decreased degenerative white matter 
changes with aging in the brain

• Decreased cortisol and other stress 
hormones and neurotransmitters

• Improved immunity and decreased whole 
body inflammation

• Decreased cellular aging (telomere length)



Daniel Morehead MD

• HIV and Cancer

• Chronic Pain

• Hypertension (high blood 
pressure)

• Coping with Open Heart Surgery

• Lower General Mortality

PHYSICAL HEALTH
• Depression and Anxiety

• Alcoholism

• Better Overall Mental Health

• Greater Life Satisfaction

• Decreased anger

• Increased gratitude

• Better cognitive function under stress

• Greater sense of well being

• Increased forgiveness

• Decreased tension and conflict in relationships

• Increased relationship satisfaction, acceptance 
of partner

MENTAL HEALTH

PRAYER AND HEALTH



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: SOMETHING MORE?

1.Social Support

2.Secure Attachment

3.Positivity

4.Self-relaxation and stress reduction

5.Something more?



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: SOMETHING MORE

• “Something greater than myself.”

(Alcoholics Anonymous definition of God)

• Something larger than my own plans, my own strength, my 
own ability to control

• Something that sustains me, carries my, lifts me



SPIRITUALITY:

SOMETHING 
GREATER THAN 

MYSELF



RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: SOMETHING MORE

• Faith

• Hope

• Love



LOVE



LOVE

• LOVE: You were created out of love, born into love, exist 
because of love, and are destined to know complete and 
perfect love

• LOVE: Not so much in the sense of loving as in being 
loved, as in experiencing all the love that is given to us.



LOVE

• In this is love, not that we loved God but that God 
loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice 
for our sins. I John 4:10



FAITH – IT’S INTELLECTUAL?



LEAP OF FAITH?



FAITH, HOPE & LOVE

• FAITH: Not our ability to believe, but in our ability to trust

• FAITH: Not an intellectual but a relational term

• FAITH: Throughout scripture, it is God who is first of all faithful, 
trustworthy, reliable and sustaining



FAITH, HOPE & LOVE

• Faithful is the word:

If we suffer with him, we will live with him,

If we endure, we will reign with him,

If we deny, he will deny us,

If we are faithless, he remains faithful,

For he cannot deny himself. (II Tim 2:11-13)



“I BELIEVE, HELP MY UNBELIEF”

https://www.psychologies.co.uk/how-get-over-long-term-relationship-and-rebuild-trust





FAITH, HOPE & LOVE

• HOPE: Not a wish or a desire

• HOPE: The realization that our suffering has purpose

• HOPE: The intuition that we were made for something better than this

broken world (MLK “I have a dream”)

• HOPE: The anchor of the soul (Heb 6:19) which ties us to God’s perfect

future and helps pull us there



HOPE: 
SEEDS OF A BETTER 
WORLD



HOPE: THE BIRTH PANGS OF A NEW WORLD

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation 
waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for the 
creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the 
one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from 
its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the 
children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in 
labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who 
have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for 
adoption, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. 
(Rom 8:18-25)



SPIRITUAL RESILIENCE: LETTING GO TO 
SOMETHING GREATER THAN OURSELVES

• Spiritually speaking:

You don’t have to be anything different than what you truly are – you were 
created to be what you are (Imago Dei). 

You don’t have to do anything to be loved – you are already loved and 
accepted completely exactly the way you are today (love).

There is nothing to attain – everything has been done, and you only need to 
be yourself (grace). 

Everything that happens to you will ultimately be worth what you have 
suffered (hope). 

None of your failures or mistakes will keep you from getting where you are 
supposed to go (faith).



THERE IS A LIGHT THAT SHINES
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