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Excerpt from Chapter 5: 
 
Spiritual Meaning Making 
 
Life is Fair. I’m in Control of my life. Life is good. There is a 
loving God who ensures that people get what they deserve. 
These are some of the fundamental assumptions many 
people live by. Crises however, can call into question our 
most basic beliefs. How do we make sense of the situation 
of the loving mother who devoted her life to caring for her 
family only to suffer a progressive neurological disease that 
leaves her paralyzed: How do we understand a bus crash 
that kills a group of elementary school children going to their 
first day of school: How do we make sense of a society in 
which infertile couples desperate for children of their own 
are surrounded by young women so desperately unhappy 
about their pregnancies that they seek abortions? 
 
To these kind of terribly profound, painful and disorienting 
questions, spirituality offers the hope of an answer. From a 
spiritual perspective, there is a greater meaning to pain and 
suffering, even if we cannot understand that meaning. I like 
the way Clifford Geertz (1966) put it: “The effort is not to 
deny the undeniable – that there are unexplained events, 
that life hurts, or that rain falls upon the just, but to deny 
that there are inexplicable events, that life is unendurable, 
and that justice is a mirage: (pp23-24). Common to the 



religions of the world he says, is the belief that life is 
ultimately comprehensible. The minimal definition of the 
religion is not that there is a God, but that there is a God 
who is not mad. 
 
  In the process of spiritual meaning making, traumatic 
events are reappraised and often placed in a more 
benevolent context, a context made up of symbols, myths 
and exemplary figures that offers hope for oneself and 
others (see Park 2005). For example, one survivor of 
September 11 attacks visited the remains of the World 
Trade Centre and noticed a set of steel beams shaped like a 
cross. For her the crucifix-like beams were a symbol of hope, 
reminding her of the possibilities for resurrection and rebirth 
in the midst of the most painful of circumstances. A man 
suffering from depression was able to glean a more hopeful 
perspective on his illness from religious readings: “ I found 
this image was right there in the scripture, you know of 
purifying the gold and all that stuff. It kind of made me hold 
onto the fact that it wasn’t some kind of strange twist of 
fate, but actually it was peculiarly and unbelievably 
sometimes an act of God, and therefore if that bit was an 
act of God, then the ultimate deliverance from it would be 
an act of God, and so there was hope” (Swinton 2001, pp. 
122-123). Another man facing endstage cancer was able to 
draw on strength and hope from this belief in God’s ultimate 
control and ultimate reward of heaven: “ Well, I just believe 
that everything is written and then if it His choice for me 
and it’s my time, that the way it’s gonna be. And it must be 
a better place there [heaven], because nobody came back 
and complained! (laughs) So maybe I’m going to a better 
place and less pain that I feel I’m going to experience before 
I go: (True et al., 2003, p. 11). 
 
 Positive spiritual reappraisals of negative events help people 
conserve not only their sense of benevolence and meaning in 
the world, but also their relationship with the sacred. 



Remember that trauma can challenge basic spiritual beliefs, 
including the belief in a loving, all-powerful Being, but 
positive spiritual reappraisals protect and preserve the 
sacred from attack. Through a spiritual light, trauma and 
tragedy are not signs of an uncaring or impotent God 
Instead, they are bearers of spiritual meaning and spiritual 
presence. Thus, Yancey (1977) writes that “God is speaking 
to us through pain….The symphony he is working out 
includes minor chords, dissonancy, and tiring fugal passages. 
But those of us who follow His conducting through these 
early movements will with renewed strength, someday burst 
into song” (p. 77). Similarly, pain and suffering are not to be 
understood as pointless, but as spiritual tests and 
opportunities for spiritual growth. Listen to how on Hindu 
woman, born with a neuromuscular disorder, views her 
disability from a benevolent spiritual perspective:  
  

 I was told my the swamis early in my study of 
Vandata that disability was present in my life so that I 
could grow in new ways and progress along the path to 
consciousness. I have always had rebellious tendencies, 
I would have easily succumbed to the temptations of 
the ‘6-‘s….This life is riddled with physical frustrations 
but wealthy with opportunities for spiritual growth. 
(Nosek, 1995, pp. 174-175). 

 
This example is not unusual. Empirical studies show that 
people are far more likely to view negative events from a 
positive spiritual perspective than attribute these events to 
an angy or disengaged God (Mickley et al 1998). A woman 
who suffered paralysis as the resuls of a car accident said, “I 
know God doesn’t screw up. He doesn’t make mistakes. 
Something very beautiful is going to come out of this” 
(Baker and Gorgas, 1990, p. 5A). A husband grieving the 
loss of his young wife rejects critical question about God an 
instead focuses on God’s positive role in her life: 
 



Some people ask why this tragedy happened to 
me….You know I never ask that question…The are the 
questions to ask: Was her life rich” How many lives did 
she touch: Was she a blessing to her family and friends 
and people with whom she had contact: Will she be 
missed-not ony by her family but by those far from 
her? Did she take her joys humble and gratefully: Did 
she meet her sorrows courageously? Was God present? 
Who can doubt it? (Krauss & Goldfischer, 1988, pp. 
52-53). 

 
Positive reappraisals do more than help people sustain hope, 
meaning and comfort in stressful situations. They help 
preserve their beliefs in a benevolent deity and conserve 
their connection with the sacred. 
 
Seeking Spiritual Support and Connection 
 
In difficult periods, many people see support from the 
sacred. The support may come from the perception of a 
direct spiritual encounter, a spiritual visitation that 
counteracts the visitation of calamity, as Pruyser (1968) 
described it. A middle -aged woman, hospitalized for 
depression, recalled one such visitation: 
 
 At one time I reached utter despair and went and 
prayed to God for mercy instinctively and without faith in 
reply. That night I stood with other patients in the grounds 
waiting to be let in to our ward. It was a very cold night with 
many stars. Suddenly someone stood beside me in a dusty 
brown robe and a voice said “Mad or sane you are one of My 
sheep”. I never spoke to anyone of this but ever since it has 
been the pivot of my life. I realize that the form of the vision 
and the words I heard were the result of my education and 
cultural background but the voice, though closer than my 
heartbeat, was entirely separate from me. (Hardy, 1979, 
p.91) 



 
 Spiritual support can grow out of other sources as well: 
prayer, meditation, relationships with clergy or congregation 
members, ritual practice, involvement in worship services, 
beliefs, the study of the sacred literature, music, nature, art 
and so on. 
 
 The experience of spiritual support can reduce physical 
discomfort. Heiligman, Lee, and Kramer (1983) described 
the case of a 68-year-old woman who underwent a surgical 
procedure to remove a carcinoma of the colon. Following 
this kind of surgery, most patients experience a painful 
process of recovery. But this woman, was an exception; she 
required no analgesic medication. Puzzled, the physicians 
asked her why she had not requested any analgesia. The 
patient answered that she did not need any medication 
because angels were watching over and caring for her. 
Though they did not say anything to her, the angels had a 
human-like appearance, gave off a bright glow, and offered a 
comforting presence. 
 
 
 Spiritual support can serve a host of psychological and 
social purposes as well. Karolynn Siegel and Eric Schrimshaw 
(2002) illustrate this point in their interview study of older 
adults living with HIV/AIDS. In coping with their illness, many 
of their participants sought out spiritual support that 
provided them with a number of different benefits. To some, 
it was a source of emotional comfort. One man said, “I think 
the main support that I receive is my Buddhist practice. That 
is what has sustained me for the last 25 years. No matter 
how deep in despair I have become, I’ve found refuge in 
Buddhism….It helps me find my center. And it helps me find 
peace and tranquility and love”(p. 94). Others described the 
strength and empowerment they gained from spiritual 
support. “I’m seeking to my higher power, my God,” said one 
man. “And I give thanks to that power. It has been a source 



of strength. You know, it’s like tapping in to some sort of 
power source that I can recharge my batteries” (p.95). 
Others spoke about the sense of community and 
connectedness they derived from the support of their 
religious congregations. One Roman Catholic man said, 
“Religion to me is not mass from 7 to 8, it’s the gathering of 
everybody from 6 to 9, with mass in the middle. Because I 
always go there for the interaction, and I always stay for the 
social and other business afterwards. It’s not just-the liturgy 
is fine, and I’m getting more into that, but I’m not as liturgy 
centered as I am community centered.”(p.96) . 
 
Though spiritual support serves key physical, psychological, 
and social functions that may have a spiritual meaning of 
their own, it is important to emphasize that many people 
seek spiritual support first and foremost to conserve their 
relationship with the sacred. For theists, an ongoing personal 
relationship with God in the midst of crisis has tremendous 
value in an of itself. As one man with HIV put it, “I talk to 
God and I feel good, feel supported. Like there is someone 
who is always there for me. I talk to Him, and I ask Him for 
things. I talk to Him at night, in the morning, and I go to 
church. Knowing that he is there for me, and that I can talk 
to Him personally has been very good for me” (Siegel and 
Schrimsha, 2002, p. 97). In life crises, people can also draw 
closer to the inspirational models of their faith tradition. 
Christian theologian Thomas Oden (1983) writes: :When we 
are being washed helplessly by a nurse, we may recall our 
radical dependence on God, and the cleansing baptism. When 
we have to spend hours in isolated silence we are in a 
position of that of Jesus who endured suffering silently. 
When we feel the buffering of thorns, Christians recall that 
God’s own Son wore a crown of thorns”(p. 254). 
 
Spiritual support is a vehicle for sustaining many sacred 
aspect of life, not only the divine. For example, beliefs in the 
afterlife provide a way to continue to hold on to the sacred 



ties with loved ones even after they have died. This point 
was illustrated for me recently, following the death of my 
Uncle Sammy. The last 10 years of my uncles life were 
terrible painful for him as he struggled with cancer, heart 
disease, Parkinson’s disease, and diabetes. The years were 
equally painful for his wife. My aunt and uncle had been 
devoted to each other through almost 60 years of marriage 
(family members would pronounce “Aunt Mitzi and Uncle 
Sammy” as if they were one word), and my aunt had taken 
on the burden of caring for my uncle over the many of his 
illness. My wife and I were concerned about how my aunt 
was coping with her loss after the funeral and shiva (a 1-
week mourning ritual within Judaism), so we called her to 
see how she was doing. My aunt said she was doing well. 
Between calls from family and friends and invitations to go 
out, she had little time to herself. She admitted, though, 
that she enjoyed just being in her apartment by herself. She 
didn’t feel alone there. On the contrary, she said, that where 
she felt her husband’s presence most strongly. Surrounded 
by the objects, photographs, and memories of their years 
together, she sensed Sammy was still there for her.  
 
My aunt’s experience is not atypical. In the United States, 
about 80% of the population believes in some form of 
afterlife (Harley & Firebaugh, 1993). And many people who 
have lost a loved one experience a continued attachment 
with the deceased person. For example, in a study of 
bereaved parents of pediatric cancer patients, 88% reported 
that they felt continued connection with their deceased child 
(Sormant and August, 1997). The sense of continued 
attachment can express itself in many ways: hearing a voice, 
experiencing a dream, smelling an aroma, feeling a touch, 
catching a glimpse of the deceased, having flashbacks, or 
simply sensing a presence (Benore & Park 2004). One 
bereaved mother said, “I talk to him all the time. I ‘keep him 
up on’ what’s going on at home and with all of us. I feel the 
strongest connection at the cemetery. I imagine his spirit 



the trees behind his grave. When I begin to talk to him the 
wind almost always rustles the leaves, which tells me he’s 
there” (Sormanti & August, 1997, p. 464). Visits to the 
grave, conversation with the deceased, holding on to 
cherished objects, rituals that venerate the memory of the 
loved one, and asking the departed for guidance are all ways 
to sustain a sacred connection with the person who died and 
integrate his or her memory into the core of the self. One 
man who lost his partner to AIDS put is this way: “For a 
while after he was gone, I felt very empty. But then I started 
realizing that everything I saw in him I really did experience 
and that is part of me. So now, it makes me feel very full 
rather than empty”(Richards, Acree, & Folkman, 1997, 
p.117). 
 
Beliefs in the afterlife can also help people hold on to the 
sense that at least a part of who they are will continue after 
they die. Most people in the United Sates believe they will go 
to heaven where they will enjoy immortality (Spilka et al, 
2003). Immortality may be defined in a spiritual or mystical 
sense (living on in some physical or spiritual form), in a 
biological sense (living on through children), in a creative 
sense (living on through achievements), or in a natural sense 
(living on as part of nature) (Lifton, 1973). Kushner (1989) 
speaks to these different manifestations of immortality: 
 
The words I have written and spoken, the hearts I have 
touched, the hands I have reached out to, the child I leave 
behind, will gain me all the immortality I need. More than 
that, I am assured that even when the last person who ever 
knew me dies, and the last copy of my book has been 
removed from the library shelf, the essential me, the 
nonphysical me, will sill live on in the mind of God, where no 
act of goodness or kindness is ever forgotten. (p. 173). 
 
Though they may take different forms, beliefs in immortality 
help people sustain the conviction that they contain an 



indestructible sacred core, one that will transcend death 
itself. 
 
Spiritual Purification 
 
Threats to the sacred can come from within as well as 
outside the person. The religions of the world articulate a 
wide range of personal acts that represent offenses against 
God, from gluttony, greed, pride, lust and sloth to jealousy, 
slander, hate, adultery, theft, and murder. Though the 
specific transgressions may vary to some degree from 
tradition to tradition, they share a common feature: each is 
said to create a breach between the individual and sacred.  
 
 To repair the breach, many people engage in rituals of 
spiritual purification. Ritual sacrifice, repentance, 
punishment, cleansing, liturgies of atonement are among the 
many of methods of purification (see Paden, 1998, for a 
review). In Western culture, spiritual confession is perhaps 
the most common purification ritual. Rites of confession are 
practices by most religious groups on the United States, and 
are also prominent in 12-step programs, support groups, and 
counseling. Spiritual confessions may be public or private, 
but every confession has two important components: an 
acknowledgement that the person has committed a spiritual 
violation and a request for forgiveness (Swank 1992). Acts 
of penance and restitution are also commonly part of 
spiritual confessions within many traditions. 
 
 The act of catharsis involved in admissions of wrongdoing is 
certainly helpful in and of itself, as research by James 
Pennebaker (1997) has shown. Pennebaker has studied the 
effects of the “confession” of traumas, secrets and 
mistakes. One example involved a woman who recalled an 
incident as a 10 year –old when she failed to pick up her 
toys one evening before her grandmother came for a visit. 
Her grandmother slipped on one of the toys, broke her hip, 



and died a week later during hip surgery. Confession through 
letters or conversation, Pennebaker has found, is tied to a 
number of physical and mental health benefits. Although 
Pennebaker uses the term “confession”, he has not explored 
the spiritual dimension of this practice. Spiritual confessions, 
though, may be distinctive, for confessions of this kind are 
designed to help people reestablish themselves in proper 
relationship to the sacred. 
 
 In an experimental investigation, Aaron Murray-Swank 
(1992) assigned college students to one of three groups: a 
secular confession group, in which participants wrote an 
essay about something they had done wrong; a spiritual 
confession group, in which the participants wrote a letter to 
God about something they had done wrong and asked for  
his forgiveness; and a control group, in which the 
participants wrote an essay about the contents of their 
apartment, dorm or house. The results wer interesting and 
complex, but one finding stood out. Both  immediately after 
the experiment and 2 weeks later, participants in the 
spiritual confession condition reported significantly more 
closeness to God than students in the secular confession 
and control groups. 
 
 This finding suggests that there is something distinctive 
about spiritual confession. Perhaps it has to do with the 
individuals sense that he divine is uniquely approachable and 
wiling to forgive even the greatest of mistakes. One student 
in Murray-Swank’s study began her letter to God this way: 
“Dear God, I am writing this letter to get some things off my 
chest that I cant talk to anyone but you about. I hope that 
you can find forgiveness in your eyes and help me along in 
my journey as you always have: (p. 58). Of course, people 
who see God as a less compassionate being may have 
different reactions to spiritual confession. In this vein, 
Murray-Swank found that, among students who made a 
spiritual confession, those who held more loving images of 



God experienced increases in their positive affect over the 2-
week period of the study, while those who held less loving 
God images reported decreases in the positive emotions.  
 
The Many Methods of Spiritual Coping 
 
This discussion has merely sampled fro the rich variety of 
spiritual methods of coping. Before I move on, two additional 
points are worth noting. First, many of the spiritual coping 
methods assume that the individual perceives him- or herself 
in a relationship with an active personal God. Certainly that 
assumption holds true for most people in the United States, 
but it is does not apply to everyone in this country, nor does 
it apply to everyone in other parts of the world. For 
instance, in Scandinavian countries where people generally 
view God in less personal terms, researches have identified 
other forms of spiritual coping. Van Uden, Pieper, and Alma 
(2004) articulated and assessed “receptivity”, a method of 
spiritual coping that reflects on openness and trust in the 
eventual discovery of meaning and solutions to life’s 
problems without specifying the agent that makes it 
possible. One item from their scale read: “When I find myself 
in times of trouble, I have faith in the eventual revelation of 
their meaning and purpose.” In a sample of students from 
the Netherlands, they found that higher levels of receptive 
coping were associated with lower levels of anxiety and 
higher levels of basic trust. In contrast, the researchers 
found that scores on several of the spiritual coping scales 
developed in the Untied States that assume a personal 
relationship with an active God were unrelated to anxiety 
and trust in the Dutch sample. As the psychology of relation 
and spirituality advances, we rare likely to identify still 
additional forms of spiritual coping among Buddhist, Hindus, 
and spiritual groups that perceive the sacred in different 
terms (see also Tarakeshwar, Pargament, & Mahoney, 
2003a). 
 



Second, although we have focused on the ways individuals 
engage in spiritual coping, it is important to note that 
spiritual coping methods can also be interactive. Following 
the Oklahoma City bombing and the September 11 terrorist 
attacks, communities all across the United States joined 
together and coped with these terrible traumas by means of 
shared prayers and rituals. On a more regular basis, many 
couples, families, and congregations engage in spiritual 
dialogue, joint practices, and shared spiritual experiences as 
forms of coping. The communal nature of these practices 
may add a distinctive dimension to the coping process.  
 
 In one of the first studies of shared spiritual coping, 
Gina Yanni (2003) examined the ways parents and their 
college-age children coped with religious disagreements that 
arose between them. Drawing on the work of family systems 
theorists, Yanni defined a relational form of spiritual coping 
in which God is “detriangled” from the conflicts and becomes 
instead an advocate for love and harmony between parent 
and child. Her measure of “Positive Religious Detriangulation” 
consisted of ways of coping in response to conflict such as 
“I suggest that God loves us both even If we disagree about 
certain issues” and “I suggest that we turn to God or our 
faith to be patient with each other.”. Parent child dyads that 
scored higher on this measure appeared to have healthier 
parent-child relationships, including greater parent-child 
satisfaction, more intimacy and perceived family support, 
and more constructive conflict resolution methods. 
Generally, dyads who talked about religious and spiritual 
matters more frequently, including their views on God, 
religious beliefs, spiritual struggles and doubts, and 
differences of opinion, experienced a variety of personal 
benefits and benefits in their relationship: more happiness, 
greater parent-child satisfaction, less verbal hostility and 
negative communication patterns, and greater intimacy. The 
findings from Yanni’s pioneering study of spirituality and the 
family underscore the importance of moving beyond an 



exclusively individualistic focus in our efforts to understand 
the search for the sacred. It is important to attend to the 
expressions of spirituality at multiple levels-couples, family, 
and community, as well as individual. Yanni’s findings also 
raise another central question. 
 
Do They Work? 
 
Open to Discussion! 
	


