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Abstract: The heart has been a symbol within ancient philosophy and spiritual practice for personal
consciousness, wisdom, intuition and love. In recent decades, scientists with growing interest in
spirituality have built a strong case for the beneficial relationship between religiosity/spirituality and
physical health. Explanations for this connection have included associated health behaviors that
negatively impact cardiovascular health but have failed to adequately explain away this consistent
association. Here, we suggest a central and bidirectional relationship between the heart, the “Master
Organ,” and the phenomenology of spiritual experience. Further, we provide existing evidence for a
synergistic, salutogenic relationship between robust cardiac function and spiritual wellbeing that
may offer a roadmap to spiritual, psychological and physical recovery and health at the individual,
interpersonal and global level.
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1. Introduction—The Heart as the Seat of the Soul

The heart has been conceived of throughout time and across Western and Eastern traditions as
a hub of perception and sacred awareness. In ancient medical classics from Babylon, Egypt, Greece,
Rome and China, it is described as the center of a system supplying life force to the body and the
seat of consciousness (Acierno 1994; Lind 2015). Within traditional Chinese medicine, the heart
is personified as the “emperor of all organs,” responsible for the brain, consciousness and storing
one’s spirit (Flaws et al. 2008). In Vedantic scholarship, the heart is depicted as the vessel for the self,
the source of one’s nature as an embodied soul and a place for unity and connection with cosmic energy
(Satchidananda 1978; Olivelle 1998). Within Judeo Christian tradition, the heart is portrayed as the site
of true character of a person (Samuel, 16:7), and in portraying it so, perhaps linking it inextricably with
the soul in Western culture as well. In contemporary psychology, its metaphorical and literary roots
have poised the heart as the seat of spiritual practice and ritualistic healing (McClintock 2015). What
links these ancient and more modern depictions of the “Master Organ” are not only the metaphorical
connections to spiritual awareness, love and unity, but also that they extend beyond their historical
context to current scientific inquiry that connects “heart knowing,” interconnection and transcendence
to cardiac function and, as an extension, to human recovery and renewal.

2. “Heart knowing”: The Spiritual Heart as a Perceptual and Relational Organ

The well-established relevance of one’s inner life to one’s inner physiology has brought attention
to the observation of biological processes associated with personal spiritual practice and beliefs.
Examination of functional brain imaging, heart rate variability and other biomarkers have allowed
for a closer look into the physiology of in vivo spiritual activity and associated phenomena. These
inquiries have evidenced patterns of activity in central and autonomic nervous systems otherwise
indicated in perception and emotion management (McClintock et al. 2019; Miller et al. 2019, 2014;
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Childre and McCraty 2001). Although the brain is often designated as the source for attention
regulation, the heart has been indicated as having a larger role than previously thought in regulating
both attention and emotion driven responses to stress (Frysinger and Harper 1990; Porges 2007;
Sandman et al. 1982; Suess et al. 1994). Not only does the heart orchestrate system-wide processes
in the body via afferent neurons directing digestion and hormone production but there is now
evidence that it directly influences areas of the brain integral to emotion production and regulation
(Cameron 2001; Garfinkel and Critchley 2016; Gray et al. 2012; Zhang et al. 1986). The construction of
emotional experience is not only influenced via the heart-brain axis, but via neurons that stem from the
heart itself. This influence is significant in that spirituality and emotions (and thus cardiac function)
are inextricably linked. Specifically, it is well established that spirituality and spiritual experiences
themselves are intertwined with the generation of positive emotions such as awe, appreciation and
joy (Fredrickson 2013; Smith et al. 2012) and that these types of emotions are associated directly with
robust patterns of cardiovascular activity (McCraty and Tomasino 2006). It has also been observed
that during optimal cardiac activity captured during biofeedback, individuals commonly report
feelings of transcendence and deep connection and unity with the Creator (Childre and McCraty 2001).
Further, pre-stimulus forms of perception including intuition, have been shown to initiate in the heart
(McCraty et al. 2004a, 2004b; Thayer and Ruiz-Padial 2006) providing biological evidence of “heart
knowing,” a metaphor for spiritual perception and sacred wisdom that transcends intellectual and
academic forms of knowing (Miller 2016). That the biological initiation of spiritually related emotional
and transcendent experience as well as preconscious knowing has been localized to the heart very
much suggests that the heart may house, after all, the seat of the soul.

There is also evidence that this cardiac activity (in the form of electromagnetic energy) can
be shared among individuals and within groups, can influence brain and cardiac rhythms and is
theorized to be the mechanism between love and salutary health benefits (Russek and Schwartz 1994;
Timofejeva et al. 2017). These synchronized energies that entrain cardiac rhythms may offer insight
into shared spiritual experiences or reports of feelings of union and interconnectedness among religious
and spiritual group members (Jovanov 2011; Vieten et al. 2016). Of particular relevance are data
that suggest that collective energies can lead to shifts within and beyond a community (e.g., reduced
political violence; Hagelin et al. 1999; Hagelin 2007). These findings suggest that the spiritual heart is
open and expressive and its energy is not held within the confines of the physical body. That “heart
knowing” may be shared with another during spiritually attuned moments and may be a byproduct of
the entanglement of electromagnetic fields produced by cardiac energy is further support for previous
characterizations of the heart as the seat of perception and connection.

3. The Transcendent Heart: Phenomena of Spiritual Experience Induces Optimal Heart Function
and Vice Versa

With this in mind, we may then theorize about the heart’s role in the salutary relationship
between spirituality and health and wellbeing. Among many proposed pathways, consistent efforts
to capture the embodied expression of spirit have taken the form of measurement of the heart
(Bastos et al. 2018; Kirby et al. 2017; Kurita et al. 2011; Seeman et al. 2003; Tyagi and Cohen 2016).
Related characteristics linked to well-developed personal spirituality including compassion, intuition,
love, transcendent experience and gratitude have all been associated with, if not directly measured
as, healthy tonic and phasic cardiac activity (Childre and McCraty 2001; Kirby et al. 2017; McCraty
and Childre 2004; Stellar et al. 2015). Assessment of these spiritual forms of feeling and knowing
as they occur suggest a bidirectional, potentially therapeutic relationship between healthy heart
patterns and spiritual experience. Observed across a number of rigorous studies, an individual
trained in biofeedback can invoke a psychophysiological “coherent” state, a cardiovascular rhythm
described as the synchronization of mind and body, which subsequently parallels with the induction
of a self-described transcendent state (Childre and McCraty 2001). Conversely, as one brings prayer,
compassion, gratitude and interconnectedness into their heart center, a unique and consistently optimal
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physiological pattern emerges, perhaps indicating a spiritually driven concordance of spirit, mind
and body (Doufesh et al. 2014; Khanam et al. 2018; Arya et al. 2018; Chu et al. 2017). The bidirectional
relationship may explain the process behind documented phenomena with ambiguous mechanisms,
including how spiritual wellbeing improves/is tapped into via mind-body practiced divorced from
spiritual roots (e.g., some Western forms of yoga, mindfulness) as well as how cardiovascular function
is improved via spiritual practice (Benson 1996; Cobb et al. 2015).

These observations are not unique to experimentation. Thousands of years of “heart knowing” has
now been brought into atomistic observation via research that suggests that the capacity for spiritual
experience is inborn, innate and lies dormant until it is cultivated and developed (Kendler et al. 1997,
1999; Miller 2016). This salutogenic birthright is borne out over and again in longitudinal studies
that show that highly spiritual people experience less cardiovascular disease, live longer, and survive
congestive heart failure longer than less spiritual people (Chida et al. 2009; Park et al. 2016; Lee and
Newberg 2005). While efforts to distill this relationship have often focused on Materialist reasons
for this link such as explicit and implicit behaviors (e.g., healthy life choices and positive thinking,
respectively), the “reason” for spirituality’s impactful outcome on physical wellbeing has remained
elusive. It has been suggested that the mechanism may lie in the perception of and felt closeness to the
Transcendent (Berntson et al. 2008). In other words, the spiritual heart may have a physiological vigor
and vitality that is the byproduct of the harmonization of mind, body and spirit, the dissolution of
boundaries of self and other, and the connectedness and shared compassion with humanity, Nature or
a Higher Power.

4. Clinical Implications: The Spiritual Heart Chooses Renewal and Recovery

So too can we envision how the spiritual heart can write the story of renewal and recovery.
With the scope of life encompassing everything from minor daily hassles to catastrophic trauma,
the heart is the conductor of the symphony of spirit-mind-body response. When threat is perceived
consciously or unconsciously, it has been suggested that the prefrontal cortex becomes inactivated
(Thayer and Ruiz-Padial 2006) so that the autonomic system takes over. The heart then: (1) sends out
signals to the digestive tract, the limbic and endocrine system, (2) sets off the impulses that inevitably
dictate an approach or avoid response and (3) constructs a system wide sequence that determines
the acute and chronic consequences of each event. It is here that the heart “chooses” the outcome.
Specifically, the autonomic nervous system spurs action tendencies related to emotions not limited to
fear, but including positive emotions such as compassion, gratitude and love (Eisenberg et al. 1989;
McCraty and Childre 2004; Porges 1998). By engaging in actions, including prayer and meditation,
that build an inner life and activate the parasympathetic response, an individual is then moved toward
the cultivation of outward attention, which opens the heart and the body towards love and connection
rather than toward the alternative response of withdrawal and quiescence. A spiritual heart will always
choose the path of love and safety and this manifests in qualitative reports of spiritual experience
that map onto optimal heart rhythms (Childre and McCraty 2001). The stressed, fearful heart will
perpetuate the flight or freeze pattern until the body’s response to fear is shifted through intentional
and often effortful re-syncing of the spirit, mind and body (Van der Kolk 2004, 2015). Indeed, studies
of spiritually integrated psychotherapy, which emphasize techniques such as “listening to the heart”
or connecting to heart knowing, show promise in treating populations whose disorders result in/from
subjective experiences of acute isolation, withdrawal or perceived lack of love (Berrett et al. 2018;
Sanders et al. 2015). These implications may be far reaching. For example, there is evidence that spiritual
practice can offset the acute cardiac effects of perceived racism in an individual (Cooper et al. 2014). Itis
possible that improvements in cardiac activity, elicited via a deep engagement with the Transcendent,
might assist in offsetting the deleterious effects of daily stressors, thus improving cardiovascular health
disparities across marginalized groups. In this way, spiritual experience and expression can re-align
the heart as the Master Organ and mind and spirit towards equanimity and renewal.
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5. The Spiritual Heart Can Aid Recovery from Collective Stressors

With the advent of technology, globalization has reached an all-time high. Near instant connection,
communication and consumerism brings with it the elevation of issues of social justice but also
more concerning consequences such as rampant spread of novel diseases (e.g., the COVID-19
pandemic) and climate change. While the intrapersonal impacts of spiritual practice and improved
cardiac function have potential for idiographic health improvements, the interpersonal, group and
collective potential of engaging with the spiritual heart is promising as well. Person-to-person,
the heart has been shown to provide the strongest emission of electromagnetic energy from the
body and that energy can be experienced as shared and loving with or without human touch
(McCraty et al. 1998a). Beyond anecdotal accounts of shared “heart energy”, remote and local forms of
healing have recently been supported scientifically, with particular improvements observed in heart
rate variability (Diaz-Rodriguez et al. 2011; Edwards et al. 2018; Lee et al. 2016), thus supporting
the theory that electromagnetic energy produced by the heart is the mechanism for energy healing
(McCraty et al. 1998a; McDonough-Means et al. 2004). In particular, the implications of this research
suggest that it is not only that energy is available for exchange, but that adopting a spiritually attuned
attitude of loving and caring may maximize therapeutic potential, as these subtle shifts are noted by
the receiver.

Adding to the literature on local and nonlocal sharing of measured and observed energetic
systems are those that suggest that, as humans, energy produced by our cardiovascular systems
engage directly with the Earth’s magnetic field. Specifically, fluctuations in the earth’s electromagnetic
energy and solar activity have been associated with individual or group cardiovascular function
(Alabdulgader et al. 2018; Jarusevicius et al. 2018; McCraty and Deyhle 2015), suggesting that energetic
synchronization with nature is not only experienced by those who are awakened and sensitized to
these transcendent moments, but is happening all the time outside of our consciousness. Alternately, it
is thought that a simultaneous, collective effort to produce physiological coherence can help to promote
stability in the earth’s geomagnetic field, which will have subsequent beneficial outcomes, including
social coherence and cohesion on a global level (McCraty et al. 2012). While these electromagnetic
influences can most certainly have adverse effects under times of stress (Timofejeva et al. 2017), it is
suggested that the spiritual heart, if fostered as a collective, can serve as catalyst of global healing
(for review, see McCraty and Deyhle 2015). In short, that neurovisceral phenomena manifested in
the body, transmitted by the heart, experienced as spiritual awakening and associated with longevity
and health can be cultivated, fostered and shared collectively suggests a direct pathway to renewal
and recovery from both physical, psychological and environmental pathology on idiographic and
nomothetic levels.

6. Conclusions

There is strong evidence that a system-wide physiological process that balances the autonomic
nervous system into a parasympathetically dominated state manifests itself psychologically as positive
emotional experience to include (but not limited to) interconnectedness with others, nature Higher
Power (Childre and McCraty 2001). This harmonious physiological state, able to be induced again
and again via the conscious bringing forth of positive emotions held sacred by spiritual traditions
(love, compassion, gratitude, forgiveness) then provides an internal psychological and physiological
environment ripe for the development of a personally held and experienced spirituality. As this
spiritual “muscle” is strengthened, the heart, in turn is reinvigorated and sustained via enhanced heart
rate variability and sympathovagal tone, building stamina and signaling through its aforementioned
channels long-lasting and far-reaching effects to the brain, the internal organs and throughout the body.
This type of energetic equanimity has been proposed to offset stress, improve cognitive function and
ultimately ameliorate psychological and physiological distress that predicts long term negative health
outcomes (McCraty et al. 1998b, 2009).
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The spiritual heart is one in which gratitude, wisdom, intuition and interconnectedness radiate
in myriad ways, not merely in the metaphors of time immemorial, but with radical consequences
that extend beyond one’s self to other living beings, to Nature, and to the rhythms of our universe.
Immediate growth and recovery may initiate at the individual level but may, if initiated en masse,
eradicate social injustice, environmental degradation and bring about a “heartfelt” global spiritual
awakening. Using a “heart as a spiritual organ” framework can expand the application of either
body-based or spiritually-oriented treatment and prevention of stress-related mental and physical
illness and help to foster spiritual development to build wellness and flourishing on an individual,
group and even universal level.
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