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Spirituality and The Brain Sermon 

I want to begin by speaking about spirituality. “What is it?” Is the 
obvious first question. Over my two decades of ordained ministry 
it has become clear to me that although we’re using the word 
more and more we’re not completely clear on our definition. We 
know it when we see it though. Yoga for sure is spirituality. 
Everyone in Vancouver knows that. As is time in nature. So is 
walking, hiking, stand up paddling (sometimes combined with 
yoga!), certain kinds of music, etc. are easily recognized by us as 
spirituality. I would invite us to include prayer and worship in our 
definition and practice of spirituality as well. In fact I think it is 
quite urgent that we do so.  

It’s interesting that almost no one thinks of applying the term 
‘spirituality’ to what Christians do. ‘Spiritual but not religious’ is a 
phrase we’ve heard a lot. It’s a false dichotomy. We Christians 
should not feel too proud to learn from our many friends who 
define themselves as spiritual in this way. We can recover a lot 
from our own traditions if we do so. Why and how it is that 
Christians and Anglicans ceased to think of ourselves as religious 
but not spiritual – or be thought that way by others - is a 
fascinating topic for another time. 

A Dutch researcher, Dr. Kees Waajman writes of spirituality as a 
process of recovery, or of ‘re-formation,’ putting ourselves back 
together after the pain of life may have pulled us a part a bit. He 
says we do that according to a model or a ‘mold’ depending on 
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what tradition we’re part of: Christ, Buddha, Muhammad, The 
Torah, etc. He quotes St. Paul from the Letter to the Romans: 
12:2 - “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the 
will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

Very helpful to think of spirituality as a process of renewal. In my 
view we can go a step further though and look at spirituality as a 
process of transformation that transcends simple recovery from 
stress and difficulty. A useful definition I encountered, that 
appears to come from early Christianity is this one: “a life 
oriented toward the Holy Spirit"  1

That definition is in my view a helpful one for us as Christians, 
both because of it’s simplicity, and because it focuses on Holy 
Spirit. In this context I believe we might see ‘Holy Spirit’as a 
technical term used by Jesus to orient Himself and us in our 
spiritual practice. ‘Holy spirit’ in the gospels is a comparative 
term, distinguishing between two kinds of spiritual experience. 
The two are starkly contrasting. For example the Feeding of the 
5000 is a holy spirit experience. The Beheading of John the 
Baptist has us encountering spiritual experience within ourselves 
we’d likely name as unholy. 

 Wong, Yuk-Lin Renita; Vinsky, Jana (2009), "Speaking from the Margins: A Critical Reflection 1
on the 'Spiritual-but-not-Religious' Discourse in Social Work", British Journal of Social Work, 
39 (7): 1343–59, doi:10.1093/bjsw/bcn032
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To bring this to the here and now, this morning’s service of Holy 
Eucharist is grounded in a deep practice of sacramental 
spirituality instituted by Jesus himself with His disciples. It comes 
to us through hundreds of generations of tradition. In other words 
it is passed directly - tradition comes from the latin and means 
‘passing’ - from disciples to their followers, generation after 
generation, and so to us.  

The Eucharist is profoundly reliable as a spiritual practice. It 
generates Holy Spirit among us and within us individually. 
Whenever we’ve asked all of you for input about that, individuals 
have spoken about how you experience a sense of peace in 
taking communion, how the liturgy ‘grounds you’ or ‘settles you 
down for the week’ etc. The experience you are naming is one of 
Holy Spirit. So Sunday morning 10am is likely for most of us a 
centre point in our spiritual practice. 

Spiritual practice clearly involves multiple aspects of us as 
individuals. Not just our intellects and our emotions but also our 
bodies. Likely the most reliable way for us to monitor how we are 
doing spiritually is to pay attention to our breathing. Is it deep? 
Slow? Restful? Open? We’re likely in a peaceful state of spiritual 
focus. Is it shallow and rapid? Feels tight in our chests? A slight 
burning sensation under the solar plexus? We may be a bit 
triggered, angry, offended, or stressed and having trouble 
keeping the focus on the holy spirit. The ‘spirit’ we are inhaling - 
since ‘breath’ and ‘spirit’ are related words - may be a less holy 
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one. In this state may be feeling we’d like others to feel triggered 
or angry along with us. This is key to spiritual practice and 
worship.  

For example, a reason I have long believed that singing is a core 
practice of Christian spirituality is that it has us breathing deeply 
and together. That can move us very effectively from the shallow 
tense breathing of any stress life may have brought us into a 
more peaceful way of breathing. This makes us more receptive to 
Christ and to one another. In this way we are more ready to give 
ourselves to Christ’s ‘Great Commandment’ to love God, love our 
neighbours, and love ourselves.  

This work in the breath brings the heartbeat and other bodily 
rhythms along with it. The spiritual effectiveness of breath work is 
known in many traditions. Last weekend I went to a workshop in 
pranayama, a Hindu tradition of mindfulness around the breath 
familiar to the yoga practitioners among us. We’re not surprised 
that the yoga community is doing this. It’s good to know that 
through singing, especially when we sing ‘chant’ – like the 
Gregorian chant, or plainsong chant we sing in Psalms and the 
Eucharist, and the Taize chants we sang this morning – we as 
Christians have been doing breath work for millennia, in a very 
structured way as well. 

Singing, praying, involve our bodies, our hearts, and our 
emotions in worship and spirituality in wonderful and 
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transformative ways. Clearly our brains and our minds are very 
much involved in spiritual practice as well. I’ll invite Lynn to say 
more about that from her perspective as a physician and Doctor 
of Neurology. 

• The Brain - Dr. Lynn Raymond 

• Scott just spoke of breathing and how that can reflect our 
emotional state – deep, regular, controlled breathing is 
associated with a peaceful, restful state whereas rapid, 
shallow, “tight” breathing is linked to anger and fearfulness. 
But as Scott also said, many spiritual traditions focus on 
breathing as a means to control our emotions to overcome 
feelings of fear and anger and instead achieve a state of peace 
and feeling of unity with the world. How does this work? 

• We can think about it in terms of how the brain works. When 
we begin to feel threatened – in ancient times this could be a 
confrontation with a predator – an area of the brain called the 
amygdala is activated (as shown in first panel in the bulletin 
insert). This brain region triggers physiological responses that 
facilitate escape, such as increased heart rate/pumping 
strength, more blood to muscles and elevation of hormones 
that make muscles more effective, more rapid breathing, and 
importantly, a state of high alertness that is focused 
completely on the threat to the exclusion of other external 
stimuli. Also to the exclusion of higher level rational thought, 
that occurs in the cortex. In modern times this reaction can 
occur in response to a variety of triggers: anger, offense, or 
perceived threat to family and close community from groups 
that are different in their appearance, traditions, faith practices, 
etc.  
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• So is it just a matter of turning off our amygdala and fear 
circuits and activating higher level brain activity, to facilitate 
our view of a wider perspective on our situation in the greater 
community, promote empathy and fairness in judgment, in 
order to achieve a spiritual state? On this point, there is a 
debate in the Neuroscience Research Community – “Mind vs. 
Brain”. The question is whether we can explain all thought, 
emotions and experiences by a complete understanding of 
how the brain generates patterns of activity – neuroscientists 
who support this hypothesis are on the “Brain” side of the 
debate, and also called “Materialists”. On the other hand, the 
“non-materialist” scientists assert that the Mind and spiritual 
experience will never be explained by understanding how the 
brain works, no matter how detailed the description of spatial 
(brain regions and circuits) and temporal changes in brain 
activity.  

• As an example given by non-materialists, evidence shows that 
the people of Namibia are, on average, happier than those in 
North America, and one major contributing factor is a sense of 
“belonging” in their community; because that is an external 
source, it is used as an example of a state of “Mind” that is 
outside the scope of the individuals’ brains. However, this 
example can be viewed another way -- as the brain processing 
environmental information and input from other human beings 
that triggers an emotional state of peacefulness, harmony. We 
know that certain individuals can impact others by expressing 
their thoughts to influence how those others think and feel, 
especially by showing love. Whether these more complex 
feelings and emotions – especially love – can be traced to 
specific patterns of brain activity is central to the “Mind – 
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Brain”  debate. In particular, experiences of a mystical or 
spiritual nature seem more difficult to understand on the basis 
of known activity of different brain regions. 

• Neuroscientists are now tackling this question. In one 
noteworthy study by University of Montreal neuroscientists, 
Mario Beauregard and Vince Paquette, these authors provided 
evidence for a “Brain state” associated with recall of a mystical 
experience in a group of Carmelite nuns. The areas showing 
increased activity compared to the patterns seen during recall 
of non-spiritual memories (same-subject control) demonstrate 
engagement of cortical areas, representing higher cognitive 
and emotional brain states. As you can see in the bulletin 
insert, this pattern is quite distinct from the high activity seen 
in the subcortical region of the amygdala. The authors interpret 
their findings as, rather than brain activity generating the 
mystical experience, the pattern is merely a reflection or 
reaction of the brain to the experience of non-material Spirit 
outside of the body.  

• So if you are a “dualist” and subscribe to the theory that Mind 
is not restricted to Brain activity, is the brain relevant in 
spirituality? Controlling our emotions and “turning on” the 
brain regions that promote empathy, fair judgment, wider 
perspective and, in general, organized thought, can certainly 
provide a necessary foundation for achieving love of God, our 
neighbours and ourselves. 

• Brief concluding remarks from Scott (as required by the 
Archbishop) 

Thanks Lynn. Listening to you speak about spiritual experience 
from your perspective as a neuroscientist adds a whole new 
dimension to this work. I’m sure others will agree. 
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Our purpose in doing this is twofold: 

• Firstly it is to bring depth, clarity, and understanding to 

our spiritual practices here at St. Helen’s

• In other words we want to pair our spiritual 

selves with our intellectual selves, to 
understand more clearly what we’re doing in 
prayer and worship as spiritual practices, how 
those practices can benefit us, with the goal I 
think we all have of drawing on our spiritual 
resources in the best way we can to live 
stronger, more empowered lives.


• That we’re pairing science and spirituality here, 
having these two ‘solitudes’ come together and 
collaborate for a spiritual purpose is important 
to say. So often these two are seen as  mutually 
exclusive opposites. I actually feel quite proud 
of us that we’re finding a way to bring these two 
together for mutual benefit.


• Secondly, our purpose is to initiate a public 
conversation involving the wider communities of both 
science and spirituality. In my view this conversation is 
likely best when it is both interdisciplinary and 
interfaith.


• To make that public conversation happen we need your 
help!


• Lynn and I are holding a panel discussion here at St. 
Helen’s on Tuesday December 3 at 7pm here in the 
church and we need you to come! And spread the 
word! Bring friends!


• The format of the evening will be that I will present in a 
much more specific way than I have this morning my 
thesis about the Spiritual practice of Jesus – we have 
deliberately not ‘spilled the beans’ on that work this 
morning - Lynn will speak about it from her perspective 
as a neurologist and neuroscientist, our three panelists 
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will each be invited to respond, and then we will open it 
up to the audience for questions and discussion. A 
reception will follow. 


• Our three panelists will be:

• Dr. Kristin Laurin, a professor of psychology 

from UBC doing fascinating research in 
psychology of religion


• Dr. Harry Maier, a biblical scholar, author, and 
Professor of New Testament & Early Christian 
Studies at the Vancouver School of Theology


• For our third panelist we’re hoping to find a yogi 
or yoga teacher who can help us invite and 
engage the yoga community


• A colour insert highlighting the panel discussion is in 
your leaflet and there are posts online on our website 
and facebook. Please help us by liking and sharing 
those on your social media and by talking with your 
friends about this and inviting them! We’d like to have a 
good turnout and engage our wider communities with 
your help. 

• Questions?
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