
NEWBERG, ANDREW, and WALDMAN, MARK ROBERT. (2009). How God changes

your brain: Breakthrough findings from a leading neuroscientist. New York, NY:

Ballantine. xii + 348 pp. ISBN-9780345503411, Hard copy, $27.00. Reviewed by

Ryan Rominger.

Book Reviews 191



While investigating neuroscientists friendly to transpersonal psychology I

happened upon Andrew Newberg’s work and discovered his most recent book,

How God Changes Your Brain. In this book Newberg and Waldman provide a
scintillating review of their research, along with research conducted by others,

on topics ranging from how Church of Religious Science, Unitarian, and Free-

Thought individuals draw God to how Kirtan Kriya meditation can facilitate

increased memory retention and retrieval in the elderly. Throughout the

discussions Newberg and Waldman describe the neurological underpinnings of

the research and what the findings might mean for the future of religion.

How God Changes Your Brain is well written and edited, with a clear flow
throughout the book. As a professional not formally trained in the

neurosciences, I found the author’s descriptions of brain functioning and

brain structures easy to read. The text was not filled with unnecessary jargon,

but included enough specifics to focus the discussion at hand. Additionally, the

text included a number of well-placed black and white images including brain

scans, images drawn by participants, and various graphs, which would help a

visual learner to absorb the material.

I found Newberg and Waldman’s content to be opportune and apropos

considering the current condition of the field of exceptional human experiences

(EHEs) and spiritually transformative experiences (STEs). Newberg’s research

falls in line with the work of other neuroscientists, for example Mario

Beaurgard, Jerome Courtemanche, and Vincent Paquette’s (2009) recent study

on brain activity during meditation for individuals who have had a near-death

experience. Newberg and Waldman kindly reiterate it may be possible the

brain is acting like a receiver, and what appears on brain scans when studying
spiritual experiences may in fact be produced elsewhere. This line of thinking

appears friendlier to the transpersonal field, which often maintains a post-

materialist, post-positivist theoretical stance toward the neurosciences.

The authors also affirm the position that from a neurological perspective it does

not matter if we accurately perceive a true reality; rather it is what we perceive

and how we respond to that perception that matters. Phenomenological in

nature, this stance demonstrates openness to investigating the variety of religious
theologies as they relate to human behavior and brain functioning. Newberg and

Waldman demonstrate, through their own research and by covering prior

research in the field, that certain types of religious perspectives can be potentially

neurologically beneficial, while others may be harmful. I found the author’s

discussion of the above to be frank and undoubtedly will question religious

traditions throughout the United States as well as throughout the world.

One gem I had not expected was Newberg and Waldman’s discussion of
compassion woven throughout the book and culminating in a chapter on

Compassionate Communication. Mark Waldman first presented Compassion-

ate Communication to members of the Association of Transpersonal

Psychology in 1992, and Newberg and Waldman further refined that process

for use in research. Results indicate that Compassionate Communication is

effective with couples and can facilitate change in values from a materialistic
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orientation toward a more spiritual orientation. It was this chapter that moved

me to adopt this text for use in my graduate course on diversity, as I believe the

process outlined in the chapter could provide a transpersonal base from which

to hold diversity discussions.

Overall I found How God Changes Your Brain insightful, thought provoking,

and informative. I would recommend this text for individuals who at a

minimum have a basic understanding of brain anatomy and for more advanced

researchers who wish to become acquainted with Newberg’s research or

current research investigating neuroscience and spirituality.
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