WHOLE HEALTH: INFORMATION FOR VETERANS

An Introduction to Spirit and Soul for Whole Health

Whole Health is an approach to health care that empowers and enables YOU to take
charge of your health and well-being and live your life to the fullest. It starts with YOU. It
is fueled by the power of knowing yourself and what will really work for you in your life.
Once you have some ideas about this, your team can help you with the skills, support,
and follow up you need to reach your goals.
All resources provided in these handouts are reviewed by VHA clinicians and Veterans.
No endorsement of any specific products is intended. Best wishes!
https://www.va.gov/wholehealth/
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What is spirituality? Is it the same as religion?
Spirituality is a broad concept with many definitions. Entire books have been written on
the subject.1,2 Spirituality often involves the following:
• Determining what gives you a sense of meaning in life
• Connecting with something “bigger than us”
The writer and professor Frederic Craigie says it simply: spirituality is “what life is about.”3
Religion and spirituality are discussed together, but they are not the same. Religion is a
system of beliefs and practices that is often defined by a specific community or social
group. Examples of major religions include Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism.
Religion may include spirituality. But, spirituality doesn’t have to involve religion. People
of the same religion may also experience spirituality in different ways.
Spirituality is our experience of how we relate to whatever is greater than ourselves and
gives meaning to our lives. It is an experience unique to each person. At the same time, it
also involves how we are connected to one another.

What does spirituality have to do with health?
Research has found that religion and spirituality may affect a range of health issues.4,5
•

Physical health. People who attend weekly services with a supportive community
have longer life spans.6 Research has found that religious people smoke less,
exercise more, eat more healthy foods, and engage in less risky sexual practices, on
average.

•

Mental health. Spirituality can mean building meaning and connection. Meaning
and connection are central to mental health. Having them can build optimism and
reduce depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress. Spirituality can help
individuals manage problems like chronic pain, heart disease, diabetes, arthritis,
and stroke. For example, having a spiritual practice (like praying or working with
forgiveness) can help people tolerate pain and function better.7 Spirituality can give
people more strength to handle stress, loss, and the effects of war.

What are some ways to have a spiritual connection?
Spirituality can take a variety of different forms. Consider the six examples of spiritual
connection described below.3 Do any of them resonate with you? These are just some
ways to think about how we experience spirituality. You may find you relate to more than
one.
1. Connection to a higher power. This may involve a relationship with a higher
power, such as God, as taught by a specific religion.
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2. Connection to humankind. This may involve love, being kind and serving other
people.
3. Connection to nature. This might include the wonder you feel when walking in the
woods, watching a sunrise, or listening to the ocean waves.
4. Connection to life experience. This may include what we learn through our life
events and stories.
5. Connection to the cosmos. This might include feeling the vastness of the universe,
for example, while looking at a sky full of stars.
6. Connection to mystery. This may involve feeling peace with the fact that there is
much that we simply cannot know. This may involve allowing space for what we do
not fully understand.

How can I explore my spirituality and how it connects to my health?
To start with, consider the following questions. If you like, take a few minutes to write
down your responses.
What gives me a sense of meaning and purpose?

What really matters to me in life?

What helps me when times are hard? What gives me hope or peace of mind?
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How do my answers to the questions above connect to what I am dealing with in
my health right now?

What does spirituality mean to me? Do I have any spiritual practices that are
important in my life?

Did my experiences in the military affect my spiritual or religious beliefs? If so,
how?

How do I want members of my care team to approach this topic of spirituality
and/or religion? Do I prefer that they bring it up, or rather they did not?

How you answer the above questions can help guide you with creating your personal
health plan. There may be aspects that evolve and change over time, or remain more
constant. Thinking about what is most important to you and how that relates to your
health is central to Whole Health.

What resources can I use to learn more about spirituality and health?

Check out the Whole Health Veteran handouts related to “Spirit and Soul” and “Personal
Development.”
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Spirit and Soul handouts
• “Deciding What You Need for Spiritual Health”
• “How Do You Know That? Defining Your Truth”
• “Spiritual Anchors”
• “Chaplains”
Personal Development handouts
• “The Healing Power of Hope and Optimism”
• “Create a Gratitude Practice”
• “Forgiveness”
• “What Matters Most? Exploring Your Values”
• “Laughter Heals”
If any of them stick out to you, consider sharing them with your care team.

Who on my care team can support me in exploring spirituality and health?
•

Chaplains. Chaplains are important members of the Whole Health team. They are
available in VA facilities 24 hours a day. Chaplains receive extensive training to
work with people from diverse backgrounds with a variety of spiritual needs. They
can provide valuable support to you, as well as to friends and family.8 See the
“Chaplains” handout for more details.

•

Doctors and nurses. Communicating with your doctors and nurses about what is
important to you can help them better understand you as a person. This can be
helpful as you work together to reach your health goals. This may include topics
ranging from starting a new medication to planning for end-of-life care.

•

Mental health providers. Spiritual health and mental health are closely joined.
Talking openly about spirituality may help you learn ways to cope with stress and
recover from mental illness.

For you to consider:
•
•
•

Did anything surprise you as you worked your way through this handout? If so,
what surprised you?
Do you want to focus on spirit and soul further? If so, what will be your first step?
Do you want to meet with someone about spirit and soul issues? If yes, do you want
to meet with a peer or a professional? Whom will you contact?

The information in this handout is general. Please work with your health care team to
use the information in the best way possible to promote your health and happiness.
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For more information:
ORGANIZATION
Veterans Health
Administration

VA “Whole Health”
website

RESOURCES

A variety of Whole
Health handouts on
• Spirit and Soul
• Personal
Development
Video, “A Patient
Centered Approach to
Spirit and Soul,” 4th
video in “Components
of Health and WellBeing” video series

WEBSITE
https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEAL
TH/veteran-handouts/index.asp

https://www.va.gov/WHOLEHEALTH/
circle-of-health/spirit-soul.asp

This handout was written for the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) by Jonathan Takahashi MD,
MPH, Academic Integrative Health Fellow, Integrative Health Program, University of Wisconsin
Department of Family Medicine and Community Health. It is based in part on two documents for
clinicians written by J. Adam Rindfleisch, MPhil, MD, “Passport to Whole Health: A Personal Health
Planning Reference Manual”, and “Spirit and Soul: Educational Overview.” The handout was reviewed
and edited by Veterans and VHA subject matter experts.

References

1. Roberts SB, ed Professional Spiritual & Pastoral Care: A Practical Clergy and Chaplain’s
Handbook. Woodstock, VT: SkyLight Paths; 2012.
2. Cobb M, Puchlaski C, Rumbold B, eds. Oxford Textbook of Spirituality in Healthcare. Oxford:
Oxford University Press; 2012.
3. Rindfleisch J. Spirit and soul: Educational Overview. Whole Health Library Website.
http://projects.hsl.wisc.edu/SERVICE/modules/11/M11_EO_Spirit_and_Soul.pdf. 2014.
Accessed February 26, 2017.
4. Koenig HG. Religion, spirituality, and health: the research and clinical implications. ISRN
Psychiatry. 2012;2012:278730. doi: 10.5402/2012/278730.
5. Koenig HG. Religion, spirituality, and health: a review and update. Adv Mind Body Med.
2015;29(3):19-26.
6. Mallin R, Hull SK. Role of the social milieu in health and wellness. Prim care. 2008;35(4):857866. doi: 10.1016/j.pop.2008.07.003.
7. Wachholtz AB, Pearce MJ. Does spirituality as a coping mechanism help or hinder coping with
chronic pain? Curr Pain Headache Rep. 2009;13(2):127-132.
8. Pesut B, Sinclair S, Fitchett G, Greig M, Koss SE. Health Care Chaplaincy: A Scoping Review of the
Evidence 2009-2014. J Health Care Chaplain. 2016;22(2):67-84. doi:
10.1080/08854726.2015.1133185.

5/29/2020

Page 6 of 6

