
1 

 

CHAPTER 4 

THE CLOSE CONNECTION BETWEEN BODY, SPIRIT AND EMOTIONS 

 

This chapter will emphasize the close interaction between body, spirit and emotions 

and the fact that unresolved trauma so often is a direct result of physical and/or 

emotional problems. 

• The immune system 

In his book, The healing power of a Christian mind, William Backus (1998) presents a 

very interesting discussion regarding this theme. He says that until a few years ago 

medical biologists insisted that there is no connection between the brain and mind on 

the one hand, and control of the immune system of the body on the other hand. The 

immune system was supposed to be able to ‘think’ for itself while the communication 

of it was a closed network where the system only communicated with components 

within itself. 

Recent research however turned this theory upside down and made a way for a new 

discipline of which the name emphasized the power of the mind in relation to the immune 

system: psycho-neuro-immunology. 

In this regard Backus mentioned that recently nerves were discovered that connect 

cells in the immune system directly to the hypothalamus, which in turn connects directly 

to the brain. White blood cells from the immune system receive messages from the 

same nerves that transfer communication between nerve cells in the brain and the rest 

of the nerve system. Therefor there is a direct connection between the brain and the 

immune system. Backus came to the conclusion that there is no doubt about the fact 

that the immune system is under direct control of the brain. 

Does this imply that your brain can make you ill or heal you?  The answer is yes, if you 

take into account that infection and cancer could be a direct result of suppression of 

the immune system.  Due to this, we have to remember that the things that disturb and  
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upset your mind will definitely have an influence on your brain. Furthermore, it is true 

that what your brain is occupied with – especially things that happen over a lengthy 

period of time – will eventually have intense consequences regarding the immune 

system, whether it is negative or positive. This is the reason with regard to the training 

of medical students, why the focus is currently more on a new healing model that focus 

prominently on the role of the mind and the brain. 

According to a report in The Monitor Psychology (2003), the medical school of the 

University of California at San Francisco is ranked as one of the top medical training 

centres in the USA. During 2003 they already started a new revised curriculum 

regarding the training of medical students and it incorporated psycho-social data 

(amongst others) right through the program. This approach was considered as the 

future model for American medical training.  It is an approach whereby the contribution 

of behavioural and social sciences was increasingly taken notice of.  Ray Kington of 

the National Institute for Health in the USA, said the following in this regard: 

"We know that at least half of all deaths in the United States have 

behavioural and social factors as significant causes... if we expect 

physicians to do their best in providing medical care, they have to 

understand the role these factors play in disease and health."  

The psychologist, Elissa Epel, a former member of this university’s curriculum 

committee, said the following regarding this issue: “The school wants to foster a focus 

of preventing disease, not just curing disease.” 

We may say that the body is in a sense the external manifestation of the spirit and 

mind.  The immune system consists of the following very complex network: 

 Spirit 

 Mind 

 Brain  

 Nervous system 

 Endocrine system  

All of these factors together determine a person’s vulnerability regarding illness.   
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Against this background Backus even goes so far as to say that there is actually no 

such thing as a ‘purely physical problem’. 

In chapter 11 of his book, Backus emphasizes the message of the Bible regarding a 

renewed mind. In this regard he quotes Romans 12:1-2, “… be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind…” (NKJV). According to Backus the inner man can be 

“immunized” by getting rid of thoughts and attitudes whereby the spirit gets worn down.  

In this regard he provides some practical exercises. According to him it is not solely 

about positive thoughts but rather a confrontation between the truth and incorrect 

thinking patterns and misconceptions. The truth in this case is about the truth regarding 

God and the way in which He created the human body with the ability to heal and 

restore itself. 

When the mind is prevented from expressing dismay then it desperately turns to the 

body. This could be compared to water that flows into a dam and when the dam finally 

reaches full capacity, then there is only one way for the water to go and that is over the 

edge. The mind, spirit and emotions can’t handle the impact anymore and then the 

consequences manifest as symptoms within the body. 

The blood count of a person could be an important indicator with regards to stress and 

immunity. This can firstly determine the quality of the immune system and secondly 

the influence of certain psychosocial factors. The B-cells and the T-lymphocytes are 

very important components of the immune system (amongst others). 

What happens after trauma? 

 The so-called stress hormones are emitted by the adrenal glands and appears in 

the blood only a few minutes after the organism was exposed to a stressor. 

 Stress hormones destabilizes the work of the T-lymphocytes and consequently 

weaken the immune system. 

Proverbs 17:22 says: “A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries  

up the bones.”   In this regard the pastoral psychologist, Prof Fanie du Toit (1989:121), 

refers to the interesting fact that bone marrow is the main source of B-cells.  According  
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to him there is apparently more behind the words in Proverbs 17:22. The expression: 

“…. dries up the bones,” means to be depleted, to die a slow death. In other words, a 

crushed spirit could have a negative influence on bone marrow, causing it not to 

produce B-cells, which could eventually lead to exhaustion or a slow death. 

This interpretation is also supported by other studies. For example, Dillon discovered 

in 1985 that immunoglobulin A (which promotes immunity), was significantly higher 

after people watched a comedy than what was the case before the movie. There is 

also the example of Norman Cousins who describes in detail in his book, Anatomy of 

an Illness (1981), how he prevented a life-threatening disease by focusing mainly on 

cheerfulness, joyfulness, laughing often and watching comedies. 

Shape Magazine reported in 2002 about the findings of a group of American 

cardiologists that people with heart diseases are 40% less prone to laugh in various 

situations comparing to people from the same age without heart diseases. 

Thoughts are powerful and God is able to use it for His own good purposes. The 

interpretation of Proverbs 18:14 by the TEV is as follows: “Your will to live can sustain 

you when you are sick, but if you lose it, your last hope is gone.”   

The inner choices that people make during and also after crises and trauma, could be 

crucial with regards to their future. In this regard, McMillen and Stern (2000:45) refers to 

a medical professor years ago at the John Hopkins University who refused to perform 

surgery unless his patients were fully positive prior to surgery regarding the possible 

outcome of the operation. 

• Interaction between body and spirit 

Dr Paul Brand, a medical practitioner who wrote various books and articles regarding 

the theme of healing, emphasizes the interaction between body, spirit and emotions. 

He said that during his years as a medical doctor, he often observed how healing firstly 

happened in the mind and spirit of a person and thereafter activated the healing 

processes within the body. He came to the conclusion that a person’s mind is a 

dynamic power in the hands of God (cf. his article in Christianity Today, Nov 1983, as 

well as his two books in 1987 together with Philip Yancey). 
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The well-known former psychiatrist, Rollo May, also made some interesting comments 

in this regard in his book, The Meaning of Anxiety, (1950:225). For example, he said 

that to the extent that a person is able to handle anxiety consciously, to that measure 

physical symptoms will not appear. However, when the anxiety that is linked to conflict 

or trauma will become uncontrollable and emotionally overwhelming, the physical 

symptoms will appear while conscious anxiety will move to the back-ground. The 

symptoms are therefore only a way in which the body deals with the conflict situation 

without really solving the problem – it is merely a case of a shifting the emphasis from 

the emotional to the physical or vice versa. However, the contrary is often true, namely 

that when the emotional- or psychic root of the problem was dealt with, the associated 

physical symptoms often clear up spontaneously (cf. in this regard Tournier, 1981; 

Tournier, 1983; Brand, 1983; Kraft, 1993; Littauer, 1996; McMillen & Stern, 2000; 

MacNutt, 2001). 

• Examples of illnesses that are stimulated by suppressed trauma 

o Coronary heart diseases 

James Lynch, a medical doctor and researcher, describes in his book, The Broken 

Heart, the effect of emotional problems and stress on a person’s body.  He refers 

for example to 24 out of 25 consecutive cases of cardiac failure where the leading 

cause was due to intense emotional anxiety. From interviews with some of these 

patients he compiled a list of possible causes from which it appeared that many of 

the possible causes was due to some form of loss of human love or security, such 

as the following: 

- A family who refuses to look after an elderly mother. 

- The sudden death of a son. 

- Rejection by her son as well as the owner of the house in which she lived; 

her other son was involved in a serious accident. 

- Illness of a mother and argument with a spouse. 

- Rejection by a spouse. 

- Sudden death of a spouse. 
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- Death of a spouse and rejection by the family. 

- Marriage of a daughter and amputation of a spouse’s leg. 

- Rejection by a brother and sister-in-law. 

- Rejection by an employer. 

- Evicted from the house in which she lived for 18 years. 

McMillen and Stern (2000:101) mention that stress and emotional distress could 

often result in chest pains: 

"During World War I men with such a condition were great liabilities in 

the army, and the condition was named ‘soldier's heart'. When World War 

II came along, special efforts were made to weed out such men. In fact, 

ten times as many men were rejected for this emotional type of heart pain 

as for all other heart diseases. Physicians also saw many civilians 

suffering from ‘soldier's heart' during the war. After every bombing of 

English cities, tens of thousands were unable to go to work because of 

chest pains."  

Gary Collins emphasizes in his well-known publication, Christian Counselling 

(1993:333) the fact that there is often a positive side to illness and in this regard, he 

discusses the following regarding heart diseases: 

“Many reactions, such as guilt or anger, can complicate the sickness and 

cause the physical illness to get worse. This leads to more guilt or anger, 

and a vicious circle develops. It is easy to focus on the negative effects 

of an illness but fail to see the more positive benefits. One study of 345 

male heart-attack victims indicated that when men grumbled about their 

illnesses and blamed others (citing problems with the family, for example, 

or stress at work), there was a much greater likelihood of morbid thinking 

and another heart attack. Things were much different in men who could 

see some benefits in their heart attacks. These people often changed 

their life values and religious views, worked to improve interpersonal 

relationships, made an effort to reduce stress, and took better care of  
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their bodies. As a result, there were fewer reinfections and lower 

morbidity. The effects of an illness, therefore, need not always be 

negative.” 

o Cancer 

Jacob and Charles (1980:15) completed a study over a period of two years of 25 

children with cancer, and they referred to some prominent differences between 

children from a control group.  Of the cancer group, 72% changed homes during the 

two years before the illness as opposed to 24% of the control group. To change 

homes and environments together with their parents could cause strong feelings of 

anxiety and depression in a young child (this is an important aspect to take into 

consideration with regards to depression in children in general, namely the amount 

of times they and their parents had to move to a new home and a new environment). 

These two medical researchers mention specifically the case of a two-year old boy 

who lived with his mother and grandparents (on mother’s side) in the same house 

after his father left them. A year later the mother broke her relationship with her 

friend and she became very depressed. Shortly after that she decided on the spur 

of the moment to move to Las Vegas – she did this in a very short time and took the 

boy with her, away from his grandparents and the environment which he was familiar 

with. At the new home the boy was very depressed and unhappy, he grieved and 

often cried and didn’t show any interest in anything. His mother became very 

unhappy as well and became even more depressed than before. After five months 

in the new neighbourhood she decided to go back home. Shortly before she could 

make final arrangements, the boy became ill and was diagnosed with leukaemia. 

The two researchers conclude that the emotional trauma through which the boy 

previously went, could have played a major role regarding the activation of this 

illness in his body. 

This also follows research done by two other former medical researchers, Greene 

and Miller (1958) regarding leukaemia in children and adults. They found that 

separation, together with depression, feelings of grief, hopelessness and many tears 
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could play a very important role regarding this illness. A further discovery that they 

made regarding children with leukaemia was that the problem usually reached its 

peak between the ages of 2 – 5 years. It is during this phase that the next little 

brother or sister is usually born. This is also the phase when the child systematically 

begins with emotional and psychological preparation regarding a school career. All 

of this implies a lot of adjustments within a household and it could be accompanied 

by underlying tension, fears and uncertainty. 

In the Finesse magazine of March 2003, there was a letter in which a lady 

emphasized that the value of emotional healing must never be underestimated: 

“During our honeymoon my husband was diagnosed with cancer from the 

bladder. The tumour, his bladder as well as the prostate had to be 

removed immediately. In preparation of the operation, Mike received 

spiritual counselling where he had to deal with and repent negative events 

in his life. He had to forgive people from his past, set them free, bless 

them and ask the Father to forgive him where he wronged other people.  

Gradually the cancer that was growing in his soul was wiped out. After 

counselling we asked for a second biopsy and found that he was 

completely healed from cancer in his body as well.” 

Naturally we would not be able to conclude from a testimony such as this that every 

person who has cancer merely has to forgive a few people and would then be 

healed.  What is important, however, is the fact that it is worthwhile at least to ensure 

that all bitterness and unforgiveness is dealt with since this will already lead to a 

great deal of inner freedom. If physical healing is the possible result of it, then it is a 

bonus for which one can only thank the Lord. However, the large piece of inner 

freedom that will be the result anyway makes it a worthwhile exercise in advance. 

o Peptic ulcers and intestinal inflammation 

Regarding research in this area, Lindeman (1979:21) was a pioneer, especially 

during the counselling of the families of victims of the huge fire that hit Boston in the  

USA in 1944.  Lindeman came to the following important conclusion: 
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"Psychiatric treatment for ulcerative colitis centres around the problem of 

helping the patient to achieve the readjustment necessitated by the loss 

of the love object, and of enabling him to find a new set of close 

relationships" (1979:21). 

According to Lindeman an unsuccessful effort to process grief after such an 

emotional loss (for example when someone you loved passed away) can serve as 

a contributing factor regarding the activation of colitis. 

The psychiatrist, Rollo May (1950:72) whom we’ve already referred to, mentioned a 

series of interviews that he had with 13 patients who had a peptic ulcer. He tried to 

determine if there was any connection between, on the one hand, emotional 

changes in a particular person, and on the other hand the formation of a stomach 

ulcer in that person. During the interview any physical changes were monitored and 

it was discovered that when subjects regarding conflict and anxiety were brought up 

during the conversation, an acceleration of the following activities in the person’s 

abdomen could be observed:    

- Increased secretion of acid 

- Increased peristaltic movement in the intestines 

- Excessive secretion of blood. 

May consequently demonstrated that these three activities were connected to 

factors that normally contribute to the development of a peptic ulcer. Whenever 

people were however reassured during the interviews as well as some guidance 

took place regarding the patient’s anxiety, the result was that the abdominal 

activities immediately normalized and the symptoms faded. 

According to May peptic ulcers are found ten times more in men compared to 

women and he relates it to the fact that it is generally expected of men to suppress 

their own needs and hide behind a façade of strength and independence. Women, 

on the other hand, are allowed to express their feelings of helplessness, for example 

to cry. 
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The two psychiatrists Minirth and Byrd (1994:28), provide the following interesting  

discussion where they use the development of a peptic ulcer as an example. They 

explain how physical-, emotional- and spiritual factors often could contribute to the 

problem: 

 

“The Christian counsellor knows that the physical, psychological, and 

spiritual aspects of man are all intricately related, and that when one aspect 

is affected, the other two are also. For example, an ulcer may start on a 

physical level. Some individuals have a defect in their stomach lining and 

are thus predisposed to ulcers. Then perhaps because of factors in an 

individual's upbringing laid down early in life, he or she may be prone to be 

a very serious person, plagued by fears and worry, which worsens the ulcer. 

Finally, some spiritual crisis occurs that relates to an area of chosen sin or 

possibly an issue of deep doubt that drives a wedge between the individual 

and his relationship with his Creator. The result may first surface physically 

as a bleeding ulcer. Physical, psychological, and spiritual factors have now 

all combined to form the presenting problem facing the counsellor. In 

another case, perhaps the problem did not start on a physical or 

psychological level, but on a spiritual level. For example, the individual may 

have chosen to sin and commit adultery - his guilt feelings may lead to 

anxiety and then to an ulcer or some other physiologic problem. In 

summary, man is very intricate in his makeup, and usually when one aspect 

of man is affected, so are the others parts.” 

o Tuberculosis (TB) 

David Kissen (1958) did interesting research regarding the influence of psycho-

social factors on tuberculosis and he highlighted two aspects of significant 

importance, namely:  

- A desperate need for attention. 

- Any life situation that frustrates or emphasizes the latter.  
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Since the middle of the nineteenth century, there was a gradual decrease in the 

appearance of TB. This tendency however ceased during the twentieth century due 

to the two World Wars during which there was again a dramatic increase in this 

illness. There is general consensus regarding the fact that countries that are in a 

state of war usually show a higher appearance of TB. Contributing factors in this 

regard are the following: 

- Broken homes and broken relationships. 

- Broken love relationships. 

- Fear for loss as well as actual loss of loved ones. 

- Broken romance and broken marriages. 

- The young adults of this war were the children of the previous war and they 

already suffered intense emotional damage. 

o Asthma 

According to research the causes of asthma could be divided into the following three 

categories: 

- Psychological factors: 37% of most cases. 

- Infections:  38% of most cases. 

- Allergies:  23% of most cases. 

Generally, stress and intense emotions play a significant role. Some people might 

experience an asthmatic attack when the trigger for the asthma is replaced by a fake 

source (for example imitation flowers). Research showed that at least 50% of people 

who suffer from asthma would develop an attack when it is even suggested that they 

would be subjected to something such as pollen or any other substance that 

normally activates asthma. 

In experiments done with asthmatic children who listened to sound recordings of 

emotional events that happened in the past, it caused an increase in forced 

exhaling, a response that is associated with asthma. Some asthmatic children 

experienced rapid relief when they were removed from their parents – in these cases 

the parents were evidently the cause of the problem.  
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In some cases, the discussion of a patient’s unpleasant memories directly resulted 

in panting, wheezing and eventually bronchial spasm – in such cases conflict in the 

sub-conscious mind seemed to play a critical important role.  

Very often asthma is also related to emotions that the person finds too difficult to 

verbalize. 

 In this regard McMillen and Stern (2000 – both medical practitioners) mention 

the case where a patient developed an asthmatic attach every time that he 

hears a church-bell chiming. The patient consulted McMillen for medical 

treatment.  When questioned about the situation, it became evident that it was 

related to a traumatic event many years ago when his future bride walked out 

on him on the day of their wedding.  All the guests were present in the church 

and the pastor and he were waiting for her to come walking down the aisle.  

Instead of that happening, someone brought him a note from the bride in which 

she informed him that she couldn’t go through with the marriage ceremony. At 

that very moment the church-bells started ringing. This became a huge piece 

of unresolved trauma that was re-activated by the ringing of church-bells for 

many years after that. Dr McMillen worked together with him through the 

trauma (which was never done before), and also prayed with him regarding it.  

That very day the asthma attacks cleared up without any further medication. 

o Essential hypertension 

Research showed that stress definitely has an influence on hypertension. The way 

in which a person handles his/her emotions, especially anger, is important.  Venting 

of anger could also lower blood pressure. 

o Arthritis 

McMillen and Stern (2000:135) describe the possible origin of arthritis in children as 

follows:  

"Research has repeatedly shown that the rheumatoid arthritis that  
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begins in children is definitely associated with stressful periods in 

these children's lives.”  

The year preceding the identification of the problem often showed stressful life 

experiences at a large percentage of the children involved in this research program.  

Further studies have shown that emotional distress may be a possible cause of 

rheumatoid arthritis, especially also in adults. 

• Examples of negative effects that intense emotions can have on the body  

o Shock and horror 

Dr James Lynch (1977) refers to an interview with a 27-year-old woman who 

suddenly died while recalling how one of her brothers tried to rape her. At a certain 

point she became emotionally extremely upset while she described what she went 

through and then simply said: “I want to die right now,” and upon that she collapsed 

and died. The interview was led by a medical doctor from the Los Angeles County 

General Hospital.  This woman often visited the hospital for treatment for asthma. 

Lynch also refers to several other reports mentioning unexplained and unexpected 

deaths from asthmatic sufferers after experiencing an intense personal loss or 

shortly after describing such a loss to a physician. 

o Inability to forgive, bitterness, wrath and hatred 

Emotions such as these could have a direct influence on a person’s body. 

McMillen and Stern put it as follows:  

"Running people down exposes us to a host of diseases of body and 

mind.  Expressing animosity toward others calls forth hormones from 

the pituitary, adrenal, thyroid, and other glands. In excess, these 

hormones can cause diseases in almost any part of the body” 

(2000:116). 

True forgiveness implies a piece of liberation - a loosening of what has held us  
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captive. Often it also happens that people testify that after they extended 

forgiveness or received forgiveness, they got healed. Something of the meaning of 

James 5:16 is could then be applicable: “For this reason, confess your sins to each 

other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” 

People who are struggling to forgive others, can often take the first step by simply 

be willing to pray: “"Lord, please make me willing to be made willing.” 

o Loneliness / rejection 

Psalm 102:6-7: “I am like a lonely owl in the desert or a restless sparrow alone on a 

roof” (CEVDC). 

Social isolation could play a significant role regarding certain psychosomatic 

illnesses. Research showed that people who were subject to marital problems or 

divorce, generally presented a much higher mortality rate than the rest of the 

population.   

One research project in Britain found that widowers often became very ill during the 

six months after the death of their spouses.  Their mortality rate was also 40% higher 

than other people their age. 

Lynch (1977:25) describes the basic point of departure of his book, The Broken 

Heart, as follows: “Loneliness and isolation can literally `break your heart’”. He is 

convinced that loneliness is the major cause of mortalities in the USA. He quotes 

statistics that prove that people who withdraw themselves from other people, die 

prematurely at a rate of 2-10 times more than in the case of people who have a 

normal social interaction. Furthermore, his research shows that in relation to normal 

statistics, double the number of white males below the age of 70, and who live a 

solitary life, die due to heart diseases, lung cancer and abdominal cancer. 

o Anger and frustration 

Proverbs 27:4: “Wrath is cruel and anger a torrent….” (NKJV). 
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Adolph and Bourne wrote an interesting booklet titled, Stop making yourself sick 

(Adolph is a medical doctor). They make the following statement regarding the 

influence of anger and frustration on the activation of a peptic ulcer:  

"Flare-ups of ulcerative colitis are often caused and perpetuated by 

anger... ulcers are an even more common by-product of anger. When the 

body is subjected to an agitated state for an extended period of time, 

excess acid pours into the stomach, and digestion of live tissue results, 

(1986:36).” 

In the case of women, during times of emotional stress like when someone is 

extremely angry and furious, emission in the ovaries are influenced in various ways. 

It could delay her period and when it finally arrives, it could be extremely painful. 

o Anxiety, fear and worry 

2 Timothy 1:7 (NKJV): “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and 

of love and of a sound mind.” 

The psychiatrist, Rollo May, says that anxiety and fear could have catastrophic 

consequences in certain circumstances: 

"A threat to an individual’s existence can be so powerful that the 

individual possesses no way of coping with the threat short of giving up 

his existence, namely dying” (1950:68). 

McMillen and Stern (2000) mention the fact that throughout the siege of Leningrad 

during the Second World War, doctors experienced a massive outbreak of 

hypertension.  

A Neurologist recalls a case where a patient became paralyzed. They couldn’t find 

any medical explanation for her condition.  After closer investigation it became clear 

that she was raped more than once. The aggressor was imprisoned but received 

bail after a period of time. One day she saw him walking past her house, looking 

around, and on that day, she became paralyzed (Retief, 2004:156). 
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o Feelings of guilt 

Revelation 12:10: “… for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our 

God day and night, has been cast down” (NKJV). 

Adolph and Bourne (1986:29) refer to a patient who developed thyroiditis (toxic 

thyroid gland). The person was a trained chemical engineer.  At the beginning of his 

studies he promised God that he would use his training to work in a Muslim country 

and that we would do missionary work at the same time. Shortly after his studies 

however he received a very tempting job offer in the USA that he could simply not 

refuse.  However due to this decision, he began to struggle with very strong feelings 

of guilt. Subsequently he began to compare his action with that of his friends in an 

attempt to try and rationalize his feelings of guilt. Over a period of time his repressed 

feelings resulted in excessive emission of thyroxin in his blood – this led to extreme 

nervousness, protruding eyes and a fast pulse rate. According to Adolph and 

Bourne, if this process would continue, he would eventually develop a fatal heart 

disease. However, after spiritual counselling the physical symptoms receded. 

McMillen and Stern (2000:107) refer to a case where a patient had a problem 

regarding continuous abdominal disorders and insomnia. It caused so much 

problems to this person that he feared that he would soon not be able to provide for 

his family. After he gave a full description of his physical problems, he added the 

following: 

 "Doctor Mac, I have done some bad things.  Things that would put me 

behind bars."  

And then MacMillen added:  

"I recognized that we were dealing with something far beyond the reach 

of a tranquilizer.  I told him so and advised him to bow his head on my 

desk, confess, and ask his heavenly Father for forgiveness... The next 

time I saw him, several years had passed, and the man had not missed 

a day of work.  He was happy and buoyant.  His trouble had not been 
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caused by anything he was eating; it had stemmed from guilt gnawing at 

his conscience.” 

o Grief, pain, loss, separation and trauma 

Proverbs 15:13: “A merry heart makes a cheerful countenance, but by sorrow of the  

heart the spirit is broken” (NKJV). 

Isaiah 61:2-3: “… The LORD has sent me to comfort those who mourn… He sent 

me to give them flowers in place of their sorrow, olive oil in place of tears, and joyous 

praise in place of broken hearts...” (CEV). 

2 Samuel 13:1-2: “After this Absalom the son of David had a lovely sister, whose 

name was Tamar; and Amnon the son of David loved her. Amnon was so distressed 

over his sister Tamar that he became sick” (NKJV). 

Research clearly showed that unprocessed grief could lead to different types of 

physical problems. 

W. A. Greene is a medical researcher who worked especially in the area of cancer.  

He pointed out that cancer patients often had to part with an important person or 

object in the period before the first signs of neoplasm was detected. Some of his 

further conclusions are that parting with a meaningful object together with 

depression, are some of the conditions that have a meaningful influence on the 

development of leukaemia in children – he comes to the same conclusion with 

regards to adults (Greene & Miller, 1958). In this same context, De Kooker (2005: 

87) shows that strong associations between suppressed coping mechanisms and 

the development of cancer have been found. Van Dyke et al. (1984: 7) refers to the 

results of studies suggesting that there is a relationship between the inability to 

express emotion, such as anger on the one hand, and cancer on the other hand. An 

article highlighting this same approach was published in an American medical 

journal in 1982 (Obayuwana & Carter, 1982: 229) entitled, The anatomy of hope. In 

this article, the authors (one of whom is a medical doctor) highlight the important 

link between hope and human health. 

Lynch (1977) refers to the important contribution of dr Arthur Schmalle in this regard.  
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In a survey with a significant number of hospitalized adult patients with physical 

problems, it became clear that a large percentage of these people lost one or both 

parents at an early stage in their lives. For example, from a group of 42 patients 

there were 33 who were still excessively entrapped due to conflicts from the past 

that were never resolved. Nine of the patients still grieved or grieved again regarding 

an important loss that they’ve experienced between 3 and 32 years before their 

current symptoms were identified. 

o Emotional stress 

Conservative calculations suggest that stress is the main factor contributing to 75% 

or more of all diseases. Regarding skin disorders, Sheridan and Radmacher 

(1992:308) reached the following interesting conclusion:  

"In general, a degree of relief from emotional distress and a degree of 

relief from skin symptoms went hand in hand.”  

Greene and Miller (1958:140) came to the following conclusion from their 

research regarding infection: 

  "There is some evidence in children and also in adults that infections are 

prone to develop in settings of fatigue, emotional tension, and perhaps 

particularly, depression with separations.”  

• The Holmes- and Rahe Stress Scale 

[See Appendix 2] 

The important role of life changes with regards to physical and emotional health, is 

gradually more emphasized in the field of research. The psychiatrist, Adolph Meyer, 

originally created the so-called ‘life-chart’ to use it as a type of measuring instrument 

with regards to medical and psychiatric diagnoses. In compiling this he emphasized 

the importance of events such as for example migration, the beginning of school years, 

graduation, changing of a job, important births, deaths etc. 
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T.H. Holmes and R.H. Rahe, two professors in psychiatry from the University of 

Washington, then used this ‘life chart’ of Meyer in a study regarding certain events in 

life that could according to them often precede a certain disease. They’ve used the ‘life 

chart’ scale of Meyer, enhanced and adjusted it and thereafter it was known as the 

Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale. This scale eventually gives an indication of the amount 

of stress in the average person due to certain events that took place. For example, 100 

marks were allocated to the death of a spouse – they consider it as the most traumatic 

experience that the average person can go through. In this way a list of 43 of the most 

common situations that could cause stress was compiled. To each situation marks 

were allocated on a scale of 1 to 100 which also related to the period of time needed 

to re-adjust after the incident. 

After interviews with more than a thousand patients in hospitals, they came to the 

conclusion that there is often a cluster of events that preceded the illness. This became 

evident during the two-year period before the diagnosis of for example diseases such 

as TB, heart diseases, skin problems and fissures – all of this implied stress or grief to 

some extent. 

Their further conclusion was that people who were subject to such situations and who 

had a count of between 150 and 299 within one year, had a 50% change of contracting 

a disease – physically, psychosomatically or emotionally. Those with a count above 

300 had an 80% chance of becoming ill. They define a crisis as any grouping of life 

events of which the individual values include the total of 150+ life change units within 

one year. 

Furthermore what is important, is the fact that only some of the life changing events on 

the list could be described as ‘stressful’ in the conventional sense – other aspects seem 

to be positive (such as for instance Christmas) but this also has the potential of stress 

(the distinction between distress and eustress is applicable here as originally defined 

by Hans Seley – good stress and bad stress – too much of either is not good). 

It is also important to note that recurring traumas and crises of the same type may 

perhaps individually not be so traumatic - though, after the second or third exposure 

the impact of the event will increase and be pushed higher up the scoring scale. 

Examples that could be applicable are a succession of deaths within a short period of 
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time or recurring personal losses due to theft – even theft of someone’s car could lead 

to an extreme feeling of loss due to the value of a car within the current society. 

Holmes and Rahe point out that with regards to physical problems, the development 

of for example myocarditis was often preceded by a dramatic increase in life changing 

events three to six months before. The bigger the changes, the shorter the period in 

which the disease will manifest.  Of a group of 286 patients who survived a heart attack, 

25 didn’t have a spouse or family member from whom any information could be 

retrieved.  From the time of the research of Holmes and Rahe’s research, many similar 

studies were done. All the while there was one conclusion, namely that aspects 

contributing to emotional-, physical- and psychosomatic problems are the following: 

-   The undesirable. 

-   The unpredictable. 

-   The uncontrollable. 

-   The extent of the events. 

-   The number of events within a certain time (time clustering). 

The Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale could come in handy in pastoral crisis 

counselling and especially also related to an aspect such as burn-out. 


