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Fff   Religion is not identical with spirituality; rather religion is the form spirituality takes in civilization.
---                                                 -- William Irwin Thompson







W
hile there should be an interest in both spirituality and exercise medicine in dealing with various mind-body health problems and/or diseases, that is not the case. Spirituality is seldom discussed in regards to keeping adults healthy. Even though the students from the typical exercise physiology program should understand the importance of regular exercise and/or participation in various sports programs, the faculty members are slow in helping their students and society grasp the significance of spirituality and health in addition to the information presented regarding the regular exercise and health. In fact, it is increasingly clear that instructors through professors do talk about the importance of exercise as medicine. But what are they doing with regards to spirituality and health? Many students have parents who are taking medications prescribed by medical doctors for obesity, high blood pressure and high cholesterol to decrease fatal and non-fatal heart attacks as well as numerous other risk factors for a variety of different health problems? While attendance at religious services is linked to better recovery from physical and mental illnesses, the evidence is not as strong with respect to spirituality (1). 

Nonetheless, without question there are numerous positive benefits of regular exercise. Blair presented 15 years ago the obvious reasons adults should relate to exercise as medicine. First, when exercise is prescribed correctly, it improves cardiovascular and respiratory function while resulting in a decrease in cardiovascular and/or respiratory disease progression, thus improving physical function with a resulting decrease in morbidity and mortality. Naturally, given the close relationship between the body and the mind, there is an associated decrease in anxiety and depression that helps to improve cognitive function and well-being that reduces the risk of falling, Alzheimer’s disease, and related dementias in older adults (2). These improvements result from essentially standing up and going outside and walking for 20 minutes each day of the week. Frankly, the process of understanding exercise as medicine is as simple as 150 minutes of walking 7 days a week (i.e., aerobic exercise), and the icing on the cake is to also engage in resistance exercises 10 to 20 minutes 3 days a week to maintain or develop the muscular system (i.e., muscle-strengthening and bone-strengthening exercises). A person’s lifestyle has a tremendous influence on the quality of person’s health.

In addition, there is ongoing evidence that the same conclusions can be said for the role spirituality plays in a person’s lifestyle and longevity. People who are more religious and use their spirituality to deal with life’s challenges enjoy numerous benefits to their health and well-being (3). Spiritual beliefs can be very helpful in developing a more positive and hopeful outlook on life. It is also noteworthy to point out that dedicating one’s life to God helps in coping with negative feelings and, ultimately, according to Elizabeth Scott, a PhD Psychologist, decreases the fear of death. Dr. Scott states as well that prayer benefits the young and old alike, which is linked to number of benefits, such a greater psychological well-being, a decrease in stress, anxiety, depression, high blood pressure, and an increase in ability to deal with alcoholism (4) along with other benefits that includes a lower incidence of dementia, increased cognitive function, and improvement in quality of life.

A survey of 296 family physicians at the 1996 American Academy of Family Physicians meeting revealed that 99% believed religious beliefs can heal patients, and 75% believed that intercessory prayer promotes healing (5). While skeptics may doubt this point, there has never been a better time for the academic exercise physiologists to bring spirituality into the classroom (6). In fact, it is inappropriate to postpone the talking about spirituality as a vital part of the practice of exercise physiology. As L. Peter said, “If you don’t know where you are going, you will end up somewhere else.” So, why not dream with certainty that anything exercise physiologists dream is possible? After all, “exercise is medicine” and “spirituality is medicine” given that both exercise and spirituality advance the welfare of others by promoting ways for them to improve their health and well-being. Exercise physiologists can make a difference.
Fff   The attitude that makes all the difference in the world is one that begins with the saying, “I believe I can make a difference.” As Myles Munroe said, “I am continually positive about life because I know that God created me for a purpose and that He will bring that purpose to pass. God created me to do something, and no one else can do it for me.



	

	

	







Spirituality falls within the category of mind-body health. Think of the opportunities for helping society when exercise physiologists embrace the “exercise spirituality” practice. ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists will find themselves working in hospitals, churches, and other forms of counseling settings where individuals will need information to keep them physically and mentally strong. As Alvin Toffler observed, “You have got to think about ‘big things’ while you’re doing small things, so that all the small things go in the right direction.” It is one of the keys to the change process. Max DePree said it this way, “The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.” Given that the 21st century reality of the ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist is healthcare first and athletics second, if clients ask the exercise physiologist to pray for them or with them, it is appropriate to do so. After all, scientists are only beginning to discover the effects that the mind and social relationships have on cardiovascular, neuroendocrine, and immune functions (7). 

Spiritually healthy people are aware of the struggles in life, and yet they see the beauty as well. They get that their spirituality helps them to embrace life and to know themselves in relation to it. Reactions to adversity, setbacks, aging, sickness, and suffering are all handled in accordance with the “Divine Master.” Thus, spiritually healthy clients/patients are grounded and centered in God, prayer, and scripture (6). Otherwise, failing to get think right and living with a positive attitude leaves people feeling helpless. Perhaps that is why 85% of all illnesses are psychic in origin. As Caroline Myss (8) said, “We all hurt over the same issues, we all have fears that lessen the quality of our lives and we all have pain, regret, and grief that we are trying to heal.” The bottom line is that everyone has made mistakes. In some ways, life is like playing football. When a player from the other team puts you on your back so you cannot make the tackle, you can either stay down or quickly get back up on your feet. There is always another chance the moment you choose not to stay down.

To help promote spiritual beliefs, a fresh start, and provide a support system for clients and patients, ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists can help strengthen the spiritual health of their clients/patients by encouraging them to: (a) use the power of spiritual thinking, given that it empowers other dimensions of life; (b) assume responsibility for scripture reflection, for example, “The Lord is my shepherd. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul” (Psalm 23); (c) refuse to harbor guilt, hate, bitterness, or resentment since doing so will help keep the body’s physiology in normal ranges; (d) grow in creativity, individuality, and self-expression that allows the mind and body interconnectedness to express itself; (e) express grief, hurt, and sorrow in prayer and open dialogue; and (f) learn from their own personal accountability, self-analysis, and introspection. Here, the point is obvious and that is: “To change a behavior is to open the mind to take responsibility. If there is no taking charge, then the behavior goes unchanged.” The willingness to get up after every failure, such as a poor lifestyle that promotes a disease and/or disability is critical to opening the mind to being responsible.


Spiritual health gives the client/patient the desire to stay in charge and feel safe. Not too many things in life are more important than being safe and in control. Unfortunately, people are too busy, if not preoccupied with so many other things, they are not aware of just how much their lives are out of control. ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists can help clients/patients take responsibility for their lifestyle. It is critical that each person knows that he/she is responsible for being attentive to the three dimensions of life: body, mind, and spirit. To stay in charge of one’s life requires a consistent and genuine emotional, psychological, and spiritual effort. Likewise, the business lady says to her coworker, “I can achieve this month’s goal.” “I can do it.” Or, the obese husband says to his wife, “I can lose this weight. I can be healthy, strong, and in charge of my life.” This is why clients/patients must think in terms of positive thoughts, not impossible thoughts. Or, as Jimmy Dean said, “I can’t change the direction of the wind, but I can adjust my sails to always reach my destination.”

While aging is an inevitable process, the rate and magnitude of the decrease in physical function can be attenuated by regular exercise. But it is clear to everyone that lifestyle changes are not easy. Even with the knowledge that exercise decreases the risk of a heart attack and stroke, a high percentage of Americans do not engage in regular exercise. Yes, it is easier to sit back in the lazy chair, eat some chips, drink a beer, and watch TV, and yet along with the inactivity day-after-day, month-after-month, there is the predictable decrease in lean must mass. In addition, the excess in body fat is highly correlated with the increase in frequency of type 2 diabetes, hypertension, stroke, hyperlipidemia, and coronary artery disease. 

Christian spirituality is the way Christians live their relationship with Jesus Christ and His Father, God. Those who believe in John 3:16 nurture their relationship with God through prayer and faith. Because God is omnipotent, nothing is believed impossible for those with faith. They get that true spirituality is defined by the Holy Spirit of God after receiving salvation through Jesus Christ. It is the outcome of that which the Holy Spirit produces, such as love, peace, happiness, goodness, patience, kindness, self-control, and faithfulness. The power of this message lies in feeling good about life. This is a good thing. It is especially good for the mind-body-spirit connection. The benefits of spirituality are real. There is no need to curl the upper lip or to ask the question, “What’s the deal?” It may seem strange, but spirituality, religion, and faith keep people from being devastated by life’s difficulties. No matter what pulling a client/patient down, they know that they can deal with it. That is why Benson and Proctor (9) said, “If you truly believe in your personal philosophy or religious faith – if you are committed, mind and soul, to your view – you may well be capable of achieving remarkable feats of mind and body that many only speculate about.”

In closing, the purpose of integrating spirituality and exercise physiology is to provide the best care possible for clients/patients. This may mean taking the time to listen to their needs, hopes, and dreams even if doing so is more the exception than the rule. This connection is at the core of exercise physiology as an exercise medicine healthcare profession. This true even though the teaching of spirituality is not yet a standard part of the exercise physiologist’s education. But, as the saying goes, “keep the faith.” It is just a matter of time. With changes in the educational offerings to the students of exercise physiology, the opportunity to become properly prepared as credible healthcare professionals is just around the corner.
Fff   Many Americans rely on prayer and spirituality for the benefit of health.
---                                                             -- Stephen E. Straus, MD
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