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            Create in me a clean heart and renew a right spirit within me - Psalm 51:10
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Reconnecting with your heart, mind, body and spirit
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Most of the time we are aware of what is going on in our body and mind but do we think much about our heart and spirit? True they don't seem as accessible as our body and mind but does that matter?  We spent a lot of time developing our bodies and our minds, but how much attention do we give to examining our heart and becoming strong in spirit? 

In a world of elevated anxiety and dysfunction many are experiencing today, more than ever do we need to take care of our heart and spirit as well as our body and mind if we are to develop the kind of resilience needed to live well.

When we experience trauma in early childhood, the development of our brain is impacted in a manner that lies at the heart of many of the dysfunctional behaviors we struggle with throughout our lives. The effects of trauma on our brain development are complex.  Connections are made in parts of our brain that should have been wired to function much better, had we been consistently nurtured by the loving care of our parents and caregivers. 

None of us experience perfect care in our early childhood and we all, to some extent, have developed disconnects that impact what we end up doing. Our immediate acquaintances usually come to recognize these as dysfunctional behaviors when our relationships develop in adulthood.  Seemingly innocuous everyday events can trigger overly intense reactions in our mind and in our body. These behaviors often lead to conflict as we repeatedly behave in a manner that causes emotional and sometimes physical pain in those around us.

Adverse childhood experiences

Actions of fathers, including childhood abuse and neglect, impact on their children to the third and fourth generation according to the ancient Book of Exodus. (Exodus 20:5) In recent times researchers have come to the same conclusion regarding the inter-generational impact of early childhood trauma. Mothers become much less able to nurture and care for their toddlers and infants when they are living in constant fear and stress, and this may impact on their children for generations. 

The insecurity that develops in the child later magnifies the perennial struggle that we all have to change harmful attitudes deeply embedded in our hearts and minds. The impact of domestic violence and abuse in the home during the first one thousand days of a child's life is devastating. Damaging stress hormones are released into the body that severely impact the wiring in the developing brain and subsequently attitudes of the heart. It takes a lot of very hard work to change these effects, and we need all the help we can get in the process. 

Most often the behaviors that result from adverse experiences in early childhood are far from what we would prefer to be doing and we are often mystified as to why we are reacting in the manner that we are, and why it is impacting so severely on others. Our bodies end up doing what our minds don't want them to do. Our minds engage in unhealthy thought patterns that also effect our bodies and are destructive to our relationships. St Paul describes this well in the book of Romans, chapter seven, when he says, "For what I want to do I do not do but what I hate I do". We all struggle with this dilemma to some extent, but the struggle is much greater if we have experienced severe early childhood trauma.

While it is important that we do not use childhood trauma as an excuse for our present behavior it is also important that we come to understand the links between our unhelpful present reactions and adverse childhood experiences. This will help us to better understand what is triggering behaviors that are harmful to others and to begin to work on some strategies to change them. 

It is usually best done with a competent therapist who understands how to identify complex trauma symptoms and work with people who have had adverse childhood experiences. At the same time, we can all learn to better understand and improve our behaviors through our interactions with others, support groups, prayer, learning conversations, and using the many resources that are available online and in print.
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SO HOW DO WE IDENTIFY what is going on in our heart, mind, body and spirit? It's not that we are made up of separate components, it's rather that heart, mind, body and spirit  are particular aspects of our existence, life, and consciousness. Our hearts and spirit are the aspects that prove most elusive to researchers in relation to the mind and the body. The heart is more difficult to identify in comparison to the mind, as the mind can more easily be related to the functioning of neural circuits in the brain. 

If we define the heart as the motivational centre of our being we discover there is a wide body of psychological research on motivation, although there is considerable variation in definition of what it is exactly. Interestingly, the heart is the most prevalent of the four entities to be found in the Scriptures where it is mentioned something like 850 times. That is nearly ten times more often than the mind, five times more often than the body, and about four times as often as the spirit. Suffice it to say the heart has been central to much of the thinking about what lies at the motivational core of human behavior for many centuries.

With regard to the spirit, we need to remember that in Hebrew the same word ruach is used for the human spirit as is used for the Spirit of God and the same applies to the Greek word pneuma. As we shall see this is not entirely accidental, as connection between the human spirit and the Spirit of God has a key role to play in changing our hearts and minds. 

A change of heart

When we talk about a change of heart we are usually talking about a change of attitude and that is critical to any conversation about behavioral change. Our circumstances may not change but when our attitude is changed we come to view our circumstances very differently and we are also changed in the process. Attitude change does not come as easily as we would like and there are a number of factors that may contribute.

One of the factors that can help us is gaining an understanding of what lies beneath our present attitudes and the behaviors they tend to precipitate. It is here that we need to examine how the formative events of our early childhood impact our present behavior... and there is much to discover. The brain is like a sponge in the first one thousand days of life from the time of conception. It keenly absorbs every bit of information it receives from what is happening around it and stores that information in the form of neural circuits.
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WITHOUT GOING INTO too much neurological detail, there are parts of the brain that regulate reactions we have to everyday events around us. For example, if we have experienced a healthy, nurturing early childhood our brains are more likely to be wired such that stressful events are processed in a more considered way by the prefrontal cortex. If that has not been the case, circuits that have been wired into our brain through distressing events in early childhood may well interrupt that process. 

A pathway direct to our limbic system may have been formed which immediately produces something of a fight or flight response to distressing events. This is because the brain has been wired during past trauma events to do this, rather than being wired to have us gain more perspective on events by first processing it through prefrontal cortex. That is why it is much easier for secure persons to remain calm in the face of stressful events than those experiencing insecurity.
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CAN WE CHANGE NEURAL pathways that are triggered by stressful events? The good news is that it is possible and the bad news is that it usually takes a lot of, often painful, therapeutic work. A developing baby is completely unable to process trauma-inducing events in a healthy manner. The impact on the developing brain is very difficult to change, although it is possible. 

We need to first come to an understanding of the impact of trauma in early childhood on our present behaviors and then work at rewiring our brain to process past stressful events in a more considered manner, and from an adult perspective. This involves having the courage to identify traumatic early childhood memories and work at integrating these childhood experiences in terms of understanding how they have impacted our mind, heart and body and then reframing them from the perspective of an adult. 

Symptoms we may experience

Symptoms of adverse childhood experiences experienced in the body may include such things as increased heart rates and poor sleep, while the
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