Praise for Spiritual Connection in Daily Life
“This is the best book available today for anyone of us who feel the need
to transform our lives. Over many years, Lynn Underwood quietly
developed what is now internationally renowned as the most thoughtful and valid measure of spirituality available today. The reader will
find opportunity for deepened self-awareness and spiritual growth in
responding to each question, and will find that this spiritual classic and
powerful self-assessment tool opens up new horizons of serenity, hope,
joy, and vision. Its scientific grounding is impeccable.”
—Stephen G. Post, PhD, professor of preventive medicine,
Stony Brook University
“Grounded in science and authentic personal experience, this book is
a treasure of profound wisdom. Everyone can benefit from deepening
awareness of their own spirituality by reflecting on these questions
and learning how others have responded. The book is an inspiring gift
of love made visible.” —Frances Vaughan, PhD, psychologist and
author, Shadows of the Sacred
“Lynn Underwood’s Spiritual Connection in Daily Life is a welcome
and valuable contribution for caregivers, professionals, patients, and
ordinary people. She creates a pluralistic approach rich in stories and
examples from around the world, yet grounded in research. The author
encourages readers to explore their experiences of love and connections to people, the universe, and God (or the holy or divine) and to
use her questions as a starting point for discussion and reflection rather
than a conclusion.” —Rabbi Robert Tabak, staff chaplain at the
Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania
“I warmly recommend this practical exercise for establishing one’s
personal spiritual profile—its strengths, and its, as yet, unfulfilled
potential. Particularly valuable are the insights arising as to how one
might progress towards an enhanced relationship with God and with
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other people, as well as have a greater awareness of all that life has to
offer.” —Russell Stannard, emeritus professor of physics, Open
University, U.K.
“Through her Daily Spiritual Experience Scale, Lynn Underwood has
elegantly bridged a divide between science and spirituality in language
and experiences that are accessible to all religions, faith traditions, and
cultures. This book is not just for reading; it is for experiencing and
savoring. It is rich food for the soul.” —The Rev. Walter J. Smith,
SJ, PhD, president and CEO, HealthCare Chaplaincy
“As a scholar in the field of traumatic stress I always encourage my
students to look beyond the impact of stressful events into the realm of
human nature resilience. My research has shown me that Underwood’s
Daily Spiritual Experience Scale is an important measurement that
taps the unique experience of spirituality as it is manifested in day-today life. I would recommend this book to managers of stressful work
places who are interested in promoting the well-being of their workers.”
—Gadi Zerach, PhD, clinical psychologist, Department
of Behavioral Sciences, Ariel University, Israel
“Spiritual Connection in Daily Life introduces a remarkable concept
known as the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale, which consists of sixteen multiple-choice questions measuring among other things your
daily life connections with others, divine providence, your inner spirit,
and nature. This scale helps us find the “spiritual connection” in one’s
daily life and one’s sense of compassion, love, joy, and inner peace. An
excellent tool.” —Dr. Alwi Shihab, Islamic scholar, trustee, University of Indonesia, Jakarta, and Hartford Seminary

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 2

4/8/13 4:18 PM

Spiritual Connection in Daily Life

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 3

4/8/13 4:18 PM

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 4

4/8/13 4:18 PM

Spiritual

CONNECTION
in Daily Life

sixteen little questions
that can make
a big difference

Lynn Underwood

TEMPLETON PRESS

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 5

4/8/13 4:18 PM

Templeton Press
300 Conshohocken State Road, Suite 500
West Conshohocken, PA 19428
www.templetonpress.org
© 2013 by Lynn Underwood
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,
without the written permission of Templeton Press.
Designed by Gopa & Ted2, Inc.
Cover art and interior images © Lynn Underwood
Permissions Acknowledgments
Excerpt from “Had I Not Been Awake,” from The Human Chain, by Seamus
Heaney Copyright © 2010 by Seamus Heaney. Reprinted by permission of
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, LLC and Faber and Faber.
Excerpt from “Postscript” from The Spirit Level by Seamus Heaney.
Copyright © 1996 by Seamus Heaney. Reprinted by permission of Farrar
Straus and Giroux, LLC and Faber and Faber.
“The One” by Patrick Kavanagh is reprinted from Collected Poems
(Allen Lane, 2004) by kind permission of the Trustees of the Estate of the late
Katherine B. Kavanagh, through the Jonathan Williams Literary Agency.
Permission was graciously granted to use an excerpt from the Rumi poem,
”Some Kiss We Want,” by the translator, Coleman Barks.
Permission to use the translation of Rainer Maria Rilke’s “Gott spricht zu
jedem nur, eh er ihn macht,” was granted by the translator, Eric Beversluis.
The excerpt from the poem, “God the Eater” by Stevie Smith, from the
Collected Poems of Stevie Smith, copyright ©1972 by Stevie Smith is reprinted
by permission of New Directions Publishing Corp, and by permission of
the Estate of James MacGibbon.
Excerpt from “Any Morning,” by William Stafford is Copyright © 1993
by William Stafford and is used with the permission of The Permissions
Company, Inc., on behalf of The Estate of William Stafford.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file.
Printed in the United States of America
13 14 15 16 17 18

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 6

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4/8/13 4:18 PM

Contents

Part One: Why Read This Book?
1: Invitation and Introduction

3

Part Two: Exploring Your Experiences
2: Instructions for Answering
the Sixteen Questions

21

3: The Daily Spiritual Experience Questions

33

Part Three: Why Numbers?
4: Using the Number Scores

91

5: “Studies Have Shown”: Results from Research
Using the DSES

97

Part Four: Themes
6: The Flow of Love

115

7: Connection versus Alienation

129

8: Yes!

143

9: Translating “God”

157

Part Five: Springboard for Communication
10: Why and How to Communicate Using
Daily Spiritual Experiences

169

11: Organizational, Professional, and Personal Uses

181

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 7

4/8/13 4:18 PM

viii • contents

Part Six: Awake and Alive
12: What Now? What Next?

199

Acknowledgments

215

Appendix

217

Notes

221

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 8

4/8/13 4:18 PM
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Why Read This Book?
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1

Invitation and Introduction

Everyone takes the limits of his own vision for the
limits of the world.
—Arthur Schopenhauer

W

		 hat does the world look like to you? What is the
texture of your daily life? Do you find richness, jazz,
color, deep satisfaction? Or do you often feel swamped
by discouragement, apathy, stress, exhaustion? Where do you look
to relieve dullness or distress if and when it plagues you? I often
find myself looking for solace and stimulation in food and drink,
using the computer, buying things, working obsessively, or looking
for entertaining distractions. We have superficial social encounters, in person or electronically, that do not really provide the deep
connection we are looking for. At other times we just settle into a
lull of complacent boredom. We deal.
There are sources of experience that can add vibrant flavor
that doesn’t fade, providing a renewable inner resource. These
can include being spiritually touched by the beauty of nature, the
wow of a sunset. We can give and receive love, or feel thankful
for our blessings. We can experience deep peacefulness or find
spiritual strength in the midst of stressful times. We can sense the
presence of God, or the divine. These ordinary experiences of the
“more than,” the transcendent, can add punch to our days. They
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can transform a dull day into one full of light. This book explores
ways to draw our attention to these experiences, to cultivate awareness of flavors that are already there in daily life, but that we are
somehow missing.
There are times when we feel fully alive. There are other times
when life feels flat. It is not always the obviously exciting times
that make us feel fully alive. In times of quiet contentment or even
times of engaged struggle we can feel awake to the richness of life.
We say something kind to someone and see his face light up. A
child gives us an exuberant hug. We smell bread baking in our
mother’s kitchen. We hear the waves on the beach. We experience
a tough situation and are not pulled under by it. During moments
like these, the rough and the smooth, we can sometimes sense a
kind of timelessness. We may also sense that something is happening that has profound significance, significance beyond this
moment.
What you bring to your ways of perceiving the events of your
days is so important to the color, the flavor, the texture that you
find. What do you look for, what do you expect, and what do
you find as you go through each day? So often we can become
hypnotized by a vision of the mundane details of life as boring,
senseless, or pointless. Are your lenses clouded by this hypnotic view? Are your taste buds dulled? If that is the case, you
can miss the beauty, joy, and vibrancy that are there not only in
the obviously happy times, but also in the midst of suffering and
struggle.
In the interests of cultivating this ability to appreciate and sense
the “more than” in the midst of your days, and to communicate
about this with others if you want to, this book offers a set of
sixteen questions. Each question is designed to draw attention
to a particular aspect of life, providing both an opportunity for
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enrichment and flourishing, and a common language to communicate experiences that may otherwise be difficult to share. We
can become more alive together. These simple multiple-choice
questions form the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale.
The spiritual experiences that these sixteen questions measure
are not exotic, like near-death experiences or hearing voices, or
dramatic religious conversion, but ordinary experiences that many
people of many different beliefs and cultures have. Overall, these
are good feelings that lift us up, but they can also challenge us. They
provide an internal source of zip, aliveness, jazz, a sustaining buzz
that can also nourish us over the long haul. We often think it is the
big things in life that are most important, but our lives are actually
made up of many small moments that contribute to the rich texture of each day. We sometimes underestimate the contribution
this texture and substance make to the big picture, but without
them there is no big picture.
Tens of thousands of people have answered the questions in
the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale. All kinds of people, from a
wide variety of cultures and countries, use the questions for various purposes: doctors, psychologists, ministers, teachers, nurses,
managers, social workers, chaplains, and students. Since I developed the scale, they contact me frequently and I read the published articles describing the results of research using the scale. I
get involved in the research and the translations. But what I enjoy
most is how the individual questions help people to think in a
focused way about these experiences of the “more than” in their
daily lives—how the questions help people identify underlying
things of importance. And how the questions can enhance communication, enabling people to better understand one another.
Rather than leading us to quibble over how each of us defines
spirituality, these questions focus on the specifics such as awe,

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 5

4/8/13 4:18 PM

6 • why read this book?

gratitude, other-centered love, and sense of connection. This set
of questions, which has been useful in research and therapy, can
be useful on a personal level, too.

A More Satisfying Life
Many people find that ordinary spiritual experiences are part
of a more satisfying life. This is true for those who call themselves religious as well as for those who would say they were not
religious. In research using the questions in a variety of settings
throughout the world, scores on the Daily Spiritual Experience
Scale (DSES) have been linked to many good things in life, such
as increased happiness, shorter hospital stays, better health behaviors, weight loss, diminished pain, recovery from addictions, and
prevention of burnout. More frequent experiences as reported
using the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale tend to predict better
outcomes of various kinds. These kinds of experiences can also,
in and of themselves, improve life’s quality, make life more worth
living. They can also act as signals that we are heading in the right
direction as we make decisions in our lives.
These spiritual experiences can also help us to stick with activities that enable us to flourish, such as prayer or meditation, taking
time in nature, or engaging in activities that nurture others. In the
process we may become more fully ourselves and more fully alive.
People often find that they have more of these experiences in the
midst of dire circumstances, or as they cope with difficult situations. This may be because these kinds of spiritual experiences
give us refreshing food that can help to sustain us in difficult times.
In this book I am sharing experiences from my own life and
experiences of others as well as scientific exploration. But most
of all I am inviting you to engage in a way that hopefully enhances
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your sense of the real on a daily basis and improves the quality of
your life. My hope is that this book will help you to have a more
delightful and grounded life. As you enhance your abilities to see
spiritual connection in your life, you can get more in touch with
what is real in a more complex and accurate way.
Management seminars and books warn against letting the
“urgent” drive out the “important.” We find ourselves prioritizing
what is urgent and forgetting about what is important. We miss the
spiritual elements of daily life because we are too busy attending
to other things. Measuring our Daily Spiritual Experiences, and
learning about those of others, can draw attention to things that
we may have moved to the back burner, or even off the stove altogether, in response to the pressing urgencies of life. Meanwhile, we
return to the stove and find that we have no sauce and vegetables,
just white rice and boiled water.
The editor of Poetry magazine recently wrote,
It is as if each of us were always hearing some strange,
complicated music in the background of our lives, music
which, so long as it remains in the background, is not
simply distracting but manifestly unpleasant, because it
demands the attention we are giving to other things. It is
not hard to hear this music, but it is very difficult indeed
to learn to hear it as music.1

Is there music in your life that you are missing?

Answering the DSES Questions Can Change Us
Raising awareness by answering the questions in this book can
change the way we see each day, and change us in the process.
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As we consider our answers, it can help us to be on the lookout
for these experiences, savoring them when they occur. The term
subconscious lost favor with the decline of Freud’s theories, but
“implicit” knowledge is a hot term in neuroscience and psychology today. Implicit refers to those things we are not aware of but
which can “drive the bus” of our actions and attitudes. Answering
questions can powerfully drag things from implicit to explicit—
out into the open. In the process, we become more aware of things
that were under the surface, unacknowledged. A friend of mine in
the marketing field recently said, “Attention is our most valuable
resource.” Marketers want to grab this valuable resource. But we
can take control of our attention instead of letting others control
it. We can pay attention to those things that will truly enhance our
lives and deserve our attention. Here are some examples of how
this can happen as you go through this book:
• Good feelings in life powerfully lift us up, even more than
negative things drag us down.2 So rather than squashing
down the negative things, or trying to talk ourselves out
of them, increasing our positive feelings is the more effective strategy. Answering the sixteen questions in this book
can do just that by calling our attention to these positive
experiences and exploring ways to find more of them.
• We filter the world emotionally on a moment-to-moment
basis. These filters in turn shape our ultimate moods, feelings, and understandings.3 Answering the DSES questions
can adjust our emotional filters to allow in more light.
• Even if we are not explicitly aware of things, they can have
“priming” effects on our lives. Words, touch, smells, and
music affect our behaviors in ways that we are not aware
of. As we bring attention to the aspects of the “more than”
in life by answering the DSES questions, subliminal yet
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positive effects on life occur over time.4
• Even a few minutes of expressive writing has been shown
to improve mental and physical health.5 In this book you
have lots of chances to write expressively about your life
in response to the questions, and you are challenged to
do that repeatedly. Putting feelings into words can also
help us to manage negative feelings, a process that works
at the level of brain structures.6 Savoring positive events
promotes positive feelings, and telling others about these
can increase our overall satisfaction with life.7 You have
the opportunity to do this as you answer the questions
yourself, and, as suggested in Chapter 10, you have the
opportunity to increase this satisfaction by sharing with
others.
There are many reasons why the process of reading this book and
answering the questions, and then revisiting them again over time,
will be good for you. But I also want this book to be fun, like playing a game. I hope that this book will add both spice and a healing
balm to your life.

Enhancing Our Sensitivities Rather Than
Stifling Our Feelings
Some of us are more sensitive than others. We feel pain more
strongly, we are more aware of loneliness or alienation, we feel the
joys of life more intensely. On the one hand, this kind of sensitivity
can be something we would rather not have. On the other hand,
this same sensitivity might enable us to find spiritual experiences
more easily.
We all have the basic capacity to feel all sorts of things in life. We
may cut ourselves off from our sensitivities because we are afraid
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of being hurt. Seeking to numb ourselves from pain, we may also
cut ourselves off from the ability to perceive transcendent joys.
Because uplifting moments, rather than the downers, are more
important in predicting happiness, this is not such a good idea.8
Negative feelings are part and parcel of life, but we may forget that
they are just not as important to the big picture. Of course, we do
not seek out painful experiences, but pain is part of life and can
be informative. We may need to experience the pain of a person’s
absence, for example, in order to fully appreciate the person when
he or she is with us. Even though suffering is unavoidable, spiritual
experiences can mitigate its negative effects.
We can cultivate certain kinds of sensitivities. When I read the
reports of wine experts, I know that I do not have these subtle sensations. On the other hand, I respond to certain kinds of music in
ways that others miss. Artistic and musical sensibilities, like wine
sensibility, can be cultivated. These can really enrich life. What
kinds of sensitivities do our particular cultural environments discourage or encourage? Can we also do things to cultivate our sensitivity to spiritual experiences?
Rather than numbing the system with superficial stimuli—
alcohol, surfing the Web, shopping, eating, video games—how
about giving the sensitive system a chance to be just that—sensitive? Then we can enjoy what is there to be enjoyed, no matter
what the circumstances.
Seamus Heaney, the Nobel Prize–winning poet, does a great job
of alerting us to all that we might miss if we forget to pay attention
to all that is embedded in our daily lives.
Had I not been awake I would have missed it,
A wind that rose and whirled until the roof
Pattered with quick leaves off the sycamore

Spiritual Connection_Interior_Final.indd 10

4/8/13 4:18 PM

invitation and introduction • 11

And got me up, the whole of me a-patter,
Alive and ticking like an electric fence:
Had I not been awake I would have missed it. . . .9
By drawing attention to particular things in your day as you
answer the questions in this book, you can increase your sensitivity to various aspects of life. The kinds of experiences others
describe can also wake up your sensitivities as you read about
them. The arts, humor, and other resources can also help to wake
up your sensitivity to the “more than” in life, providing you with
microscopes and telescopes to enhance your abilities to see more
clearly.

Enhancing Communication and Relationships
The more we truly understand each other, the better our relationships. The more we understand about each other, the more we can
learn from each other. Each of us is unique, including a particular
combination of background, sensitivities, personality, culture,
and reaction to religious thought and practice. The Daily Spiritual
Experience Scale can provide ways to communicate by offering a
structured starting point for discussion. Your descriptions of your
particular experiences and your report of how often you have these
experiences both reveal something about you and how you function. The fact that there are no “right” answers helps this process.
You can also share with others the kinds of resources, environments, and activities that are connected with these experiences
in your life. Discussion of the questions and your answers can
open understanding, provide mutual enrichment, and enhance
the basis of relationships.
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How and Why Was the Daily Spiritual Experience
Scale Developed? What Does Science Contribute?
Not all real things are obvious. A microscope can make us aware of
germs, and therefore be more cautious of them. A scientific study
can reveal some pattern that was previously unseen.
I ended up studying spiritual experience as a scientist because I
thought it was a very important part of life that was being left out
of health and social scientific studies. I tried to measure it, in order
to make it part of the mix in health and social science research,
where things need to be assigned a number to be included. In a
structured way, I composed a “measurement tool,” something like
a microscope or a telescope, but with words. The wording of the
questions provides a lens to bring experiences into focus. I have
been surprised at how much this set of sixteen questions is now
being used throughout the world. It has already been translated
into more than twenty-five languages. By scientific standards it
“works,” meaning that it predicts some things, is correlated with
some things, and has mathematical and statistical validity, using
psychometric tools.
I used scientific methods to develop the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale (DSES) so that it would reflect not just my experiences,
but those of many others with different takes on life. Scientists try,
as much as possible, to take the perspective of a “neutral” person,
to remove biases as we look at problems. This has been crucial
in the success of the DSES, and has made it useful across religious and cultural divides. Like any scientific measurement tool,
such as a thermometer or a microscope, it has its limits, but it can
provide a concrete basis for communication as well as research.
Each of us is unique in our background, our relationship to or
estrangement from religious thought and practices, our culture.
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This measurement tool—with its scientific basis—can provide
a way to communicate between very different people, a point to
start discussion.
When scientists develop questionnaires in the social and medical sciences, we start with our own experiences and those of people
we know, as well as with various assumptions. This happens with
topics ranging from the level of pain people are experiencing to
how stressed out they feel. This is not an awful starting point, but
if we stop there we limit the questionnaire’s usefulness. People’s
experiences of pain, stress, and social relationships differ so much.
In developing the DSES, while diving into the depths of my own
spiritual experiences to get at the things of interest, I also explored
various theological and philosophical roots and concepts. Most
important, I talked to lots of different kinds of people and read
widely beyond my comfort zone to find the variety of experiences
out there, and to identify how language is used in different ways
to identify those experiences.
You may wonder why there are sixteen questions. Questionnaires used for research and assessment cannot have too many
questions or they are just too much of a burden. So the goal in
designing this scale was to have as few questions as possible, but
still address the breadth of qualities and give space for variety. In
some ways the scale measures one thing—spiritual connection—
but in other ways it measures sixteen specific kinds of things, each
question getting at a special kind of spiritual connection that people reported as being important, and that research and theory supported. This limited number of questions makes it manageable for
you, too, as you work through this book.
I am using the Daily Spiritual Experience Scale to provide the
backbone for this book, so that you can engage in a process that
is both fun and useful. You can answer these sixteen questions
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and see how your answers change over time. You can share your
responses with others, if you want to. There are no “right” or “better” answers. It is more like a personality test that reveals something about you and how you function. Each of us is unique, and
each of our experiences is unique. However, scientific measurement can help to provide a way to compare our experiences with
those of others to some extent. And it can provide a common
language to communicate with others.
This book uses each of the DSES questions with its multiple-
choice response set as a place to start. But you are also invited
to explore the quality, the particulars, of your experiences. You
then have the option of looking at your number scores in various
ways or never doing anything with the number scores beyond your
initial responses to the sixteen questions in Chapter 3. You can
benefit from the book no matter which you choose.
The scientists who have used this scale in research accept that
these experiences are real from the point of view of those who
answer the set of questions. They accept this even if they themselves do not personally believe that the answers reflect real connections. Many scientists and others who use the instrument do so
because they see that these questions represent something impor
tant in the lives of those they work with. And they see that these
experiences predict other things—they are practical. In this book
we are remaining radically open to the possibility that something
transcendent, something eternal, does exist, and that connecting
with this in various ways has the capacity to improve our lives.
The combination of radical openness with sharpening perception
is an ideal of science. We are aiming for that here. Great science
is radically open.
This book does not dwell on beliefs, but rather focuses on our
experiences. You and I get tastes of transcendent connection in our
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