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Editorial

Year of Hope: Reflections on
Neurotheology of Transformation

The human brain possesses a remarkable capacity for change known as
neuroplasticity, the ability of neural networks to reorganise, strengthen,
or weaken connections in response to experiences, learning, and
intentional practice. For many years, the brain was believed to be
relatively fixed after early development. However, contemporary
neuroscience has demonstrated that the brain remains dynamic
throughout the lifespan. Psychological experiences, emotional
patterns, habits of thinking, and spiritual practices can gradually
reshape neural pathways. For example, PET scans revealed that
patients with depression undergoing cognitive-behavioural therapy
showed changes in prefrontal and limbic activity, which confirmed that
psychological interventions can rewire emotional circuits (Goldapple
et al., 2004). This insight offers an important framework for
understanding personal transformation in both psychological and
spiritual terms.

Neuroplasticity suggests that repeated thoughts and behaviours
strengthen particular neural circuits (Puderbaugh, 2023). When
individuals engage in rumination, fear, or hopelessness, the neural
pathways associated with those emotions can become more dominant.
When individuals intentionally cultivate positive cognitive patterns
such as hope, gratitude, compassion, and meaning-making, different
neural circuits are strengthened. In psychological research, practices
such as mindfulness, reflective journaling (Guthrie, 2025), prayer, and
meditation have been associated with improved emotional regulation,
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reduced stress responses, and greater psychological resilience (Pazer,
2024; Koenig, 2015; Pargament, 2007). They indicate that
transformation is not simply a matter of motivation or moral effort but
also involves gradual changes in the brain’s structure and functioning.

Neurotheology: An Interdisciplinary Perspective

Within this context, the emerging field of neurotheology provides a
valuable interdisciplinary perspective. Neurotheology explores how
spiritual experiences and religious practices are related to brain activity
and psychological processes. Rather than reducing spirituality to
purely neurological mechanisms, neurotheology seeks to understand
how faith, meaning, and transcendence interact with the brain’s
biological structures (Philosophy Institute, 2023). Neuroimaging
studies have shown that practices such as contemplative prayer,
meditation, and worship activate brain regions associated with
attention, empathy, emotional regulation, and a sense of
connectedness. These practices may strengthen neural pathways that
support compassion, forgiveness, and hope.

From a psychological perspective, hope is a powerful cognitive and
emotional resource. Snyder’s Hope Theory (1994) defines hope as the
ability to set goals, identify pathways, and maintain agency (belief in
one’s capacity to act). Hope involves envisioning positive possibilities,
sustaining motivation toward meaningful goals, and maintaining
resilience during adversity. Psychological theories of hope shows two
important elements: agency (the belief that one can act toward desired
outcomes) and pathways (the ability to imagine ways of reaching those
outcomes). Empirical studies show that individuals with higher hope
scores demonstrate better problem-solving skills and greater cognitive
flexibility, as they can generate multiple strategies to overcome
obstacles (Bernardo & Ramos, 2024). Neuroplasticity provides a
biological basis for understanding how hopeful thinking can be
cultivated over time. When individuals repeatedly engage in hopeful
reflection, prayer, or practices that orient their attention toward
meaning and purpose, the neural networks that support these attitudes
may become stronger and more accessible.

Year of Hope

Pope Francis officially declared 2025 a Year of Jubilee titled “Spes
Non Confudit,” meaning “Hope Does Not Disappoint.” It emphasises
being “pilgrims of hope,” calling for a, in a sense, spiritual, social, and
ecclesial journey. The theme of hope becomes particularly meaningful



6 Year of Hope: Reflections on Neurotheology of Transformation
Thomas Joseph Parayil

in the context of a Year of Hope, a time dedicated to reflection,
renewal, and spiritual growth. From the perspective of both psychology
and neurotheology, hope is not simply an abstract theological concept
but a transformative psychological process. Practices that nurture
hope—such as prayer, communal worship, acts of service, and
reflection on sacred texts—can shape both individuals' inner lives and
the neural processes that support emotional well-being. Over time,
these practices can cultivate greater resilience, compassion, and a
deeper sense of meaning.

Biblical teachings have long emphasised the transformation of the
mind and heart. In Romans 12:2, believers are encouraged: “Do not
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind.” This passage reflects an understanding that
transformation involves a change in patterns of thinking and
perception. In psychological terms, this can be compared to processes
such as cognitive restructuring, in which individuals learn to recognise
and modify unhelpful thought patterns. The concept of renewing the
mind resonates strongly with the principles of neuroplasticity,
suggesting that intentional reflection, spiritual discipline, and moral
commitment can reshape how individuals perceive themselves, others,
and the world. Similarly, 2 Corinthians 5:17 proclaims: “If anyone is
in Christ, there is a new creation: the old has gone, the new is here.”
This verse emphasises the possibility of profound personal renewal.
Neurotheology invites us to consider how such spiritual transformation
may also involve measurable changes in neural functioning, as
individuals adopt new patterns of thought, emotion, and behaviour
rooted in faith and hope.

Another passage that highlights the power of hopeful thinking is
Philippians 4:8, which encourages believers to focus on “whatever is
true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever
is lovely, whatever is admirable.” From a neuropsychological
perspective, intentionally directing attention toward positive and
meaningful experiences can reinforce neural pathways associated with
well-being and emotional balance. Over time, such practices can help
individuals move away from cycles of anxiety and negativity toward
patterns of resilience and hope.

Neurotheology, therefore, offers a bridge between scientific
understanding and spiritual wisdom. It does not replace theological
reflection but rather enriches it by showing how spiritual practices may
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influence the brain and psychological well-being. There is enough
evidence that prayer, meditation on Scripture, gratitude, and communal
worship can function not only as spiritual disciplines but also as
practices that shape neural circuits associated with empathy, meaning,
and emotional stability. It is no wonder that such practices can enhance
feelings of belonging and meaning, reinforcing resilience and
emotional stability.

Therapeutic Implications

The insights from neuroplasticity and neurotheology suggest important
therapeutic implications for counselling and psychotherapy. Emerging
research indicates that guided sessions conducted in structured and
ethically controlled settings can intentionally facilitate reflective,
contemplative, or spiritually meaningful states that promote
psychological transformation. Practices such as guided meditation,
contemplative prayer, imagery-based reflection, gratitude exercises,
and meaning-centred dialogue (Breitbart et al., 2010) can evoke deep
states of awareness, emotional integration, and transcendence. Students
practising prayer reported improved well-being, reduced anxiety, and
enhanced self-awareness (Plante & Eros, 2023; Greeson et al., 2014).
These experiences may activate neural networks associated with
emotional regulation, empathy, and cognitive reappraisal, thereby
supporting adaptive restructuring of maladaptive thought and
behavioural patterns. Hope interventions (e.g., guided imagery, goal-
setting exercises) have been shown to increase coping capacity and
improve mental health outcomes (Bernardo & Ramos, 2024).

From a neuroplasticity perspective, repeated engagement in such
transformative states can strengthen neural pathways linked to hope,
resilience, and prosocial behaviour. As a result, therapeutic approaches
that deliberately incorporate spiritually informed reflective practices
may lead to long-term behavioural change. Counsellors and formators,
however, need to understand that it is only when these are implemented
with cultural sensitivity and ethical safeguards that such interventions
provide a scientifically grounded framework for integrating spirituality
and psychology in promoting healing and sustained personal
transformation.
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Conclusion

In the broader context of the Year of Hope, the integration of
psychology, neuroscience, and theology offers an encouraging
message. Transformation is not instantaneous but occurs through
consistent engagement in practices that nurture hope and meaning. The
brain’s capacity for plasticity suggests that individuals are never
permanently defined by past experiences or patterns of thought.
Instead, through intentional practices and supportive communities,
new pathways of resilience, compassion, and faith can emerge.
Spirituality offers a lens for finding purpose and navigating hardship,
helping people reframe their struggles within a larger life context
(Pargament, 2007). Ultimately, the concept of brain plasticity mirrors
the theological vision of transformation. Both perspectives affirm that
change is possible and that human beings possess the capacity for
renewal. When psychological insight and spiritual wisdom are
integrated, they provide a holistic understanding of human flourishing.
Let this Year of Hope become not only a spiritual invitation but also a
neuropsychological journey toward renewed minds, compassionate
hearts, and lives shaped by enduring hope.

Dr Fr Thomas Joseph Parayil
Editor-in-Chief



