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Endorsements 
for 

Adolescent Depression: A NeuroFaithẨ Model for 
Healing Mind, Body, and Soul  

 
 

here are few books I have read that bring together 
neuroscience, clinical wisdom, and spiritual depth in the way 
this one does. NeuroFaithẨ is a timely, compelling, and much-

needed contribution to the mental health fieldṕparticularly in the care 
of adolescents, who are facing a crisis of identity, despair, and 
ŦưƾǯƋƾƳļƧḧŠƋǤŚƾƳƳŦŚǯƋƾƳḧǸƳƧƋƢŦḧļƳȗǯƆƋƳŽḧȑŦẄȐŦḧǤŦŦƳḧřŦżƾǝŦḰ 

As a physician, neuroscientist, and follower of Christ, I believe this book 
stands in the gap between two worlds that too often remain divided: 
the world of science and the world of faith. Dr. Hansen offers a bold 
but thoughtful model that honors both. He engages with difficult 
topicsṕmedication overuse, ideological confusion, trauma, 
pornography, and disembodimentṕwith a balance of clinical insight, 
compassion, and biblical truth. 

What I appreciate most about NeuroFaithẨ is that it does not vilify. It 
invites. It challenges us not to abandon the tools of modern medicine 
but to place them within a more integrative, person-centered 
framework that sees each human being as more than a brain, more than 

T  
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a diagnosis, more than an identity category. It recognizes that healing 
requires not just pharmacology or therapy, but relationship, narrative, 
and often, reconciliation with God and self. 

This book is especially relevant now, in an age where young people are 
not only medicated at alarming rates but are also being asked to 
navigate a cultural minefield around gender, sexuality, and identityṕ
with little support for their developmental or spiritual needs. 
NeuroFaithẨ offers a compassionate roadmap that prioritizes 
attunement, nervous system regulation, meaning-making, and the 
restoration of dignity and coherence in the adolescent experience. 

I wholeheartedly endorse this work. For clinicians, pastors, educators, 
and parents alikeṕthis book will inform your practice, deepen your 
empathy, and strengthen your resolve to care for the next generation 
in a way that is scientifically grounded and spiritually rooted. 
NeuroFaithẨ is not just a model. It is a call to return to what truly 
ƆŦļƧǤḰẂ  

Dr. Andrew P. Doan, MPH, MD, PhD 
Adjunct Associate Professor of Surgery, Uniformed Services 
University 
Ophthalmology and Aerospace Medicine 

As a practicing internist and pediatrician with a Christ-centered model 
of care, I wholeheartedly endorse this publication.  Our culture has 
witnessed a tremendous transformation away from traditional family 
and faith values to a world of intense, and often harmful exposures, 
without the necessary support at home or in faith communities.  My 
view on optimal health involves the triad of mind, body, and soul. Our 
current practice of medicine has not met the challenge of the rapidly 
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changing world and the stress this places on the developing brain of 
adolescents. I commend the authors for thinking outside the box and 
ǚǝŦǤŦƳǯƋƳŽḧļḧẃ¯ŦǸǝƾ]ļƋǯƆẄḧưƾŠŦƧḧǯƆļǯḧưļȗḧǤŦǝȐŦḧļǤḧļḧǤƾƧǸǯƋƾƳḧǯƾḧŽǸƋŠŦḧ
us through the minefield of adolescent depression and anxiety care. 

Russell Gombosi, MD 
Internal Medicine, Pediatrics, and Sleep Medicine 
 
As a registered nurseṕand more importantly, a mother of four adopted, 
deeply traumatized childrenṕkḧȑļǤḧŠŦǤǚŦǝļǯŦḧżƾǝḧǝŦļƧḧƆŦƧǚḰḧẁAǝḰḧ{ŦżżḱẂḧļǤḧƆŦẄǤḧ
affectionately known in our home, became a lifeline for our entire family. His 
deep insight into trauma and ƆŦļƧƋƳŽḧƆļǤḧǯǝļƳǤżƾǝưŦŠḧƳƾǯḧƾƳƧȗḧƾǸǝḧŚƆƋƧŠǝŦƳẄǤḧ
lives but our family as a whole. Through his compassionate and research-
backed guidance, each of our children began to recognize their trauma 
responses, develop healthier coping strategies, and embrace healing through 
ǝŦƧļǯƋƾƳǤƆƋǚḰḧAǝḰḧfļƳǤŦƳẄǤḧǸƳƋǜǸŦḧļřƋƧƋǯȗḧǯƾḧřƧŦƳŠḧƳŦǸǝƾǤŚƋŦƳŚŦḧȑƋǯƆḧżļƋǯƆḧ
helped our kids see the power and purpose of family and gently led them to 
trust and connection. We are still walking the road of healing, but we are 
doing so with hope, clarity, and tools we never had before. Adolescent 
Depression: A NeuroFaithẨ Model for Healing Mind, Body, and Soul reflects 
the very wisdom that changed our home. May God continue to bless your 
work, Dr. Jeffṕyou are helping rescue children and restore families. 

Rachel 
Mother and Registered Nurse 
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In Dedication  
 

 
This book is lovingly dedicated to my twin brother, Gregg, who was my best 

friend in this world.  He lived an amazing and inspirational life and 

celebrated the highs in my journey and held me through the lows, giving me 

hope and light when I could not see the way. Lending further testament to 

Greggõs grit and character was that he did all of this despite his episodic 

battles with profound depression. He fought this pain nobly and courageously 

until it finally overtook him. I lost a part of myself when Gregg moved on, 

and the empty space in my heart will forever lend witness to how profoundly 

he blessed me. And fear not dear brother, I will not allow your pain to be 

without meaning and will use your story to encourage others to seek healing 

for their wounds. 

 

 
Gregg and Jeff doing together what we loved most standing in front of our childhood home in  

Ft. Collins, CO.  
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Introduction 
 

 

 

ẁfŦḧȑƆƾḧƆļǤḧļḧȑƆȗḧǯƾḧƧƋȐŦḧŚļƳḧřŦļǝḧļƧưƾǤǯḧļƳȗḧƆƾȑḰḧ:ǸǯḧȑƆļǯḧƾżḧǯƆŦḧ
ŚƆƋƧŠḧȑƆƾḧƆļǤḧƧƾǤǯḧǯƆŦḧẃȑƆȗẄḧřŦżƾǝŦḧǯƆŦȗẄȐŦḧŦȐŦƳḧřŦŽǸƳḧǯƾḧƧƋȐŦḷẂ 

ṕInspired by Friedrich Nietzsche 

dolescent depression is not just an emotional downturn or a 
clinical diagnosisṕit is a soul-deep cry for meaning in a 
fragmented world. Today, more teens than ever before are 

feeling lost, anxious, disconnected, and hopeless. Suicide is now the 
second leading cause of death among adolescents in the United States. 
Antidepressant prescriptions for this age group have surged. And yet, 
despite an explosion of mental health awareness and interventions, teen 
depression continues to rise. Why? 

A 
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This book seeks to answer that question by taking a different pathṕ
one that does not begin with a pill or a label, but with the human heart. 
NeuroFaithẨ represents a groundbreaking model that unites cutting-
edge neuroscience with timeless spiritual truth. Drawing on years of 
clinical experience, deep biblical wisdom, and emerging insights into 
trauma, brain plasticity, and heart-based healing, this book offers a 
compassionate, science-informed, faith-rooted response to the 
adolescent mental health crisis. 

 

Unlike conventional models that focus narrowly on symptom 
management or neurochemical fixes, NeuroFaithẨ sees teen depression 
as a physiological, emotional, relational and spiritual disconnection. 
Depression, in this view, is not a random chemical malfunction but a 
meaningful signal of brokenness and painṕan intelligent nervous 
system crying out for safety, connection, and identity. 

Here, we explore how trauma and disconnection disrupt the autonomic 
nervous system, how shame warps the adolescent brain, and how our 

§ƖŔŊŔŰШŸŉШƣőĲШìŸƖĬШѣ?ĲƓƖĲƚƚŔŸŰѣ
ÑőĲШƣĲƖůШѣĬĲƓƖĲƚƚŔŸŰѣШŸƖŔŊŔŰċƣĲƚШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШxċƣŔŰШƽŸƖĬШййĬŁƓƖĲƚƚŔƌЯШůĲċŰŔŰŊШѣċ
ƓƖĲƚƚŔŰŊШĬŸƽŰѣШŸƖШѣċШƚŔŰťŔŰŊЮѣ

р?ĲƖŔƻĲĬШŉƖŸůĬŁƓƖŔůĲƖĲаĬŁрыĬŸƽŰьШҼƓƖŔůĲƖĲыƣŸШƓƖĲƚƚьЮ

рfŰŔƣŔċũũǃШĬĲƚĦƖŔĤĲĬШƓőǃƚŔĦċũШċĦƣŔŸŰƚЯШũċƣĲƖШċƓƓũŔĲĬШƣŸШĲůŸƣŔŸŰċũШƚƣċƣĲƚЮ

EƻŸũƨƣŔŸŰа

рΝΠƣőШ9ĲŰƣƨƖǃаШШƓőǃƚŔĦċũШċĦƣШŸŉШƓƖĲƚƚŔŰŊШĬŸƽŰЮ

рΝΤƣőШ9ĲŰƣƨƖǃаШ~ĲƣċƓőŸƖШŉŸƖШƚċĬŰĲƚƚШŸƖШĬĲƚƓŸŰĬĲŰĦǃЮ

рΝΦƣőШ9ĲŰƣƨƖǃаШ7ĲĦċůĲШċШĦũŔŰŔĦċũШƣĲƖůШŉŸƖШůŸŸĬШĬŔƚŸƖĬĲƖƚЮ
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ŚƆƋƧŠǝŦƳẄǤḧǤŦƳǤŦḧƾżḧǤŦƧżḧƋǤḧǸƳŠŦǝḧǤƋŦŽŦḧżǝƾưḧȑƋǯƆƋƳḧļƳŠḧȑƋǯƆƾǸǯḰḧ:ǸǯḧưƾǝŦḧ
than this, we explore how teens can heal. Using a model that integrates 
Polyvagal Theory, neurocardiology (HeartMath), Internal Family 
Systems (IFS), and a Christ-centered understanding of identity, 
NeuroFaithẨ offers a roadmap out of despair. 

This is not a book of theory. It is a book born of heartbreak, hope, and 
hard-ȑƾƳḧŦȖǚŦǝƋŦƳŚŦḰḧkǯḧƋǤḧżƾǝḧǯƆŦḧǯŦŦƳḧȑƆƾḧŚļƳẄǯḧżƋƳŠḧǯƆŦḧȑƾǝŠǤḰḧ]ƾǝḧ
ǯƆŦḧǚļǝŦƳǯḧȑƆƾḧŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧƢƳƾȑḧȑƆļǯḧŦƧǤŦḧǯƾḧǯǝȗḰḧ]ƾǝḧǯƆŦḧŚƧƋƳƋŚƋļƳḧȑƆƾḧ
wants more than protocols. And for the church that longs to love its 
hurting youth in a way that is both wise and effective. 

We will journey through the neuroscience of suffering, the spiritual 
battle for identity, and the power of love to restore what shame has 
shattered. We will meet teens who have walked through darkness and 
emerged into light. And we will discover that healing is not only 
possibleṕit is within reach. 

This book is your companion through that journey. It unfolds in three 
parts: 

In Part I: Unveiling the Crisis, we begin by surveying the emotional 
ƧļƳŠǤŚļǚŦḧƾżḧǯƾŠļȗẄǤḧǯŦŦƳǤḱḧȑƆŦǝŦḧǝƋǤƋƳŽḧǝļǯŦǤḧƾżḧǤļŠƳŦǤǤḱḧļƳȖƋŦǯȗḱḧļƳŠḧ
even suicide paint a sobering picture. In Chapter 1, we look at the 
alarming data and the emotional toll on young people. Chapter 2 
challenges the prevailing assumptions about depression and explores 
why conventional approachesṕfocused primarily on diagnosis and 
medicationṕoften fail to bring lasting healing. 

In Part II: The Deeper Causes of Adolescent Depression, we dig beneath 
the surface. We examine how childhood has been reshapedṕfrom 
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active, play-based exploration to screen-dominated isolation (Chapter 
3). We unpack how ideological forces, often rooted in critical theory 
and postmodernism, have disrupted normal identity development 
(Chapter 4). In Chapter 5, we confront the impact of pornography, not 
merely as a behavior, but as a heart and soul-level wound. Chapter 6 
reflects on the profound sense of disconnection many teens experience 
today, inspired by the work of Johann Hari. And in Chapter 7, we turn 
to the findings of Dr. Vincent Felitti and the ACE study to understand 
the deep imprint of early trauma on the developing brain. 

Part III: The NeuroFaithẨ Framework brings together the tools, truths, 
and therapies that point toward healing. Chapter 8 introduces 
Polyvagal-Informed TherapyṕǸƳŠŦǝǤǯļƳŠƋƳŽḧ ǯƆŦḧ ƳŦǝȐƾǸǤḧ ǤȗǤǯŦưẄǤḧ
language of safety and threat. Chapter 9 explores the healing power of 
neurocardiology and HeartMath, offering practical ways to restore 
emotional coherence through breath and intention. Chapter 10 opens 
up the Internal Family Systems (IFS) approach, helping teens befriend 
their inner world and reconnect with their God-given Self. Finally, 
Chapter 11 is about restorationṕwhere identity is no longer shaped by 
shame or diagnosis, but rooted in faith, love, and belonging. 

This roadmap is more than a reading plan. It is an invitationṕan 
ƋƳȐƋǯļǯƋƾƳḧǯƾḧřŦƧƋŦȐŦḧǯƆļǯḧƆŦļƧƋƳŽḧƋǤḧǚƾǤǤƋřƧŦḱḧǯƆļǯḧȗƾǸǝḧǤǯƾǝȗḧƋǤƳẄǯḧƾȐŦǝḱḧ
and that the God who made the heart and brain also knows how to heal 
them. 

Welcome to NeuroFaithẨ where faith meets 
science, and brokenness meets hope. 
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Before we dive headfirst into brain science, depression stats, and all things 
neurotransmitter-ǝŦƧļǯŦŠḱḧƧŦǯẄǤḧǯļƢŦḧļḧřǝŦļǯƆḧļƳŠḧļǚǚǝŦŚƋļǯŦḧǯƆŦḧȑƾƳŠŦǝżǸƧƧȗḧ
perplexing creature known as the adolescent. Equal parts philosopher, rebel, 
comedian, and night owl, teens are not broken mini-adultsṕǯƆŦȗẄǝŦḧřǝƋƧƧƋļƳǯḱḧ
bewildering works-in-progress. Their brains are still under construction, their 
ŦưƾǯƋƾƳǤḧǝǸƳḧƆƾǯḱḧļƳŠḧǯƆŦƋǝḧǚǝƋƾǝƋǯƋŦǤḴḧȑŦƧƧḱḧƧŦǯẄǤḧƞǸǤǯḧǤļȗḧǯƆŦȗḧŠƾƳẄǯḧļƧȑļȗǤḧ
match ours. But behind the eye rolls, late-night existential crises, and 
questionable fashion choices lies a soul craving love, connection, clarity, and 
purpose. So, as we explore how to support them through the valleys of 
ŠŦǚǝŦǤǤƋƾƳḱḧƧŦǯẄǤḧřŦŽƋƳḧȑƋǯƆḧŽǝļŚŦḱḧƆǸưƾǝḱḧļƳŠḧưļȗřŦḧļḧŠŦŚŦƳǯḧǚļƋǝḧƾżḧƳƾƋǤŦ-
canceling headphones. 
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Part I: 
Unveiling the Crisis 

 



15 

 

NumōŜǊǎ 5ƻƴΩǘ [ƛŜ 
 

 

 

 

dolescent depression is not a phase. It is not moodiness. It is not 
merely a reaction to academic stress, social pressure, or hormonal 
shifts. It is a medical, emotional, neurological, and spiritual 

emergency. And we are failing to see it for what it truly is. 

The statistics are staggering. Depression affects one in five teens in the 
United States, and suicide is now the second leading cause of death for 
individuals aged 10 to 24. The rates of self-harm and suicidal ideation 
have risen dramatically over the last decade. According to the CDC 
(2022), suicide now claims more young lives than cancer, heart disease, 
birth defects, stroke, and pneumonia combined. Behind each statistic is 
a teen who may feel invisible, ashamed, or beyond saving.  

A 
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Complicating the picture, adolescent depression frequently overlaps 
with other psychiatric conditions like generalized anxiety disorder, 
ADHD, bipolar spectrum disorders, and PTSD. This comorbidity 
clouds the clinical picture, resulting in misdiagnosis and treatments that 
often target symptoms rather than the deeper roots of the pain. 

CǳƴŎǝƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƻǊōƛŘ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ

!ŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ
ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ
ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ

ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ
ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀōǳǎŜ ǊƛǎƪΦ

hƊŜƴ ŎƻπƻŎŎǳǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ
ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΣ !5I5Σ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ
ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎƻƴŘƛǝƻƴǎΣ
ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǝƴƎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΦ

{ǳƛŎƛŘŜΥ ! [ŜŀŘƛƴƎ /ŀǳǎŜ
ƻŦ 5ŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ ¢ŜŜƴǎ

{ǳƛŎƛŘŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ
ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŀǘƘ
ŀƳƻƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ

ŀƎŜŘ млπнп ό/5/Σ нлннύ

5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ
ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ
ŦƻǊ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ
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The long-term impact of untreated adolescent depression cannot be 
overstated. It increases the risk of persistent adult mental illness, poor 
vocational outcomes, relational instability, and chronic health 
problems. Most heartbreakingly, untreated depression is the most 
significant predictor of suicide attempts and completions. 

 

 

LƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ
{ǳƛŎƛŘŜ wŀǘŜǎ

!ŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ
ƘŀǾŜ ǊƛǎŜƴ ǎƘŀǊǇƭȅΣ

ǇŀǊǝŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ
ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǝŜǎΦ

²ƘƛƭŜ ōƻȅǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ
ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŘƛŜ ōȅ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜΣ
ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǧŜƳǇǘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ

ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΦ
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The Fading Teen 
See the Signs. Step In. Save a Life 

 
 

ut what does depression look like in the real world? Beyond 
statistics and diagnosis codes, it shows up in lived momentsṕ
when a once-social teen suddenly isolates in their room. When 

grades plummet and apathy takes root. When a young person speaks 
with hopelessness about their future or starts giving away personal 
possessions. 

Behaviorally, key signs include withdrawal from activities and hobbies, 
isolation from friends and family, a noticeable decline in academic 
performance or motivation, experimentation with substances, and 
increasingly reckless behavior. 

 

.ŜƘŀǾƛƻǊŀƭ /ƘŀƴƎŜǎ

YŜȅ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ

²ƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǝǾƛǝŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻōōƛŜǎΦ

Lǎƻƭŀǝƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ

5ŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻǊ ƳƻǝǾŀǝƻƴΦ

{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǳǎŜ ƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǝƻƴΦ

wƛǎƪπǘŀƪƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜŎƪƭŜǎǎ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎΦ

B 
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Emotionally, teens may express or display persistent sadness, 
irritability, or anger. They may voice feelings of hopelessness or 
helplessness, carry intense guilt, or become unpredictably moody.  

 

Physically, depression can cause changes in sleep and appetite, chronic 
fatigue, or even unexplained complaints like stomachaches and 
headaches.  

 

tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ {ȅƳǇǘƻƳǎ

bƻǝŎŜŀōƭŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ

ï/ƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƭŜŜǇ ǇŀǧŜǊƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ
ŀǎ ƛƴǎƻƳƴƛŀ ƻǊ ƻǾŜǊǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎΦ

ï!ǇǇŜǝǘŜ ƻǊ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ

ïCŀǝƎǳŜ ƻǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŜƴŜǊƎȅΦ

ï¦ƴŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ
ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŜŀŘŀŎƘŜǎ ƻǊ
ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘŀŎƘŜǎΦ
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Cognitively, many struggle to concentrate, make decisions, or escape 
cycles of self-criticism and negative thought patterns. Some begin to 
show preoccupation with death or dying. 

 

Socially, they may withdraw from gatherings, pick fights with those 
closest to them, or engage in concerning online behavior. And in the 
most serious cases, red flags such as self-harm, suicidal ideation, or 
giving away prized possessions demand immediate attention. If several 
of these signs persist for two weeks or longer, or if your gut tells you 
something is seriously wrong, do not ignore it. The consequences of 
waiting can be devastating. 

/ƻƎƴƛǝǾŜ ŀƴŘ tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ

5ƛŶŎǳƭǘȅ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǝƴƎ ƻǊ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎΦ

LƴŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ

bŜƎŀǝǾŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǇŀǧŜǊƴǎ ƻǊ ǎŜƭŦπ
ŎǊƛǝŎƛǎƳΦ

tǊŜƻŎŎǳǇŀǝƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻǊ ŘȅƛƴƎΦ
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What makes this crisis so tragic is not just the sufferingṕbut that so 
much of it is preventable. With timely intervention, compassionate 
understanding, and the right tools, many teens can not only recover but 
emerge stronger, more resilient, and more connected to themselves and 
others. 

In the chapters that follow, we will break the silence and dismantle the 
shame. We will explore both the clinical realities and the spiritual 
wounds of depression. And we will introduce a new path forwardṕone 
that integrates neuroscience and faith into a holistic model of 
restoration and renewal: the NeuroFaithẨ approach. 

That is the promise of this work. This is the invitation: to see, to 
understand, and to respond with more than labels or prescriptions. To 
listen. To act. And to believe that healing is not only possibleṕƋǯẄǤḧ
already beginning. 

This is where the healing begins. 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ {ƛƎƴǎ

/ƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ

Å/ƻƴƅƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ

Å5ŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŀǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜ
ƻŦ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎΦ

Å/ƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ
ƛǎƻƭŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ Ǌƛǎƪȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǝƻƴǎΦ
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Part II: 
The Deeper Causes of 
Adolescent Depression 
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Cause I: 
Replacing Play-Based Childhood 

with Screen-Based Childhood 
 

 

n The Anxious Generation, Jonathan Haidt (2024) describes a profound 
and culture-wide shift that he calls ẁǯƆŦḧŽǝŦļǯḧǝŦȑƋǝƋƳŽḧƾżḧŚƆƋƧŠƆƾƾŠḰẂ  
éƆƋǤḧǯŦǝưḧƋǤƳẄǯḧǸǤŦŠḧmetaphoricallyṕHaidt is quite literal. He argues that 

the rise in mental illness among youth is not coincidental but a direct result of 
a sudden and dramatic transformation in how children grow up. According to 
Haidt, we have exchanged a generation raised on outdoor play, real-world 
risk-taking, and face-to-face socialization for one raised on smartphones, 
algorithmic feeds, and a sedentary, digitally isolated existence. 

 

WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ IŀƛŘǘ ƛŘŜƴǝŬŜǎ
ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜΥ

wŜǿƛǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ
όIŀƛŘǘΣ нлнпύΦ

Iƛǎ ōƻƻƪΣ¢ƘŜ !ƴȄƛƻǳǎ
DŜƴŜǊŀǝƻƴƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅƘƛƎƘ

ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘΦ

I 
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The way childhood used to be (play-based) and the way it is now (screen-based) 

 

Between 1980 and 2010, childhood slowly transitioned away from being play-
based, filled with unstructured time, outdoor exploration, and face-to-face 
peer interaction. But around 2010ṕa pivotal year also noted by CDC data on 
rising adolescent suicide and anxiety (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC], 2021)ṕthe shift accelerated. The phone-based childhood 
took over. This shift was supercharged by the release of the iPhone, the 
proliferation of high-speed internet, and the mainstream adoption of social 
media apps designed not for connection, but for compulsion. 

ẁĉŦḧƾȐŦǝǚǝƾǯŦŚǯŦŠḧƾǸǝḧŚƆƋƧŠǝŦƳḧƋƳḧǯƆŦḧǝŦļƧḧȑƾǝƧŠḧļƳŠḧǸƳŠŦǝǚǝƾǯŦŚǯŦŠḧǯƆŦưḧƋƳḧ
ǯƆŦḧƾƳƧƋƳŦḧȑƾǝƧŠḱẂ Haidt writes (2024, p. 13). 
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And the cost has been catastrophic. 

A Crisis Measured in Mental Illness and Lost Potential 

According to Haidt (2024), suicide rates among children ages 10Ṕ14 have 
increased dramatically since 2010ṕwith a 109% increase among boys and a 
134% increase among girlsḰḧ:ǸǯḧǯƆŦḧǯǝļŽŦŠȗḧŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧŦƳŠḧǯƆŦǝŦḰḧ¯ƾƳżļǯļƧḧǤŦƧż-
harm, a clinical red flag for unprocessed emotional pain and dysregulation, has 
skyrocketed: 188% increase among girls, 48% among boys (CDC, 2021). These 
are not merely numbersṕthey are cries for help that too often go unheard. 
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Likewise, anxiety and depression among Gen Zṕespecially those between ages 
10 and 25ṕhave surged at rates unprecedented in previous generations. Haidt 
(2024) reports a 134% increase in anxiety diagnoses and a 106% increase in 
depression among undergraduates since 2010. The change is not mirrored 
among Gen X or Boomers. Something specific is targeting Generation Zṕand 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ IŀƛŘǘ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ
ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ȅƻǳǘƘ млςмп ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ
ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ нлмл όIŀƛŘǘΣ нлмпύΦ

WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ IŀƛŘǘ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ¦{ ǘŜŜƴǎ ŀƎŜǎ млςмп ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀŘƳƛǧŜŘ
ǘƻ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƴƻƴŦŀǘŀƭ ǎŜƭŦπƘŀǊƳ ŀǘ ǘŜǊǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǊŀǘŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ нлмл

όIŀƛŘǘΣ нлнпύΦ
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it began, as Haidt notes, right around the arrival of smartphone-saturated 
adolescence. 

 

The Displacement of Developmentally Necessary Risks 
What makes this shift particularly dangerous is what it replaced. In normal 
childhood development, risk is not a hazardṕƋǯẄǤḧļḧǝŦǜǸƋǝŦưŦƳǯḰḧ;ƆƋƧŠǝŦƳḧ
must climb trees, scrape knees, negotiate peer conflicts, and wander just a 
little too far to develop healthy executive functioning, resilience, and social 
skills. 

Instead, we began insulating our children in the physical world while exposing 
them, unsupervised, to the most psychologically destabilizing aspects of the 
digital one. They are no longer allowed to walk to school or play unsupervised 
at the park, but theyẄǝŦḧ ƆļƳŠŦŠḧ ļḧ ǤưļǝǯǚƆƾƳŦṕessentially a portable 
dopamine dispenserṕand given access to content that would emotionally 
devastate most adults. 

Haidt (2024) calls this "a profound developmental mismatch": a generation 
biologically wired for connection, risk, and experiential learning, now 

WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ IŀƛŘǘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ DŜƴ ½Ωǎ
ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎƪȅǊƻŎƪŜǘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ нлмл

όIŀƛŘǘΣ нлнпύΦ
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developmentally stunted by isolation, hyper-stimulation, and the absence of 
embodied life. 

The result? Underdeveloped nervous systems, fragile identities, externalized 
self-worth, and an alarming reliance on digital validation to feel seen and 
soothed. 

A Parallel Crisis in Cognitive Development 
The decline is not only emotional, but cognitive. Global PISA (Programme for 
International Student Assessment) test scoresṕwhich track academic 
performance in reading, math, and science across industrialized nationsṕhave 
been steadily falling since 2012 (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development [OECD], 2022). Haidt (2024) identifies this as further evidence 
that attention, deep focus, and intellectual enduranceṕcore neurological 
functionsṕare deteriorating in the screen-based generation. 

éƆŦḧǤƆƋżǯḧǯƾḧǤŚǝŦŦƳǤḧŠƋŠƳẄǯḧƞǸǤǯḧŠƋǤǚƧļŚŦḧǚƧļȗḳḧƋǯḧŠƋǤǚƧļŚŦŠḧthinking. 

;ƧƋƳƋŚļƧƧȗḱḧĉŦẄǝŦḧßŦŦƋƳŽḧǯƆŦḧ]ļƧƧƾǸǯ 
ǤḧļḧǚŦŠƋļǯǝƋŚḧǚǤȗŚƆƾƧƾŽƋǤǯḱḧkẄȐŦḧȑļǯŚƆŦŠḧǯƆƋǤḧŚǝƋǤƋǤḧǸƳżƾƧŠḧƋƳḧǝŦļƧḧǯƋưŦḰḧďƾǸƳŽḧ

children present with profound anxiety, poor distress tolerance, identity 
confusion, and an underdeveloped capacity for relationship repairṕall 
symptoms of disrupted attachment and overstimulated nervous systems. 
Their play is often scripted by YouTube. Their identities are curated rather 
than discovered. Their sense of agency is hollowed out by endless scrolling and 
algorithm-driven manipulation. 

Many of these children never had a real chance to become themselves before 
the online world began shaping them. 

fļƋŠǯẄǤḧ;ļƧƧḲḧØŦǤǯƾǝŦḧǯƆŦḧØŦļƧḧĉƾǝƧŠ 
Jonathan Haidt is not anti-technology. He is not nostalgic for some golden 
age. He is calling for balance. In The Anxious Generation, he urges parents, 
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educators, clinicians, and policymakers to restore real-world childhood. That 
means unstructured play. In-person interaction. Climbing trees. Getting dirty. 
Navigating conflict without a mute button. 

It also means radically limiting smartphone and social media exposure, 
especially before age 16. His research shows that the sharpest spikes in mental 
illness occur when smartphones and social media become central to identity 
formationṕa process that is naturally turbulent even without algorithms 
feeding insecurity and comparison. 

Where We Go From Here 
We cannot fix what we do not name. The replacement of play-based 
childhood with screen-based childhood is one of the root causes of the 
ļŠƾƧŦǤŚŦƳǯḧưŦƳǯļƧḧƆŦļƧǯƆḧŦǚƋŠŦưƋŚḰḧéƆƋǤḧƋǤƳẄǯḧǤǚŦŚǸƧļǯƋƾƳṕƋǯẄǤḧļḧǚļǯǯŦǝƳḧǯƆļǯḧ
emerges across multiple independent data sets, including suicide rates, ER 
visits for self-harm, rising anxiety, and declining cognitive performance 
(Haidt, 2024; CDC, 2021; OECD, 2022). 

In the chapters ahead, we will explore how this rewiring of childhood can be 
gently undone. The NeuroFaithẨ model integrates developmental 
neuroscience, attachment theory, polyvagal-informed therapy, and spiritual 
restoration to help young people reestablish resilience, safety, and purpose. 

There is a way out. But first, we must tell the truth. 
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Cause II: 
Hijacked Minds: 

How Pornography Is Rewiring the Teenage 
Brain 

 
 

 

Vice is a monster of so frightful mien 
As to be hated needs but to be seen 

Yet seen too oft, familiar, with her face, 
We first endure, then pity, then embrace. 

- ƧŦȖļƳŠŦǝḧÕƾǚŦẄǤḧŦǤǤļȗḧƾƳḧưļƳ 
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n the words of Stephen Arterburn, world renowned expert on 
ǤŦȖǸļƧḧļŠŠƋŚǯƋƾƳḱḧẁkḧŠƾƳẄǯḧƢƳƾȑḧƾżḧļƳȗḧǚƧļŽǸŦḧǯƾḧŦȐŦǝḧǝŦļŚƆḧƋƳǯƾḧǯƆŦḧ
homes and families all over the world and create as much damage 

or heartaches than the struggle of lust, affairs, pornography, 
perversion, and sexual addiction. It seems that everywhere I look, it gets 
worse and worse. The Internet exploded the problem, and now cell 
phones transport pornography more portably than the computer and 
żļŚƋƧƋǯļǯŦǤḧ ļżżļƋǝǤḧ ȑƋǯƆḧ ŽǝŦļǯŦǝḧ ļŚŚŦǤǤƋřƋƧƋǯȗḧ ļƳŠḧ ǤŦŚǝŦŚȗẂ (cited in 
Roberts, 2008, p.9). 

When I entered the field of pediatric psychology over three decades 
ago, I never imagined I would be writing about pornography as one of 
the most serious threats to adolescent mental health. Back then, we 
worried about bullying, learning issues, and early signs of depression. 
But today, there is a more insidious enemyṕone that travels silently 
into bedrooms, bypasses parental filters, and rewires the developing 
adolescent brain: pornography. 

The Startling Statistics: A Generation Exposed 
The data is as disturbing as it is consistent. According to Covenant Eyes 
(2015), 9 out of 10 boys and 6 out of 10 girls are exposed to pornography 
before age 18. Even more disturbing is the average age of first exposure 
for boys: just eight years old. 

This is not casual exposure either. More than 80% of boys and over 50% 
of girls report viewing group sex content, and a shocking percentage of 
teens report seeing bestiality and other extreme material. What's 
perhaps most chilling is that 90% of teens and 96% of young adults 
either encourage, accept, or remain neutral about pornography when 
discussing it with peers. 

I 
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The result is a generation for whom porn is not just toleratedṕƋǯẄǤḧ
normalized. 

Emotional Collapse: Depression, Anxiety, and Disconnection 
Dr. David Skinner reviewed a study of 450 users and found a clear 
correlation between frequent pornography consumption and 

¢Ŝƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƭŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ

ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘŜȅŜǎΦŎƻƳκнлмрκлпκмлκмлπǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎπǎǘŀǘǎπŀōƻǳǘπǘŜŜƴǎπŀƴŘπ
ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅκ

ф ƻǳǘ ƻŦ мл ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ с ƻǳǘ ƻŦ мл ƎƛǊƭǎŀǊŜ
ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ
ƻŦ муΦ

фл҈ ƻŦ ǘŜŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ фс҈ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎŀǊŜ
ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎΣ ŀŎŎŜǇǝƴƎΣ ƻǊ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ
ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƻǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ

¢ƘŜ ŬǊǎǘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ōƻȅǎ
ƛǎу ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘΣƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΦ

уо҈ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ рт҈ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ
ƎǊƻǳǇ ǎŜȄ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ

он҈ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ му҈ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ
ōŜǎǝŀƭƛǘȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ

¢Ŝƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƭŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ
ǘŜŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅπŎƻƴǘΦ

ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘŜȅŜǎΦŎƻƳκнлмрκлпκмлκмлπǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎπǎǘŀǘǎπŀōƻǳǘπǘŜŜƴǎπŀƴŘπǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅκ

Υ

мр҈ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ф҈ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴŎƘƛƭŘ
ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ

тм҈ ƻŦ ǘŜŜƴǎƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ
ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŀŎǝǾƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ

ну҈ ƻŦ мсπмтπȅŜŀǊπƻƭŘǎƘŀǾŜ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴǝƻƴŀƭƭȅ ōŜŜƴ
ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ

нл҈ ƻŦ мсπȅŜŀǊπƻƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ол҈ ƻŦ мтπȅŜŀǊπƻƭŘǎ
ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ ǎŜȄǘΦ

оф҈ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ но҈ ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ
ōƻƴŘŀƎŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ
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depression. Those who watched porn daily scored an average of 21 on 
depression inventoriesṕcompared to 6.5 in the general population. 

 

A 2016 report from MentalHelp.net noted that compulsive and at-risk 
users frequently experience guilt, depression, and anxiety, and that 
these emotional states not only result from porn use but also sustain it 
in a vicious feedback loop. 

In a landmark study, Weaver et al. (2011) found that porn users report: 

¶ Greater depressive symptoms 
¶ Lower overall health 
¶ More days of diminished mental and physical well-being 
¶ Poorer quality of life compared to nonusers 

Dr. Gail Dines, the founder of Culture Reframed and a world leader in 
porn research, adds to this body of evidence. Her review of the 
literature concludes that adolescent porn users experience: 

¶ Increased depression 

9ȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ
tƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ
ŀƴŘ

5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ

²ŜŀǾŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлммύŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ
ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳǎΣ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ
ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭπ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭπƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ
ŘŀȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿŜǊ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƴƻƴǳǎŜǊǎΦ

!ǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴaŜǘŀƭIŜƭǇΦƴŜǘόнлмсύΣǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ
ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǘπǊƛǎƪ ŎȅōŜǊǎŜȄ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜƎǳƛƭǘΣ
ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΦ¢ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ
ōƻǘƘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǳǎŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ
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¶ Lower emotional bonding with caregivers 
¶ Greater conduct issues 
¶ Higher delinquency 
¶ And dramatically lower levels of social integration 

(CultureReframed.org) 

Other studies support this, including Doornwaard et al. (2016), which 
found that compulsive pornography users had lower self-esteem and 
higher depressive symptoms, and Owens et al. (2012) and Sun et al. 
(2016), who noted damage to body image and rising fears of inadequacy 
in both boys and girls. 

Pornography and Sexual Dysfunction: A New Epidemic 

^ļǝȗḧ ĉƋƧǤƾƳẄǤḧYour Brain on Porn offers perhaps the clearest 
neurological lens through which to understand the sexual fallout of this 
crisis. Young men, often exposed to porn by age 8 or 9, report difficulty 
with real-world sex by their early 20s. They describe delayed 
ejaculation, loss of interest in intimacy, and erectile dysfunction. 

Historically, erectile dysfunction (ED) in men under 40 was rareṕ
about 2% to 3% (de Boer et al., 2004). But today, ED in young men 
ranges from 14% to 33%, a 1000% increase over just 15 years (Wilson, 
2017; Park, 2016). 

A Canadian study found that 78.6% of males aged 16Ṕ21 experienced at 
ƧŦļǤǯḧƾƳŦḧǤŦȖǸļƧḧǚǝƾřƧŦưḧŠǸǝƋƳŽḧǚļǝǯƳŦǝŦŠḧǤŦȖḧṩ¹ẄßǸƧƧƋȐļƳḧŦǯḧļƧḰḱḧᵸᵶᵷᵼṪḲ 

¶ Erectile dysfunction: 45% 
¶ Low sexual desire: 46% 
¶ Difficulty climaxing: 24% 
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¯ŦǸǝƾǤŚƋŦƳǯƋżƋŚḧ ǝŦǤŦļǝŚƆḧ ŦȖǚƧļƋƳǤḧ ǯƆƋǤḧ ȑŦƧƧḰḧ AƾǚļưƋƳŦḱḧ ǯƆŦḧ řǝļƋƳẄǤḧ
pleasure and reward chemical, surges with novelty. Internet porn, with 
its endless stream of hyperstimulating content, outcompetes the 
subtle, nuanced experience of real intimacy. As Wilson explains, real sex 
řŦŚƾưŦǤḧƳŦǸǝƾƧƾŽƋŚļƧƧȗḧẁřƾǝƋƳŽḱẂḧƧŦļŠƋƳŽḧǯƾḧļḧŠǝƾǚḧƋƳḧŠƾǚļưƋƳŦṕand 
arousal. 

 

The Path to Escalation: From Curiosity to Compulsion 
Perhaps most troubling is how quickly users escalate to increasingly 
extreme content. Wilson (2017) documents cases of users shifting from 
simple searches to fetishes they once found repulsive. The brain, always 
seeking novelty and intensity, begins to craȐŦḧŚƾƳǯŦƳǯḧǯƆļǯḧǯƆŦḧǚŦǝǤƾƳẄǤḧ
moral compass may deeply reject. 

Downing et al. (2016) found that nearly 21% of heterosexual men view 
gay porn, and over 55% of gay men view heterosexual content. These 
ļǝŦƳẄǯḧǤƋŽƳǤḧƾżḧżƧǸƋŠḧƋŠŦƳǯƋǯȗṕthey are signs of escalation and confusion, 
driven by neural adaptation and craving. 

¢ƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ tƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴ {ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ

tǊŦƻǳƴŘǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǎƛŘŜ ŜũŜŎǘǎΥ

Ô .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфпу ŀƴŘ нллнΣ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ 95 ƛƴ ƳŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ пл ǿŜǊŜ
ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘн҈ ǘƻ о҈ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǳǇ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ǳƴǝƭ ŀƎŜ плΦ όŘŜ
.ƻŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллпύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ²ƛƭǎƻƴ όнлмпύΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǎƛȄ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ
ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ95 ǊŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘмп҈ ǘƻ оо҈ƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŜƴΣǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǎǝǘǳǘŜǎ ŀ
ǎǘŀƎƎŜǊƛƴƎмллл҈ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜƛƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ мр ȅŜŀǊǎ όtŀǊƪΣ нлмсύΦ

Ô Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳũŜǊƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǇǊƻǇƻǊǝƻƴŀǘŜƭȅ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ƛƴ ŀ
/ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŦǳƴŎǝƻƴƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ǎŀŘƭȅ
ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƳŀƭŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜǎΦ Lƴ ŀ ǘǿƻπȅŜŀǊ ǇŜǊƛƻŘтуΦс҈
ƻŦ ƳŀƭŜǎ ŀƎŜŘ мсπнмǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊŜŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ
ŀŎǝǾƛǘȅ όhΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсύΥ

¶9ǊŜŎǝƭŜ ŘȅǎŦǳƴŎǝƻƴπпр҈
¶[ƻǿ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘŜǎƛǊŜπпс҈
¶5ƛŶŎǳƭǘȅ ŎƭƛƳŀȄƛƴƎςнп҈

¶¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘŜŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜΦ
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Many report feelings of shame, disgust, or anxiety over what they now 
find arousing. Some spiral into depression, others into despair. A fewṕ
tragicallyṕinto suicidal ideation. 

There is a Way Out 
This is not the end of the story. 

The same brain that was hijacked by compulsive use can be restored. 
The same adolescent heart wounded by shame and disconnection can 
heal. The good news is this: the brain is plastic, and the soul is resilient. 

In the chapters ahead, we will explore the NeuroFaithẨ model, a 
comprehensive treatment approach that integrates neuroscience, 
trauma therapy, and deep spiritual renewal. It is a model forged from 
science, clinical experience, and the redemptive power of faithṕand it 
offers a path toward restoration for those ensnared in this crisis. 

 
One of the most underrecognized yet devastating contributors to 
adolescent emotional health decline is pornography use. While often 

9ȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ
ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƛũŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ
ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΥ

ÅtƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΥtƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ
ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ
ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀǊƻǳǎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǝŬŎŀǝƻƴΦ
Lǘ ƻƊŜƴ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ
ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ

Å{ŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ 9ȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ /ƻƴǘŜƴǘΥ{ŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ
ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ
ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŘŜǇƛŎǝƻƴǎ ƻŦ
ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ōǳǘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ōŜ
ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ
ŀǊƻǳǎŀƭΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ
ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƴǳŘƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ
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dismissed as a private or harmless behavior, research has consistently 
shown that compulsive pornography consumption is strongly linked to 
heightened levels of depression, anxiety, guilt, and emotional 
disconnection. Adolescents, particularly those already vulnerable or 
digitally saturated, are falling into a trap of artificial stimulation that 
rewires the brain and reshapes the soul. 

Personal testimonies, like Turner (2017), echo the emotional toll of 
digital overstimulation. His words describe a mind lost in compulsive 
thought loops, disconnected from real joy and consumed by constant 
mental noise. His is not an isolated case. Multiple studiesṕfrom 
Carnegie Mellon to Missouri State, from the Netherlands to Pakistanṕ
confirm that excessive Internet and pornography use increases 
loneliness, worsens depression, and leads to a measurable decrease in 
real-world relationships (Kardaras, 2016). 

ŚŚƾǝŠƋƳŽḧǯƾḧéȑŦƳŽŦḧṩᵸᵶᵷᵺṪḱḧǯƾŠļȗẄǤḧǯŦŦƳǤḧļǝŦḧżļǝḧưƾǝŦḧƧƋƢŦƧȗḧǯƆļƳḧ
previous generations to report trouble sleeping, chronic stress, and 
depressive symptoms. These outcomes align with skyrocketing media 
engagement and the rise of smartphones. In fact, the most digitally 
connected generation also holds the highest rates of depression (Blue 
Cross Blue Shield, 2018). This reality is not coincidentalṕit is causal. 

ÕƾǝƳƾŽǝļǚƆȗḱḧƋƳḧǚļǝǯƋŚǸƧļǝḱḧƋƳǯŦƳǤƋżƋŦǤḧǯƆŦǤŦḧǯǝŦƳŠǤḰḧAǝḰḧAļȐƋŠḧßƢƋƳƳŦǝẄǤḧ
study found that frequent pornography users scored significantly 
higher on depression scales than non-users. Other researchers have 
noted additional patterns: decreased bonding with caregivers, increased 
behavioral problems, lower self-esteem, and higher dropout and 
substance abuse rates (Weaver et al., 2011; Dines, 2016). 
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As Owens et al. (2012) and Sun et al. (2016) note, pornography alters 
self-perception. Girls often internalize feelings of inferiority, while boys 
wrestle with shame around performance and adequacy. These identity 
disruptions feed the shame that fuels depression. 

In sum, pornography offers a powerful illusion of connection but 
delivers the opposite. It fragments the mind, hardens the heart, and 
isolates the soul. And while these effects often hide in silence, the 
research is clear: frequent pornography use among adolescents is not 
just a behavioral issueṕit is a driver of deep emotional dysfunction. 

But there is hope. These patterns can be interrupted. Brains can heal. 
Shame can be replaced by self-understanding, and compulsions by 
connection. The work ahead is not to condemn but to clarify. Not to 
shame but to shine light. This book offers a path forward. 

Healing is not only possibleṕit is likely when we respond with wisdom, 
compassion, and tools that truly work. That is the promise of this work. 
This is the invitation: to see, understand, and respond with more than 
labels or prescriptions. To listen. To act. And to believe that healing is 
not only possibleṕƋǯẄǤḧļƧǝŦļŠȗḧřŦŽƋƳƳƋƳŽḰ 
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Cause III: 
Disconnection and the Descent 

into Adolescent Depression 
 

 

"We are not destroyed by suffering; we are destroyed  
by suffering without meaning." 

Ṕ Viktor Frankl 
 

dolescence is a sacred and sensitive chapter in human 
development. It is a period rich with questions of identity, 
belonging, and purpose. But for too many teens today, that 

journey is not marked by flourishing but by fallingṕinto apathy, 
anxiety, profound and often paralyzing depression. The numbers are 
not just statistics; they are alarms. And behind the alarms is a pattern: 
disconnection. 

{ƾƆļƳƳḧfļǝƋḧṩᵸᵶᵷᵾṪḱḧƾƳŦḧƾżḧ{ŦżżẄǤḧżļȐƾǝƋǯŦḧȑǝƋǯŦǝǤḧƋƳḧǯƆŦḧȑƾǝƧŠḱḧƋƳḧƆƋǤḧ
provocative and deeply compassionate work Lost Connections, invites 
us to rethink everything we thought we knew about depression. He 
argues that depression and anxiety are not simply malfunctions of the 
brain or deficits in serotonin, but rather signalsṕintelligent, painful 
signals from a life that has lost its connected roots. When we lose 
connection to what matters, suffering takes up residence. For teens, 
these disconnections are not abstract theories. They are lived realities. 

A 
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As previously noted, since 2010ṕthe inflection point in what Jonathan 
Haidt (2024) calls "the great rewiring of childhood"ṕyouth suicide 
among ages 10 to 14 has spiked by over 130% in girls and 109% in boys 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021). Self-harm 
hospitalizations have surged. Depression and anxiety among Gen Z have 
skyrocketed. Academic performance has plummeted. Attention spans 
have shrunk. And hope? For many, it has disappeared into the blue glow 
of a screen. 

Why? Because we have raised a generation immersed in digital 
stimulation but starved of human and spiritual connection. We have 
replaced presence with performance, wonder with Wi-Fi, relationships 
with reactions. 

Disconnection from Meaningful Work 
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Hari (2018) highlights a Gallup study conducted between 2011 and 2012, 
surveying millions of workers across 142 countries, which found that 
only 13% of people reported being "engaged" in their work. A staggering 
63% were "not engaged," and 24% were "actively disengaged," meaning 
they were not only disconnected but acting out their dissatisfaction. 
This disconnection from meaningful labor doesn't just lead to 
dissatisfactionṕit contributes to depression. The Whitehall Study on 
British civil servants found that lack of autonomy and the inability to 
see a connection between effort and reward strongly predicted poor 
mental health (Marmot et al., 2002). 

Although this may seem adult-centric, adolescents are also affected. 
When teens observe their caregivers returning home disheartened and 
exhausted, they internalize those scripts of disempowerment. When 
their own educational or extracurricular pursuits lack relevance or 
reward, they, too, can spiral into disengagement. Without a sense of 
progress, contribution, or purpose, teens may fill the void with 
numbing behaviors: social media, substance use, or escapist fantasy. 
This disconnection from meaningful action is a breeding ground for 
depression.  

In addition to seeing adults model this disengagement, teens also need 
to be successful in their own work. Their primary jobṕschoolṕmust 
offer opportunities for growth, mastery, and recognition. Contributing 
meaningfully at home through chores and, when appropriate, 
participating in real-world employment can also foster self-respect and 
competence. These experiences build internal confidence and help 
adolescents connect their effort to a meaningful impact, which is 
essential for healthy development.  
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Moreover, when such work is complemented by involvement in spiritual 
practicesṕsuch as attending church services, participating in youth 
group activities, and engaging in Bible studiesṕit can help teens 
connect their efforts to a deeper sense of purpose. These experiences 
build internal confidence and assist adolescents in linking their efforts 
to meaningful impacts, which is essential for healthy development. 

Disconnection from Meaningful People 
 

 

Loneliness is more than a feeling. It is a physiological and psychological 
threat. Cacioppo et al. (2010) found that loneliness triggers stress 
responses as severe as physical attack. Over time, this chronic isolation 
alters brain structure, elevates cortisol, and dismantles emotional 
regulation. Teens are particularly susceptible: those with elevated 
loneliness are up to eight times more likely to develop depression. And 
ǯƾŠļȗẄǤḧǯŦŦƳǤḱḧŠŦǤǚƋǯŦḧřŦƋƳŽḧƆȗǚŦǝŚƾƳƳŦŚǯŦŠḧƾƳƧƋƳŦḱḧǝŦǚƾǝǯḧǯƆŦḧƆƋŽƆŦǤǯḧ
rates of loneliness of any generation (Cigna, 2018). 
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Dr. John Cacioppo et al. (2006, 2008, 2010), a neuroscience researcher, 
studied the impact that loneliness has on health. He and his colleagues 
determined that loneliness causes cortisol levels to go through the roof 
Ṕ as much as that caused by some of the most disturbing things that 
ŚļƳḧ ŦȐŦǝḧ ƆļǚǚŦƳḧ ƋƳḧ ȗƾǸǝḧ ƧƋżŦḰḧ fļǝƋḧ ṩᵸᵶᵷᵾṪḧ ǤǸưưļǝƋȡŦǤḧ ;ļŚƋƾǚǚƾẄǤḧ
ǝŦǤŦļǝŚƆḱḧẁ:ŦŚƾưƋƳŽḧļŚǸǯŦƧȗḧƧƾƳŦƧȗḱḧǯƆŦḧŦȖǚŦǝƋưŦƳǯṩǤṪḧżƾǸƳŠḱḧȑļǤḧļǤḧ
stressful as experiencing ļḧǚƆȗǤƋŚļƧḧļǯǯļŚƢḰẂḧ ƳƾǯƆŦǝḧǝŦǤŦļǝŚƆŦǝḱḧ£ƋǤļḧ
Bergman, followed both isolated and highly connected people over nine 
years and found that isolated people were two to three times more 
likely to die during lonely periods and that, specifically, almost 
everything during lonely periods becomes more fatal for lonely people, 
including heart disease, cancer, and respiratory problems (Pinker, 2015). 
In short, loneliness can be deadly (Monbiot, 2014). In addition, 
Cacioppo et al. (2010) conducted a five-year longitudinal study, which 
showed that loneliness is not merely the result of depression but indeed 
leads to depression as well. In this study, he found that on a measure of 
0 percent loneliness to 100 percent loneliness, moving from 50 percent 
loneliness to just 65 percent loneliness increases your chances of 
becoming depressed by eightfold. He concluded that loneliness is 
causing a significant amount of depression and anxiety in our society. 
In a Ted Talk presentation, Cacioppo (2013) reported a rather shocking 
meta-analysis study of over 100,000 participants, which found 
increased risks of dying early due to the following: 



Adolescent Depression: A NeuroFaith р Model for Healing Mind, Body, and Soul  
Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D., Pastor Early Heverly, Tim Hayden  

 

44  

 

A 2018 study conducted by Cigna (see diagram below) revealed that 
compared to older generations, the youngest is the loneliest generation 
ever (Cigna, 2018). 

 

The implications of this research are clear; specifically, it is to our 
benefit that we stop allowing teens to isolate themselves and connect 
in positive and fulfilling family and social relationships. 

LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ [ƻƴŜƭƛƴŜǎǎ

Å!ƛǊ ǇƻƭƭǳǝƻƴΥр҈ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ
Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŜŀǊƭȅ
ÅhōŜǎƛǘȅΥнл҈ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ŘȅƛƴƎ
ŜŀǊƭȅ
Å!ƭŎƻƘƻƭƛǎƳΥол҈ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ
ŘȅƛƴƎ ŜŀǊƭȅ
Å[ƻƴŜƭƛƴŜǎǎΥпр҈ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ŘȅƛƴƎ
ŜŀǊƭȅ

Å /ŀŎƛƻǇǇƻ όнлмоύύ

¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊ DŜƴŜǊŀǝƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŜƭƛŜǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ
DŜƴŜǊŀǝƻƴǎ
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Disconnection from Childhood Trauma 
 

As we have discussed in earlier chapters, unresolved childhood trauma 
is often the fuel driving many forms of depression. While we will not 
repeat this discussion here, it is very important to recognize that 
trauma often creates a lingering "fire" within, as Johann Hari (2018) 
ŠŦǤŚǝƋřŦŠḲḧẁéƆŦǝŦẄǤḧļḧƆƾǸǤŦḧżƋǝŦḧƋƳǤƋŠŦḧưļƳȗḧƾżḧǸǤḰẂḧ 

But there is hope, and healing is possible. Jesus Himself extended 
compassion to the brokenhearted, reminding us that we do not have to 
carry our burdens alone. He invites us to "Come to me, all who are 
ȑŦļǝȗḧļƳŠḧřǸǝŠŦƳŦŠḱḧļƳŠḧkḧȑƋƧƧḧŽƋȐŦḧȗƾǸḧǝŦǤǯẂḧṩ¬ļǯǯƆŦw 11:28, NIV). 
True recovery requires more than just abstaining from harmful and 
addictive behaviors; it calls us to bring our pain into His light and let 
Him heal those wounded places that He can heal. The process of healing 
most effectively occurs in community and that should include the 
church. Addressing the trauma underlying depression is not about re-
ƧƋȐƋƳŽḧǚļǤǯḧƆǸǝǯǤḱḧřǸǯḧǝļǯƆŦǝḱḧƾǚŦƳƋƳŽḧƾǸǝǤŦƧȐŦǤḧǯƾḧ^ƾŠẄǤḧǯǝļƳǤżƾǝưļǯƋȐŦḧ
grace and love. ẁTherefore encourage one another and build one 
another up, just as in fact you are doingẂ (I Thessalonians 5:11 NLT). 

As we walk this path, remember that healing is a journey. Through 
faith, counseling, and support, we find not only relief from depression 
but also a new identity and wholeness. With Christ as our foundation, 
the cycle of substitution can be broken, making space for true freedom, 
restoration, and lasting peace. 

Disconnection from Status and Respect 
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Robert Sapolsky's research on baboon social structures offers striking 
parallels to the adolescent experience of social hierarchy. In his studies, 
low-status baboons were observed to exhibit behaviors that closely 
resembled clinical depression: lowered heads, lack of movement, 
withdrawal from others, and a loss of appetite or motivation (Sapolsky, 
1992, 2002). These behaviors were accompanied by a surge in cortisolṕ
ǯƆŦḧ řƾŠȗẄǤḧ ǚǝƋưļǝȗḧ ǤǯǝŦǤǤḧ ƆƾǝưƾƳŦṕand mirrored the same 
neurological patterns seen in depressed humans. 

This speaks volumes about our teens. Adolescents are acutely attuned 
ǯƾḧǯƆŦƋǝḧǚƧļŚŦḧƋƳḧǯƆŦḧǤƾŚƋļƧḧƾǝŠŦǝḱḧȑƆŦǯƆŦǝḧƋǯẄǤḧƋƳḧǤŚƆƾƾƧḱḧǤǚƾǝǯǤḱḧǤƾŚƋļƧḧ
media, or peer groups. When they perceive themselves as outsiders or 
ẁƧƾȑḧǤǯļǯǸǤḱẂḧǯƆŦȗḧƾżǯŦƳḧƋƳǯŦǝƳļƧƋȡŦḧǯƆļǯḧǚosition. They may withdraw, 
feel invisible, or act out in harmful ways. And just like those baboons, 
their bodies respond with stress, their brains shift into survival mode, 
and depression can set in. 
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Modern teen culture, shaped heavily by digital media, amplifies this 
pressure. Likes, followers, and online clout can become proxies for 
worth. But social media rarely offers the real validation teens needṕ
the kind that comes from meaningful connection, competence, and 
shared purpose. Jean Twenge (2006) notes that self-ŦǤǯŦŦưḧ ƋǤƳẄǯḧ
ŚƾƳƞǸǝŦŠḧżǝƾưḧǯƆƋƳḧļƋǝḳḧƋǯẄǤḧřǸƋƧǯḧǯƆǝƾǸŽƆḧǝŦļƧ-world mastery and the 
respect that emerges from competence and contribution. Teens who 
ŠƾƳẄǯḧƆļȐŦḧǯƆƾǤŦḧƾǚǚƾǝǯǸƳƋǯƋŦǤṕȑƆƾḧļǝŦƳẄǯḧřuilding skills, making a 
difference, or receiving real affirmationṕmay lose not only the respect 
of others but also their own self-respect. 

To thrive, teens need opportunities to earn respect in ways that matter. 
They need to develop mastery, to be needed, and to be seen. That 
ŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧƆļǚǚŦƳḧǯƆǝƾǸŽƆḧǤŚǝŦŦƳǤḰḧkǯḧƆļǚǚŦƳǤḧǯƆǝƾǸŽƆḧǤȑŦļǯḱḧŚƆļƧƧŦƳŽŦḱḧ
connection, and real-life contribution. 
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Disconnection from Meaningful Values 
 

 

When adolescents feel they lack a sense of direction, when their days 
are filled with scrolling but empty of meaning, they begin to drift into 
ŠŦǤǚļƋǝḰḧéƋưḧ~ļǤǤŦǝẄǤḧṩᵸᵶᵶᵸṪḧǝŦǤŦļǝŚƆḧǤƆƾȑǤḧǯƆļǯḧmaterialistic valuesṕ
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the relentless pursuit of image, likes, and external validationṕare 
strongly correlated with depression, anxiety, and anger. These false 
values promise happiness but deliver emptiness. 

In the adolescent brain, which is wired to seek novelty and identity, this 
becomes especially dangerous. Teens who fail to connect with intrinsic 
values like creativity, community, higher purpose, and contribution are 
left with a hollow coreṕa void often filled by addiction, disordered 
eating, or numbing behaviors. 

Disconnection from the Natural World 
 

 

Our children no longer learn how to read the great Book of Nature 
from their own direct experience or how to interact creatively with 
the seasonal transformations of the planet. They seldom learn where 

their water comes from or where it goes. We no longer coordinate our 
human celebration with the great liturgy of the heavens. 

-Wendell Berry 
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Nature is not a luxury. It is a biological necessity. Berman et al. (2012) 
demonstrated that even short walks in nature significantly improve 
mood, concentration, and mental clarityṕespecially in depressed 
individuals. Yet many teens now spend 90% of their time indoors, 
immersed in artificial light and filtered realities. 

Louv (2005) coined the term "nature deficit disorder" to describe what 
happens when children are severed from wildness, wonder, and the 
grounding rhythms of creation. Teens who never touch soil, hear 
birdsong, or feel the unfiltered stillness of a forest are not just missing 
a recreational experienceṕthey are missing neural nourishment. 

Disconnection from Hope and the Future 
 

 

Adolescents are meant to live forward with a purpose greater than they 
currently see. They are wired to envision who they will become. But in 
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a world of collapsing institutions, overwhelming crises, and constant 
comparisons, many teens today feel as though the future has already 
been foreclosed. 

ßƳȗŠŦǝẄǤḧṩᵷᵿᵿᵷṪḧfƾǚŦḧéƆŦƾǝȗḧŠŦżƋƳŦǤḧƆƾǚŦḧļǤḧǯƆŦḧŚƾưřƋƳļǯƋƾƳḧƾżḧļŽŦƳŚȗḧ
(the will) and pathways (the ways). Without both, despair takes root. 
And when teens feel they cannot act meaningfully toward a better 
tomorrow, their minds often default to paralysis and self-destruction. 
They stop dreaming. They stop trying. They stop believing. 

Disconnection from Faith and Meaning 
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Though Johann Hari did not include it in his list, we, rightly add a 
critical disconnection: the spiritual. Adolescents who have no 
connection to a transcendent narrative, no sense of divine love or 
purpose, are far more likely to feel untethered. 

AǝḰḧ£ƋǤļḧ¬ƋƧƧŦǝẄǤḧṩᵸᵶᵸᵷṪḧǝŦǤŦļǝŚƆḧŚƾƳżƋǝưǤḧǯƆļǯḧļḧǤǯǝƾƳŽḧǤǚƋǝƋǯǸļƧḧƧƋżŦḧƋƳḧ
adolescents is one of the most robust protective factors against 
depression. It reduces suicide risk, fosters resilience, and enhances 
meaning-making in the face of trauma. SpirituaƧƋǯȗḧŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧřȗǚļǤǤḧ
sufferingṕƋǯḧǝŦżǝļưŦǤḧƋǯḰḧkǯḧǤļȗǤḱḧẁďƾǸḧļǝŦḧƳƾǯḧļƧƾƳŦḰḧďƾǸǝḧǚļƋƳḧƆļǤḧ
ǚǸǝǚƾǤŦḰḧďƾǸḧļǝŦḧǤŦŦƳḰẂ More on this later. 

We Are Not Meant to Heal Alone 
All of these disconnections are invitationsṕto reorient, restore, and 
reconnect. Depression is not a personal failure. It is often the body and 
soul calling us back to what we were made for: community, purpose, 
nature, hope, eternity, and God. 

The NeuroFaithẨ model recognizes that healing is not just a clinical 
processṕit is a relational, spiritual, and embodied one. By restoring 
core connections, we restore vitality. We give adolescents a future filled 
with hope and adventure worth moving toward. 

Let us not underestimate what reconnection can do. For in even the 
darkest moments, one voice, one hand, one spark of meaning can begin 
to turn the tide. 

ẁI know the plans I have you, says the Lord. They are plans for good and 
not for disaster, to give you a future and a hopeẂ  (Jeremiah 29:11 NLT).  
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Cause IV: 
Trauma 

The Hidden Epicenter of Adolescent 
Depression 

 
 

 

f all the causes of adolescent depression, trauma may be the 
most devastatingṕand the most overlooked. Trauma 
exposure, particularly child maltreatment, such as neglect, 

emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, has been identified as a major 
contributor to emotional dysregulation and poor mental health 
outcomes. It is one of the most significant risk factors for depression 
and post-traumatic stress disorder (McLaughlin et al., 2012, 2013). 

O 
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Studies have shown that trauma compromises the ability to regulate 
emotion across the lifespan, starting as early as preschool and 
continuing into adolescence and adulthood (Langevin et al., 2016; 
Shields & Cicchetti, 1997; Briere & Rickards, 2007; Dunn et al., 2018). 
Trauma occurs when our natural defenses are overwhelmedṕwhen we 
are unable to process or integrate emotionally threatening experiences 
(Barta, 2018). It is not just about what happens to us but how we are 
left to face itṕisolated, unsupported, unseen. 

One of the most devastating and long-lasting consequences of 
unresolved trauma is the formation of negative core beliefs. These are 
deeply embedded, often unconscious assumptions about ourselves and 
our place in the worldṕbeliefs like "I am not lovable," "I am not 
worthy," or "I have no value." These beliefs are not merely fleeting 
thoughts; they are lies perpetrated by Satan, the father of lies, which 
řŦŚƾưŦḧŦǯŚƆŦŠḧƋƳǯƾḧǯƆŦḧřǝļƋƳẄǤḧƋưǚƧƋŚƋǯḧưŦưƾǝȗḧǤȗǤǯŦưǤḱḧǚļǝǯƋŚǸƧļǝƧȗḧ
in the default mode network (DMN), which governs self-referential 
thought and autobiographical memory. Over time, the DMN becomes 
the carrier of a toxic narrative: that we are broken, fundamentally 
flawed, and unworthy of love or belonging. 

Tim Fletcher, a leading voice in trauma-informed therapy , highlights 
Ɔƾȑḧ ǯǝļǸưļḧ ŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧ ƞǸǤǯḧ ļżżŦŚǯḧ řŦƆļȐƋƾǝṕƋǯḧ ǝŦȑǝƋǯŦǤḧ ļḧ ǚŦǝǤƾƳẄǤḧ
identity. According to Fletcher, these core beliefsṕẁkḧļưḧřļŠḱẂḧẁkḧŠƾƳẄǯḧ
ưļǯǯŦǝḱẂḧ ẁkẄưḧ ƋƳȐƋǤƋřƧŦḱẂḧ ẁkẄưḧ ļḧ řǸǝŠŦƳẂṕbecome the emotional 
background music of the traumatized mind. They hum beneath every 
interaction, every failure, every success, whispering lies about worth, 
safety, and identity. For teens especially, whose brains are still under 
construction, these negative core beliefs can become the organizing 
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principles of the self. They shape the lens through which all future 
relationships and challenges are viewed. 

Fletcher emphasizes that trauma is not just remembered through facts 
or images; it is encoded in the nervous system and expressed in how a 
person lives and relates. Teens who hold these distorted core beliefs 
may become avoidant, perfectionistic, oppositional, or self-
destructiveṕnot because they are defiant, but because they are 
desperately trying to survive a world they believe they are unfit to live 
in. 

These trauma-driven beliefs quietly sabotage every arena of life. They 
distort how teens perceive themselves, how they interpret the 
intentions of others, and how they engage in relationships. They can 
make simple social interactions feel threatening, academic challenges 
feel insurmountable, and hopeful futures feel unreachable. Teens with 
trauma-scarred core beliefs often carry invisible scripts of shame and 
fear that stain their sense of identity for decades unless directly 
addressed through healing relationships and integrative therapy. 

This distortion of self has devastating downstream effects. Research 
from the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study shows that 
trauma is not only linked to emotional disorders but is also a major risk 
factor for physical illness, substance abuse, relational breakdowns, and 
early death (Felitti et al., 1998, 2009). An adolescent who internalizes 
ǯƆŦḧřŦƧƋŦżḱḧẉkḧŠƾƳẄǯḧưļǯǯŦǝḱẉḧȑƋƧƧḧƾżǯŦƳḧżƋƳŠḧȑļȗǤḧǯƾḧǚǝƾȐŦḧǯƆļǯḧřŦƧƋŦżṕ
through self-harm, isolation, numbing addictions, or entering harmful 
relationships. 



Adolescent Depression: A NeuroFaith р Model for Healing Mind, Body, and Soul  
Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D., Pastor Early Heverly, Tim Hayden  

 

56  

In my work as a pediatric psychologist, I see this every day. The teens 
who suffer most deeply are not only those who have endured dramatic, 
life-threatening events but also those who have grown up with a 
consistent absence of attunement. They were never emotionally 
mirrored. They were made to feel invisible or responsible for the 
emotions of others. They were punished for being authentic or were 
ǯļǸŽƆǯḧǯƆļǯḧǯƆŦƋǝḧżŦŦƧƋƳŽǤḧŠƋŠƳẄǯḧưļǯǯŦǝḰḧéƆŦǤŦḧẁƾǝŠƋƳļǝȗẂḧǯǝļǸưļǤḧ
quietly devastate the developing brain and corrupt the sense of self at 
its core. 

AǝḰḧÕŦǯŦǝḧ£ŦȐƋƳŦḧṩᵸᵶᵶᵾṪḧȑǝƋǯŦǤḱḧẁéǝļǸưļḧƋǤḧļřƾǸǯḧƧƾǤǤḧƾżḧŚƾƳƳŦŚǯƋƾƳṕ
ǯƾḧƾǸǝǤŦƧȐŦǤḱḧƾǸǝḧřƾŠƋŦǤḱḧƾǸǝḧżļưƋƧƋŦǤḱḧƾǯƆŦǝǤḱḧļƳŠḧǯƆŦḧȑƾǝƧŠḧļǝƾǸƳŠḧǸǤḰẂḧ
And that disconnection doesn't happen all at once. It happens subtly, 
and over time, until what remains is not a sense of safety and identityṕ
but a deep, confusing ache. This ache becomes a filter through which 
every experience is interpreted. 

Trauma exposure, particularly child maltreatment (e.g., neglect, 
emotional, physical and sexual abuse), has been established as one of 
the main determinants of emotional dysregulation and well-being and 
is also a known risk factor for psychiatric disorders, especially 
depression and PTSD (McLaughlin et al.,2012;  McLaughlin et al., 2013). 
Moreover, several prior studies have shown that trauma exposure is 
clearly associated with profound deficits in emotional regulation across 
the entire lifespan, including during preschool (Langevin, Hebert, 
Allard-Dansereau; Bernard-Bonnin, 2016), adolescence (Shields & 
Cicchetti, 1997; Vettese, Dyer, Li, & Wekerle, 2011) and even adulthood 
(Briere & Rickards, 2007; Thompson, Hannan, & Miron, 2014; Dunn et 
al., 2018). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R48
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R49
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R43
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R43
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R66
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R66
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R71
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R16
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5805641/#R67
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Trauma occurs when we are faced with an experience that overwhelms 
our ability to process incoming information, both at the time of that 
experience and in future situations (Barta, 2018). Dr. Michael Barta 
suffered from trauma himself as a child, which led him to addictions 
that ultimately landed him in jail and almost destroyed his life. In his 
book, TINSA, he wrote that trauma occurs when our natural defenses 
are unable to keep us safe from physical, emotional, or mental threats 
or harm (Barta, 2018). 

In the mid-ᵷᵿᵾᵶẄǤḱḧ~ļƋǤŦǝḧÕŦǝưļƳŦƳǯŦḧŚƾưưƋǤǤƋƾƳŦŠḧAǝḰḧĈƋƳŚŦƳǯḧ]ŦƧƋǯǯƋḧ
to explore the issues of obesity since nothing this hospital group was 
doing helped make a significant impact on improving this epidemic. His 
research led him to explore the impact of what he called the Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study (Felitti et al., 2014). In this study, 
people were asked about ten different categories of horrible things that 
happened to them when they were children, including physical and 
sexual abuse, family problems, and neglect. The results indicated that 
with each category of traumatic experience we faced as a child, the 
likelihood of experiencing depression as an adult increased significantly. 
(Felitti et al., 2014; Felitti 2004; Felitti and Anda, 2009).  

Adverse Childhood Experiences 
The ten reference categories experienced during childhood or 
adolescence are listed below, along with their prevalence in parentheses 
(Felitti and Anda, 2009): 

Abuse 

¶ Emotional Ṕ recurrent threats, humiliation (11%) 
¶ Physical - beating, not spanking (28%) 
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¶ Contact sexual abuse (28% women, 16% men; 22% overall) 

Household dysfunction 

¶ Mother treated violently (13%) 
¶ Household member was an alcoholic or drug user (27%) 
¶ Household member was imprisoned (6%) 
¶ Household member was chronically depressed, suicidal, 

mentally ill, or in psychiatric hospital (17%) 
¶ Not raised by both biological parents (23%) 

Neglect 

¶ Physical (10%) 
¶ Emotional (15%) 

Somewhat surprising in the Felitti studies was that emotional abuse 
was more likely to cause depression than any other kind of trauma Ṕ 
even sexual abuse. This suggests that the way children are treated by 
their parents is a highly significant predictor of positive outcomes, and 
the consequences can be devastating when that trust is broken. 

The experts in the field divide trauma into two categories: 

Big T trauma: Traumas associated with horrific single events, such as 
natural disasters, terrorism, and war. 

Little t trauma: Trauma smaller in nature, such as bullying, neglect, and 
řŦǯǝļȗļƧḰḧkḧǝŦǤǚŦŚǯżǸƧƧȗḧǯļƢŦḧƋǤǤǸŦḧȑƋǯƆḧǯƆŦḧǯŦǝưḧẁƧƋǯǯƧŦḧǯẂḧļǤḧǯƆƋǤḧǯȗǚŦḧƾżḧ
trauma ƋǤḧŠŦȐļǤǯļǯƋƳŽḧǯƾḧƳƾǝưļƧḧŠŦȐŦƧƾǚưŦƳǯḱḧļƳŠḧǯƆŦǝŦḧƋǤḧƳƾǯƆƋƳŽḧẁƧƋǯǯƧŦẂḧ
about it. 
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In my (Jeff) work as a pediatric psychologist, far more of my patients have 
řŦŦƳḧǤǸřƞŦŚǯŦŠḧǯƾḧẁƧƋǯǯƧŦḧǯẂḧǯǝļǸưļǤḱḧļƳŠḧkḧļŽǝŦŦḧȑƋǯƆḧ:ļǝǯļḧǯƆļǯḧǯƆŦǤŦḧ
experiences have a tremendous impact on how children view themselves, their 
relationships, and their place in the world. Moreover, the long-term 
consequences of these traumas are profound, often resulting in a reduced or 
impaired ability to respond appropriately to threatening situations. This can 
lead to chronic hyperarousal, intense anxiety, panic, mood instability, poor 
emotional/behavioral regulation, feelings of powerlessness, helplessness, 
shame, and even immobility. Of all traumas, relational trauma is particularly 
devastating. 

.ƛƎ ¢ ŀƴŘ [ƛǧƭŜ ǘ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀ

.ƛƎ ¢ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀΥ
Å bŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ ŜŀǊǘƘǉǳŀƪŜǎΣ
ƘǳǊǊƛŎŀƴŜǎύ

Å {ŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘǎκƭƛŦŜπǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ
ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎŜǎ

Å ±ƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǊŀǇŜΣ
ƳǳƎƎƛƴƎΣ ŘƻƳŜǎǝŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜύ

Å aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ƻǊ ǿŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ
Å ¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ŀǧŀŎƪǎ
Å ²ƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ƛƴƧǳǊȅ
Å .ŜƛƴƎ ƘŜƭŘ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜ ƻǊ ƪƛŘƴŀǇǇŜŘ
Å ¢ƻǊǘǳǊŜ
Å {ŜǾŜǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƻǊ ŀōǳǎŜ
όǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭΣ ƻǊ ŜƳƻǝƻƴŀƭύ

[ƛǧƭŜǘ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀΥ

ω.ǳƭƭȅƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƘŀǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘ

ω9Ƴƻǝƻƴŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻǊ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ

ω[ƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǝƻƴǎƘƛǇ όŜΦƎΦΣ
ōǊŜŀƪǳǇǎΣ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜύ

ωbƻƴπƭƛŦŜπǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴƧǳǊƛŜǎ

ω/ƘǊƻƴƛŎ ƭƻǿπƭŜǾŜƭ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ
ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŬƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ Ƨƻō ǎǘǊŜǎǎύ

ωaƛƴƻǊ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅ ƻǊ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ

ω[ŜƎŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ ƭŀǿǎǳƛǘǎΣ ŎǳǎǘƻŘȅ
ōŀǧƭŜǎύ

ωaƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƭƻŎŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ
ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴǎ

ωtŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ŎƻƴƅƛŎǘ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǝƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ
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The implications here are enormous. Specifically, for adolescents to heal from 
their depression, we need to help them identify when, during their lifetime, 
others have harmed them ṕphysically, emotionally, mentally, or spirituallyṕ
whether the harm was intentional or accidental. Barta (2015) provides several 
examples of trauma often reported by individuals who suffer from 
sexual/pornography addiction, as noted below. To be clear, most teens 
experience at least some of these traumas. If we can resolve them, we can help 
them move on and experience a more fulfilling life.  

Our experience is that the most common forms of trauma are due to a lack of 
attunement or connection with parental or adult figures while growing up. As 
:ļǝǯļḧṩᵸᵶᵷᵻṪḧȑǝƋǯŦǤḱḧẁéƆŦǤŦḧŠŦżƋŚƋŦƳŚƋŦǤḧļǝŦḧƳƾǯḧļřƾǸǯḧřļŠḧǚļǝŦƳǯƋƳŽḧřǸǯḧļřƾǸǯḧ
ļḧǚļǝŦƳǯẄǤḧƋƳļřƋƧƋǯȗḧƾǝḧŠƋưƋƳƋǤƆŦŠḧļřƋƧƋǯȗḧǯƾḧǝŦǤǚƾƳŠḧǯƾḧǯƆŦḧŚƆƋƧŠẄǤḧŦưƾǯƋƾƳļƧḧ
needs. Most parents are doing the best they can with the tools they have, but 
whether deliberately or inadvertently, the traumas of our childhood can have 
tremendous impact on our lives (Barta, 2018, p. 17). 
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As trauma expert Dr. Peter Levine notes in his book, Healing Trauma, 
ẁéǝļǸưļḧƋǤḧưǸŚƆḧļřƾǸǯḧƧƾǤǤḧƾżḧŚƾƳƳŦŚǯƋƾƳḧṔ to ourselves, our bodies, our 
families, others, and the world around us. This loss of connection is often hard 
ǯƾḧǝŦŚƾŽƳƋȡŦḧřŦŚļǸǤŦḧƋǯḧŠƾŦǤƳẄǯḧƆļǚǚŦƳḧļƧƧḧļǯḧƾƳŚŦḰḧkǯḧŚļƳḧƆļǚǚŦƳḧǤƧƾȑƧȗḧƾȐŦǝḧ
time, and we adapt to these subtle changes sometimes without even noticing 
them. These are the hidden effects of trauma, the ones most of us keep to 
ourselves...Our choices become limited as we avoid certain feelings, people, 
and situations. The result of a gradual constriction of freedom is the loss of 
ȐƋǯļƧƋǯȗḧļƳŠḧǚƾǯŦƳǯƋļƧḧżƾǝḧǯƆŦḧżǸƧżƋƧưŦƳǯḧƾżḧƾǸǝḧŠǝŦļưǤẂḧṩ£ŦȐƋƳŦḱḧᵸᵶᵶᵾḱḧǚḰḧᵿṪḰ 

Most important to normal development is ẁǤƾŚƋļƧḧŦƳŽļŽŦưŦƳǯḱẂ which is the 
ability to know, understand, regulate, and express emotions in the present 
moment. Even though everyone is born with a social engagement system (i.e., 
a neurological system that promotes human connection), we know that early 
trauma can disrupǯḧƳƾǝưļƧḧŠŦȐŦƧƾǚưŦƳǯḰḧ ƳŠļḧŦǯḧļƧḰḧṩᵸᵶᵷᵾṪḧƳƾǯŦḱḧẁGļǝƧȗḧ
adverse experiences may disrupt the ability to form long-term attachments in 
adulthood. The unsuccessful search for attachment may lead to sexual 
relations with multiple partners with resultant promiscuity and other issues 
ǝŦƧļǯŦŠḧǯƾḧǤŦȖǸļƧƋǯȗḰẂḧ ǤḧļḧǝŦǤǸƧǯḧƾżḧļŠȐŦǝǤŦḧŠŦȐŦƧƾǚưŦƳǯļƧḧǯǝļǸưļḱḧǯƆŦḧŦƳǤǸƋƳŽḧ
loss of connection with our inner self, our bodies, others, and the world 
around us, we are predisposed to engage in maladaptive and/or addictive 
behaviors to relieve the emotional dysregulation that torments us.  

As Dr. Felitti highlighted in an outstanding 2009 lecture, studies reveal 
numerous alarming long-term consequences of being exposed to ACEs, with 
the severity of these outcomes increasing exponentially with the number of 
ACEs experienced. The results indicate that for every category of traumatic 
experience we have had as a child, we are dramatically more likely to be 
depressed as an adult. If we have ACE scores of four or higher, we are 260% 
more likely to have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease than someone with 
a score of 0, 240% more likely to contract hepatitis, 460% more likely to 
experience depression, and 1,220% more likely to attempt suicide. If we have 

https://www.goodtherapy.org/learn-about-therapy/issues/suicide
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had six categories of traumatic events as a child, we are five times more likely 
to become depressed as an adult, and if we have had seven categories, we are 
a terrifying 3,100 percent more likely to attempt suicide as an adult (Felitti et 
al., 2014; Felitti 2004; Felitti and Anda, 2009; Felitti et al., 1998).   

 

In the 2009 lecture, Dr. Felitti offered the following graphs, which nicely 
detail the dramatic impact that ACEs have on our society: 

!/9{ŎƻǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ hǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ

!ǎ 5ǊΦ CŜƭƛǩ ƛƴ ŀ нллф ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎ ƭƻƴƎπǘŜǊƳ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ
ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ !/9ǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ŜȄǇƻƴŜƴǝŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻΦ

¢ƘŜǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǝŎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀƳŀǝŎŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ
ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘΦ

LŦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ !/9 ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻŦпΣǿŜ ŀǊŜΥ
Åнсл҈ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ƻōǎǘǊǳŎǝǾŜ ǇǳƭƳƻƴŀǊȅ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ л

Åнпл҈ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ƘŜǇŀǝǝǎΣ псл҈ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ
ÅмΣннл҈ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀǧŜƳǇǘǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ

LŦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ !/9 ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻŦ сΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜΥ
ÅCƛǾŜ ǝƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘΦ

LŦ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ !/9 ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻŦ тΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜΥ
ÅоΣмлл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀǧŜƳǇǘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ όCŜƭƛǩ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмпΤ CŜƭƛǩ нллпΤ CŜƭƛǩ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘŀΣ нллфΤ
CŜƭƛǩ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ мффуύΦ
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9őŔũĬőŸŸĬШEǂƓĲƖŔĲŰĦĲƚШƻƚШ ĬƨũƣШ ũĦŸőŸũŔƚů

5Ǌ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ CŜƭƛǩ όнллфύ
ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦȅƻǳǘǳōŜΦŎƻƳκǿŀǘŎƘΚǾҐY9CŦ¢Ƙō!¸ƴv

9EШÉĦŸƖĲШċŰĬШfŰƣƖċƻĲŰŸƨƚШ?ƖƨŊШÖÉE

5Ǌ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ CŜƭƛǩ όнллфύ
ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦȅƻǳǘǳōŜΦŎƻƳκǿŀǘŎƘΚǾҐY9CŦ¢Ƙō!¸ƴv
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The implications are sobering: unresolved trauma in childhood is a breeding 
ground for not only depression but also addiction, suicidality, chronic illness, 
and lifelong struggles with emotional regulation and interpersonal 
functioning. Teens growing up with untreated trauma often reach adulthood 
with fragmented identities, sabotaged relationships, and overwhelming 
shame. And without intervention, the disempowering beliefs formed in 
trauma often become self-fulfilling prophecies. 

9EШÉĦŸƖĲШċŰĬШ9őƖŸŰŔĦ?ĲƓƖĲƚƚŔŸŰ

5Ǌ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ CŜƭƛǩ όнллфύ
ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦȅƻǳǘǳōŜΦŎƻƳκǿŀǘŎƘΚǾҐY9CŦ¢Ƙō!¸ƴv

9EШÉĦŸƖĲШċŰĬШÉƨŔĦŔĬĲШ ƣƣĲůƓƣƚ

5Ǌ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ CŜƭƛǩ όнллфύ
ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦȅƻǳǘǳōŜΦŎƻƳκǿŀǘŎƘΚǾҐY9CŦ¢Ƙō!¸ƴv
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But this is not the end of the story. This is not just about pathologyṕit is 
about healing. We must treat trauma as the centerpiece of adolescent mental 
health. Every therapeutic intervention must begin with the question: ẁĉƆŦǝŦ, 
when, and how and ȑŦǝŦḧȗƾǸḧȑƾǸƳŠŦŠḷẂ And the follow-up must be, ẁHow 
ŚļƳḧȑŦḧƆŦƧǚḧȗƾǸḧǝŦȑǝƋǯŦḧǯƆŦḧǤǯƾǝȗḧǯƆļǯḧǯǝļǸưļḧǯƾƧŠḧȗƾǸḷẂ 

Because until we treat the wound, the symptoms will persist. And until we 
help adolescents recover their sense of worth, safety, and connection, no 
medication or school intervention will reach the root. 

But healing is possible. The story can be rewritten. The default mode network 
can be reshaped and even replacedḰḧ ƳŠḧǯƆŦḧřŦƧƋŦżḧẁkḧļưḧƳƾǯḧȑƾǝǯƆȗẂḧŚļƳḧřŦḧ
transformed into ẁkḧļưḧƧƾȐŦŠḱḧkḧřŦƧƾƳŽḱḧI have a purpose, ļƳŠḧkḧưļǯǯŦǝḰẂ 
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Cause V: 
Ideologies of 

Disorientation: 
How Radical Theories Are Rewriting 
Childhood and Undermining Identity 

 
 

ẁéƆŦḧǯǝǸǯƆḧƢƳƾŚƢǤḧƾƳḧǯƆŦḧŠƾƾǝḱḧļƳŠḧȗƾǸḧǤļȗḱḧẃ^ƾḧļȑļȗḱḧ 
kẄưḧƧƾƾƢƋƳŽḧżƾǝḧǯƆŦḧǯǝǸǯƆḱẄḧļƳŠḧǤƾḧƋǯḧŽƾŦǤḧļȑļȗḰḧÕǸȡȡƧƋƳŽḰẂ 

ṕRobert M. Pirsig 

o speak candidly about the current ideological landscape 
surrounding children, gender, and sexuality is to wade into 
controversial waters. Yet to remain silent is to risk surrendering 

the emotional, psychological, and even spiritual well-being of our youth 
to forces that neither understand nor respect the fragile developmental 
arc of childhood. What we are witnessing is not merely a cultural shift 
but a profound ideological reorderingṕone that began decades ago and 
has now reached into classrooms, clinics, and digital spaces where 
children are increasingly taught to question their bodies, their 
ƋŠŦƳǯƋǯƋŦǤḱḧļƳŠḧŦȐŦƳḧǯƆŦƋǝḧżļưƋƧƋŦǤẄḧȐļƧǸŦǤḰ 

T  
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ẁfļȐŦḧƳƾǯƆƋƳŽḧǯƾḧŠƾḧȑƋǯƆḧǯƆŦḧżǝǸƋǯƧŦǤǤḧŠŦŦŠǤḧƾżḧŠļǝƢƳŦǤǤḱḧřǸǯḧǝļǯƆŦǝḧ
ŦȖǚƾǤŦḧǯƆŦưḰẂ 
ṕEphesians 5:11 

In this chapter, we respectfully aim to trace the roots of these 
movements and show how they have contributed to the destabilization 
ƾżḧƋŠŦƳǯƋǯȗḧƋƳḧǯƾŠļȗẄǤḧļŠƾƧŦǤŚŦƳǯǤṕcreating confusion, alienation, and 
a dangerous preoccupation with sexuality at the expense of resilience, 
competence, and authentic personhood. 

From Oppression to Alienation: The Marxist Foundation 
 

 

 

ǯḧǯƆŦḧżƾǸƳŠļǯƋƾƳḧƧƋŦǤḧ~ļǝƧḧ¬ļǝȖẄǤḧřŦƧƋŦżḧǯƆļǯḧǯƆŦḧŚŦƳǯǝļƧḧƆǸưļƳḧ
ǤǯǝǸŽŽƧŦḧȑļǤḧƾƳŦḧƾżḧƾǚǚǝŦǤǤƋƾƳḧļƳŠḧļƧƋŦƳļǯƋƾƳḧṩéƋƳƢŦǝḱḧᵸᵶᵸᵶṪḰḧkƳḧ¬ļǝȖẄǤḧ
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model, the capitalist system dehumanized the worker, estranging him 
from the fruit of his labor, from his fellow man, and ultimately from 
himself. This fourfold alienationṕfrom the act of production, the 
product made, other workers, and identityṕwas not just an economic 
condition for Marx but a psychological one. The remedy, in his view, 
ȑļǤḧǝļŠƋŚļƧḧǸǚƆŦļȐļƧḲḧẁǝŦȐƾƧǸǯƋƾƳļǝȗḧǯŦǝǝƾǝẂḧǯƾḧļŚŚŦƧŦǝļǯŦḧǯƆŦḧŠŦưƋǤŦḧƾżḧ
the old order and usher in a classless utopia (Smith, 2020). 

:ǸǯḧǯƆŦḧǝŦȐƾƧǸǯƋƾƳḧŠƋŠƳẄǯḧǸƳżƾƧŠḧļǤḧ¬ļǝȖḧǚǝŦŠƋŚǯŦŠḰḧkƳŠǸǤǯǝƋļƧḧȑƾǝƢŦǝǤḧ
did not rise up in Western Europe or America. Instead, the revolution 
emerged in Russia and China, driven not by laborers but by intellectuals 
and students, supported by peasants. This ŽļǚḧřŦǯȑŦŦƳḧ¬ļǝȖẄǤḧǯƆŦƾǝȗḧ
and reality left future thinkers with a question: Why did the West resist 
the revolution? 

Gramsci and the Long March Through Culture 
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Antonio Gramsci (1891ṔᵷᵿᵹᵽṪḱḧ ȑǝƋǯƋƳŽḧ żǝƾưḧ ¬ǸǤǤƾƧƋƳƋẄǤḧ ǚǝƋǤƾƳǤḱḧ
provided a critical answer. The West had not succumbed to Marxism 
because it was still held together by Judeo-Christian valuesṕby a 
spiritual and moral consensus that resisted ideological subversion. 
Gramsci concluded that as long as religion, tradition, and family 
structures held sway, no political revolution could take root. So rather 
than attack these institutions outright, Gramsci proposed a subtler 
strategy: infiltration. 

This strategy came to be known as cultural hegemonyṕthe slow 
takeover of society's formative institutions, including schools, 
churches, media, and civil agencies (Tinker, 2020). The goal was not to 
overthrow power but to reshape the cultural consciousness itself, 
ǝŦŠŦżƋƳƋƳŽḧȑƆļǯḧȑļǤḧŚƾƳǤƋŠŦǝŦŠḧẁƳƾǝưļƧẂḧļƳŠḧẁŽƾƾŠḰẂḧ Ǥḧ^ŦǝưļƳḧ
ǤǯǸŠŦƳǯḧǝļŠƋŚļƧḧØǸŠƋḧAǸǯǤŚƆƢŦḧȑƾǸƧŠḧƧļǯŦǝḧŚļƧƧḧƋǯḱḧǯƆƋǤḧȑļǤḧẁǯƆŦḧƧƾƳŽḧ
ưļǝŚƆḧǯƆǝƾǸŽƆḧǯƆŦḧƋƳǤǯƋǯǸǯƋƾƳǤḰẂ 

Samuel Kronen (2006, cited in Tinker, 2020) pointed out that this 
ļǚǚǝƾļŚƆḧ ǝŦżǝļưŦŠḧ ¬ļǝȖẄǤḧ ŚƧļǤǤ-based conflict into a broader 
ideological framework that could be applied across categoriesṕrace, 
gender, sexuality, and beyond. In this model, every power differential 
was reframed as oppression, and every societal norm became suspect. 
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The Frankfurt School and the Critical Deconstruction of 
Norms 

 

 
 

In the early 20th century, the Frankfurt School emerged from the 
Institute for Social Research in Germany, further advancing these ideas. 
The thinkers of this movementṕHorkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, 
Fromm, and othersṕdeveloped what became known as Critical Theory, 
a framework that sought not to understand society but to critique and 
ultimately transform it. 

Herbert Marcuse, perhaps the most influential figure of the group, 
fused Marxist and Freudian thought into a potent critique of Western 
society. In his 1965 work Repressive Tolerance, Marcuse argued that the 
supposed tolerance of liberal democracies was actually a mechanism of 
control. True liberation, he claimed, required the suppression of 
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dissenting viewpointsṕparticularly those that supported traditional 
norms or conservative beliefs (Marcuse, 1965; Walsh, 2017). 

 
 

This inversion, ȑƆŦǝŦḧẁǯƾƧŦǝļƳŚŦẂḧƳƾȑḧƞǸǤǯƋżƋŦŠḧŚŦƳǤƾǝǤƆƋǚ, planted 
seeds that have flowered in cancel culture, academic intolerance, and 
the suppression of any narrative not aligned with prevailing progressive 
ideologies. This has had real consequences in medical and psychological 
fields, where voices advocating caution in gender transitions for 
children have often been silenced or defamed. 

¬ƋŚƆļŦƧḧ ĉļƧǤƆḧ ṩᵸᵶᵷᵽṪḧ ƳƾǯŦŠḧ ǯƆļǯḧ ¬ļǝŚǸǤŦẄǤḧ ƋŠŦļǤḧ ŦƳŦǝŽƋȡŦŠḧ ǯƆŦḧ
countercultural Left of the 1960s, infusing youth culture with slogans 
ƧƋƢŦḧẁưļƢŦḧƧƾȐŦḱḧƳƾǯḧȑļǝḱẂḧļƳŠḧǚǝƾưƾǯƋƳŽḧļḧȑƾǝƧŠȐƋŦȑḧƋƳḧȑƆƋŚƆḧǤŦȖǸļƧḧ
restraint was repressive, and gratification was the new moral compass. 
These notions, once radical, became mainstream in many corners of 
education, media, and therapy today. 

Queer Theory and the Disassembly of Identity 
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In the 1990s, these currents coalesced into Queer Theory, which sought 
to deconstruct all traditional notions of gender and sexuality. Rooted 
in poststructuralism, it framed identity not as biological or innate, but 
as performative and malleable (Indiana University Libraries, 2023). 

¬ƋŚƆŦƧḧ]ƾǸŚļǸƧǯẄǤḧThe History of Sexuality (1976) laid the groundwork 
by arguing that sexuality was socially constructed, not biologically 
żƋȖŦŠḰḧ{ǸŠƋǯƆḧ:ǸǯƧŦǝẄǤḧGender Trouble (1990) built on this, positing that 
gender is not something we are but something we do - a performance 
repeated until it becomes internalized (Duignan, 2023). 

 
 

Yet some proponents of this movement went even further. Dr. Em 
(2019a), in The Trojan Unicorn, exposed how some theorists stretched 
]ƾǸŚļǸƧǯẄǤḧ ƧƾŽƋŚḧ ǯƾḧ ŠŦŦǚƧȗḧ ǯǝƾǸřƧƋƳŽḧ ǚƧļŚŦǤḰḧ ]ƾǸŚļǸƧǯḧ Ƴƾǯḧ ƾƳƧȗḧ
questioned age-of-consent lawsṕhe actively advocated for their 
abolition. He suggested that children might desire sexual contact with 
adults, and that legal norms around such protections actually 
constructed the concept of harm itself. These views, though shocking, 
were not fringe in early Queer Theory discourse. 
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Judith Butler, too, has argued against legal prohibitions on incest and 
intrafamilial sexual abuse, claiming such restrictions reinforce 
oppressive norms (Em, 2019b). Her views, cloaked in academic 
language, challenge the most basic safeguards we have for ŚƆƋƧŠǝŦƳẄǤḧ
well-being. 

 
 

As Edsinger (2023) writes, Queer Theory has framed trans-
identification as the highest form of liberation, a mantle of moral 
heroism. Children, eager to belong, are taught that their most defining 
truth lies in their gender identity, rather than in their capacity to grow, 
learn, and love. The result is a psychological landscape of deep 
confusion. 

Confusion and Collapse: What Children Are Losing 
 

The adolescent years are meant to be a season of becomingṕof forming 
an identity rooted in resilience, competence, and authentic connection 
to others. Instead, young people have been immersed in a world that 
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encourages them to disidentify from their own biology and distrust 
inherited wisdom. 

The exposure of children to sexualized content, whether in curricula, 
media, or therapy, distorts development in serious ways. It: 

1. Distorts perceptions of sexuality, replacing relational bonding 
with commodified or performative sexuality. 

2. Prematurely sexualizes children, which disrupts emotional 
regulation and developmental sequencing. 

3. Diverts attention from academic and relational growth, 
undermining competence and self-esteem. 

4. Leads to addiction and compulsivity, as exposure rewires reward 
circuits. 

5. Exacerbates anxiety, depression, and body image disorders. 

6. Undermines the importance of consent, safety, and personal 
boundaries. 

7. Erodes trust between parents and schools, fueling 
intergenerational tension. 

8. Pressures children to conform to hypersexual norms, damaging 
authenticity. 

9. Opens institutions to legal and ethical consequences, 
particularly when content is developmentally inappropriate. 
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In summary, what began as a critique of capitalism  metastasized into a 
cultural reengineering project that seeks to dismantle the very 
foundations upon which identity is builtṕbiology, family, faith, 
ưƾǝļƧƋǯȗḰḧĉŦẄȐŦḧǤƆƋżǯŦŠḧżǝƾưḧżƋŽƆǯƋƳŽḧƾǚǚǝŦǤǤƋƾƳḧǯƾḧżƋŽƆǯƋƳŽḧdefinition 
itself. And our children, caught in the ideological crossfire, are paying 
the price. 

Rather than developing grit, character, and community, teens are being 
led to fragment themselvesṕto fixate on identity labels and confuse 
feelings with truth. In the name of liberation, we are delivering them 
into a new bondage: a disassociation from reality, their families, and 
most tragically, from themselves. 

ẁ]ƾǝḧȗƾǸḧŚǝŦļǯŦŠḧưȗḧƋƳưƾǤǯḧřŦƋƳŽḳḧȗƾǸḧƢƳƋǯḧưŦḧǯƾŽŦǯƆŦǝḧƋƳḧưȗḧ
ưƾǯƆŦǝẄǤḧȑƾưřḰḧkḧǚǝļƋǤŦḧȗƾǸḧřŦŚļǸǤŦḧkḧļưḧżŦļǝżǸƧƧȗḧļƳŠḧȑƾƳŠŦǝżǸƧƧȗḧ

ưļŠŦḳḧȗƾǸǝḧȑƾǝƢǤḧļǝŦḧȑƾƳŠŦǝżǸƧḱḧkḧƢƳƾȑḧǯƆļǯḧżǸƧƧḧȑŦƧƧḰẂ 
ṕPsalm 139:13Ṕ14 

We must, with courage and compassion, reclaim a narrative of 
childhood that honors innocence, upholds moral clarity, and champions 
the slow, beautiful work of becoming whole Ṕ everything that God 
created and intended teens to be. ẁSo, God created human beings in His 
own image. In the image of God he created them: Male and female He 
created themẂ (Genesis 1:27). 
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Part III 
The NeuroFaithϰ 

Framework for Healing 
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The Therapeutic Pathway to 
Healing and Peace  

 
 

ẁLet all that I am praise the Lord; 
may I never forget the good things he does for 

me. He forgives all my sins 
and heals all my diseases.Ẃ 

- Psalm 103:2-3 

S we have established, adolescent depression leaves deep 
wounds, not just in the mind but in the body and soul. 
However, even in the midst of darkness, there is a pathway 

toward healingṕa journey where rest for the weary can be found, and 
where hope, rooted in the promise of restoration, begins to grow. As 
we step into the therapeutic world of healing, we uncover profound 
wisdom from both neuroscience and Scripture. Together, they form a 
holistic and transformative approach to recovery. 

In this chapter, we will explore three groundbreaking therapies that 
serve as powerful tools for healing the wounds of teen depression: 
Polyvagal-Informed Therapy, HeartMath®, and Internal Family 
Systems (IFS). These methods help us reconnect with the body, mind, 
and heart, aligning them toward peace and wholeness. Just as Jesus 
invites us to find rest in Him, these therapies work to restore balance, 
helping teens release the burdens that depression has placed upon them 

A 
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"The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are 
crushed in spirit" (Psalm 34:18). Healing is not just about overcoming 
depression - it is about reclaiming peace, reconnecting with our true 
selves, and finding restoration for the broken pieces of our lives. The 
therapeutic pathway is not just a journey back to sobriety but a road to 
lasting peace. So, here we go: 

1. Polyvagal-Informed Therapy 
2. HeartMath®  
3. Internal Family Systems (IFS) 

These therapies have the potential to guide us toward lasting recovery 
and well-being, offering hope for a healthier, more balanced life. 
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One: 
Polyvagal-Informed Therapy 

 
 

uilding on what we have previously discussed about the body, 
specifically the autonomic nervous system, Polyvagal-informed 
therapy focuses on our body's nervous system and how it 

responds to stress and safety. It uses the idea that our sense of well-
being is closely tied to how our body feels safe, connected, and calm. By 
understanding and influencing our nervous system's responses, we can 
more effectively manage our emotions, feel more connected in 
relationships, and recover from stress and trauma. In essence,  we tune 
into our body's safety signals to improve our emotional health and 
resilience. 

Dr. Steven Porges and his son, Seth Porges, recently published a 
marvelous book, Our Polyvagal World: How Safety and Trauma Change 
Us. ðƳƧƋƢŦḧAǝḰḧÕƾǝŽŦǤẄḧŦļǝƧƋŦǝḧȑƾǝƢǤḱḧǯƆƋǤḧřƾƾƢḧƋǤḧżǝŦŦḧƾżḧǤŚƋŦƳǯƋżƋŚḧƞļǝŽƾƳḧ
and is incredibly readable and useful. Bravo Steven and Seth! They start 
the book by summarizing Polyvagal Theory in one sentence: ẁfƾȑḧǤļżŦḧ
ȑŦḧżŦŦƧḧƋǤḧŚǝǸŚƋļƧḧǯƾḧƾǸǝḧǚƆȗǤƋŚļƧḧļƳŠḧưŦƳǯļƧḧƆŦļƧǯƆḧļƳŠḧƆļǚǚƋƳŦǤǤẂ 
(Porges & Porges, 2023, p.13). 

éƆŦȗḧƧļǯŦǝḧļŠŠḱḧẁĉƆŦƳḧȑŦḧżŦŦƧḧǤļżŦḱḧƾǸǝḧƳŦǝȐƾǸǤḧǤȗǤǯŦưǤḧļƳŠḧŦƳǯƋǝŦḧ
bodies undergo a massive physiological shift that primes us to be 
healthier, happier, and smarter; to be better learners and problem-

B 
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solvers; to have more fun; to heal faster; and generally,  to feel more 
aliveẂ (Porges & Porges, 2023, p.13). Now, how cool is it that - 
Polyvagal-Informed Therapy can do all of that by helping us achieve 
regulation through safety!  They point out that trauma affects not only 
our brains but extends throughout our entire nervous system, 
impacting every part of our body. It alters how our senses perceive, how 
our organs function, and nearly every aspect of our mental and physical 
health. As such, trauma changes our bodies in addition to our brains, 
and Polyvagal Theory gives us an explanation for how specifically these 
changes occur and, more importantly, how we can deal with them and 
heal.  

Steven and Seth assert that Polyvagal Theory shifts our discussion away 
from the actual event to how it  transforms and becomes embedded in 
our bodies, with these changes occurring through the vagus nerve. 
Therefore, it is through the vagus nerve that we find a way out of 
neurological disorder and disruption to a pathway to peace and healing. 
éƾḧǜǸƾǯŦḱḧẁ ḧƧƋŽƆǯḧļǯḧǯƆŦḧŦƳŠḧƾżḧǯǝļǸưļẄǤḧǯǸƳƳŦƧḱḧļƳŠḧļḧǚļǯƆȑļȗḧǯƾȑļǝŠḧ
healing and happiness in a world that seems designed to threaten and 
traumatize us at every turn (Porges & Porges, 2023, p.13ḰẂḧéƆƋǤḧƋǤḧ
neuroscience poetry to me, and my desire for you is that this 
neuroscience equally inspires you to feel hope and embark on your own 
healing journey. 
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Borrowing from a metaphor of flowing down a stream, the first step in 
healing is to move our neuroception - what our autonomic nervous 
system is automatically sensing regarding safety and danger without 
our awareness to awareness of sensing, which is called perception. 
Flowing downstream, we can then appreciate what our physiological 
state is causing us to feel emotionally and subsequently change the 
behaviors that we engage in. The ensuing story or narrative we give to 
this process to make sense of what we are sensing and feeling, if positive 
and healthy, helps us correct our autonomic state. On the other hand, 
if our narrative is false, as it often is (e.g., we often shame and blame 
ourselves or we catastrophize the situation), then our autonomic state 
becomes even more activated or shut down, and our subsequent 
emotions become more anxious or depressed, respectively, and we 
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enter into a negative feedback loop, a process that leads to emotional 
problems/illness and/or physical problems.   

There are two basic approaches to healing: Bottom-up and Top-down.  

Bottom-up entails working with the body more directly. It is important 
to appreciate that, as previously noted, 80 percent of the fibers in the 
vagus nerve are sensory, carrying signals from the organs to the brain, 
while 20 percent are motor, transmitting signals from the brain to 
various body organs. (Porges, 2017). This suggests that what our bodies 
tell us is indeed very important, and we must make every effort to listen 
and heal on that level. Top-down strategies, which involve our thinking 
and hopefully more rational brain, require a certain level of cognitive 
development and maturity, so very young children will not be able to 
benefit from this approach (e.g., Cognitive Behavioral Therapy aka 
CBT). 

 

As previously noted by Deb Dana, a ventral vagal state and a 
neuroception of safety brings the possibility for connection, curiosity, 

ΥΜӖШŸŉШŔŰŉŸƖůċƣŔŸŰШǰŸƽƚ
ŉƖŸůШƣőĲШĤŸĬǃШыċǭĲƖĲŰƣьШƣŸ
ƣőĲШĤƖċŔŰШċŰĬШΞΜӖШŸŉ

ŔŰŉŸƖůċƣŔŸŰШǰŸƽƚШŉƖŸůШƣőĲ
ĤƖċŔŰШƣŸШƣőĲШĤŸĬǃШыĲǭĲƖĲŰƣь
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and change. She nicely presents a polyvagal approach, which she calls 
ǯƆŦḧżƾǸǝḧØẄǤḧṩǯƆŦḧżƋǝǤǯḧǯƆǝŦŦḧare bottom-up (body to brain) and the last 
is top down (brain to body)  (Dana, 2018): 

éƆŦḧ]ƾǸǝḧØẄǤ 
¶ Recognize the autonomic state 

¶ Respect the adaptive survival response 

¶ Regulate or co-regulate in a ventral vagal state 

¶ Re-story 

 
Recognize the autonomic state 

I recommend making the Emotion Regulation Chart I developed below 
as our companion to help us recognize where we are on that continuum 
of regulation. In doing so, we can make what is implicit  (under the table 
and outside of our awareness) explicit (on the table and in our 
awareness). We can use the color codes to describe for ourselves and 
others where we and others are with just one neutral and non-
judgmental word. This is also particularly helpful for children as it helps 
give them a physical and emotional language that connects the mind 
with the body. 
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If we find ourselves in the Orange Zone (Note: in the graphic, it is 
actually red to the Red Zone, we are overly activated and prone to 
experience: 

¶ Rapid heartrate 
¶ Hyperventilation 
¶ Panic attacks 
¶ Inability to focus or follow through  
¶ Distress in relationships 
¶ Emotions of fear, terror, rage, anger 
¶ Possible health consequences, including heart disease, high 

cholesterol, high blood pressure, weight gain, memory 
impairment, headaches, chronic neck shoulder and back tension, 
stomach problems, and increased vulnerability to illness (lower 
immune response) (Dana, 2018).   
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If we find ourselves in the Yellow Zone, we are under activated or 
shutdown and prone to experience: 

¶ Slow heart rate  
¶ Shallow breathing 
¶ Withdrawal from others 
¶ Emotions of sadness, depression, shame, disgust 
¶ Possible health consequences, including chronic fatigue, 

fibromyalgia, stomach problems, low blood pressure, type 2 
diabetes, and weight gain (Dana, 2018)  

 
If we find ourselves in the Green Zone, we experience safety and 
connection and prone to experience: 

¶ Regulated heart rate (vagal brake lowers heartrate by 20 beats per 
minute) 

¶ Breath is full 
¶ Feeling regulated 
¶ We take in the faces of others 
¶ ĉŦḧŚļƳḧẁǯǸƳŦḧƋƳẂḧǯƾḧŚƾƳȐŦǝǤļǯƋƾƳǤḧļƳŠḧẁǯǸƳŦḧƾǸǯẂḧŠƋǤǯǝļŚǯƋƾƳǤ 
¶ ĉŦḧŚļƳḧǤŦŦḧǯƆŦḧẁřƋŽḧǚƋŚǯǸǝŦẂ 
¶ We can connect with the world and the people in it 
¶ Able to reach out to others 
¶ Able to play and take time to enjoy life and others 
¶ Able to be productive in work 
¶ Able to organize and follow-through 
¶ Able to heal emotionally and physically 
¶ Emotions of happiness, joy, love, peace, calm 
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¶ Possible health consequences include a healthy heart, regulated 
blood pressure, a healthy immune system, decreased vulnerability 
to illness, good digestion, quality sleep, and an overall sense of 
well-being (Dana, 2018) 

 

Respect the adaptive survival response 

One of the beautiful aspects of Polyvagal Theory is that it removes shame 
from the equation. Dr. Porges kindly states in reference to clients, ẁkḧȑļǤḧ
going to say that depending on the age of my client, but actually, 
regardless of age, the first thing to convey to the client is that they did 
ƳƾǯḧŠƾḧļƳȗǯƆƋƳŽḧȑǝƾƳŽḴḧkżḧȑŦḧȑļƳǯḧƋƳŠƋȐƋŠǸļƧǤḧǯƾḧżŦŦƧḧǤļżŦḱḧȑŦḧŠƾḧƳƾǯḧ
accuse them of doing something wrong or bad. We explain to them how 
their body responded, how their responses are adaptive, how we need to 
appreciate this adaptive feature and how the client needs to understand 
that this adaptive feature is flexible and can change in different 
ŚƾƳǯŦȖǯǤḰẂ (Porges, 2017, p. 121 - 122). So, rather than shaming a woman 
for shutting down in dorsal vagal freeze when being molested or raped, 
which will only fuel her shame, guilt, and emotional pain, we must 
compassionately inform her that her autonomic nervous system acted 
brilliantly, interpreting the signals and immobilizing her in a situation 
where fighting or fleeing might have cost her life. Many a court judge 
have literally ruined survivors of abuse by blaming them for not running 
or fighting and invalidated their trauma.  

Regulate or co-regulate in a ventral vagal state 

Once we recognize that we are dysregulated and have pinpointed which 
defensive physiological state we are in and where we are on the emotional 
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regulation continuum (see emotional regulation chart above) i.e., 
activation or slowing/shutting down, we can act by using bottom-up 
self-regulation strategies and co-regulation strategies. 

ǤḧfŦǝưļƳḧ¬ŦƧȐƋƧƧŦḧƾƳŚŦḧȑǝƾǯŦḱḧẁWe cannot live for ourselves, a 
ǯƆƾǸǤļƳŠḧżƋřŦǝǤḧŚƾƳƳŦŚǯḧǸǤḰẂḧConnection is a biological imperative, 
according to Porges (2015). Our autonomic nervous system longs for 
connection, and it is through our biology that we are wired to connect.  
Co-regulation, as described by Dr. Porges, is the mutual regulation of 
physiological states between individuals. In life, it occurs first between 
mother and infant but later extends to friends, partners, co-workers, and 
groups such as families, to name a few (Porges, 2017).  

ĉŦḧƆǸưļƳǤḧļǝŦḧǤƾŚƋļƧḧŚǝŦļǯǸǝŦǤḱḧļƳŠḧẁƾǸǝḧƳļǯǸǝŦḧƋǤḧǯƾḧǝŦŚƾŽƳƋȡŦḱḧƋƳǯŦǝļŚǯḱḧ
ļƳŠḧżƾǝưḧǝŦƧļǯƋƾƳǤƆƋǚǤẂḧȑƋǯƆḧƾǯƆŦǝǤḧṩ;ļŚƋƾǚǚƾḧẢḧ;ļŚƋƾǚǚƾḱḧᵸᵶᵷᵺḱḧǚḰḧᵷṪḰḧ
As we know, low birthweight babies need to connect for survival and 
positive co-regulation and connection, and when connected, these babies 
experience improved heart rate and temperature, breathing stabilization, 
more organized sleep, rapid improvement in state regulation, and 
reduced mortality, severe illness, and infection (Jefferies, 2012).  

Connection is a wired-in biological necessity, and isolation or even the 
perception of social isolation can lead to a compromised ability to 
regulate our autonomic state, which diminishes our physical and 
emotional well-being (Porges & Furman, 2011). We can all appreciate that 
when we feel alone, we suffer. In a Ted Talk presentation, Cacioppo 
(2013) reported a rather shocking meta-analysis study of over 100,000 
participants, which found increased risks of dying early due to the 
following: 
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¶ Air pollution: 5% increased risk of dying early 
¶ Obesity: 20% risk of dying early 
¶ Alcoholism: 30% risk of dying early 
¶ Loneliness: 45% risk of dying early 

 

 
 
Deb Dana notes that when there is ongoing mis-attunement, when 
ruptures are not recognized and repaired, the autonomic experience of 
persistent danger ends up moving the system away from connection 
into patterns of protection, and loneliness is the subjective experience 
(Dana, 2018). 

So, when we recognize that we are suffering and dysregulated, it is very 
helpful and sometimes lifesaving to seek safe refuge in others. 
Conversely, when we are emotionally regulated ourselves, we can offer 
our safe regulation to others, be they adults or children. This is a 
particularly important and essential component of good parenting. We 
can gift our safe regulation to ourselves and others by choosing the 

²Ƙŀǘ Yƛƭƭǎ¦ǎ
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following strategies below. Remember, through the process of 
neuroception, others read our cues of safety just as we read theirs. Quid 
pro quo, we receive back what we give and vice versa. We would do well 
to practice these strategies, so they become automatic whenever we 
move out of the green zone and want to return. 

Here are some interpersonal behavioral cues to be mindful of, as they 
influence how others co-regulate with you. While they may come 
naturally to some, for others, they must be learned. When ǯƆŦȗẄǝŦḧdone 
properly and become a natural flow of your interpersonal style, you will 
be amazed at how others respond to you. Please do not underestimate 
the blessings they can bring to your life and the lives of people you care 
about and/or love.  

 

Kind eyes: As they say, the eyes are the window to the soul. 
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Melodious voice: Speak with a more melodious voice, full of prosody 
and life.  

 

Smiling mouth and eyes: Smile not only with your mouth but with your 
eyes. Whether or not we are aware, our neuroception scans for 
ŚƾƳŽǝǸŦƳŚŦḧřŦǯȑŦŦƳḧǯƆŦḧǤưƋƧƋƳŽḧưƾǸǯƆḧļƳŠḧǤưƋƧƋƳŽḧŦȗŦǤḰḧ;ǝƾȑẄǤḧżŦŦǯḧ
wrinkles are testament to someone who lives a more joyful life. So 
maybe reconsider that Botox.  
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Avoid leaning in: Leaning in can be perceived as very threatening. Most 
ƾżḧǸǤḧŠƾƳẄǯḧƧƋƢŦḧƋǯḧȑƆŦƳḧƾǯƆŦǝǤḧŦƳǯŦǝḧƾǸǝḧǚŦǝǤƾƳļƧḧǤǚļŚŦ uninvited, 
particularly in western cultures, and the end result is typically defensive 
activation moving us toward fight or flight or less typically, occasional 
freeze responses. 

 

Slow and low Breathing: Our lungs are the only internal body organ we 
can directly control, and proper breathing has a huge impact on our 
health. Breathe slowly with exhalations longer than inhalations Ṕ 
breathing out slowly accentuates relaxation and actually can slow our 
heart rate by 20 beats per minute (vagal brake).  
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Re-story 

Now that we, or our loved ones, are in a more regulated state by using 
the bottom-up strategies discussed earlier, we should feel more settled 
and able to use top-down strategies to correct the narrative or re-story 
the situationṕwhether it's a current event or something from the 
distant past. As humans, we naturally seek meaning in our experiences, 
often creating stories to make sense of our pain (Dana, 2018, 2020; Kain, 
2018). Unfortunately, our narratives often skew negative due to the 
řǝļƋƳẄǤḧřƋļǤḧǯƾȑļǝŠḧƳŦŽļǯƋȐƋǯȗḱḧļḧǤǸǝȐƋȐļƧḧưŦŚƆļƳƋǤưḧǯƆļǯḧƢŦǚǯḧǸǤḧ
vigilant for danger (Hanson & Mendius, 2009). While this served us well 
in the wild, it works against us when the threat is no longer present. 
Victims of trauma are particularly prone to constructing false narratives 
about themselves and the world around them (Porges, 2017; Dana, 2018; 
Kain & Terrell, 2018). 

In a more regulated state, however, we can rewrite a new narrative that 
better reflects our healing journey and the heroic efforts of our nervous 
system to protect us through our pain. This new story allows us to 
embrace both the lessons of the past and the bright possibilities of the 
future. 

ǤḧǯƆŦḧ:ƋřƧŦḧǝŦưƋƳŠǤḧǸǤḱḧẁAƾḧƳƾǯḧŚƾƳżƾǝưḧǯƾḧǯƆŦḧǚļǯǯŦǝƳḧƾżḧǯƆƋǤḧȑƾǝƧŠḱḧ
řǸǯḧřŦḧǯǝļƳǤżƾǝưŦŠḧřȗḧǯƆŦḧǝŦƳŦȑƋƳŽḧƾżḧȗƾǸǝḧưƋƳŠẂḧṩØƾưļƳǤḧᵷᵸḲᵸḱḧ¯kĈṪḰḧ
By renewing our narratives, we transform our minds and begin to see 
ourselves and our stories in a new lightṕone filled with resilience, hope, 
and purpose. 
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AǝǤḰḧ ~ļƋƳḧ ļƳŠḧ éŦǝǝŦƧƧḧ ŠŦǤŚǝƋřŦḧ ǯƆƋǤḧ řŦļǸǯƋżǸƧƧȗḲḧ ẁ Ǥḧ ƾǸǝḧ ŚļǚļŚƋǯȗḧ
increases, our narratives are likely to change, including the sense of 
success at meeting challenges, developing curiosity, or a willingness to 
explore. Eventually, our narratives may also include access to a sense of 
ǤļżŦǯȗḧ ļƳŠḧ ŚƾƳƳŦŚǯƋƾƳḰḧ ØļǯƆŦǝḧ ǯƆļƳḧ ẃkḧ ļưḧ ŚƾƳǤǯļƳǯƧȗḧ ļżǝļƋŠḧ ļƳŠḧ
ǸƳƆļǚǚȗḱẄḧļḧŚƧƋŦƳǯḧȑƋƧƧḧřŦŽƋƳḧǯŦƧƧƋƳŽḧƆƋưǤŦƧżḧļḧŠƋżżŦǝŦƳǯḧǤǯƾǝȗḲḧẃkḧļưḧ
stronger than I thought and able to meet challenges with greater 
řļƧļƳŚŦḧļƳŠḧǤǸŚŚŦǤǤẄẂḧṩ~ļƋƳḧẢ Terrell, 2018, pp. 101-ᵷᵿᵸṪḰḧéƆŦȗḧļŠŠḱḧẁ ǯḧ
the same time, our somatic narratives will begin to change. We may 
literally experience changes in our symptomsṕdecreased inflammation, 
less pain, fewer migraines. Our illness narratives may alter to include 
the possibility of being free of pain, free of symptoms that have 
řŦƧŦļŽǸŦǝŦŠḧǸǤḧżƾǝḧưƾǤǯḧƾżḧƾǸǝḧƧƋȐŦǤẂḧṩ~ļƋƳḧẢḧéŦǝǝŦƧƧḱḧᵸᵶᵷᵾḱḧǚḰḧᵷᵿᵸṪḰ 

In this process of re-storying, we not only rewrite our past but also open 
ourselves to a future of peace and healing. 
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Two: 
HeartMath® 

 
 

 

ur heart is an amazing organ and is much more than a pump. 
It has its own wisdom and intelligence and works 
cooperatively with the brain. HeartMath®  has sought to 

explore the science of this connection and translate that science into 
practical ways of healing mental health struggles and thus improving 
our lives.  

The wisdom of the heart is not newṕit was known to the ancients and 
has been referenced throughout Scripture. ẁ řƾȐŦḧļƧƧḧŦƧǤŦḱḧŽǸļǝŠḧȗƾǸǝḧ
ƆŦļǝǯḱḧżƾǝḧŦȐŦǝȗǯƆƋƳŽḧȗƾǸḧŠƾḧżƧƾȑǤḧżǝƾưḧƋǯẂḧ(Proverbs 4:23, NIV). This 
verse reminds us that our heart is central to the essence of life, 
influencing not only our emotions but the quality of our decisions and 

O 
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actions. In modern times, much of this wisdom was dismissed and then 
forgotten, but it is being rediscovered through scientific and spiritual 
lenses alike, leading us toward fuller, more meaningful lives. 

 

Again, the ancients knew of the importance of the heart, but that 
wisdom was lost with time. Happily, this knowledge is coming back to 
us and can lead us to fuller and more meaningful lives.  
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ƘŜŀǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ǎǇƻƪŜΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ 9ƎȅǇǝŀƴΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ DƻŘϥǎ ǿƛƭƭΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ
ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅϥǎ ƻǊƎŀƴǎ ό5ǳƴƴΣ нлнмύΦ
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One of my heroes who advocates for new and innovative ways to 
promote mental health is Gregg Braden. He is an author and speaker 
who has actively bridged science and spirituality. He has a background 
in earth sciences and worked in the aerospace and defense industries 
during the 1980s. Braden is also widely known for his work in 
popularizing the concept of HeartMath®. Although not a founder of 
the HeartMath® Institute, he has been a strong proponent of its work, 
particularly in the areas of emotional self-regulation and the connection 
řŦǯȑŦŦƳḧǯƆŦḧƆŦļǝǯḧļƳŠḧřǝļƋƳḰḧ:ǝļŠŦƳẄǤḧȑƾǝƢḧƾżǯŦƳḧŦȖǚƧƾǝŦǤḧǯƆŦḧǝƾƧŦḧƾżḧ
human emotion in physical health, healing, and the interconnectedness 
of all life. Braden's approach combines science with spirituality to offer 
perspectives on personal and collective wellness, emphasizing the 
importance of harmony within oneself, others, and with the 
environment. He is a brilliant, sincere, and inspirational speaker, and I 
encourage you to search out some of his YouTube presentations on 
HeartMath®ḰḧfƋǤḧƾƳŦḧŦƳǯƋǯƧŦŠḧẁPractice this Technique to Relieve Daily 
































































































































































































