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Summary

The present research had the objective to evaluate the impact of spiritual practices on the clinical and behavioral evolution of mentally disabled patients interned in a health institution. 

The method adopted is a clinical trail where two groups of patients are compared: the experimental group submitted to spiritual practices and the control group. The Interactive Observation Scale for Psychiatric Inpatients (IOSPI) was employed to evaluate the outcome. 

The results of the comparison between control group (N=20) and experimental group (N=20) verified the difference of variation between the groups, what demonstrates the benefits of such intervention. 

The positive results stimulate a series of questions to be developed in future inquiries.
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Introduction: bridges between religion and science

“We must practice and defend the fact that psychiatrists are physicians to the soul as well as to the body”. With these words, Nancy Andreasen, chief-editor at the American Journal of Psychiatry, points out a landscape that had been relegated by scientific research (Andreasen, 1996). 

In Brazil, Lotufo Neto claims that following an intrinsic religious orientation may be beneficial to mental health and he emphasizes the fact that psychiatric treatments should respect the spiritual inclinations of their patients, and therefore the physician has to be familiarized with the different topics of religion as well as with the religious behavior of their patients (Lotufo Neto, 1997).

The author of the present research has been working for a health institution for seven years and he has empirically observed positive variations in the clinical and behavioral evolution of patients who took part in spiritualist practices (mediumistic meetings), even when the patients were not physically present. The proposition was to study the effects of religious practices on mentally disabled patients in a health institution. The examined institution is a philanthropic hospital that provides multi-disciplinary assistance in parallel to a spiritual assistance based on the principles of spiritualist doctrine. 

Spiritualism and spiritualistic movement in Brazil

In Brazil, spiritualism assumed peculiar characteristics. We could say that Brazilian spiritualism can be described as a Christian religion that values charity greatly. Among the foundations of this religion, the belief in the immortality of the soul, that contains the essence of human individuality. Other fundamental principles are the belief in reincarnation and mediumship. Within spiritualistic paradigms, mediumship can be defined as the capacity of communication with spirits. 

The fact is, Brazilian culture is the result of different contaminations: indigenous and African cultures, not to mention European influences. Although rituals of communication with spirits through mediumship exist in Afro-Brazilian religions as well as in Kardec spiritualism, each one of these practices has very distinct peculiarities. (Hess, 1989). 

Mediumship
To several researchers, mediumistic experiences are considered psychopathologies (Mulhern, 1991; Pimentel, 1919; Horton, 1974). The vision of spiritualism, however, is different (Koenig, 2001; Krippner, 1993; Sims, 2003). Mediumship is a kind of psychical ability that allows special types of communication. Mediumship could also be defined as a kind of amplified perceptive ability. According to spiritualism, mediums are the intermediaries between two different worlds or zones. According to Alan Kardec, who codified spiritualistic thinking, mediumship is something natural, spontaneous, and can be of two different types:  an inspirative mediumship, more subtle, and an ostensible mediumship, with physical manifestations (Kardec, 1993).

In Brazil, spiritualism accepts, encourages and values disassociating experiences, such as: spiritual incorporation and experiences out of the body. There are several philanthropic institutions for the treatment of altered minds that aim to associate medical and religious practices. The usual means are: prayer, energizing and use of mediumship, according to the principles of spiritualistic doctrine (Negro, 1999).

The communications received by the mediums can have two origins: a disembodied spirit or an embodied spirit (Bozzano, 1940). If we draw a parallel between this kind of communication and telepathy, we can affirm that significant differences exist. Telepathy relates to transmission of thoughts. For a better comprehension of the complexities inherent to the phenomenon of mediumistic communication between the living, let us consider the study developed by Bozzano. About the phenomenon of mediumistic communication between the living, Bozzano defines different categories. The first one consists in a simple communication of thoughts and involves the temporary possession of the medium’s organism by the communicating spirit. This corporal possession can be observed in variations in the tone of voice, in text writing, the speaking of foreign languages, among others. The second category relates to messages unconsciously transmitted to the medium by subjects completely asleep. Bozzano emphasizes that, in this category, we can observe the development of a conversation in which the agent (the communicating spirit) actually participates. Such a phenomenon does not occur during processes considered as merely telepathic since in those situations the encounter between two integral personalities does not occur. In other words, in the process of telepathy, someone is reporting something they know about a third entity (the communicating agent). In the phenomenon of mediumistic communication between the living, it is the communicating agent itself that talks through the body of a medium. In a third category, messages are consciously transmitted by subjects in a state of vigil. It is important to mention another category where messages are transmitted by means of manifestations of dead people (Bozzano, 1923).

The institution Centro Espírita Nosso Lar Casas André Luiz  – CENCAL

The institution, Centro Espírita Nosso Lar Casas André Luiz  – CENCAL, located in Guarulhos, São Paulo, Brazil, provides technical multidisciplinary attendance to 650 interned patients that spend their entire life inside the hospital. Since CENCAL follows the Spiritualistic Philosophy, the patients also receive spiritual assistance. 

The activities of the institution are not geographically limited, since specialized treatment, following the most modern therapeutic rules, is offered to patients from the whole country. Another important preoccupation is to be a place for communitarian work, for the development of programs for the prevention of disabilities, for the insertion in society of a mentally disabled patient, for the training of professionals, for the organization of exchanges, agreements and trainings, under the coordination of the Department of Education and Research.

Hospital, medical and multidisciplinary assistance aim the development of the potentialities of a mentally disabled patient, through prevention and prophylactic actions.

Mediumistic séances at Casas André Luiz 

One of the fundaments of the institution Casas André Luiz is the religious practice of spiritualism. Therefore, the application of prayers and the organization of mediumistic séances are practices that have been carried out at the institution for many years. These practices do not come into conflict with the proceeding of conventional medicine. In this research, we will focus the activities of spiritual assistance to the patient that are carried out during the mediumistic séances.

The Research

The research evaluated the impact of spiritualistic practices on the clinical and behavioral evolution of mentally disabled patients who have been interned in a health institution. The method was a controlled test in which two groups were compared: the experimental group, submitted to spiritual practice, and the control group. The tool used to obtain data is the Interactive Observation Scale for Psychiatric Inpatients –IOSPI (Zuardi, 1989).
The results obtained from the comparison between the control group and the experimental group showed a statistically significant difference between the groups, demonstrating the evidence of the benefit of spiritual practices.

Therefore, the research showed positive results and points out new perspectives to future investigations. 

Discussion

When we observe the results, we can see that 58 communications occurred in mediumistic séances during the period of the study: 20 of them were approved according to the criteria of identification adopted by the author, 38 were not. 

The results generate different reflections. The first one leads us to consider the positive effect of a participation in a spiritual practice. One of the issues to be discussed relate to the benefits that have been observed and the benefits that have been obtained by means of a psychotherapeutic support. We know that many patients’ symptoms improve when they can express their anxieties verbally.  It is from this angle that spiritual practices may offer opportunities of communication to a population who is incapable to communicate through conventional means. 

We can observe that mankind, throughout its evolution, has always tried to develop technologies that could expand its capacity to communicate. From the drums used by primitive tribes, to smoke signals, messengers (runners or riders), telegraphy, radio, telephone, satellites, Internet, and to mobile phones we are aware of an obvious path seeking long-distance communication. Less than half-century ago, the idea that we would be able to have real-time conversation with people all over the planet was a fiction, something unlikely to happen. For some years now, Roy Ascott (1999) has been developing studies that interconnect extra-corporeal psychic experiences of shamanism to something that is commonplace in the present era of cyberculture. According to him, when we surf on cyberspace, we experiment different possibilities of presence, perception and communication. Considering these premises, could the opening of a new territory offering different ways of communication to the mentally disabled, bring improvements to the quality of life of the latter, increasing their self-esteem and transforming their social activity?  

Conclusions

The analysis of the results of the experiment confirmed the hypothesis that the use of spiritual practices has positive effects on the clinical and the behavioral evolution of mentally disabled patients. Therefore, they encourage the production of further studies. Among possible expansions we can suggest: new analyses and new experiments; application of the pattern of mediumistic communication practice as complementary therapy; conceptualization of clinical and behavioral benefits.

Furthermore, this research had the merit of initiating investigations into nebulous territories involving long-term hospitalized patients and the application of religious practices.
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