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The Spiritual Heart …..  

… a topic of clinical cardiology ?



The Spiritual Heart …..

• Looking into religious and spiritual traditions, the heart was always 
seen as the “master organ”, the sacred place, the center of 
physical, emotional and spiritual life, regulating health and disease.

• Also in Christianity, as Prof. Niels Hvidt nicely pointed out in his 
keynote lecture, the heart is the central organ, representing 
personhood and integrating all dimensions of human existence.

• In modern medicine and science this is certainly not the case 
anymore. The brain became the “master organ”. Neuroscience 
gets much more attention than heart science. There is a clear shift 
from the heart to the brain, also related to studies on “spirituality”!

• I really belief that there is a need for rebalancing this relationship. 
That’s why we put the heart first in our main topic of the conference 
and I hope I can add some evidence to the centrality of the heart.
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A Brief Onsite Survey



A Brief Onsite Survey 

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPort

alPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-
9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?prevorigin=shell&origin=NeoPortalPage&subpage=design&id=w4QzZmLge0an3T9aQRL1dQKH2gJGkWNCji-4dwQ-9w9UNUQxVFYxN0JNVFNDS1Q1QkxLRUZLVFI0Sy4u&analysis=false&topview=Presentation
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THE CONCEPT OF THE 

SPIRITUAL HEART

Cardiovascular Reactivity
Heart - Brain Interaction



Recent Literature

M. Anderson PhD
Brown University

 Bidirectional relationship between the heart and spiritual experiences



The Concept of the Spiritual Heart

biological 

heart

emotional

heart
social heart

spiritual heart
integrating all the other 

dimensions of the heart, 

“noetic-personal”



The Concept of the Spiritual Heart

spiritual heart
strengthened by spiritualty and 

religious/spiritual practices like 

prayer and meditation,

the “transcendent”



The Concept of the Spiritual Heart

Is there scientific evidence for this concept ?

spiritual heart
interacting with the autonomic 

nervous system (ANS),

stress buffering.



Summary of the study

• 229 middle-aged or older adults

• Assessed patterns of cardiac autonomic 
function (HRV, PEP) and -control (CAR)

• Assessed Spirituality as closeness to God

• Spirituality was associated with enhanced 
parasympathetic and sympathetic cardiac 
control resulting in a higher CAR



Cardiovascular Reactivity (CVR)

- Cardiovascular response to mental, social
or physical stress/challenges

- Typical parameters:
- Heart Rate (HR) and Heart Rate Variability (HRV)

- Blood Pressure (BP), Blood Pressure Variability (BPV)

 Measure of psychophysiological resilience



Blood Pressure Reactivity and Recovery

• Doctoral thesis of a junior doctor

• 32 healthy young adults, male and female

• Assessment of Depression (BDI) and Anger (Anger Scale),
as well as Centrality of Religiosity (S-R-T)

• Stress protocol: Color Stroop, Trier Social Stress Test

Hefti & Kägi 2014



Blood Pressure Reactivity and Recovery

Reactivity

Recovery:
driven by para-
sympathetic 
activity  (vagus)

Hefti & Kägi 2014



Regulation of CV Reactivity / Recovery

Religiosity

Three level model

Interaction between

- The frontolimbic system 
(cognitions and emotions)

- Hypothalamus  and 
brainstem (regulatory 
centers, outputs to the body)

- Peripheral Organs (heart, 
response characteristics)

Lovallo et al. 2005



Heart – Brain Interaction / Coherence  



Heart - Brain Interaction / Coherence  

 Self-regulation of feelings is intimately tied to physiology 



Religion and 
Spirituality

Heart-Brain Coherence:
optimal interactions among 
physiological, cognitive and  
emotional systems  
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THE BIOLOGICAL HEART

A Holistic View



The Biological Heart  

A high-performance pump

– 100’000 heart beats per day

– 7 -10’000 liter of blood 

An electronic clock

– Preciously regulated (R-R intervals)

As an electromagnetic field

– 5x stronger than the brain

R -------> R



The Biological Heart  

A neuroendocrine organ

– Producing natriuretic peptides



The Biological Heart  

A neuroendocrine organ

– Producing neuropeptides like 

enkephaline (endogenous opioid)

“The discovery of the neuro-

endocrine function of the heart 
provided a shift from the classical 

paradigm of a blood pump to a
self-regulating organ”



The Biological Heart  

Brain-like nervous system

Intrinsic Cardiac Nerves System (ICNS)



The Biological Heart  

Brain-like nervous system

Intrinsic Cardiac Nerves System (ICNS)

Marked nerves in the atrial tissue 

(immunohistochemical staining).

Hanna 2020



The Biological Heart  

The Brain of the Heart

• The heart cells produce 
catecholamines (adrenalin, 
noradrenalin, dopamine)

• As well es neurotransmitters 
like serotonin (e.g. remodeling 
after myocardial infarction)

• The heart interacts with the 
other organs, also the brain

• The heart has a memory 
function (h-transplantation)

Hanna 2020



The Biological Heart  

Summary

• The heart is much more than 

a high-performance pump

• It is a neuro-endocrine organ 

with a intracardial nerve 

system including memory

• It highly interacts with the 

brain and other organs

Therefore, the biological heart 

itself is a holistic organ !
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THE PSYCHOSOCIAL HEART

Psychosocial Risk Factors

Positive Psychosocial Factors

The UK Biobank Study



Psychosocial Factors in Heart Disease  

Circulation 1999



Psychosocial Risk Factors (on CAD)  



Impact of Depression on Post-MI Survival  

Lesperance et al, Circulation 2002



Positive Psychosocial Factors (PPF)  



Positive Psychological Wel-Being (PPWB)  

“Markers of Spirituality”









The UK Biobank Study 2022  

Do Positive Psychosocial Factors 
contribute to the Prediction of CAD
- A UK Biobank Study

University Hospital Basel, Switzerland



The UK Biobank Study 2022  

The Research Team

Core Team

▪ Prof. R. Schäfert
▪ Prof. G. Meinlschmidt
▪ S. Guemghar PhD

▪ Dr. R. Hefti MD

Experts

▪ Prof. Ch. Müller

▪ Prof. E. Battegay
▪ Dr. B. Stieltjes MD
▪ Prof. H. Koenig



The UK Biobank  

… storing data from than 500’000 UK participants





The UK Biobank Study - Prediction  

AMI CIHD

Logistic Regression AUC CI Change AUC CI Change

FS 0.747 0.7341-0.7588 Baseline 0.7425 0.7344-0.7498 Baseline

FS + PPF 0.7339 0.7086-0.7576 -1.31% 0.7475 0.7336-0.7613 0.50%

FS + PPF + PRF 0.7208 0.6863-0.7553 -2.62% 0.7538 0.7352-0.7725 1.13%

XGBoost AUC CI Change AUC CI Change

FS 0.7357 0.7226-0.7476 -1.13% 0.732 0.7246-0.7399 -1.05%

FS + PPF 0.7374 0.7247-0.7495 -0.96% 0.7364 0.7291-0.7438 -0.61%

FS + PPF + PRF 0.7429 0.7309-0.7551 -0.41% 0.7401 0.7325-0.7473 -0.24%

FS + PPF + PRF + 24 MIF 0.8132 0.803-0.8239 8.32% 0.8255 0.8191-0.8317 8.30%

AMI, acute myocardial infarction; AUC-ROC, area under the receiver operating characteristic curve; CI, confidence interval; CIHD, chronic ischaemic heart disease; FS, 

Framingham score; MIF, Most important  factors from model with all  variables; PPF, positive psychosocial factors; PRF, psychosocial risk factors 
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RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY IN 

CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE

Some Scientific Evidence





Publications on Spirituality and CV Disease

Guerrero-Alcedo 2026



Scientific Output by Countries and Institutions 

Guerrero-Alcedo 2026







 Salutogenic effect of Religion

18%

28%

1. Teil: Gesunde BevölkerungsgruppenHealthy Populations



Benedictine Nuns “Ora et Labora”

… and having community







Religious life-style is cardioprotective !



R/S Lifestyle and CV Riskfactors

Biological and behavioral factors

- Biological risk factors
• Lower cholesterol (12 of 21 studies, 52%)

• Better blood pressure (36 of 63 studies, 57%)

- Behavioral risk factors
• Less smoking (121 of 137 studies, 90%)

• Better nutrition (less sugar, less meat)

• Regular physical activity (“labora”)

Psychosocial factors
- Risk Factors

• Less depression (272 of 444 studies, 61%)

• Less hostility (23 of 35 studies, 66%)

• Less Anxiety (147 of 299 studies, 49 %)

- Protective Factors
• More optimism and hope (55 of 72 studies, 76%)

• Better social support (61 of 74 studies, 82%)



The Austrian Bypass Study 1997 

The Impact of Religiosity on the 
Outcome of Bypass Surgery

Center for Cardiovascular Medicine Hochegg (Austria)

Coping



The Austrian Bypass Study 1997 

The Impact of Religiosity on the 
Outcome of Bypass Surgery

• We examined 51 patients after bypass surgery

• They completed a questionnaire assessing recovery, 
recent health status, religiosity and religious coping

• We had all the medical data from the hospital record 

From the questionnaire: 50% of the patients used 
religiosity/spirituality to cope with heart surgery. 



The Austrian Bypass Study 1997 

Correlations between religiosity, health, complications and LVF

religiosity and religious coping health score Nr. of complications left ventricular function

How important is religion and 

religious belief for you?
0.314 -.447(*) 0.274

Do you consult God befor

making important decisions?
0.213 -0.296 0.236

Do you pray privately, this means 

outside of church or services?
0.282 -.408(*) .371(*)

How often do you go to church or 

visit a religious assembly?
0.294 -0.307 .350(*)

How activ are you within your 

church or congregation?
0.127 -0.309 0.149

Did your religious beliefs play a 

role in coping with heart surgery?
0.120 -0.217 0.220

Did you utilize pastoral care in 

preparing for heart surgery ?
0.186 -0.188 0.084

Did you pray yourself for heart 

surgery or healing?
.474(**) -0.342 0.308

** Level of significance 0.01 (2-sided). * Level of significance 0,05 (2-sided)



The Austrian Bypass Study 1997 

The Impact of Religiosity on the 
Outcome of Bypass Surgery

Center for Cardiovascular Medicine Hochegg (Austria)

Result: Importance of religion and private prayer 
showed a significant relationship with postoperative 
recovery expressed by days of hospitalization, number of 
complications and recent health status. 

In good concordance with the American studies !
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CONSEQUENCES FOR CARE

CV Patients Spiritual Needs

Primary Spiritual Care

A Patient example



Cardiologist, Cardiac Imaging, Department of Cardiovascular Medicine, 
Beaumont Health, University Hospital, Royal Oak, Michigan (US),
Indian background, promoting yoga and spiritual practices from India



Cardiovascular Disease Spiritual Practises



https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=827241332431058

(spiritual needs of patients) 



“Most disorders of the cardiovascular system, except for some relatively 
rare arrhythmias tend to be chronic, with the probability of recurrence 
and progression over one’s lifetime. Illness can refocus attention on the 
meaning of life, purpose, and relationship to self, family, community, and 
whatever is held sacred. It can force the mending of relationships, gaining 
fresh perspectives, and re-prioritizing life to align with what one holds to 
be most important. This shift of perspective can have unquantifiable 
effects on compliance, self-care, and indirectly on clinical outcomes.”



Primary Spiritual Care in Heart Patients 

• Being aware of patient’s spiritual issues
− Existential, spiritual or religious struggles with heart disease

• Making at least a short spiritual history
− Assessing patient’s r/s needs, resources and struggles

• Offering existential, spiritual or religious support
− Coping with cv disease, promoting acceptance and reframing

• Connecting patients with pastoral care



Patient with Cardiomyopathie



Thank you!
rene.hefti@rish.ch



Our Website: www.rish.ch

rene.hefti@rish.ch  /  www.rish.ch





17 %
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