
    The Spiritual Child 

 

Introduction: by Lisa Miller, Ph. D. 

Page 1 - 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.   

Pages 2-4 – 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 foundation to mental health and 
wellness, particularly as it develops in the first two decades of our lives.  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: 

1)  Spirituality is an untapped resource in our understanding of human 
development, resilience and illness, and health and healing. 

2) Awareness of spiritual development creates opportunities to prepare teens for 
the important inner work required for individuation, identity to development, 
emotional resilience, character, meaningful work, and healthy relationships. 

3) Biologically, we are hardwired for spiritual connection.  Spiritual development 
is for our species a biological and psychological imperative from birth. 

4) 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. 

5) 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, the child’s spiritual attunement erodes 
and becomes “disaggregated” in the crush of a narrowly material culture. 

6) The science of spirituality allows us to see adolescence in a new and more 
helpful,  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. 

7) 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. 

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. 

Page 5 – Natural Spirituality Is the Oldest – and Newest – Big Idea for Parents and 
Children 

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.  Third, a big idea identifies specific ways that parents can help 
develop and support their child. 

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 idea: Peter 
Salovey, now the President at Yale University, developed the notion of emotional 
intelligence (EQ) and for success 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 IQ. 

Pages 6-9 – I believe that a new scientifically defined human faculty, which I call natural 
spirituality, is the next big idea for parents. 

We know 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 



Spirituality as “an inner sense of living relationship to a higher power (God, nature, 
spirit, the universe, the creator, or whatever your word is for the ultimate loving, guiding 
life-force).”   

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. 

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 daily 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.   

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. 

For adolescents who develop a strong spiritual compass outside of a religious 
tradition, as well that it manifests itself as an inner awareness or a sense of relationship 
with a higher power. 

Memorizing creed without personal investment is not enough.  In all cases, what makes 
spirituality meaningful is personal choice and ownership. 

Pages 9-14 How Do We Get There from Here? 

The data suggests that it is much easier and more likely for adults to be spiritual if that 
sense is fostered during childhood and adolescence.  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 showed that to a large extent, an unquestioned assumption of religion in 
our culture is largely gone.  A 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.  
Were 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.  Other parents consider 
spirituality either nonexistent or unimportant; others are atheist or agnostics who 



passively or actively pass along their views to their children.  Finally, there is the 
majority of parents who care about their child’s spirituality but feel unqualified to help.   

Research shows that a parent’s decision about how to approach their child’s spiritual life 
is a high-stakes proposition with lifelong implications. 

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. 

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. 

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 United States now seems to be turning more “spiritual” as the population ages.  In 
2010, the Fetzer Institute found that 60 percent of adults are now more spiritual than 
they were five years before.  A Religion and Social Trends Gallup poll showed that more 
than 90 percent of Americans pray and believe in an ultimate creator.  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, that this book will demonstrate, 
that parents absolutely need to try.  They need to engage in their children’s emerging 
spirituality. 

**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.**  

The author is the mother of three fantastic children, aged eleven, thirteen, and fourteen.  
I am 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.   

Pages 15-17 Parenting at the Intersection of Science and Spirituality 



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.” 

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.   

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. 

Pages 18-19 Open Science, Open Doors, Open Hearts and Minds 

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? 

 


