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This  I s sue  Br ie f  #1  examines  the  vo lume  of  ev idence  fo r  the  power  of

sp i r i tua l i t y  found  i n  the  l i t e ra tu re  of  the  f i e ld .  

I s sue  Br ie f  #2 ,  “The  Exper ience  of  Sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  Recovery , ”  wi l l  l ook

beyond  the  ev idence  to  the  human  exper ience  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  as  i t  has  been

descr ibed  i n  the  sc ience -based  l i t e ra tu re  on  subs tance  use  disorders  and

recovery .

A b o u t  T h i s  S e r i e s
The  Southeas t  Addic t ion  Techno logy  Trans fe r  Cente r  (Southeas t  ATTC )  i s

p repar ing  an  i n -depth  monograph  on  the  power  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  SUD  recovery ,

schedu led  fo r  re lease  i n  Spr ing ,  2021 .   Meant  fo r  t rea tment ,  recovery ,  and

fa i th  aud iences ,  the  monograph  wi l l  of fe r  data  on  e f fec t i veness ,  wisdom  f rom

his to ry ,  and  an  abundance  of  sugges t ions  fo r  t rea tment ,  recovery ,  and  f a i th

leaders .   Meanwhi le ,  we  are  re leas ing  two  i s sue  br ie f s ,  each  of fe r ing  a  l ook  at

one  f ace t  of  the  monograph .

Spec ia l  thanks  to  Wil l i am  L .  Whi te ,  MA,  Mark  Sanders ,  LCSW,  CADC,  and  J .

Randa l l  Webber ,  MPH,  CADC  fo r  both  i nsp i r ing  and  rev iewing  the  mater ia l s  i n

th i s  se r ies .

Sp i r i tua l i t y  i s  an  o ld  sub jec t  i n  anecdota l  accounts  of  recovery ,  and  one  tha t  i s  f ina l l y

tak ing  i t s  r igh t fu l  place  i n  the  sc ien t i f i c  l i t e ra tu re .   “Sp i r i tua l i t y ”  re fe rs  to  tha t

fundamenta l  and  t ranscendent  connectedness  tha t ,  fo r  some  people ,  over laps  wi th

re l ig ion .   Whi te  and  Laudet  (2006 )  wrote  of  i t s  dive rs i t y  i n  recovery ,  say ing  tha t  “Cl ien ts

descr ibe  sp i r i tua l i t y  as  a  sub jec t i ve  exper ience ,  a  re la t ionsh ip  (wi th  se l f  and /or  wi th

resources  beyond  the  se l f ) ,  a  core  qua l i t y  of  charac te r  and  a  s ty le  of  l i v ing . ” [1 ]    

For  many  people  l i v ing  i n  the  gr ip  of  subs tance  use  disorders  (SUD ) ,  much  of  l i f e—and

much  of  the  sur round ing  wor ld—can  seem  dangerous ,  even  despera te .   Fa i th  and  hope

are  hard  to  f ind  even  i n  the  bes t  of  t imes ,  and  these  are  not  the  bes t  of  t imes .   At  th i s

wr i t ing ,  the  burden  on  many  people  wi th  SUD  has  grown  f a r  heav ie r ,  wi th  the  e f fec ts  of

g loba l  pandemic ,  soc ia l  i so la t ion ,  f inanc ia l  recess ion ,  esca la t ing  i s sues  of  soc ia l

in jus t ice  and  t rauma ,  and  widen ing  hea l th  and  f inanc ia l  dispar i t i es  i n  many

communi t ies  of  co lo r .   This  might  be  a  good  t ime  to  l ook  fo r  hope ,  i nsp i ra t ion ,  and

sp i r i tua l  ground ing .

I S S U E  B R I E F  # 1 :

THE  POWER  OF  S P I R I T U A L I T Y  I N  R ECOVERY :   EV I D ENCE  OF  HOPE
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There  i s  ev idence  tha t  sp i r i tua l i t y -based  programs  tend  to  make  the  most  recovery

progress  [5 ]  and  tha t  sp i r i tua l  e lements  wi th in  these  programs  can  ra i se  program

success ,  [4 ]  l ower  the  r i sk  of  re lapse ,  [7 ]  and  he lp  par t i c ipants  cope  wi th  the  e f fec ts

o f  t rauma .  [8 ]

The  prac t ice  of  i nc lud ing  the  i nd iv idua l ’s  f a i th  i n  wel lness  plann ing  has  a lso  been

found  to  cont r ibute  to  l ower  numbers  of  hosp i ta l i za t ions  and  re lapses .  [9 ]

With in  or  wi thout  the  contex t  of  re l ig ion ,  sp i r i tua l i t y  has  been  found  to  l ower

anx ie ty  and  ra i se  res i l i ence ,  [10 ]  buf fe r ing  s t ress  [11 ]  and  prov id ing  protec t ion  f rom

the  negat ive  e f fec ts  of  s t ress .  [12 ]

Sp i r i tua l i t y  can  fue l  opt im ism  [13 ]  and  br ing  hope  even  i n  seeming ly  hope less

s i tua t ions ,  [14 ]  i n  some  cases  by  i nc reas ing  people ’s  f a i th  i n  God ’s  power .  [15 ]

Sp i r i tua l i t y  can  he lp  people  cope  wi th  advers i ty  by  prov id ing  a  veh ic le  fo r  seek ing

mean ing .  [16 ]

W h a t  C a n  S p i r i t u a l i t y  D o ?

Whi te  and  Laudet  minced  no  words  when  they  c i ted  “growing  ev idence  tha t  sp i r i tua l i t y

can  se rve  as  an  ant idote  fo r  subs tance  use  disorders . ”   There  may  have  been  good

reason  fo r  the i r  encouragement .   “The  beg inn ings  of  modern  add ic t ion  counse l ing

were  marked  by  an  emphas i s  on  the  ro le  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  recovery , ”  they  wrote .   “This

in te res t  i n  re l ig ious  and  sp i r i tua l  i n f luences  on  recovery  f aded  i n  the  wake  of  new

biopsycho log ica l  models  of  i n te rvent ion ,  but  i s  i nc reas ing  once  aga in .   No,  the

ques t ions  be ing  asked  about  sp i r i tua l i t y  and  recovery  are  not  new,  but  th i s  i s  the  f i r s t

t ime  i n  h is to ry  r igorous  sc ien t i f i c  methods  are  be ing  employed  to  answer  them. ” [2 ]  

The  mass ive  s tudy  and  metana lys i s  under taken  by  the  Nat iona l  Cente r  on  Addic t ion

and  Substance  Abuse  (CASA )  a lso  conc luded  tha t  sp i r i tua l i t y  and  re l ig ion  are

impor tan t  components  of  SUD  prevent ion ,  t rea tment ,  and  recovery  fo r  many  people . [3 ]  

And  a f te r  the i r  own  exhaus t i ve  ana lys i s  of  the  l i t e ra tu re ,  Whi te  and  Laudet  (2006 )  were

ready  to  c i te  spec i f i c  recovery  benef i t s  of  sp i r i tua l i t y :   “…stud ies  conf i rm  tha t

sp i r i tua l i t y  can  be  a  cata lys t  of  recovery  i n i t i a t ion ,  a  protec t i ve  sh ie ld  i n  ear ly  recovery

and  an  i nc reas ing ly  s ign i f i cant  dimens ion  of  l ong - te rm  recovery  maintenance . ”  [4 ]

 

Even  a  l ook  at  on ly  25  s tud ies  and  meta -ana lys i s  prov ides  a  l ong  l i s t  of  ways  i n  which

sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  genera l  can  suppor t  recovery  and  wel l -be ing .   

For  example :  
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Sp i r i tua l i t y  has  been  found  to  enhance  se l f -concept ,  by  he lp ing  people  regu la te

the i r  se l f -es teem,  [17 ]  by  encourag ing  knowledge  and  sk i l l  bu i ld ing ,  [18 ]  by

in f luenc ing  the i r  goa ls  and  the  act ions  they  take  i n  pursu i t  of  those  goa ls ,  and  by

s t rengthen ing  the i r  sense  of  purpose .  [20 ]  

Sp i r i tua l i t y  can  a lso  he lp  people  progress  i n  the  areas  of  appropr ia te  behav io r  and

mora l  dec is ion -making ,  by  protec t ing  them  f rom  des t ruc t i ve  urges  [21 ]  and  by

prov id ing  pos i t i ve  ro le  models ,  mora l  ru les  and  v i r tues ,  and  a  sense  of  mora l  order .

[22 ]

When  the  re l ig ion  of  the  i nd iv idua l ’s  cho ice  i s  a lso  par t  of  the  mix ,  re l ig ious

a f f i l i a t ion  can  s t rengthen  people ’s  soc ia l  and  organ iza t iona l  t i es  [23 ]  and  i nc rease

the i r  access  to  soc ia l  suppor t .  [24 ]  

“Act iv i t i es  tha t  Bui ld  Sp i r i tua l i t y ”  (act iv i t i es  tha t  s tudy  par t i c ipants  were  engag ing

in  wi th in  t rea tment  or  recovery  groups ,  or  i n  the i r  l a rger  sp i r i tua l  l i ves )

 “Ev idence  of  Sp i r i tua l i t y ”  ( f ee l ings ,  at t i tudes ,  and  exper iences )  tha t  were  a l ready

apparent  i n  the  l i ves  of  s tudy  par t i c ipants  dur ing  the  s tudy  per iod

S p i r i t u a l  R e s o u r c e s  a n d  T h e i r  B e n e f i t s
 

Of  course ,  the re  i s  no  blood  tes t  to  measure  sp i r i tua l i t y .   In  Mi l le r ’s  (1998 )  words ,

“Sp i r i tua l i t y… i s  very  di f f i cu l t  to  de l im i t .   By  i t s  focus  on  the  t ranscendent ,  i t  def ies

cus tomary  conceptua l  boundar ies . ” [25 ]   To  address  th i s  cha l lenge ,  researchers  have

ident i f i ed  a  range  of  f ac to rs  tha t  of ten  se rve  as  ev idence  of  sp i r i tua l i t y .  In  rea l  l i f e ,

sp i r i tua l i t y  and  re l ig ion  are  expressed  i n  a  wide  ar ray  of  a f f i l i a t ions ,  be l ie f s ,  act iv i t i es ,

a t t i tudes ,  human  qua l i t i es ,  and  exper iences .   Many  of  these  have  been  and  are  be ing

recorded ,  s tud ied ,  and  matched  wi th  outcome  data  fo r  people  recover ing  f rom  SUDs .

 

Al though  l i f e  does  not  neat ly  div ide  i t se l f  i n to  “cause  and  e f fec t , ”  research  of ten  has

to  t r y  to  do  so— though  th i s  can  be  di f f i cu l t  wi th  a  sub jec t  as  f lu id ,  sub jec t i ve ,  and

unpred ic tab le  as  sp i r i tua l i t y .   For  example ,  the  l as t  dot -po in t  ( j us t  above  the  l as t  sub -

head ing )  i nc ludes  the  asser t ion  tha t  re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t ion  can  s t rengthen  people ’s

soc ia l  and  organ iza t iona l  t i es .   I t  i s  di f f i cu l t  to  prove  tha t  i t  was  the  re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t ion

i t se l f  tha t  s t rengthened  people ’s  soc ia l  and  organ iza t iona l  t i es ,  when  i t  might  be  tha t

peop le  who  tend  to  deve lop  s t rong  soc ia l  and  organ iza t iona l  t i es  are  a lso  more  l i ke ly

to  j o in  re l ig ions .   So ,  to  re f lec t  the  researchers ’  conc lus ions  wi thout  making  too  many

assumpt ions ,  we  might  th ink  of  the  “cause ”  s ide  s imply  as  "Sp i r i tua l  Resources ”  and

the  “e f fec ts ”  s ide  s imply  as  “Benef i t s . ”

And  given  the  data  repor ted  i n  our  25  source  ar t i c les ,  we  might  div ide  the  ”cause ”  or

“Sp i r i tua l  Resources ”  s ide  i n to  two  main  categor ies :

1 .

2 .
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“Trea tment  and /or  Recovery  Success ”  ( i n  recovery  f rom  SUDs  or  menta l  hea l th

cha l lenges )

“The  Bas ics ”  (essent ia l s  tha t  people  need  fo r  bas ic  s tab i l i t y  i n  l i f e  and  recovery )

 Areas  of  “Ongoing  Sp i r i tua l  Growth ”  tha t  might  cont r ibute  to  l as t ing  recovery

On  the  “Benef i t s ”  s ide  ( the  pos i t i ve  outcomes  recorded ) ,  we  f ind  th ree  main  categor ies

o f  data :  

1 .

2 .

3 .

 

Our  Main  Tab le  (be low )  shows  the  overa l l  shape  and  s t ruc tu re  of  the  sp i r i tua l

resources  and  benef i t s  repor ted  i n  our  25  source  ar t i c les .  Then ,  fo r  each  of  the  f i ve

co lumns  i n  the  Main  Tab le ,  we  wi l l  of fe r  a  co lumn -spec i f i c  sub - tab le  tha t  shows  more

deta i l  about  the  resources  or  benef i t s  organ ized  under  tha t  co lumn.

Nex t ,  we  draw  f rom  the  source  ar t i c les  and  l ook  more  c lose ly  at  the  sp i r i tua l  resources

tha t  the i r  authors  recorded ,  wi th  a  separa te  tab le  fo r  each  of  the  f i ve  co lumns  i n  the

Main  Tab le .  

So  we  s ta r t  wi th  Column  1 ,  the  f i r s t  co lumn  of  Sp i r i tua l  Resources .  Here  are  some

act iv i t i es  tha t  par t i c ipants  i n  the  s tud ies  engaged  i n  tha t  tended  to  bu i ld  sp i r i tua l i t y :
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Look ing  at  the  act iv i t i es  ident i f i ed  by  the  researchers ,  i t  seems  tha t  one  task  fo r

p ro fess iona ls ,  vo lunteers ,  and  suppor t i ve  communi t ies  might  be  to  ident i f y  potent ia l

obs tac les— th ings  tha t  might  be  keep ing  people  f rom  engag ing  i n  these  k inds  of

ac t i v i t i es—and  ways  of  he lp ing  people  overcome  them.  Another  might  be  to  l ook  fo r  or

env is ion  too ls  and  resources  tha t  might  he lp  people  f ind  the  most  benef i t  i n  these

k inds  of  act iv i t i es .

Nex t ,  we  move  on  to  Column  2  of  our  Main  Tab le .   I t  l i s t s  some  f ee l ings ,  be l ie f s ,

a t t i tudes ,  and  exper iences  i n  par t i c ipants ’  l i ves  tha t  the  researchers  measured—

e lements  tha t  one  might  i n te rp re t  as  ev idence  of  sp i r i tua l i t y .
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the  neuro log ica l  chaos  tha t  of ten  t ra i l s  i n  the  wake  of  acute  wi thdrawa l ;

the  f ami ly ,  soc ia l ,  and  pro fess iona l  wreckage  and  gr ie f  tha t  act ive  add ic t ion  can  se t

in  mot ion ;   and /or

the  of ten - i nde l ib le  record  of  ar res ts ,  detent ion ,  and  i nca rcera t ion  tha t  can  th rea ten

to  fo l low  and  l im i t  a  human  l i f e  fo rever .

I t  i s  wor th  not ing  tha t  th i s  “Ev idence  of  Sp i r i tua l i t y ”  co lumn  i s  s t i l l  par t  of  the  “cause ”

s ide—e lements  tha t  l ed  to  pos i t i ve  outcomes  i n  s tudy  par t i c ipants ’  recovery ,  ra ther

than  the  outcomes  themse lves .   In  many  cases ,  these  k inds  of  resources  are

exper iences ,  at t i tudes ,  f ee l ings ,  and  be l ie f s  i n  the  l i ves  of  people  who  are  s t i l l  very  new

to  recovery—or  are  t r y ing  recovery  aga in  a f te r  many  at tempts  tha t  ended  i n

d i sappo in tment .   At  th i s  po in t ,  people  may  be  “bare ly  hang ing  on , ”  assa i led  by :     

So  people  may  be  metaphor ica l l y  hang ing  on  by  the i r  f ingerna i l s—but  l ook  what  they

are  hang ing  onto !   P ic tu re  a  man,  woman,  or  v i r tua l  ch i ld ,  racked  by  fo rebod ing  and

fee l ings  of  f a i lu re  and  se l f -blame .   But  tha t  man,  woman,  or  ch i ld  i s  s t i l l  t r y ing  to  carve

out  a  l i t t l e  corner  of  consc iousness  to  nur tu re  the  new  growth  of  someth ing  rea l  and

t rue  and  t ranscendent .   How  does  th i s  happen—and  happen  to  so  many  people?   And

what  can  the  communi ty  do  to  he lp  protec t  and  sus ta in  th i s  process?

Th e  P ow e r  o f  S p i r i t u a l i t y  i n  R e c o v e r y :    E v i d e n c e  o f  Hop e                                                                                                 6           

P ame l a  Wo l l ,  MA ,  CP S ,  S o u t h e a s t  Ad d i c t i o n  T e c h n o l o g y  T r a n s f e r  Ce n t e r



Moving  on  to  the  “Benef i t s ”  s ide  of  our  Main  Tab le ,  we  s ta r t  wi th  Column  3 ,  “Trea tment

and /or  Recovery  Success . ”   Here  we  see  a  number  of  s tandard  measures  of  success  i n

recovery  f rom  SUDs  and  co -occur r ing  menta l  hea l th  cond i t ions .

 Each  of  those  areas  of  t rea tment  and  recovery  success  was  shown  to  be  more  l i ke ly  i n

peop le  who  were :   a )  rece iv ing  sp i r i tua l i t y -based  se rv ices ,  b )  par t i c ipa t ing  i n  one  or

more  of  the  sp i r i tua l  act iv i t i es  shown  i n  co lumn  1  of  our  Main  Tab le ,  or  c )  showing

some  of  the  ev idence  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  l i s ted  i n  co lumn  2  of  the  Main  Tab le .

The  nex t  category  of  benef i t s  i s  Column  4  of  our  Main  Tab le ,  ca l led  s imply  “The

Bas ics . ”  Given  the  phys ica l  and  emot iona l  devas ta t ion ,  l oss ,  tox ic  s t ress ,  t rauma ,  and

i l lness  tha t  many  l i ves  have  absorbed ,  the re  i s  of ten  a  pr imary  need  fo r  psycho log ica l

sa fe ty  and  s tab i l i za t ion  of  people ’s  phys ica l  and  emot iona l  reac t ions  to  s t ress  and

cha l lenge .  The  most  essent ia l  ear ly  recovery  needs  are  of ten  fo r  th ings  l i ke  t rus twor thy

human  connect ion ,  ass i s tance  i n  manag ing  h igh  l eve l s  of  s t ress ,  and  the  range  of  l i f e

and  sp i r i tua l  sk i l l s  tha t  he lp  people  br ing  the i r  l i ves  back  i n to  ba lance .  Whether  or  not

peop le  wi l l  seek  out  or  accept  these  k inds  of  resources  i s  of ten  a  pivota l  ques t ion  i n

ea r ly  or  shaky  recovery .  

In  the  s tud ies  descr ibed  i n  the  ar t i c les  consu l ted  fo r  th i s  paper ,  the  i nves t iga to rs  found

tha t  those  who  had  rece ived  sp i r i tua l  se rv ices  or  resources  were  more  l i ke ly  to  connect

wi th  and  take  advantage  of  the  benef i t s  l i s ted  be low.
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the  di f fe rences  i n  di f fe rent  i nves t iga to rs ’  i n te rp re ta t ions  of  these  exper iences  and

the  f ac t  tha t  sp i r i tua l i t y  i s  of ten  i t s  own  bes t  reward .

And  remember :  These  are  on ly  the  fo rms  of  soc ia l  connectedness ,  he lp  wi th  s t ress

management ,  and  bas ic  l i f e  and  sp i r i tua l  sk i l l s  tha t  the  i nves t iga to rs  l ooked  fo r  and

recorded .   The  range  of  poss ib le  benef i t s  i n  these  areas  may  be  enormous .  What  might

the  communi ty  do  to  he lp  people  fos te r  these  and  other  impor tan t  k inds  of  connect ions

and  sk i l l s ,  and  what  ro le  might  you  play  i n  he lp ing  tha t  happen?

The  l as t  category  on  the  “Benef i t s ”  s ide  i s  Column  5  of  our  Main  Tab le ,  “Ongoing

Sp i r i tua l  Growth . ”  Here  we  see  aga in  some  of  the  resources  f rom  Columns  1  and  2 ,

somet imes  i n  more  mature  fo rm.  The  f ac t  tha t  some  aspects  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  show  up  on

both  the  “cause ”  s ide  and  the  “e f fec t ”  s ide  of  a  mul t i -source  co l lec t ion  of  data  i s  not  a

log ica l  prob lem.  This  might  re f lec t  both :

 

For  example ,  hav ing  a  sp i r i tua l  exper ience  i n  ear ly  recovery  might  s t rengthen  hope  and

prov ide  i ncent ives  fo r  s tay ing  sober—and  recovery  i t se l f  might  l ead  to  many  sp i r i tua l

exper iences  over  the  years .

 

The  benef i t s  organ ized  under  Ongoing  Sp i r i tua l  Growth ”  are  div ided  i n to  four

ca tegor ies :   “Sp i r i tua l  Connectedness , ”  “Hope  and  Happiness , ”  “Mora l  Re l ie f , ”  and

“Meaning  and  Purpose . ”
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I f  you  are  a  f a i th  l eader ,  you  might  see  i n  those  benef i t s  many  of  the  connect ions ,

conv ic t ions ,  exper iences ,  and  fo rms  of  progress  you  seek  to  i ns t i l l  i n  your

congregat ion .   I f  you  are  a  t rea tment  prac t i t ioner ,  a  peer  recovery  suppor te r ,  or  a

member  of  a  mutua l -he lp  recovery  group ,  you  probab ly  recogn ize  the  exper iences  of

many  of  the  people  i n  recovery  you  have  se rved  and  suppor ted .   As  these  benef i t s  are

woven  i n to  people ’s  l i ves  and  assoc ia ted  wi th  recovery  i n  the i r  minds ,  i t  gives  them

more  and  bet te r  defenses  aga ins t  the  vo ice  of  add ic t ion  tha t— l i ke  the  make -be l ieve

monste r  i n  the  movie— i s  probab ly  not  rea l l y  dead ,  j us t  s leep ing .

 

Now,  does  a l l  th i s  ev idence  mean  tha t  “ j us t  any ”  respect fu l  sp i r i tua l  i n te rvent ion  tha t

honors  each  i nd iv idua l ’s  f a i th  or ien ta t ion  wi l l  necessa r i l y  improve  recovery  outcomes

—even  perhaps  improve  people ’s  sp i r i tua l  l i ves?   Unfor tunate ly ,  tha t  does  not  appear

to  be  the  case .   The  monograph  coming  out  nex t  spr ing  wi l l  descr ibe  two  s tud ies  i n

wh ich  a  care fu l l y  des igned  and  de l ive red  sp i r i tua l  i n te rvent ion  did  v i r tua l l y  noth ing

tha t  the  i nves t iga to rs  hoped  i t  would  do! [129 ]   To  pre tend  tha t  a l l  th i s  i s  s imple

would  be  a

mis take .

 

No  one  knows  how  the  t roub les  of  the  wor ld ,  the  nat ion ,  or  a  s ing le  i nd iv idua l  wi l l

r i se  and  f a l l ,  but  t imes  of  cr i s i s  are  a lso  t imes  of  oppor tun i ty .   Please  l ook  fo r  I s sue

Br ie f  #2 ,  to  be  re leased  soon ,  and  the  monograph  tha t  wi l l  come  out  nex t  spr ing .  

Please  welcome  co l labora t ion  f rom  people  whose  perspect ives  on  hope  and

sp i r i tua l i t y  complement  your  own.   And  please  remember  tha t  the  l igh t  can  sh ine  f rom

the  most  un l ike ly  places—and  never  s top  l ook ing  fo r  i t .
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