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Introduction


Science is a lens, a way of understanding just about anything, including, as it turns out, spirituality. Science is particularly powerful in deciphering things difficult to perceive with the naked eye, which has made it all the more valuable as we search for tangible evidence to explain our relationship with an essentially intangible realm.


I am a clinical psychologist and director of clinical psychology at Columbia University, Teachers College, and a leading scientist in the now booming field of spirituality and psychology, mental health, and thriving. My lab has conducted multiple research studies and published scores of research articles on spiritual development in children, adolescents, and families. Often when I give talks across the country, parents rush up with accounts of their children caring for younger siblings or elderly grandparents, talking to animals, or singing in prayer. “Children are so spiritual!” they’ll say. Sometimes in difficult family moments or a crisis, children display wisdom and understanding far more on point than the surrounding aggravated or bereaved adults. These moments are but a glimpse into the deep foundational reality of childhood. As a scientist, I know childhood spirituality to be a powerful truth that is incontrovertible yet strangely absent from our mainstream culture. That “children are so spiritual” is not merely anecdote or opinion, be it mine or anyone else’s. It is an established scientific fact.


*   *   *


When I started out as a clinical scientist fifteen years ago, focusing on the science of spirituality in health, I encountered enormous skepticism, flat rejections, and doors literally slammed shut during my Grand Rounds presentations at medical schools. When the calendar rolled over to the new millennium, there still existed a quite strong bias in the social and medical sciences against research on spirituality and religion—two distinct concepts in my mind. I quickly came to expect the doubting or sometimes dismissive comments: “Spirituality is not psychology” or “How will your lab ever be funded?” or “Is that the same as prayer in public schools?” (Which of course has nothing to do with the study of spirituality in health.) Every so often, however, came a glimpse of interest, and sometimes burning curiosity. These rare responses came from my heroes, the very top scientists in the field because they are voraciously curious and follow the data.


And while the data on spirituality was initially scant, the few studies available provided a strong signal so bright that it was impossible to ignore as a subject of scientific interest and inquiry. Thus began my scientific journey, which has become my life’s work: the study of our inborn natural spirituality as foundational to mental health and wellness, particularly as it develops in the first two decades of our lives. Together with a few labs across the country, my colleagues and I set out to build a new science of spirituality, mental health, and thriving. The resulting extensive and groundbreaking research, advances in our understanding of brain science and the findings of neuro-imaging, lengthy interviews with hundreds of children and parents, case studies, and rich anecdotal material show that:


•   Spirituality is an untapped resource in our understanding of human development, resilience and illness, and health and healing. The absence of support for children’s spiritual growth has contributed to alarming rates of childhood and adolescent emotional suffering and behaviors that put them at risk. Knowledge of spiritual development rewrites the contemporary account of spiraling rates of depression, substance abuse, addictive behaviors, and other health concerns.


•   Awareness of spiritual development creates opportunities to prepare teens for the important inner work required for individuation, identity development, emotional resilience, character, meaningful work, and healthy relationships. Spirituality is the central organizing principle of inner life in the second decade, boosting teens into an adulthood of meaning and purpose, thriving, and awareness.


•   Spiritual development through the early years prepares the adolescent to grapple more successfully with the predictably difficult and potentially disorienting existential questions that make adolescence so deeply challenging for teens (and their parents). It also provides a protective health benefit, reducing the risk of depression, substance abuse, aggression, and high-risk behaviors, including physical risk taking and a sexuality devoid of emotional intimacy.


•   Biologically, we are hardwired for spiritual connection. Spiritual development is for our species a biological and psychological imperative from birth. The innate spiritual attunement of young children—unlike other lines of development such as language or cognition—begins whole and designed by nature to prepare the child for decades ahead, including the challenging developmental passage of adolescence.


•   In the first decade of life, the child advances through a process of integrating his or her spiritual “knowing” with other developing capabilities, including cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development, all of which are shaped by interactions with parents, family, peers, and community. Without support and lacking encouragement to keep developing that part of himself, the child’s spiritual attunement erodes and becomes “disaggregated” in the crush of a narrowly material culture.


•   The science of spirituality enables us to see adolescence in a new and more helpful, hopeful light: the universal developmental surge in adolescence, previously viewed as a fraught passage toward physical and emotional maturity, is now understood more fully to also be a journey of essential spiritual search and growth. This developmental phenomenon is seen in every culture, and research shows clinical and genetic evidence for this adolescent surge of spiritual awakening.


•   Parents and children share a parallel developmental arc in which a child’s need and yearning for spiritual exploration coincides with a similar “quest” phase in adult life. For parent and child, meaning and connection often lead to spiritual self-discovery. This mutual impetus means that the adult’s quest phase and the child’s can be mutually awakening and supportive. Our children can be our impetus for spiritual discovery, our muses or guides, and at times the source of illumination.


With these findings we can see the crisis in the making when spiritual development is neglected or when a child’s spiritual curiosity and exploration are denied. Yet a number of factors ranging from cultural to ideological to technological have made many parents reluctant, uncomfortable, or afraid to engage with our children in the spiritual quest. Now more than ever, in a culture where often enormous amounts of money, empty fame, and cynicism have become toxic dominant values, our children need us to support their quest for a spiritually grounded life at every age—and to discover or strengthen our own.





Natural Spirituality Is the Oldest—and Newest—Big Idea for Parents and Children


The history of psychology and parenting in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries can be seen as a series of “big ideas” that have shaped our culture’s understanding of our psychological selves, and that of our children. A new big idea gives parents an aha! moment: “Yes, I always sensed that; now I know it’s true,” or, “I definitely thought something was going on. Now it’s clear.” Sometimes, it’s “I had no idea!” Supported by science, big ideas show parents how to encourage their children in a new way, through an untapped reserve they can access easily.


A big idea for parents is defined by three components. First, a big idea is brought to our awareness by new, cutting-edge science. What we could sense intuitively yet not see definitively before is now confirmed through research. Second, a big idea is shown by science to influence—potentially dramatically enhance—our child’s wellness, inner resources, and success. And third, a big idea identifies specific ways that parents can help develop and support their child.


Big ideas of the past two decades include psychologist and author Martin Seligman’s positive psychology, which revolutionized our popular understanding of happiness and thriving. He demonstrated how these feelings aren’t simply a part of our innate temperament, but rather are malleable, and can be taught. Optimism was shown to be teachable, not just inborn, as a big idea that brought positive psychological insights to families, schools, and communities. Other big ideas: Peter Salovey, now the president at Yale University, developed the notion of emotional intelligence (EQ) and captured, with systematic study, our intuitive sense that some of us are more “people smart,” an attribute that has benefits for success beyond the previously researched contribution of higher IQ. Dean Hamer, a scientist at the National Institutes of Health, brought attention to the genetic determinants of human behavior; the ensuing discussion of “hardwired” genetic contributions to a child’s personality showed parents that something previously considered a choice, like sexual orientation, actually is genetically driven. More recently, Carol Dweck revealed two radically different “mindsets” that come from different types of parental praise: that which encourages children through learning goals, versus that which rewards performance, the latter making children more anxious and prone to “freeze-up.” These big ideas help us to see our own children with clear eyes, to understand them more deeply, and to better know our role, as parents, in helping them reach their fullest and brightest potential.


I believe that a new scientifically defined human faculty, which I call natural spirituality, is the next big idea for parents. We can now apply new research and data about spirituality’s relationship to human health, happiness, and thriving to our understanding of child development and parenting. Our findings show that natural spirituality exists as a human capacity—just as EQ and IQ are commonly acknowledged human capacities—and is associated clearly with life success and satisfaction.


We know now that an “inner spiritual compass” is an innate, concrete faculty and, like EQ, a part of our biological endowment. It has a biological basis, which can also be cultivated. The evidence is hard, indisputable, and rigorously scientific.


Our children have an inborn spirituality that is the greatest source of resilience they have as human beings, and we, as parents, can support our children’s spiritual development. Our parenting choices in the first two decades radically affect our children’s spiritual development in ways that last their entire lives. Natural spirituality, in fact, appears to be the single most significant factor in children’s health and their ability to thrive.





What I Mean by “Spirituality” in This Book


If we’re to understand the importance of spirituality in a child’s life, we first need to understand what is meant by “spirituality.” The research shows a clear difference between strict adherence to a particular religious denomination and personal spirituality, with the latter focused upon spirituality as “an inner sense of living relationship to a higher power (God, nature, spirit, universe, the creator, or whatever your word is for the ultimate loving, guiding life-force).” This focus may seem clear and self-evident, but it took nearly two decades for the scientific community to embrace it.


For years, scholars sought to concisely define spirituality as conceptually different from religion, which resulted in many different definitions. For instance, one definition was “that which brings peace, meaning, and transcendence.” Another was “an awareness that I am part of something bigger than myself.” Each definition was true in its own right, but no single one pertained to all people’s spirituality, nor could they claim to be supported in a scientific context. Eventually, the discussion exhausted itself, and the limits of this endeavor were passively or tacitly acknowledged, while the scientists moved on to the more practical work of examining the benefits of spirituality. That work suffered, however, from not being unified in perspective from lab to lab.


Then in 1997, a landmark scientific article published in the American Journal of Psychiatry provided evidence of a hugely beneficial dimension of spirituality that was empirically rather than theoretically derived: a personal relationship with the transcendent.


In a twin study on religion and mental health, psychiatric genetic-epidemiologist Kenneth Kendler and his colleagues looked at “religion” as compared with “spirituality” in nearly two thousand adult twins. It was shown statistically that in people’s lived experience, personal spirituality is a different concept from adherence to religion or choice of religious denomination.


Instead, spirituality was shown to be a sense of a close personal relationship to God (or nature or the universe or whatever term each person used for higher power) and a vital source of daily guidance. The degree to which the subjects adhered to a religious denomination was shown to be a distinct set of beliefs and experiences. This isn’t to say that spirituality and religion are always unrelated. For many people, it’s through the beliefs and practice of their own religion that they build and foster a relationship with God. But for others, the two sets of experience are totally unrelated, and strong spirituality can still exist separately from religion. In the general population, personal spirituality and participating in a specific religion correlate only moderately, which means that some people find spirituality in religion, while other people find it in other ways. In Kendler’s study, spirituality did not meaningfully correlate with one specific religious denomination; there are highly spiritual people in all denominations, and highly spiritual people who don’t adhere to any specific religious denomination. With these distinctions established, science had identified a crucial and valuable dimension of “spirituality,” and researchers could get busy exploring spirituality’s contributions to good health, mental well-being, fulfillment, and success.


Empirical science, in findings based on adolescence research, also has methodically identified what is not meant by personal spirituality. It is unrelated statistically to strict adherence to a religion or creed without a sense of personal choice or ownership. Our own research, published in the Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine’s Journal of Adolescent Health, shows that rigid adherence to creed without a sacred personal relationship is very different from natural spirituality and is often associated with dangerous risk taking, including unprotected, high-risk, and abusive sexual activity. Furthermore, in the Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, I published evidence that while personal devotion is highly protective against heavy substance use and abuse, rigid adherence to creed without a sense of the sacred relationship does not prevent against substance abuse.


For adolescents who develop a strong spiritual compass outside of a religious tradition, as well as adolescents who develop a strong spiritual compass within a religious tradition, spirituality manifests itself as an inner awareness or a sense of relationship with a higher power. When developed from within a religious tradition, the process is just as personal and takes as much initiative and hard work as when it’s developed without a religious tradition. Even when an adolescent benefits from the guidance of a religious tradition, the significance of specific teachings must still be derived at a deep personal level for the benefits to be felt. Memorizing creed without personal investment is not enough. For some adolescents, questioning spiritual assumptions is crucial to ownership. Finally, other adolescents develop personal spirituality through an intense and often prayerful deepening of faith. In all cases, what makes spirituality meaningful is personal choice and ownership.


So, while organized religions can clearly play a role in spiritual development, the primary engine that drives natural spirituality is innate, biological, and developmental: first an inborn faculty for transcendent connection, then a developmental impetus to make it our own, and the resulting deep personal relationship with the transcendent through nature, God, or the universal force.





How Do We Get There from Here?


But how do we get spiritual in the first place? How does personal spirituality actually happen? Of course we each have our own individual story, but this book looks at that question on a scientific basis. What science has yet to share with our culture is the great story of spirituality’s formation that traces back to childhood and adolescence. How does spirituality matter to children and adolescents? What is the developmental path of spirituality? Is there an optimal developmental window of opportunity—a time in which developmental energies converge, primed for progress? How might parents build a strong sense of spirituality in their child that carries into adulthood?


These should be pressing concerns to parents, because the data suggest that it is much easier and more likely for adults to be spiritual if that sense is fostered during childhood and adolescence. This fostering of spirituality used to simply be part of the dominant culture in the United States, so much so that the internal process of spiritual development went largely unnoticed. In the early and middle twentieth century, research showed that most families were religious to some degree. Beyond personal preferences, our broader culture carried some religious assumptions, some woven through our history and others through everyday life in our communities. For generations, this meant that even when parents conveyed no sense of spirituality to their children, some type of spiritual awareness was supported in—ingrained in—the culture.


Surveys today show that to a large extent, an unquestioned assumption of religion in our culture is largely gone. A significant percentage of several generations of current parents—people between twenty-five and fifty years old—were raised without overt spiritual engagement or instruction in the home. This means that a significant number of adults who range from twenty-five to fifty years old were raised with no spiritual structure, no spiritual community, no spiritual conversation or teaching, and often no spiritual practice: in sum, none of the critical pieces for developing a spiritual reality, whether that is a belief in an ultimate creator or an ability to make choices that are informed by spiritual principles. In other words, as commitment to traditional religion declined in the 1960s and 1970s, a generation was raised without an implicit awareness of the relationship between spirituality and well-being. Today, more than one-third of young adults (eighteen to twenty-four years old) report “no religion.” Two-thirds of Americans—affiliated and unaffiliated alike—say religion is losing its influence in American lives. Where organized religion was once the backdrop of our culture we now see a rather muted canvas. This creates a great challenge where spirituality is concerned, and an even greater opportunity.


First, the challenge. Some parents assume that their children will develop a relationship to spirituality on their own if they’re naturally inclined to. These parents aren’t for it or against it. They simply don’t see themselves as involved one way or another. For other parents, spirituality may be deemed off-limits as a topic of conversation outside of a house of worship. For them, it’s something to discuss only in the context of holidays or rites of passage. Still other parents consider spirituality either nonexistent or unimportant; others are atheists or agnostics who passively or actively pass along their views to their children. There also are committed religious parents, who are focused on raising spiritual children yet who might appreciate some support and backup from science. Finally, there is the majority of parents who care about their child’s spirituality but feel unqualified to help. They feel that the lack of spiritual experience in their own upbringing has left them without a blueprint for recognizing and supporting spirituality in their own children. These parents fear that since they’ve never resolved the big questions themselves, they shouldn’t pass on their fuzzy answers to their kids. Parents often are very clear as they tell me the reasons they stop short of joining in a spiritual discussion with their child:





“I don’t want to share my views about spiritual things because I’m not so sure myself. I could say something to steer my child in the wrong direction.”





“I don’t believe in anything, really, other than human goodness. Although I wish I did believe that there was something more. I feel like I am passing on a big fib.”





“I don’t want to bias my children with my beliefs; I’d rather let them choose when they grow up.”





“I am just not sure how to put it. There is almost nothing at all for parents that helps us talk about spirituality, other than religion. But I’m not religious and don’t like the way religion was taught to me.”





As parents with feelings along these lines, we may hold off on conversations or discourage (actively or tacitly) children from sharing their spiritual questions, reflections, or experiences with us. All of these parental rationales for avoiding the subject are common and understandable. But they’re also misguided. In the moment our avoidance may seem like a small redirection, but it actually can derail an important developmental process in our children. The message they get is that their spiritual reality isn’t important to you, isn’t worthy of pursuit, or perhaps isn’t even real. Research shows that a parent’s decision about how to approach their child’s spiritual life is a high-stakes proposition with lifelong implications. Studies on spiritual development in adolescents who have spiritually minded parents have shown that the right type of parental contribution—the kind that will be outlined in the pages ahead—can make or break the development of adolescent spirituality and can influence the child’s lifelong physical health and mental health.


A second cultural shift has brought our attention to our children’s need for spiritual grounding. Childhood has become increasingly competitive, from superselective nursery schools and afterschool pursuits to college admission. Parents feel enormous pressure to give their children a competitive edge. As a result, the parenting culture has come to focus almost entirely on accomplishment. The race starts early with the search for just the “right” kind of crib mobiles to propel development; the “right” toys, videos, and computer games and programs that promise to build a better baby and child—smarter, healthier, in every way ahead of the curve. Soon student clubs, travel programs, sports, extra study, and packed schedules take over our children’s lives, and ours, too. The original point of it all—to nurture in children the skills, knowledge, and deep inner joy for personal fulfillment and accomplishment—has become a moving target.


Third, a severe economic downturn has financially devastated many families, and we’re clear now that the “right” start in life—all the competitive strategies, material accoutrements, and accomplishments—are no guarantee of success, safety, or genuine satisfaction. What’s more, we live in a world roiled by natural disasters, fears about global warming, war, and violence, employment insecurity, and bitter political and religious strife. It is no surprise that a 2010 Fetzer Institute survey found that 91 percent of Americans believe that the world is becoming increasingly frightening and violent.


So if material success and stability have become more problematic, what can parents do to reinforce resilience and a positive sense of worth in their children? For some parents, this has become a time to rethink their choices and, in some cases, reembrace the idea that fulfillment in life is found in meaning and purpose, in spiritual bearings, and not in a better computer, a nicer car, the latest cell phone, or more money. The problem is that parents don’t know where to start when it comes to communicating these ideas to their kids.


These days I hear many nonreligious people express the feeling that “although I am not religious, I actually am pretty spiritual in my own way.” Indeed, as a whole, the United States now seems to be turning more “spiritual” as the population ages. In 2010, the Fetzer Institute found that 60 percent of adults said they are now more spiritual than they were five years before. The institute also found that 75 percent of American adults believe that spirituality can help solve misunderstandings. A Religion and Social Trends Gallup poll showed that more than 90 percent of Americans pray and believe in an ultimate creator. Yet these same adults who understand the need for spirituality in their lives are unaware of the nascent spiritual awareness of their children and are too often in the dark about how to help their children connect with it. What I find in my work is that many adults simply don’t have a clue how to talk about spirituality with their children. Nonetheless, I believe, and this book will demonstrate, that parents absolutely need to try. They need to engage in their children’s emerging spirituality.


Therein lies the opportunity. In the absence of sound knowledge and credible science, parents have told me they felt stuck. We have books, blogs, online sources, and other media advisers on nearly all sides of parenting, but not for this crucial inner resource of spirituality. I have written The Spiritual Child to be that resource, based upon the science published in academic peer-reviewed journals that is not yet readily accessible to parents.


I work from the assumption that good parents can rapidly become spiritually engaged parents on their own terms, drawing from their own knowledge and individual spiritual base. The aim of this book is to guide you to reflect on your child’s spiritual expression and awareness and to help you support and encourage your child’s spiritual development through active, positive engagement.


In addition to being a scientist and graduate school professor, I am the mother of three fantastic children, aged eleven, thirteen, and fourteen. I live daily in two worlds, that of the university and that of the family. Although my foremost commitment is to spiritual parenting, I do have other, more traditionally ambitious goals for my children, just as most parents do for their children. Yes, I know the academic success game, and I play it well. My husband and I drive three hours a day so that our children can attend a school known for its whole-child curriculm and academic rigor. I’m grooming my children for the A train to success, which will carry them smoothly, I hope, into their early twenties. That said, I’m also acutely aware that the A train goes absolutely nowhere important if the child lacks an inner compass. My greatest fear for my children is not that they’ll miss the A train, but that they won’t know what to do once the A train arrives at its destination.


But that’s me. If you are a parent who is personally skeptical about spirituality, but you are open to trying something new and unfamiliar for the sake of your children, I suggest you don’t pass on this book just yet. In every respect, it is written not just for those who want to be spiritually engaged but for the skeptics and outright naysayers, as well.


Again, it’s all in the science. I do not proselytize; my intention is to thoroughly inform. I want to offer fellow parents the best information science has to encourage health, thriving, and success for our families. Whenever I discuss these ideas in presentations at schools, in interviews, or in private conversations, parents are absolutely fascinated by the science because it is so relevant to their children’s ability to live their best lives. When I give talks around the country to parents and educators, to adults seeking personal growth, and to the scientific and clinical treatment community, people often share from their or their children’s experiences. As one parent put it, “I always sensed it was true that children are spiritual, that we have to support their natural spirituality. Now I understand it. Now I have the confidence that there’s science behind it.”


I have found that the spiritually engaged are equally riveted by science, often taking the new breakthroughs in research as confirmation of what for many years they resolutely knew through their hearts. At the end of a talk in Texas, a priest who leads a large urban congregation approached me with tears in his eyes. “Now it all comes together,” he said, “my heart with science, at last it is one.”


I often am asked by the media to be the “expert spiritual scientist.” In one television interview I was asked what “another opinion” of the existence of spirituality in children might be. While I am always interested to hear from all corners, the fact is that science does not say that children are not spiritual; there are hundreds of rigorous, elegant peer-reviewed scientific articles that show spirituality as the root of wellness in the first two decades of life.


Some of my scientific findings have been covered in leading newspapers and broadcast media and followed by online blogs. In looking over the several thousands of public comments on the blogs, there has been a handful insisting that the science be disregarded because “scientists can make the numbers say anything they want.” This really is not the case. Scientific articles go to peer review, through which fellow critical scientists challenge ideas and push hard to see any logical and systematic holes. Science is a community of driving intellectuals, and we work together to be sure our work is sound. Yet there is one way that the blog respondents are right. Science is as revealing as the questions we ask, and until the questions were asked, the answers—or insights—remained out of reach, out of sight.





Parenting at the Intersection of Science and Spirituality


Fifteen years of research in my lab, as well as fellow labs across the scientific field, now make a strong claim that we have a natural spirituality: a biologically based faculty for transcendent knowing, relationship, and experience. You don’t have to understand spiritual development completely in order to support it in your child: you can simply welcome the questions and the conversations. In fact, spirituality may not speak to you at all, but it is foundational to your child. Research shows that parents and children do not always share the same degree of spirituality, particularly when parents don’t relate to spirituality. The important question for a parent to consider is: Might I offer my child something relevant and beneficial, even if it is not something familiar to me? We enroll our children in music lessons even if we do not play an instrument. We eagerly offer our child a better academic education than we may have received ourselves. For some parents, building spirituality in your child may be the same proposition. Parental generosity extends beyond our own opportunities. Just as we delight in our children’s accomplishments beyond our own, skeptical parents just might be moved by the emerging spirituality in their children. As one father said to me, “I have never been spiritual myself. But I look at this data, and would never want to get in the way of my daughter’s spirituality.”


We catch glimpses of our children’s innate spirituality in everyday moments with them, in their wonder and delight in what nature offers up and in the bond of love and trust that they begin life with. I hear from parents who want to take those conversations or experiences further than the moment, to take their children from the window of awakening to a foundational way of living. They ask, What do I do with this moment of awareness when I see it? They want to understand their child’s experience and where it might lead if given the chance. They sense this is important and want to take this opportunity and run with it, but there aren’t a lot of resources and steadying anchors to help them. I’ve written The Spiritual Child to be just that.


My work as a scientist and my life as a woman and a mother have taken me deeply into the spiritual lives of children. In my daily experience as a parent I see a striking and detrimental dearth of information from clinical science. This is especially troubling in light of the recent and very strong body of science on spirituality in child and adolescent development, particularly as a source of resilience and thriving, and as a buffer against the most prevalent forms of suffering and psychopathology. The science is there, but the word has not gotten out.


The growing body of literature in this emerging field at the intersection of science and spirit offers an unprecedented view into the uniquely powerful spiritual potential of childhood and adolescence. My research and that of others explore the protective benefits of healthy spiritual development meeting some of the most serious health challenges of adolescence, such as risk taking, depression, substance abuse, and severe affective disorders. Spirituality is also strongly associated with positive inner assets, such as meaning, purpose, and optimism. As a society we urgently need to see the overwhelming strength of spirituality as a foremost protection against the source of the leading causes of death between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four: accidents due to risk (mostly automotive), suicides, and homicides, as well as the contribution of drug use to these tragedies. This deserves a national conversation to reframe the impact of our institutions and culture on development and the impact of personal spirituality on development, as well.


My intention in writing this book is fourfold:


First, to bring forward the new science that shows conclusively how critical spiritual development is through childhood and adolescence as a basis for overall health and, perhaps most surprising, as a significant factor in reducing the risk of depression, substance abuse, and high-risk behaviors that are of such great concern today.


Second, to bring children’s voices forward so we may learn to hear them as they speak in their own terms of their spiritual lives, their curiosity, their connection to all living beings, their fears, their wonder, and their extraordinary spiritual experiences.


Third, to provide parents with encouragement, compassionate coaching, and a language for bringing this vibrant conversation alive in their own families.


Finally, to awaken spiritual curiosity and openness in parents so they may more comfortably accompany their children on this journey and, in doing so, perhaps embark on their own journey of discovery.


How can we as parents recognize and support the natural spiritual capacity in our children? How will our children evolve differently, foundationally thrive, and deeply succeed because we support their natural spirituality? The Spiritual Child answers these questions, grounded in science and life. Remember: spirituality is in our nature. As we mature we may learn a specific language and perspective based upon our cultural setting, from Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and a great range of other world religions and beliefs—including the view that spirituality doesn’t exist. These are all spiritual languages and views. An understanding of the science of spirituality lets us see what is inherent to our human nature, and then to better resonate with the core spiritual experience of all people around the world. We can be multilingual if we know what we are discussing.





Open Science, Open Doors, Open Hearts and Minds


As I said at the opening of this introduction, the science of spirituality has burgeoned in the past fifteen years, with a rocket takeoff in the past five years. There is a growing fascination with it, and, increasingly, even skeptics and those in the ambivalent middle acknowledge its relevance. When I first entered this field and embarked on this line of research I faced many people’s doubts about its viability. I stuck with it because the data was clear, strong, and true. When a few ardently offended people walked out in the middle of my talks, slamming the door, I took it as evidence that such controversial work indeed needed to be pursued. This research, step by step, has been life-energy well spent.


Science is a wondrous journey full of derailments, twists, and turns, and sometimes stunning, awesome surprises. For a decade and a half, I have worked to bear witness to spirituality through the lens of science. Not to prove its existence, but to better know its expressions and ways in our humanity.


Today, the field of spirituality in psychology is growing dramatically. These days, people do not walk out on my talks, but rather, invite me to deliver talks on spiritual psychology around the country and around the world to policy groups, schools, and community organizations. At Columbia University, Teachers College, we have created a concentration of graduate study in spiritual psychology. Opening the door to a spiritual science has enabled a world of clinicians, researchers, educators, youth guidance specialists, and other mental health professionals to expand and deepen their work with children and adolescents—and ultimately people of all ages. The open door has also allowed a new generation of graduate students to study the wholeness of our human journey through the lens of science and spirituality. We have arrived as a culture, ready to learn and to help our children. No longer is work in spirituality a vision for the future; it is now part of mainstream psychology. We are here.


I have written this book as a translation of the cutting-edge science, to reach the broadest possible audience—parents, educators, health professionals, clergy, youth leaders, scientists, policy makers, and others devoted to children’s health, education, and well-being. Scientific readers interested in a more extensive presentation of the science will find it in my edited volume, The Oxford University Press Handbook of Psychology and Spirituality, and in other resources listed in the notes at the end of this book.


There is no question that the parenting journey wears away our ego, but ultimately we are not made less by the exhaustion, tired eyes, worn short-term memory, and endless laundry. Rather, we are so very much more—from our children’s wondrous arrival into our lives to their rounds of questioning and development, when we pay attention and we reflect, we can see great things through their spiritual lens.


What if this parenting journey is actually the ultimate spiritual journey? The equivalent to the deep awakening of the isolated monk, the pilgrimage to Mecca or Jerusalem, or the climb up Mount Everest?


I come to this work as a scientist, a clinician, and a parent. I consider each scientific finding to be a bright dot in an Impressionist painting of my journey. At times in this book I will share specific studies. At other times, I will connect the dots between studies to share the conclusion that comes to me after years of examining this phenomena, and of listening to the voices of children and families. These voices are presented as narratives in order to convey the emotion and life of the picture created by science, told in stories drawn from research, conversations, and interviews. With the exception of the names of my own children, I have changed names and identifying features of those individuals and experiences I have described. In some instances, I combined aspects of several stories to illustrate a larger idea or paradigm. The voices of children, adolescents, and adults sharing from their own experiences and reflections, including transcendent experiences that rarely are shared, have a prominent place in this book. I have also made practicality a priority, weaving in examples and suggestions for parents throughout the book to enable science and theory to serve them in the most direct possible way: in their everyday interactions with their children and one another.


I am hopeful that these narratives bring science to life so that you can feel the presence and power of spirituality and science and explore its place in your journey. A commitment by all of us to foster children’s spirituality, grounded in science and in our natural love, can truly change our global culture. We will know our nature, and discover before us an opportunity to live in dialogue with our world.




 


PART I


CHILDHOOD




 


1


BIRTHRIGHT


Built for Spirituality


We stand chatting by our SUVs and hybrids, a half-dozen moms and dads watching as our fourth-graders finish soccer practice. We’re glad to see one another. The parents of my son’s teammates are terrific people: kind, dedicated to their children, generous in time and energy as volunteers in the community. Our conversation runs the usual course through everyone’s busy schedules, which are primarily organized around our children’s packed lives. Even the youngest siblings have preschool and standing playdates or afternoon lessons in foreign languages, dance, violin, or piano. These mothers and fathers are determined to give their children a competitive advantage in school and life. We all want our children to reach their full potential, and we watch to identify their areas of aptitude and natural strength, so that we may actively support their gifts.


We are good parents, loving parents, parents of the highest intention and unyielding commitment. Our conversations tend to focus on how we can prepare our children to be successful in school or on the team, or about their academic or other accomplishments. We care about their social lives, from playdates to prom dates, and we coach them day by day with hopes that they’ll make good friends, get along with their peers, and step up to do the right thing when the moment calls for leadership. We want them to be emotionally hardy and resilient, to know happiness and how to take setbacks in stride, to learn how to manage big feelings like anger and disappointment. When they do not get what they want, we hope that they will be able to successfully set a new course, readjust, “hit reset,” and move forward to succeed.


There is a bit of anxiety about admissions or placement tests for selective schools or programs, from preschools and child-care programs through high school and college. We’re also aware of the psychological toll on kids who are overscheduled and under chronic pressure to perform, and we want to preserve childhood as a joyful, explorative, and carefree time. Our children’s development means everything to us. We’ve read the books and listened to their teachers. We know that this formative age is the epicenter for opportunity, so we push on.


Like all parents, we have hopes and latent expectations, after all. From the moment our children are born, we imagine their future selves. Our hopes for our child—the young adult he or she will grow up to be—inform everything we feel and think and do as parents. If our baby throws a spongy ball, we hope—maybe dream—for the Dallas Cowboys. A clever discovery in the playroom translates into visions of our future inventor or entrepreneur. A love of books brings images of the future scholar or writer. We envision our young children as accomplished, impassioned adults who have achieved school, sports, or stage success and used it as a pathway to opportunity, to love and be loved, to have wonderful friends, and in every way to enjoy a good life and career. We gaze at our gurgling baby or adventurous toddler with love—and a twenty-year trajectory of aspiration.


We don’t just talk and dream, we also plan and act on our best intentions. And yet all of those conversations, elaborate schedules of extracurricular activities, and high aspirations often miss the single most crucial ingredient of all, the only thing that science has shown to reliably predict fulfillment, success, and thriving: a child’s spiritual development.


It is important to take a moment here to precisely define “spirituality” as I use it in this book, and as it exists as a crucial dimension of spirituality in science:


Spirituality is an inner sense of relationship to a higher power that is loving and guiding. The word we give to this higher power might be God, nature, spirit, the universe, the creator, or other words that represent a divine presence. But the important point is that spirituality encompasses our relationship and dialogue with this higher presence.


Spiritual development, as I define it as a scientist and use the term in this book, is the growth and progression of our inborn spirituality as one of our many perceptual and intellectual faculties, from taste and touch to critical thinking skills. Spiritual development is the changing expression of this natural asset over time as new words, explanatory models, and ideas—whether theological, scientific, or family views—allow us to feel (or not feel) part of something larger, and experience an interactive two-way relationship with a guiding, and ultimately loving, universe.


The precise embodiment of that transcendent universe—the other side of the two-way spiritual conversation—comes in many different forms and has many different names. It can take the form of spirit, the natural world, God, or a sense of oneness with the world, the larger community of which we are a part. This two-way spiritual dialogue may or may not include religion. The connection can occur in meditation or yoga or in something as simple as your child’s relationship with family pets, backyard wildlife, or a beloved tree. Natural spirituality is a direct sense of listening to the heartbeat of the living universe, of being one with that seen and unseen world, open and at ease in that connection. A child’s spirituality precedes and transcends language, culture, and religion. It comes as naturally to children as their fascination with a butterfly or a twinkling star-filled night sky. However, as parents we play a powerful role in our child’s spiritual development, just as we play a powerful role in every other aspect of our child’s development.


Science now tells us that this spiritual faculty is inborn, fundamental to the human constitution, central in our physiology and psychology. Spirituality links brain, mind, and body. As we’ll see shortly, epidemiological studies on twins show that the capacity for a felt relationship with a transcendent loving presence is part of our inborn nature and heredity: a biologically based, identifiable, measurable, and observable aspect of our development, much like speech or cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development. However, in contrast to these other lines of development, children are born fully fluent in this primal, nonverbal dimension of knowing. They need time to develop the wraparound of cognitive, linguistic, and abstract thinking, but young children don’t have to learn the “how” or the “what” of spiritual engagement. Bird and flower, puddle and breeze, snowflake or garden slug: all of nature speaks to them and they respond. A smile, a loving touch, the indescribable bond between child and parent that science has yet to fully explain, all of these speak deeply to them, too. Spirituality is the language of these moments, the transcendent experience of nourishing connection. Spirituality is our child’s birthright. We support their development when we read with them, talk with them, sing and play with them, feed and bathe and encourage them. Science now shows that the way in which a parent supports a child’s spiritual development has a great deal to do with how a child grows into that rich spiritual potential.


One great thing about our group of soccer parents is that we are diverse, hailing from many countries, many cultures: India, the United Kingdom, Mexico, Argentina, South Korea, China, and across the United States. We are also spiritually diverse: Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, and spiritual-but-not-religious. When ideas of spirituality or religion arise in our discussions, we have a nice range represented. We hear about one another’s much anticipated family observances—such as Christmas, Ramadan, Passover, and Diwali—that bring the generations and extended family together around the dinner table or a special prayer service. Some of us have multiple religious traditions in our families and honor them all; others celebrate in secular ways.


In the midst of this diversity, we are struck by the remarkable commonalities in how our children experience both the wonderful and difficult parts of life. Regardless of religious or spiritual orientations, parents instantly recognize what I would call inherently spiritual qualities in their children—their open, curious, loving ways; their immediate instinct to respond from the heart. These often show up in the way the children interact with babies or older family members, with pets or creatures they find in nature, in their creative sparkle with friends, or perhaps in the way they come up with kind or generous things they can do to help or surprise someone:





“When I’m exhausted from a hard day, my son will come up and smile and give me what he calls ‘an energizer hug.’”





“My child can tell when our dog is scared, and he’ll go sit with her and comfort her—it’s so tender to see.”





“My father can be so gruff and irritating—it drives me crazy. But when he’s with my kids they don’t seem to mind. They’ve even told me, ‘That’s just the way Grandpa is; it’s okay.’”





The science of the past fifteen years explores these universal spiritual qualities and shows that in children and adolescents, natural spirituality emerges along with other developmental phases according to the same biological timeline. What we hear at the soccer field—and find in the families represented there—is a microcosm of what researchers are finding through studies of spirituality in children and families around the world: spirituality is inborn and emerges in sync with the biological clock of childhood and adolescent growth and development. Just as with other aspects of your child’s physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development, the spiritual faculty thrives in the light of your attention and support.





Hardwired for Spirituality: Use It or Lose It


Spirituality is a vast untapped resource in our understanding of human development, illness, health, and healing. Specifically, research in medicine and psychology has found that people with a developed spirituality get sick less, are happier, and feel more connected and less isolated. In the context of illness, people with a developed spirituality show positive effects for resilience and healing. We’ll delve fully into those findings in the chapters ahead, but in short, empirical evidence shows that natural spirituality exists within us, independent of religion or culture; it is as foundational to our makeup as emotion, temperament, and physical senses; and the benefits of natural spirituality are significant and measurable. Further, research shows that natural spirituality, if supported in childhood, prepares the adolescent for critical developmental tasks of that age. If supported in adolescence, natural spirituality deepens and can become a significant resource for health and healing through adult life.


How do we know? As scientists, we look for proof in corroborating evidence from many sources. For instance, we have identified a genetic contribution by using a rigorous study designed to pinpoint it. In neuroimaging scans, we have found synchronization of the regions of the brain when in spiritual or contemplative practice. In developmental terms, we look for parallels between spirituality and other developmental pathways (biological, psychological, emotional) that have long been understood.


Using a classic twin-study design to separate out nature from nurture and drawing from nearly two thousand twins in the Virginia Twin Registry, genetic-epidemiologist Kenneth Kendler has shown that there is a meaningful genetic contribution to spirituality. This is a finding replicated multiple times on different samples of twins. Neuroscientists including Andrew Newberg and Mario Beauregard have published numerous scientific peer-reviewed articles on the neural correlates of meaningful spiritual experience, personal prayer, awareness of a higher power, mystical experience, and confrontation with symbols of good and evil as identified through functional MRI (fMRI)—neuroimaging that measures brain activity by blood flow to a region. By tracking blood flow, these scientists have charted a neuroimaging road map of the brain that reveals the neurological design through which humans experience spirituality.


In developmental terms, the timing of change in developmental spirituality coincides, exactly, with that of other forms of development and appears interrelated; it emerges alongside secondary sex characteristics, abstract cognitive development such as meta-cognition and meaning making, and onset of fertility. This has been the focus of groundbreaking research in my lab, studies in which we have tracked the development of natural spirituality and its protective effects from childhood through adolescence into emerging adulthood.


The confluence of evidence is clear. So to recap: biologically, we are hardwired for a spiritual connection. Spiritual development is a biological and psychological imperative from birth. Natural spirituality, the innate spiritual attunement of young children—unlike other lines of development—appears to begin whole and fully expressed. As the child grows, natural spirituality integrates with the capacities of cognitive, social, emotional, and moral development, as well as physical change, to create a more complex set of equipment through which to experience transcendence and spirituality. Ultimately, if maintained and integrated with these other aspects of development, spirituality supports the child through the challenging developmental passage of adolescence.


What does this look like in real life?


Let’s step back to the soccer field for a quick comparison. Your child is born with a faculty for physical movement that shows development in the progression of fine and gross motor skills. We see it clearly as our baby advances from pumping her legs and yanking her socks off, to picking up a single raspberry and squashing it between her thumb and forefinger. The next thing we know she’s crawling, then toddling, then running and jumping, then suited up for soccer practice (or gymnastics, ballet, or tae kwon do). All along, her musculature, strength, and stamina are growing; she’s learning how to move adeptly on the field, learning the skills and the language she needs to play with her teammates, to understand the coach, to respond to the coach’s guidance and her teammates’ calls on the field. She develops the confidence to ask questions that occur to her as her own experience deepens the way she thinks and engages on the field and at practice. She hones her skills, including her intuitive skills for discerning the many intangible, unspoken aspects of soccer and her life as a soccer player. Eventually, she is not only cognizant of the best form in her field skills but sees an even larger picture of interconnectedness. Should I stay up late tonight, watching TV with my friends? Not if I want to get enough sleep so I can play my best in tomorrow’s game and not let the team down. This fully integrated “knowing” informs her technically and athletically, but also socially and emotionally, down to how she feels about playing and her contribution to the team, and how she sees this part of herself in the context of her larger life. All of this is shaped by her ongoing inner dialogue and her interactions with all of us: coach, teammates, family, peers, and community.


Our child’s spiritual faculty likewise flourishes with support and encouragement to grow strong and to integrate with the rest of her developmental growth. This process of integration is also shaped by her internal dialogue and through interactions with parents, family, peers, and community. The practice field is everywhere, and it happens every time she has conversations with us about life’s big and little questions, such as about meaning and purpose, being good people, how to treat others, what it means to be empathetic and compassionate, and why we need to take care of the earth and our environment.


As parents, we can take those ideas into the playing field of daily life and show our children how we live and express spiritual values in everyday interactions with other people, with animals, with nature, with our own inner life, and with the life of the mind and big ideas. We can take our children to explore sacred places and spaces: a house of worship, a sanctuary tucked away in a hospital, a mountain, or a river. We can encourage (and model) acts of expansive love and kindness. This exploration cultivates spiritual knowing and attunement, a sense of the spiritual dimension that is always present and is deeper than superficial attributes and higher than competitive and materialistic priorities. Supported by this exploration, the continuing conversation with us, and by her own internal spiritual dialogue, she continues to define what spirituality is and what the journey is for her.


Without support and encouragement to keep developing that part of themselves, children’s spiritual development weakens under pressure from a culture that constantly has them feeling judged and pressured to perform, and that trains them to evaluate others the same way. Our culture has not necessarily been welcoming to spirituality and its questions. Our predominantly materialistic, 24/7 media-infused world is not set up for the introspective thought involved in spiritual reflection. We’re pressured to fill downtime with productive activity, and we often feel compelled to fill in any quiet moment with diversions. This is how we live and this is what we’re modeling for our children.





Anxiety, Ambivalence, Antipathy: A Generation of Wary Parents


One morning on a school visit, I stepped into the hallway to check for last-minute arrivals before starting my presentation. I had been invited to speak to parents on the subject of the science of spirituality. One mother stood in the hallway at a bit of a distance and I asked if she was looking for this room. She smiled and introduced herself, but she was clearly hesitant to step through the door. She said she had just dropped her children off for school when she had remembered she had seen a flyer for the talk.


“You know, I wasn’t planning on coming,” she said with a hint of apology. “It’s nice to meet you and I don’t mean to be rude, but I am just not religious. I’m very spiritual, but not religious.”


I hear the same hesitation and explanation from many parents, emblematic of a broad shift in religious and spiritual life in the United States. National surveys have reported the number of Americans who do not identify with any religion has grown in recent years such that about one-fifth of the public overall—and a third of adults under age thirty—were unaffiliated with a religion as of 2012, the lowest in the nearly three generations since researchers started tracking the numbers. At the same time, surveys also report a notable growth in the population of adults who classify themselves as “spiritual but not religious” or who describe their religion as “nothing in particular” but do believe in God or a universal spirit. A Fetzer Institute survey in 2010 found that 60 percent of adults said they are now more spiritual than they were five years before.


A recent Gallup poll shows that more than 90 percent of Americans pray and believe in an ultimate creator. A poll in Parents magazine in 2007 conducted by Beliefnet showed that a consistent 90 percent of parents “talk to children about God or higher power,” two-thirds say grace at meal times, 60 percent pray during the day, and half pray at bedtime with their child. A poll by Barna Research Group in Ventura, California, showed 85 percent of parents consider it their job to teach their own children about spirituality.


Yet, beyond this clarity on spiritual life, the same Parents magazine poll found parents face challenges to spiritual parenting, attributed by 33 percent to “society’s general lack of support,” by 25 percent to “conflict between practice and everyday life,” and by 24 percent to having “busy schedules.” When it comes to the fluidity of match between two parents on spiritual development in their children, 50 percent feel “in sync,” another 25 percent say they are “in sync but it’s a struggle,” and a quarter of parents feel at cross purposes, so they punt, argue, or quit the topic. The Barna poll also reported that through the week prior to the poll, the majority of parents did not open or direct a discussion of spirituality with their child (under the age of thirteen years).


I read these polls to suggest that there is often a strong spiritual life in parents themselves, and a loving intention to raise spiritual children. Yet, there is not a clear and certain understanding in our culture about the place of spirituality in child and adolescent development.


In my nearly two decades of conversations with parents about spiritual development—their children’s or their own—I have found that whether parents identify as religious, spiritual but not religious, undecided, or really anywhere on the spiritual continuum, they are unaware of research on their child’s inborn spirituality. Many are at a loss about how to help their children develop spiritually. Ambivalence runs deep. Challenges commonly arise for several sometimes overlapping reasons: when parents aren’t certain about their own feelings regarding spirituality, when one or the other had negative experiences associated with religion when they were young and don’t want to subject their children to something similar, or when complications about religious affiliation create tension in the couple or the extended family.


“It depends on how you define spirituality, and what exactly it means,” says Marcie, mother of Aiden, three years old. “It seems like ‘everything goes’—spirituality is anything that is different from the physical, more concrete realm.” Marcie’s spiritual ponderings have included whether her son “is just a happenstance based on the particular sperm and the particular egg that met and all the cells they created, or is there a sort of life, a soul, a spirit that would have come into his body regardless? I haven’t resolved that, but it’s that kind of existential question that I have thought about.”


Parenthood doesn’t settle existential questions for most parents—it only deepens them. The mother of a five-year-old daughter shared with me, “I’m not quite sure how I understand spirituality in my own life but I do wish that there was a God and that there was a heaven because I hate the idea that my daughter would ever suffer or hurt. So parenthood hasn’t given me faith where I had none, but it has made me more aware and philosophical about some of the existential questions and realities.”


Other parents describe a range of experiences and feelings: their faith, doubts, wonderings, and wishes for their children, whom they may or may not want to sway toward a particular spiritual path. Struggles also arise around differences with a partner or others involved in a child’s upbringing. A 2009 report by Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life reported that more than one in four (27 percent) American adults who are married or living with a partner are in religiously mixed relationships. If people from different Protestant denominational families are included—for example, a marriage between a Methodist and a Lutheran—nearly four in ten (37 percent) couples are religiously mixed. This survey found that people who are unaffiliated with a particular religion are the most likely (65 percent) to have a spouse or partner with a different religious background. Parents often are coming from families in which religious faith traditions were different or absent. According to a 2010 YouGov survey, commissioned by author Naomi Schaefer Riley, 45 percent of marriages between 2000 and 2010 were between members of differing faiths and denominations. This is more than double since the 1960s, when only 20 percent of marriages were interfaith.


So the ambivalence and the tension are greater than ever, and parents are struggling. The questions I hear show deep caring for their children’s spiritual development but also their own conflict or confusion about how to handle it honestly, responsibly, and lovingly.





“It feels wrong to choose one for her or to give one top billing. How do we figure out which of our religions to choose for Sunday school and which beliefs we instill in her?”





“He went to church with his friend and now that’s what he wants to do—he wants to keep going! But we have a very different belief system.”





“I didn’t have a good experience with organized religion when I was a kid and I don’t want that for my child. But I don’t want my child to have nothing.”





“I don’t believe in God but my son asks about it.”





Even parents who feel spiritual with certainty aren’t sure how best to pass that along to their children. “I want them to have not only good morals, but I want them to know that there’s a higher power that they have to answer to, not just me,” said the mother of three children, ages seven, ten, and fourteen. “I want them to know that somebody else knows even if I don’t.”


The mother of two children, ages one year and four years, struggled to reconcile her religious ideal of unconditional love with the everyday challenge of tending to a young child.


“Christ just loves us unconditionally and forgives us for our sins and so, certainly, if he can do that, can’t I help my son to see the same aspects of life? And if I can do that—love unconditionally—then holding a grudge because he spilled milk on the tabletop just seems unimportant. Being a parent does make your spirituality a little more in your face, as far as, do you really walk the walk and talk the talk—or are those just words? So, you know, it’s a struggle.”


Even if fathers or mothers aren’t clear on their own stance, they know that becoming a parent has affected their relationship to spirituality; it has made them think, yearn, love more deeply. “I’m not as spiritual as I would like to be, but it definitely feels like it’s there,” an expectant mother told me. “And I guess I can’t verbalize it that well because I’m not that spiritual—maybe if I were I would be able to explain it better. But it definitely feels bigger than myself, and that’s all I can really say.”


The practicalities of acting on good intentions regarding spirituality or religion can feel impossibly complicated, especially when Mom and Dad hold different religious views. “It was really important for me and my family to have her baptized,” says Daphne, mother of Julia. “My husband is atheist. He does not believe in God or religious structures so there was a little tension there. I think that motherhood has made me a little more spiritual, maybe less religious, but more spiritual,” she says, adding that since she became a parent it seems more likely now to her that a divine presence exists “out there.”


The difference between her and her husband’s views of religion also makes Daphne particularly sensitive to the need to respect each person’s own spiritual path—especially her child’s. “How do you do that? How do you guide a child and how do you not completely overwhelm them with your own beliefs about the world?”


Parents aren’t alone with their questions or in not knowing what to do. We all want our children to be free, to follow their hearts in all areas. Parenting is hard and spirituality is a tough topic to tackle with fewer resources if you don’t have a handle on it yourself. This is the question so many parents feel with such great urgency: What should I do and how should I do it? As Aiden’s mom, above, said, after sharing her own status as spiritually “undecided,” whatever she may have felt about it before she had children, motherhood has only intensified that. “Before, I had questions that I thought about here and there,” she said, “but now they have become more real.”





Spirituality Is Bedrock for Thriving


Let’s return for a moment to that image you have of your baby grown up to be all that he or she can be, a shining star on a passionate path. The biotech entrepreneur, doctor, lawyer, CEO, or activist, the sports or film star, the leader. In this envisioned life of success your child probably does not struggle with anxiety or substance abuse. When you envision your grown child, there is not a dark and painful private depression. No tragic losses or insurmountable setbacks. We parents want deep inner peace and happiness so strongly for our children that we assume it when we envision our hopes and aspirations for their future. We assume a life of accomplishment that has a joyful and purposeful core. We assume that some grounding sense of themselves provides a strong anchor in a world that is for them primarily happy and fulfilling, with inevitable bumps, but overall full of love and connection to other people.


Looking more deeply into the image of your child’s future, what is that joyful and satisfying core made up of? Deep love and support from family. Good morals. Curiosity. Being healthy and comfortable in the world, and excited to learn. Now, nearly twenty years of scientific research shows that there is something more: a close, sustained awareness of a two-way relationship with a loving and guiding higher power that opens into a sense of a vivid spiritual world. Whether you call that higher power spirit, or the universe, or nature, or something else, it is through this relationship that children and young adults seek clarity or guidance during life’s challenging passages or openings of opportunity. In the course of child development, this dynamic two-way relationship constitutes the bedrock of spiritual life.


Whatever future we envision for our child, without spiritual development a full dimension goes missing from the picture. This is true not only at what we might consider the most abstract level of belief but also at a biological, even the cellular, level. And this is where science has grown increasingly exciting in recent years, shedding light on aspects of spiritual connection that have been beyond our ken since time began.


Today we have evidence-based research and imaging technology that show the effects of spiritual engagement on the brain, mind, and body. In scans and data we can now see the difference in brain structure and function in people for whom spirituality is the lead foot in life versus those for whom spirituality is not a strong presence. For example, in the spiritually attuned person we see flourishing, healthy, thick portions of the brain right where, in the case of depression, for instance, we would have expected to see the thinner brain. Also, in the face of stressful events, a strong personal spirituality regulates our levels of cortisol, a stress hormone, which if disregulated or at sustained high levels wears on brain and body and slows growth in children.


*   *   *


This interconnectivity is precisely what we see in studies that show that spirituality has a clear impact on our mental health and thriving. From the perspective of mental health and wellness, spirituality is associated with significantly lower rates of depression, substance use and abuse, and risk taking. This includes sexual risk taking in young adults and exposure to STDs, along with thrill seeking, driving fast, and physical endangerment, especially in boys. No other preventive factor known to science and medicine has such a broad-reaching and powerful influence on the daily decisions that make or break health and wellness.


Other studies comparing the brain-wave patterns of monks in meditation with those of self-described spiritual people found that the energy given off by the brains of spiritually engaged people when simply resting with closed eyes is the same wavelength as that of a monk during meditation. It appears that their set point, or inner resting state of the brain, becomes a bright and peaceful state of transcendence.


Related research from the field of positive psychology shows that spiritual development is associated with positive emotions and qualities of thriving that include a sense of belonging, optimism, elevation, and a connection to “something larger” that gives purpose and meaning to life. There is nothing known to science as profoundly associated with thriving and success in our children.
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