
 
 

Walk with us. We will help you understand the path into 

enslavementñand, more importantly, help you find the path 

toward healing, intimacy, faith, and freedom. 
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We dedicate this book to the memory of Gary Wilson, 

whose pioneering work opened the eyes of millions to the 

neuroscience of pornography addiction. Through Your 

Brain on Porn, he brought clarity, compassion, and scientific 

integrity to a subject too often misunderstood. His 

courage, humility, and unwavering commitment to truth 

continue to inspire our work and the work of countless 

others. We are also deeply grateful to Marina Wilson for 

faithfully preserving and sharing Gary's legacy. It is our 

privilege to dedicate this book to Gary's memory and to 

the enduring impact of his life's work.
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ENDORSEMENTS 
Pornography Enslavement  

 A  NeuroFaith®  Model for Restoring  
Intimacy in an Age of Disconnection 

 

 

ornogrpahyl Enslavement: A   NeuroFaith®  Model Restoring 

Intimacy in an Age of Disconnection offers a critical 

exploration of pornography addiction's effects on 

individuals and society. Beginning with an overview of the 

addiction's severity, the book delves into the origins of such 

addiction, emphasizing digital pornography's accessibility. A notable 

section on the neuroscience behind addiction provides a solid scientific 

basis, explaining the biological challenges in overcoming this addiction. 

Dr. Jeffrey Hansen thoroughly examines the impacts of pornography 

addiction, including its physical, mental, and societal consequences. 

Dr. Hansen highlights the troubling links between pornography, sexual 

aggression, and the objectification of women, presenting well-

researched arguments and real-life examples. The discussion extends 

to the worrying trend of the sexualization of children, prompted by 

early exposure to pornography. 

Concluding with a chapter on recovery and treatment options, "Digital 

Enslavement Amidst the Search for Intimacy" transitions from 

diagnosis to hopeful solutions, offering practical advice for those 

seeking to break free from pornography addiction. This concise yet 

comprehensive guide combines scientific insight with empathetic 

P 
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advice, making it a valuable resource for a wide audience, including 

those affected by addiction, professionals, and concerned individuals. 

Its core message is one of hope: recovery is challenging but achievable 

through understanding, support, and determined effort. 

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

Sculpted to be comprehensively informative, yet also powerfully 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎΣ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ WŜŦŦǊŜȅ IŀƴǎŜƴΩǎ  Pornography 

Enslavement: A NeuroFaith® Model Restoring Intimacy in an Age of 

Disconnection masterfully addresses a dark subject growing darker in 

the digital age. 

5ǊΦ IŀƴǎŜƴ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

porn to provide this highly readable resource that invites us to a 

revealing look at the issue, its causes and contributors, its spread, and 

a clear and well-defined avenue to recovery and continued freedom. 

άPornography Enslavemenǘέ is replete with science, proven 

approaches, and wisdom. The seven-step U-turn path away from the 

porn-triggered activation sequence is among several offerings here 

worth the price of admission. Particularly bold is the chapter on Neo-

Marxism and Queer theory, which, as you will find, is the philosophical 

launch pad for much of the modern problem. Far from being a 

relatively harmless pastime ς and contrary to the stated position of 

certain ideologues in the mental health and sociological fields -- porn 

use is not benign. Pornography consumption worsens loneliness, 

depression, social integration, emotional health, conduct problems, 

physical and sexual aggressiveness, respect for women, and spiritual 
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ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ 5ǊΦ IŀƴǎŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ōŜǎǘ ǿƻǊƪ L ƘŀǾŜ ȅŜǘ ǊŜŀŘ 

on the topic. Consider obtaining a copy for yourself and for any loved 

one caught in the struggle.  

Andre Van Mol, MD 
Board-certified family physician 
Co-chair, Council on Adolescent Sexuality, American College of 
Pediatricians 
Co-chair, Sexual and Gender Identity Task Force, Christian Medical & 
Dental Assoc. 
 

Pornography Enlsavement: A  NeuroFaith® Model Restoring Intimacy in 

an Age of Disconnection offers insight, introspection and actionable 

strategies to aid individuals and providers along their journey with this 

addition. Dr. Hansen addresses how exposure to pornography 

deleteriously impacts the spheres of body, mind and soul. Dr. Hansen 

goes beyond describing how pornography affects our mental health by 

providing insight into the physical and spiritual issues many face today. 

He is quick to note shame and condemnation have no place in effective 

treatment and helps us to understand the disease model of 

pornography addiction. Secular or spiritual, the recent transactional 

attitude toward intimacy brought on by pornography has created huge 

ǊƛŦǘǎ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƭƛƪŜΦ 5ǊΦ IŀƴǎŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ άǊƻŀŘ ƳŀǇέ 

of exit strategies that if followed, may lift one out of the downward 

spiral caused by pornography addition. If you or anyone you care about 

is struggling, Pornography Enlsavement: A   NeuroFaith® Model 

Restoring Intimacy in an Age of Disconnection should be in your library. 

Salvatore Bitondo, LMSW, BCD 
Chief, Family Advocacy Program, Behavioral Health Services Lane 
Madigan Army Medical Center 



 

 

PORNOGRAPHY ENSLAVEMENT 

A   NeuroFaith® Model for Restoring Intimacy 
in an Age of Disconnection  

Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D., Pastor Earl Heverly, and Tim Hayden 

 

NO MEDICAL ADVICE IS GIVEN NOR PROVIDED IN THIS BOOK. SUCH 

INFORMATION, WHICH MAY BE MEDICAL IN NATURE, IS INFORMATION ONLY 

FOR THE USE OF LICENSED AND EXPERIENCED MEDICAL PRACTIONERS. A 

READER INTERESTED IN MEDICAL ADVICE OR MEDICAL TREATMENT SHOULD 

CONSULT A MEDICAL PRACTIONER WITH AN APPROPRIATE SPECIALTY WHO 

L{ twht9w[¸ [L/9b{95 Lb ¢I9 w9!59wΩ{ W¦wL{5L/¢LhbΦ 

!ǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ bƻǘŜ ƻƴ !L /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ 

We have utilized AI technology as a tool to assist with chapter transitions, 

consolidating previously written works by the author, generating illustrative 

content, and refining the overall structure. While AI has contributed to the 

organization and presentation of ideas, all original concepts, clinical insights, 

and faith-based principles remain grounded in our collective expertise and 

personal experiences. The use of AI was employed to enhance clarity, 

streamline content, and enrich the visual and narrative flow, ensuring that 

each chapter serves its intended purpose of informing, inspiring, and guiding 

readers toward healing and growth. 

 
Copyright © Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D., Pastor Earl Heverly, and Tim Hayden 

Published by NeuroFaith®, LLC 
2026 Jeffrey E. Hansen 
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Introduction 
More Than a HabitτA Story of Wounds, 

Shame, and Hope 
 

 

 
 

If you've picked up this book because pornography has become part of 

your story, we'd like to begin by saying something that we hope you'll 

believe before you reach the final page. 

You are not alone. 

You may feel alone. You may feel ashamed. You may have promised 

yourself countless times that this would be the last time. Perhaps 

you've prayed, confessed, installed filters, read books, joined 

accountability groups, or simply tried harder. If so, you are in the 
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company of many sincere men and women who long to be free. We 

want you to know from the very beginning that this book was not 

written to condemn you. Chances are, you've already done enough of 

that yourself. It was written because we believe that understanding 

opens the door to healing, and healing is always stronger than shame. 

Before we go any further, we'd like to tell you a little about ourselves 

and why this subject matters so deeply to us. 

Together, we have spent nearly ninety years walking alongside people 

through some of life's most difficult seasons. I (Jeff) have served as a 

clinical psychologist for nearly four decades, and Earl has served as a 

pastor for almost fifty years. Between us, we've listened to thousands 

of stories marked by brokenness, addiction, trauma, grief, and shame. 

Those years have taught us something we will never forget. People 

rarely need more condemnation. Most are already carrying far more 

shame than anyone around them realizes. What they need is someone 

willing to listen, to understand, and to remind them that their deepest 

struggle is never the truest thing about them. 

For me, this journey is also deeply personal. As a young man, I struggled 

with pornography myself. What began as curiosity slowly became 

secrecy, and secrecy eventually became shame. That struggle followed 

me into adulthood and nearly cost me my marriage. By God's grace, 

through the steadfast love of my wife, the guidance of a compassionate 

therapist who offered truth without condemnation, and the 

transforming work of Christ, I found a path toward healing. That 

journey forever changed the way I understand addiction, the human 

heart, and the extraordinary grace of God. It also changed the way I 

practice psychology. 
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Earl's journey has been different, but no less significant. For nearly five 

decades he has faithfully walked beside men, women, couples, and 

families through seasons of failure, heartbreak, repentance, and 

restoration. He has seen God's grace meet people in places where they 

believed hope had been lost. Together, we have become convinced 

that healing happens best when people are met with both truth and 

grace. One without the other is incomplete. 

There is a quiet epidemic consuming our generation, not through 

disease or war, but through screens, shame, and stolen intimacy. It 

does not burst into our lives with the force of a natural disaster. 

Instead, it slips quietly into homes, bedrooms, classrooms, and even 

churches, often unnoticed until its effects have become deeply woven 

into the fabric of a person's life. It disguises itself as entertainment, 

curiosity, education, or harmless escape. Yet beneath its polished 

digital surface lies something far more destructive. It distorts intimacy, 

fractures identity, reshapes the developing brain, and quietly erodes 

our capacity for genuine human connection. 

We are talking about pornography and the increasingly sexualized 

digital culture that surrounds it. 

As a society, we have become remarkably desensitized to its presence 

while remaining largely blind to its cost. Behind locked screens and 

closed doors are not statistics. They are people. They are husbands and 

wives, teenagers and grandparents, pastors and physicians, first 

responders and college students. They are people carrying burdens 

they never imagined they would bear. Many are convinced they are 

uniquely broken or somehow beyond help. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. 
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Stephen Arterburn, one of the most respected voices in the field of 

sexual addiction, described the scope of this crisis with remarkable 

clarity: 

"I don't know of any plague to ever reach into the 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... The Internet exploded the problem, and now cell phones 

transport pornography more portably than the computer and facilitate 

affairs with greater accessibility and secrecy" (Roberts, 2008, p. 9). 

His words remain just as relevant today. Technology has made 

pornography more accessible, more anonymous, and more immersive 

than at any other point in history. Yet as I continued listening to 

people's stories over the years, I gradually realized that pornography 

was rarely the deepest problem. More often, it had become an 

attempted solution. Beneath the compulsive behavior were stories of 

loneliness, trauma, rejection, attachment wounds, anxiety, grief, and 

profound shame. Pornography had become a way of regulating 

emotional pain, even as it created new layers of suffering. Until we 

understand that deeper story, we will continue treating the symptom 

while leaving the roots untouched. 

That conviction became the foundation of NeuroFaith®. Throughout 

this book, we will explore the neuroscience of addiction, the effects of 

trauma on the brain and nervous system, the protective psychological 

strategies that develop in response to emotional pain, and the 

transforming power of biblical truth. Our goal is not simply to help you 

stop looking at pornography. Our goal is to help you understand your 

story, experience God's restoring grace, and become more fully the 

man or woman He created you to be. 
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Whether these pages are for you, for someone you love, or simply 

because you want to understand one of the defining struggles of our 

time, welcome. We are honored to walk this journey with you. We 

believe your story is not over. We believe your identity is not your 

addiction. And we believe that genuine freedom remains possible 

through truth, grace, courageous honesty, and the healing power of 

God. 

Why NeuroFaith® you might ask? 

As we listened to story after story, one realization gradually emerged. 

We had been asking an important question, but perhaps not the most 

important one. For years we asked, "How do we help people stop 

looking at pornography?" Over time, however, another question began 

to take center stage. "What pain is pornography attempting to soothe? 

What wounds lie beneath the behavior? What has happened in this 

person's life that made pornography feel like relief, even if only for a 

moment?" 

Those questions certainly deepened our understanding of 

pornography addiction, but they are not where NeuroFaith® began. 

For me (Jeff), NeuroFaith® grew out of a much longer journey. It 

emerged from my own brokenness, my own healing, and nearly four 

decades of sitting with people as they struggled to make sense of their 

lives. Along the way, I became increasingly convinced that addiction is 

rarely just about the addiction. While not every addiction grows out of 

trauma, many do. Others arise from the quieter adversities of life, 

emotional neglect, chronic loneliness, rejection, shame, or painful 

experiences that gradually shape the way we see ourselves and the 

world around us. These wounds do not simply fade with time. They 
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become woven into our nervous system, our emotional lives, and the 

stories we begin to believe about who we are. 

Over time, many people unknowingly develop ways of coping with 

those wounds. For some, pornography becomes one of those 

strategies. It offers temporary relief, a brief escape, or the illusion of 

comfort. Yet the relief never lasts. Instead, the shame deepens, the 

false narrative grows stronger, and the cycle continues. 

 

That realization transformed the way we approached healing. We 

became convinced that if we truly want to help people experience 

lasting freedom, we must do more than confront the behavior. We 

must gently uncover the wounds beneath it, help regulate a nervous 

system that has learned to survive rather than thrive, understand the 

protective strategies that once served a purpose, and ultimately 

replace the false story of shame with God's unchanging truth about 

who we are. 
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As these insights came together, so did NeuroFaith®. It was never 

intended to be simply another treatment model. It became an 

integrated way of understanding how God restores wounded people 

by caring for the whole person, mind, body, relationships, and soul. 

One of the greatest joys of this journey has been watching people begin 

to see themselves differently. As understanding grows, shame often 

begins to loosen its grip. As shame gives way, hope quietly begins to 

emerge. Instead of asking only, "How do I stop?" many begin asking a 

far better question. "How does God want to restore me?" 

That is our hope for you as well. 

Yes, we want to help you find freedom from pornography. But our 

hope reaches much further than that. We hope you will become more 

fully the man or woman God created you to be, living with greater 

freedom, deeper peace, healthier relationships, and a renewed sense 

of identity in Christ. We believe that kind of healing is possible, and it 

is our privilege to walk beside you as you discover it. 
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From Teens to Seniors 
Who's Really Watching? The Surprising 

Demographics of Pornography 
 

 

tatistics can feel cold. They are percentages, surveys, charts, and 

graphs. But behind every number is a real person. Behind every 

percentage is a child whose innocence was interrupted too soon, 

a teenager quietly struggling in isolation, a husband or wife carrying the 

burden of secrecy, or a family wondering how something that began as 

curiosity became so painfully destructive. 

That is why these numbers matter. 

They are not simply documenting a cultural trend. They are telling the 

story of a generation. 

S 
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As psychologists, pastors, physicians, educators, and parents, we 

sometimes become so familiar with a problem that we stop seeing how 

devastating it really is. We adjust to it. We normalize it. We quietly begin 

telling ourselves, "This is simply the world we live in." 

It isn't. 

The widespread acceptance of pornography has created the illusion that 

it must somehow be harmless. It is not. The fact that millions of people 

struggle with pornography does not make it less destructive. If anything, 

it reveals how deeply this epidemic has penetrated our homes, our 

schools, our churches, and our culture. 

Many of us grew up hearing the story of lemmings blindly following one 

another toward the sea. One after another, they plunge forward 

because the one ahead keeps moving. They never stop to ask where the 

path is leading. They never look for another way. They simply follow the 

crowd until the outcome becomes tragic. 

Whether that familiar story is literally accurate in every detail is not the 

point. The lesson is. 

Human beings often do the same thing. 

When enough people begin moving in one direction, we stop asking 

whether that direction is wise. We mistake popularity for truth. We 

assume that if everyone is doing it, it can't be that harmful. We become 

desensitized. We stop questioning. We stop looking beneath the 

surface. Before long, an entire culture can drift toward something 

profoundly destructive without recognizing the danger until the 

consequences are all around us. 

That is one of our deepest concerns about pornography. 
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It is not simply that so many people are viewing it. It is that we have 

begun to accept it. We have allowed something that reshapes the brain, 

distorts intimacy, objectifies people created in the image of God, and 

wounds marriages and families to become part of everyday life. We have 

exposed children to sexual experiences long before their brains and 

hearts are prepared to process them. We have watched innocence give 

way to confusion, confusion give way to shame, and shame give way to 

isolation, all while telling ourselves that this is simply the price of living 

in a digital age. 

It is not. 

Over the years, I(Jeff) have occasionally encountered professionals who 

preferred to minimize this issue or devote only passing attention to it. I 

have never been able to do that. After sitting with too many wounded 

adolescents, too many devastated spouses, and too many adults who 

quietly whispered, "I hate what this has done to my life," I became 

convinced that looking away is no longer an option. Truth matters 

because people matter. 

That is why we present the following statistics in some detail. 

Not to overwhelm you. Not to shame you. Not to sensationalize the 

problem. 

We present them because healing always begins with truth. We cannot 

confront a crisis we refuse to acknowledge. We cannot rescue a 

generation while pretending there is no danger. These statistics are 

intended to open our eyes, not close our hearts. 

As you read them, remember that they are far more than numbers. 

They are children. They are teenagers. They are husbands and wives. 

They are pastors, physicians, teachers, first responders, business 
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leaders, neighbors, and friends. They are people created in the image of 

God. 

And every one of them is worth fighting for. 

Consider the following statistics, which underscore the gravity of the 

crisis: 

¶ In 1997, just six years after the World Wide Web was 

launched, there were about 900 online porn sites (Ogasa et 

al., 2011). 

¶ By 2005, approximately 13,500 full-length pornographic 

films were released compared to 600 Hollywood films 

(Ropelato, 2011). 

¶ From 2001 to 2007, U.S. Internet pornography revenue 

grew from $1 billion to $3 billion annually (Lambert et al., 

2012). 

¶ Forty million Americans watch porn regularly (Webroot, 

2019). 

¶ The porn industry earns more revenue than CBS, NBC, and ABC 

combined (Roberts, 2008). 

¶ U.S. businesses lose an estimated $16.9 billion annually in 

productivity due to pornography use, not to mention the 

personal cost to families and youth (Webroot, 2019). 

¶ 35% of all Internet downloads are porn-related (Webroot, 

2019). 
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¶ 34% of Internet users report unwanted exposure to 

pornography through ads, pop-ups, or misdirected links 

(Webroot, 2019). 

¶ One-third of porn viewers are women (Webroot, 2019). 

¶ Between 2008 and 2011, pornography exposure among boys 

under 13 rose from 14% to 49% (Sun et al., 2016). 

¶ A 2015 study of Italian teens (Pizzol et al., 2015) found that 

80% viewed pornography, with 22% reporting habitual use, 

10% reporting reduced real-life sexual interest, and 9% 

reporting addictive behavior. 

¶ A 2017 Swedish study found 98% of young men had viewed 

pornography; 11% were daily users (Donevan & Mattebo, 

2017). 

¶ In 2006, 35% of Dutch children aged 8-12 encountered 

pornographic content online at home (Soeters & van Schaik, 

2006). 

¶ Over two-thirds of 15-17-year-olds report accidental 

exposure to pornographic content, with 45% saying they 

were upset by it (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2001). 

¶ Nearly half (47%) of U.S. families report pornography as a 

problem in their homes (National Coalition for the 

Protection of Children & Families, 2010). 

¶ In a 2012 study, 71% of teens admitted to hiding their online 

activity from parents; 32% admitted to intentionally 

accessing pornographic content (SCRIBD, 2019). 
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¶ A University of Alberta study (Betkowski, 2007) found 90% 

of boys and 70% of girls aged 13-14 had accessed sexually 

explicit content. 

¶ According to the Barna Group (Proven Men Ministries, 

2014): 

o 79% of men aged 18-30 view porn monthly; 63% do 

so several times a week. 

o 76% of women aged 18-30 view porn monthly; 21% 

do so several times a week. 

o 55% of married men and 25% of married women 

view porn monthly. 
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The statistics you've just read are sobering. They should be. 

They reveal far more than a troubling cultural trend. They expose a 

crisis quietly unfolding in homes, schools, churches, and communities 

around the world. This is not simply a private struggle affecting a small 

group of people. It is a widespread epidemic touching children, 

adolescents, marriages, families, and entire generations. 

Yet our purpose in presenting these numbers has never been to 

overwhelm you or leave you discouraged. 

Knowledge is one of God's gifts. 

Truth allows us to see reality as it really is. Without truth, we minimize 

the problem, rationalize it, or simply look the other way. But once we 

are willing to see clearly, we are finally in a position to respond wisely. 

As Jesus declared, "Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set 

you free" (John 8:32, NIV). 
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That promise is the heartbeat of this book. 

If these statistics have awakened something within you, perhaps grief, 

concern, conviction, or even hope, don't push those feelings aside. Let 

them become an invitation rather than a source of condemnation. This 

book is not about pointing fingers at those who struggle with 

pornography. It is not about assigning blame or increasing shame. 

Shame has never healed anyone. 

This book is about understanding. 

It is about asking why so many good people become trapped in 

patterns they never intended to develop. It is about discovering what 

lies beneath the behavior. It is about understanding how trauma, 

adversity, loneliness, and emotional pain can quietly shape the brain, 

the nervous system, and the stories we tell ourselves. Most 

importantly, it is about discovering that God has not abandoned us to 

those stories. He offers something better. He offers restoration. 

Now that we have awakened to the magnitude of the epidemic, we are 

ready to ask a far more important question. 

How does addiction begin in the first place? 

Until we understand what draws us into pornography, we will spend 

our lives fighting the symptoms while missing the deeper wounds that 

keep the cycle alive. 

That is where our journey turns next. 

And it is where lasting healing begins. 
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It Didn't Start With 
Pornography 

Understanding How Good People Become 
Trapped 

 

 

The Question We All Ask 

If you're reading this chapter, chances are you've arrived at one of 
those quiet moments that almost all of us experience sooner or later. 
Perhaps it came after another promise you couldn't keep. Maybe it 
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followed another night spent looking at pornography, another difficult 
conversation with your spouse, or simply another morning of waking 
up disappointed in yourself and wondering, How did my life get here? 
Whatever brought you to these pages, we're genuinely glad you're 
here. It takes tremendous courage to stop running long enough to ask 
an honest question. Most people never do. They stay busy. They 
rationalize. They promise themselves they'll quit tomorrow. They 
convince themselves that because pornography has become so 
common, perhaps it really isn't all that serious. Yet something inside 
keeps whispering that there has to be more to the story. 

That whisper is worth listening to. 

One of the greatest mistakes we make is asking the wrong question. 
We ask, What's wrong with me? We ask, Why am I so weak? We ask, 
Why can't I just stop? Those questions almost always end in shame 
because they assume the answer is simply that we're defective. Over 
the years, however, we've become convinced there is a much better 
question, and it changes everything. 

How did I get here? 

Notice the difference. That question doesn't excuse our behavior. It 
doesn't minimize the damage pornography causes. It doesn't deny 
personal responsibility. What it does is invite curiosity instead of 
condemnation. It opens the door to understanding rather than self-
hatred. It reminds us that behavior has a history, and that if we hope 
to change the destination, we must first understand the road that 
brought us there. 

Over nearly four decades of clinical work and almost fifty years of 
pastoral ministry, we've listened to hundreds of stories. On the surface, 
those stories couldn't have been more different. Some men were first 
exposed to pornography when they were eight or nine years old. 
Others didn't encounter it until college or adulthood. Some grew up in 
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loving Christian homes. Others carried deep wounds from abuse, 
neglect, rejection, abandonment, or loneliness. Yet despite those very 
different histories, we heard remarkably similar questions. Why do I 
keep going back? Why do I hate what I'm doing? Why does this seem 
stronger than I am? 

Those are not the questions of bad people. 

They are the questions of people who are hurting. 

And hurting people deserve more than simplistic answers. 

For far too long, the conversation has centered almost entirely on 
behavior. Pray harder. Try harder. Install another filter. Join another 
accountability group. Those are all worthwhile tools, and many people 
have found genuine help through them. But after listening carefully to 
story after story, we gradually realized that behavior was only the 
visible part of a much deeper story. Pornography was rarely the 
beginning. More often, it had become an attempted solution. It 
soothed loneliness. It numbed anxiety. It distracted us from emotional 
pain. It offered us comfort after rejection. It became a refuge from 
shame, even while creating even more shame. 

That realization changed everything. 

Instead of asking only, How do we stop pornography? we began asking, 
What is pornography doing for this person? What pain is it trying to 
relieve? What wounds lie underneath the behavior? 

Those questions led us into a much deeper understanding of addiction, 
and they will guide the rest of this chapter. CƛǊǎǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ 
main causes which we believe lead to pornography enslavement.  
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Cause I: Disconnection and the Descent into Pornography 

Cause II: Trauma The Hidden Epicenter of Pornography 

Cause III: Deceived by Delight 

Cause IV: The Digital Highway to Pornography 

Cause V: When the Family Fractures 
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Cause I 

Disconnection and the Descent into 
Pornography 

 
 

 

 

dulthood was never meant to feel this way. Yet for many 

people, life has become less about living and more about 

surviving. We wake up exhausted, carry responsibilities that 

never seem to end, and quietly wonder where our joy went. We 

continue showing up for work, caring for our families, attending 

church, and fulfilling our obligations, while somewhere deep inside an 

unsettling question lingers: How did life become so empty? 

For many, that emptiness eventually expresses itself as depression, 

anxiety, burnout, or addiction. For others, it appears as emotional 

numbness, chronic busyness, irritability, loneliness, or the relentless 

A 
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search for something that will finally make them feel alive again. These 

experiences are not random. They often point to something deeper. 

They suggest that we have become disconnected from the very things 

that give human life meaning and vitality. 

One of the authors who has most influenced our thinking in this area 

is the journalist Johann Hari. Although not a psychologist or 

psychiatrist, Hari's work has had a profound impact on our 

understanding of depression, anxiety, and addiction. Having struggled 

with depression himself beginning in adolescence, he spent several 

years traveling throughout the world, interviewing leading 

psychologists, psychiatrists, neuroscientists, physicians, researchers, 

spiritual leaders, and others in an effort to answer a deceptively simple 

question: Why are so many people suffering? The result was his 

remarkable book, Lost Connections: Uncovering the Real Causes of 

Depressionτand the Unexpected Solutions (Hari, 2018). 

Hari's work became especially meaningful during a season when Jeff 

was wrestling with significant depression himself. Although he had 

spent decades studying psychology and psychotherapy, Hari offered a 

perspective that was both refreshing and deeply hopeful. Rather than 

asking only, "What is wrong with the brain?" Hari asked a different 

question: "What have we become disconnected from?" That shift in 

perspective became an important part of Jeff's own healing journey. It 

also became an important influence on the continuing development of 

the NeuroFaith® model. 

Hari argues that depression, anxiety, and even addiction are often 

rooted not simply in biology but in multiple forms of disconnection. We 

become disconnected from meaningful work, authentic relationships, 

community, hope, nature, purpose, and other essential aspects of 
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human flourishing. As those connections weaken, emotional suffering 

often follows. 

We believe Hari has identified something profoundly important. At the 

same time, we also believe his framework can be expanded. 

Throughout this chapter, we will explore not only the forms of 

disconnection Hari describes, but several others that we have found 

equally important through our combined experience in clinical 

psychology, pastoral ministry, neuroscience, and Christian faith. We 

will examine how these disconnections help us understand not only 

depression and anxiety, but also why pornography has become such a 

powerful counterfeit source of comfort in our culture. 

Pornography rarely develops in isolation. More often, it flourishes 

wherever genuine connection has been weakened or lost. When we 

become disconnected from meaningful work, authentic relationships, 

hope, healthy values, nature, purpose, unresolved trauma, or 

ultimately from God Himself, the heart naturally begins searching for 

relief. Pornography offers that relief, but only temporarily. It promises 

intimacy without relationship, comfort without healing, pleasure 

without purpose, and escape without transformation. 

As you read the pages that follow, you may recognize parts of your own 

story. If you do, do not lose heart. The purpose of this chapter is not to 

overwhelm you with all that has been lost. It is to help you identify the 

places where reconnection can begin. Recovery starts when we stop 

asking only, "How do I stop pornography?" and begin asking a deeper 

question: "What have I become disconnected from that my heart has 

been trying to replace?" That question will guide everything that 

follows. We hope you love his work as much as we do and encourage you to 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ WƻƘŀƴƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪΦ  
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Disconnection from Meaningful Work 
 

 

Johann Hari argues that one of the quiet but powerful contributors to 

addiction is disconnection from meaningful work. Human beings were 

created to contribute. We long to build, create, solve problems, care 

for others, and know that our efforts matter. Meaningful work gives us 

more than a paycheck. It gives us dignity, purpose, structure, and the 

deeply satisfying experience of contributing something worthwhile to 

the lives of others. 

When that sense of purpose begins to disappear, we often become 

vulnerable to substitutes. Days begin to feel repetitive. Work loses its 

meaning. Retirement, unemployment, disability, burnout, or simply 

working in an environment that feels empty or dehumanizing can 

gradually leave us wondering whether what we do really matters. The 

human heart was never designed to thrive in purposelessness. 

Pornography can quietly move into that void. It offers immediate 

stimulation without effort, reward without contribution, and pleasure 
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without accomplishment. Rather than experiencing the deep 

satisfaction that comes from creating something meaningful, serving 

another person, solving a difficult problem, or completing an important 

task, pornography offers a brief escape from the emptiness. It becomes 

a counterfeit reward that temporarily masks a life that has become 

disconnected from purpose. 

This does not mean that meaningful work is a cure for pornography 

addiction. Nor does it mean that people struggling with depression or 

anxiety should simply work harder. We know better than that. 

Depression can make even simple tasks feel overwhelming, and 

anxiety can make ordinary responsibilities seem impossible. Yet 

decades of psychological research have demonstrated that gradually 

re-engaging in meaningful, value-directed activity often becomes an 

important part of healing. As we begin contributing again, 

accomplishing small goals, serving others, and investing ourselves in 

work that matters, our sense of purpose slowly returns. 

Pornography narrows life. Meaningful work expands it. Pornography 

consumes our energy while producing nothing of lasting value. 

Meaningful work, whether raising children, serving our community, 

building a business, volunteering at church, repairing a fence, writing a 

book, or simply helping a neighbor, reminds us that we were created 

not merely to consume pleasure, but to create, contribute, and leave 

the world better than we found it. 

Recovery from pornography is not simply about removing something 

destructive. It is also about restoring something life-giving. As purpose 

replaces escape, and contribution replaces consumption, pornography 

often begins to lose some of its power because the deeper human need 

it was counterfeiting is increasingly being met in healthier and more 

meaningful ways. 
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Johann Hari (2018) draws our attention to a worldwide crisis of 

meaning. In a massive Gallup study conducted between 2011 and 

2012, researchers surveyed millions of workers across 142 countries. 

hƴƭȅ мо ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎ άŜƴƎŀƎŜŘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿork. 

Sixty-ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ άƴƻǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΣέ ŀƴŘ нп ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ άŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

ŘƛǎŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΣέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ōǳǘ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

their discontent. Hari argues, convincingly, that this disconnection is 

not just a productivity issue. It is deeply linked to the rise in addiction, 

depression, and anxiety. 

We are not made to spend our lives doing things that feel pointless. 

And we are certainly not made to live under the weight of soul-

deadening routines that offer no agency, creativity, or purpose. The 

Whitehall Study (Marmot et al., 2002) of British civil servants 

confirmed this, finding that a lack of autonomy and the inability to see 

a connection between effort and reward were powerful predictors of 

poor mental health. When your labor does not seem to matter, it takes 

something essential out of you. 

And that is not just psychological. It is spiritual. In Genesis 2:15 (NIV), 

it says, ά¢ƘŜ [ƻǊŘ DƻŘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DŀǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ 9ŘŜƴ 

ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦέ Work was part of the original design. It 

was never meant to be punishment. It was a way to partner with God 

in caring for the world He created. When that connection to 

meaningful labor is lost, something deep within us begins to fray. 

For many adults, especially in modern Western life, work has become 

transactional and empty. People clock in, perform duties that feel 

disconnected from their values, and clock out. They go home drained, 

not from effort but from futility. Over time, this leads to what Hari calls 

a spiritual and psychological numbness. It is not just boredom. It is 

despair. 
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And here is the part we sometimes miss. Our children see it. They see 

us come home weary, bitter, or resigned. They see us sitting in front of 

screens, not from laziness, but from a kind of emotional defeat. 

Adolescents learn from what we model. When they see adults robbed 

of purpose, they begin to believe that life itself is just something to 

survive. And they often turn to numbing behaviors of their own, 

whether through social media, substances, or fantasy worlds because 

the real world looks like a dead end. 

But we can disrupt that pattern. We can reclaim meaningful work as 

part of healing. 

That does not mean switching careers overnight. It might begin with 

reframing the work you already do, seeing how your efforts contribute, 

even in small ways. Or it might mean stepping into a new challenge, 

volunteering, helping someone else, fixing something, or creating 

something. These acts begin to stitch purpose back into our lives. 

And when we root our labor in something greater, it takes on eternal 

meaning. Colossians 3:23ς24 (NIV) tells us, ά²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻΣ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ 

it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎΦέ That reframes everything. 

Whether you are folding laundry, leading a meeting, or rebuilding your 

life from the wreckage of depression, your effort matters. 

You do not have to feel good to begin. You begin, and over time, the 

good feelings may come. 

So, if you are depressed or anxious right now, start small. Take one 

action, however simple, that aligns with who you want to be. It might 

not feel like much today, but it is not nothing. It is a seed. And with 

ǘƛƳŜΣ ŎŀǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ƘŜƭǇΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ƎǊƻǿ ƛƴǘƻ something beautiful. 



Pornography Enslavement  
Hansen , Heverly , and Hayden  

 

37 

Disconnection from Meaningful People 
 

 

Loneliness is not just an emotion. It is a physiological and psychological 

threat. It can break your heart, not just figuratively but literally. It can 

ǎŎǊŀƳōƭŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ƧŀŎƪ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ 

hormones, and slowly dismantle your resilience until you feel hollowed 

out and exhausted from the inside out. 

Dr. John Cacioppo, a pioneer in social neuroscience, studied the impact 

of loneliness over many years. He and his colleagues found something 

staggering. When people were placed in an experiment and made to 

feel acutely alone, their bodies responded with a stress reaction as 

severe as if they were under physical attack (Cacioppo et al., 2006, 

2008, 2010; Hari, 2018). In fact, loneliness drives cortisol levels through 

the roof. It hits the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, the very 

center of your stress system, and floods your body with the same 

neurochemical chaos you would experience if someone had just 
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jumped you in a dark alley. Only this threat comes from within. And it 

lingers. 

[ƛǎŀ .ŜǊƎƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term research confirms just how deadly loneliness 

can be. Over a nine-year period, she found that socially isolated 

individuals were two to three times more likely to die during lonely 

periods than their connected counterparts. Heart disease, cancer, 

respiratory illnessτalmost everything became more fatal during 

seasons of social disconnection (Pinker, 2015). 

 

Cacioppo went even further. In a five-year longitudinal study, his team 

showed that loneliness is not merely a byproduct of depression. It is a 

direct contributor. He found that when a person moved from 

moderate loneliness to a slightly higher thresholdτsay, from 50 

percent to 65 percent on their loneliness scaleτtheir risk of becoming 

clinically depressed increased eightfold (Cacioppo et al., 2010). 

Eightfold. Not double. Not triple. Eight times more likely to spiral into 

depression. That should stop us in our tracks. 

And yet, we live in a culture that often glamorizes independence. We 

quietly accept the slow drift into isolation, chalking it up to busy 
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schedules, modern life, or personality. But make no mistakeτ

loneliness kills. As Cacioppo said in his TED Talk (2013), a meta-analysis 

of over 100,000 participants found that social isolation increased the 

risk of early death more than obesity, smoking, or lack of exercise. 

This is not just data. This is real life. How many people quietly ache 

every evening when they come home to an empty house, scroll 

endlessly on their phones, or eat dinner alone in front of the TV? How 

many sit in church or at work surrounded by people and yet feel 

invisible? You do not have to be physically alone to be lonely. You just 

have to feel that no one truly sees you. 

And the enemy of our souls loves to work in the shadows of loneliness. 

He whispers lies into that void, telling you that you do not matter, that 

no one cares, that this ache will never go away. But it can. And it must. 

Scripture tells us that we were never meant to live life alone. In Psalm 

68:6 (NIV), we read, άDƻŘ ǎŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴŜƭȅ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦέ That is not just 

poetic. It is a profound spiritual truth. God places us in community for 

a reason. He knows that connection is not optional, it is vital for the 

health of our souls, our bodies, and our minds. 

And if you are reading this and you feel isolated, please hear this: your 

loneliness is not a reflection of your worth. It is a wound, not a verdict. 

And wounds can be healed. 

Start small. Reconnect with someone. Join a group. Let someone in. 

Serve. Show up. Ask for help. Speak the truth about how you are really 

doing. The only way out of loneliness is through relationship, and that 

takes risk. But the reward is life. And life abundantly. 
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Because at the end of the day, it is not good for man to be alone. We 

were created for connection. And when we restore that, healing can 

begin. 

Disconnection from Childhood Trauma 
 

 
 

As Johann Hari reminds us, we cannot heal while remaining 

disconnected from our trauma. Lasting recovery requires the courage 

to acknowledge our wounds rather than continually escaping them. 

From a NeuroFaith® perspective, healing involves more than simply 

remembering the past. It means bringing our pain into the healing 

presence of God, allowing truth to replace lies, and walking alongside 

trusted people who help us carry burdens we were never meant to 

bear alone. 

Because the relationship between trauma and pornography addiction 

is so profound, we will devote an entire chapter to understanding it. 
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Here, we simply want to acknowledge trauma as one of the essential 

forms of disconnection that completes Hari's framework. Unresolved 

trauma often becomes fertile ground for addiction because it leaves 

the heart searching for relief. Pornography may temporarily numb the 

pain, but it cannot heal the wound. Lasting freedom requires more 

than escaping our trauma. It requires facing it, understanding it, and 

allowing God to redeem  

Christ is not afraid of your ashes. He builds beauty from them. 

Disconnection from Status and Respect 
 

 

Sometimes the roots of addiction, depression, and anxiety are not 

found only in childhood. They are also shaped by what we experience 

every day. Human beings are created with a deep need to belong, to 

contribute, to be respected, and to know that our lives matter. We long 

to feel seen, valued, and significant within our families, friendships, 

workplaces, and communities. These are not superficial desires. They 
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are deeply woven into our biology, psychology, and, I would argue, our 

spiritual design. 

When those needs go unmet, something begins to ache within us. 

Rejection, loneliness, shame, chronic failure, loss of purpose, or feeling 

invisible can gradually erode our sense of worth. The nervous system 

responds with heightened stress, while the heart quietly searches for 

relief. We naturally begin looking for something that will momentarily 

quiet the pain, restore a sense of significance, or allow us to escape 

feelings of inadequacy. 

Pornography can become one of those counterfeit solutions. For a 

brief moment, it offers escape from loneliness, relief from anxiety, and 

an illusion of acceptance, power, desirability, or control. It asks nothing 

in return. It never rejects. It never criticizes. It never requires 

vulnerability or the hard work of authentic relationships. Yet its 

promises are empty. The temporary comfort quickly fades, often 

leaving behind even greater shame, isolation, and self-contempt than 

before. 

As Johan Hari has argued, addiction is often less about the pursuit of 

pleasure than it is about the attempt to soothe pain and reconnect with 

something that feels missing. When people lose genuine connection, 

purpose, belonging, or self-respect, they naturally become more 

vulnerable to substitutes that promise relief without requiring real 

relationship. Pornography is one of the most powerful of those 

substitutes because it offers immediate comfort while quietly 

deepening the very isolation that made it appealing in the first place. 

Neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky offers one of the clearest windows into 

this reality. In his decades-long research on baboon social hierarchies, 

he observed a pattern that should give all of us pause. Low-status 
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baboons, those shoved to the bottom of the social ladder, began to 

behave in ways that uncannily resembled human depression. They 

hung their heads, moved less, stopped grooming, lost appetite, and 

isolated themselves. And it was not just behavior. Sapolsky found a 

dramatic surge in cortisol, the primary stress hormone, coursing 

through their systems. Their brain chemistry mirrored the patterns we 

see in depressed and anxious humans (Sapolsky, 1992, 2002). 

What makes this so profound is that it reveals something ancient about 

our wiring. Social rank matters, not because we are obsessed with 

popularity, but because we are designed to live in communities where 

our contribution and place have meaning. When we believe we do not 

matter, when we feel ignored or excluded, our bodies interpret that as 

a survival threat. The result is often depression, anxiety, or both. 

Although this pattern is clearly observable in adolescents, we are not 

speaking here about teenagers. We are speaking to adults, men and 

women who may still be carrying the same old wounds, the same silent 

stories of exclusion and social diminishment that began years ago but 

never truly healed. These hierarchies do not end after high school. 

They continue into our adult relationships, our workplaces, our 

churches, our families, and our digital lives. The need to be seen, 

respected, and valued does not evaporate with age. If anything, the 

stakes grow higher. 

Now throw modern life into the mix. What once was a temporary 

season of status anxiety in youth has, for many adults, become a 

chronic undercurrent. The digital age has created a world where the 

scoreboard never turns off. Whether it is social media, professional 

hierarchies, neighborhood comparisons, or subtle status cues in friend 

groups, adults are constantly reminded of where they rank. And for 
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those who feel unseen, undervalued, or sidelined, the psychological 

toll can be profound. 

You might never call it by name, but you feel it. That creeping sense of 

invisibility. The quiet belief that your life does not matter as much as 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎŎǊƻƭƭ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ōŜŀǳǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 

connection, and silently absorb the message that you are falling 

behind. This kind of chronic social comparison does not just cause 

dissatisfaction. It can fuel addiction, depression, and anxiety, especially 

when your life lacks meaningful avenues for purpose, contribution, or 

affirmation. 

Jean Twenge (2006) speaks to this deeply. Self-esteem, she writes, is 

not built through applause or attention. It is formed through real-world 

mastery, through doing hard things, making a difference, and 

becoming competent in something that matters. Adults, just like 

adolescents, need to know that their life has weight, that their effort 

makes a dent in the world, that they can still grow, contribute, and earn 

respect in real and lasting ways. 

When those opportunities are stripped away, through job loss, toxic 

workplaces, fractured relationships, or quiet social exclusion, many 

adults begin to lose not only the respect of others but their own 

internal sense of dignity. And that is where addiction, depression, and 

anxiety often take root. Not in one traumatic event but in the slow 

erosion of value, identity, and place. 

This is not about ego. It is not about being impressive or achieving 

status. It is about the sacred human need to belong, contribute, and 

be seen. Without it, the nervous system stays on high alert. Cortisol 

rises. The body grows weary. And the soul begins to flicker under the 

weight of feeling unworthy. 
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As the psalmist cried out, ά¢ǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ ŦƻǊ L ŀƳ 

lonely and afflicted. Relieve the troubles of my heart and free me from 

Ƴȅ ŀƴƎǳƛǎƘέ (Psalm 25:16ς17, NIV). That cry is as ancient as Scripture 

and as present as this morning. It is the honest voice of a soul that 

knows isolation, invisibility, and the ache of lost dignity. But it is also a 

cry that is heard. God sees. He turns. And He answers.  

Disconnection from Meaningful Values 
 

 

One of the greatest tragedies of modern life is not simply that people 

are busy. It is that many people are busy without a clear sense of 

direction. We live in a culture overflowing with choices, distractions, 

entertainment, and opportunities, yet many quietly struggle to answer 

life's most important questions: What truly matters? What kind of 

person do I want to become? What is worth giving my life to? 

Values serve as our internal compass. They help us distinguish what is 

genuinely life-giving from what merely feels good in the moment. They 

guide our decisions, shape our relationships, and provide stability 
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when life becomes difficult. When our values are rooted in love, 

integrity, faith, service, courage, humility, and genuine human 

connection, they provide an anchor that keeps us moving toward a 

meaningful life, even during suffering. 

But when that compass begins to fail, we do not stop pursuing what 

we value. Instead, we often begin assigning greater value to things that 

promise immediate relief rather than lasting fulfillment. Comfort 

gradually becomes more important than character. Pleasure begins to 

outweigh purpose. Escape replaces engagement. Immediate 

gratification quietly displaces long-term growth. Without realizing it, 

we begin investing our hearts in things that can never satisfy the 

deeper needs of the soul. 

This is where pornography often enters the story. Rarely does it begin 

as a conscious rejection of one's deepest values. More often, it begins 

as an attempt to quiet loneliness, soothe anxiety, numb 

disappointment, or temporarily escape a life that feels empty, 

directionless, or overwhelming. For a brief moment, pornography 

offers relief. It provides distraction without relationship, excitement 

without risk, and pleasure without vulnerability. Yet what it offers is 

ultimately counterfeit. Rather than helping us rediscover purpose, it 

gradually redirects our attention and our affections toward 

increasingly shallow substitutes. 

Tim Kasser (2002), in his research on values and psychological well-

being, found something profoundly sobering. When people organize 

their lives around materialistic goals such as appearance, image, 

money, social status, or fame, they become significantly more prone to 

depression, anxiety, and chronic dissatisfaction. These extrinsic values 

promise happiness, but they deliver emptiness. And in a culture driven 

by screens, comparison, and consumerism, these false promises are 
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everywhere. You are told you can curate your best life, but the more 

you chase validation, the less peace you seem to have. 

This reality is especially concerning in adolescence, where the brain is 

already wired to seek novelty, identity, and belonging. But the damage 

does not stop there. Adults, too, are suffering in large numbers. In fact, 

many adults never moved past adolescence in the realm of values. 

They continue to chase status, beauty, and validation long after their 

twenties have ended. It is no surprise, then, that we are seeing record 

levels of depression and anxiety, particularly among those who have 

become disconnected from anything resembling transcendent 

purpose. 

As a culture, we have drifted. We have moved away from deep-rooted 

structures that gave people identity and stability. Many of us have 

walked away from our church. Some of us have grown disillusioned 

with tradition or with organized religion. Our culture has told is to find 

our own truth, but it has failed to provide the tools or the context for 

doing so. The result is not more freedom. It is more confusion. More 

loneliness. More despair. 

In my (Jeff) work as a therapist, particularly with families, adolescents, 

and pediatric populations, this theme has surfaced again and again. I 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎƪ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻƴŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΚέ 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƎǳŜΦ ά¢ƻ ōŜ ƪƛƴŘΣέ ƻǊ ά¢ƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƘŀǊŘΦέ .ǳǘ 

when I asked whether those values were ever talked about at the 

dinner table, written down, taught intentionally, or practiced together, 

the answer was often no. 

One intervention I used with families was to help them create a family 

coat of arms, an artistic representation of who they were and what 

they stood for. It became a project in defining identity, and children 
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especially responded to it. They lit up when they realized they could 

name what they believed. It gave them a sense of pride, direction, and 

place. That same principle holds true for adults. We are not too old to 

reclaim clarity about what we believe and why it matters. In fact, it may 

be one of the most healing things we can do. 

When we lose sight of our values, we lose our compass. And when you 

live without a compass for too long, it becomes easy to drift into 

despair. Depression creeps in when your days feel meaningless. 

Anxiety thrives in the absence of direction. If you do not know what 

you stand for, then every decision becomes overwhelming. Every 

conflict feels like a threat. Every setback feels like personal failure. 

We need to reconnect with values that are not imposed by trends or 

measured by social comparison. We need values that are rooted in 

something larger than our ego or our preference. For some of us, that 

will mean a return to faith, to a Biblical worldview that offers purpose, 

moral clarity, and hope. For others of us, it might begin with 

rediscovering the lost art of community, or committing to service, 

creativity, hospitality, integrity, or stewardship. 

But regardless of where we start, the truth remains. We were never 

meant to live rootless lives. When we are connected to intrinsic values 

such as love, compassion, purpose, creativity, and responsibility, we 

thrive. Our suffering has context. Our work has meaning. Our 

relationships are more resilient. And when suffering comes, as it 

always does, we do not collapse. We instead draw strength from the 

foundation beneath our feet. 

So, the invitation is simple but not easy. Reconnect with your values. 

Write them down. Talk about them with your children. Display them in 

your home. Rebuild the structure that modern life has quietly 
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dismantled. In doing so, you might just find that some of the fog begins 

to lift, and with it, the anxiety and depression that has taken up 

residence where meaning used to live. It quiets the heart and fills it 

with the joy of being connected with the God who created all things. 

Then you will call upon Me and come and pray to Me, and I will listen 

to you. You will seek Me and find Me when you seek Me with all your 

ƘŜŀǊǘΦέ (Jeremiah 29:12-13 NIV) 

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 

Sometimes healing does not begin in a therapist's office, with another 

book, or by discovering the perfect strategy. Sometimes it begins with 
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something far simpler. It begins by stepping outside. It begins by 

standing quietly beneath towering trees, feeling the warmth of the 

morning sun, listening to birds announce a new day, or watching gentle 

ripples move across the surface of a lake. In those moments, we are 

reminded that there is a world beyond our screens, beyond our 

anxieties, beyond our addictions, a world that existed long before us 

and will remain long after us. 

From a NeuroFaith® perspective, this is not merely a pleasant 

experience. It is a return to the world God created for us to inhabit. We 

were designed to live in relationship not only with God and with one 

another, but also with His creation. Nature has a remarkable way of 

quieting the hurried mind, slowing the racing heart, and reminding us 

that life is larger than the next notification, the next temptation, or the 

next escape. It gently reorients us toward what is real, enduring, and 

life-giving. 

Pornography, like many addictions, narrows our world. Our attention 

becomes increasingly fixed on a screen and on the promise of 

immediate relief. God's creation does the opposite. It widens our 

perspective. It invites us to look up instead of down, outward instead 

of inward, and toward wonder instead of compulsion. In many ways, 

recovery begins when we stop living almost exclusively in the artificial 

world we have created and begin returning to the real world God 

created, a world that quietly reminds us, every day, of beauty, order, 

hope, and the possibility of restoration. 

Nature is not a luxury. It is a biological necessity. 

Research affirms what our souls have long known. Berman et al. (2012) 

demonstrated that even brief walks in natural environmentsτnot 

hours of hiking, just a stroll through trees or along a riverbankτcan 
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lead to marked improvements in mood, concentration, and cognitive 

clarity. These effects are particularly strong in those struggling with 

depression. Nature appears to quiet the default mode network; the 

brain system associated with rumination and anxious self-focus. In 

other words, it gently lifts the mental fog and eases the internal noise. 

And yet, many of us, and even more so teens, now spend over 90 

percent of their time indoors, disconnected from the natural world, 

immersed in artificial light and curated, filtered realities. The human 

brain, especially in its formative years, was never designed to be 

confined within walls and glowing screens. 

Richard Louv (2005) called this phenomenon άƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊΣέ 

not as a clinical diagnosis but as a cultural wound. When people are 

ǎŜǾŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛƭŘƴŜǎǎΣ ǿƻƴŘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǊƘȅǘƘƳǎ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

creation, they become more anxious, more distracted, and more lost. 

Teens who never touch soil, hear birdsong, or feel the stillness of a 

forest are not just missing a recreational experience, they are missing 

neural nourishment. We adults, too, suffer in similar ways. We get 

stuck inside, physically and emotionally, and our bodies begin to echo 

that stuckness. 

In my own clinical work (Jeff), I have seen time and again that the 

simple act of encouraging someone to walk outdoors, to breathe real 

air, or to sit near water can serve as a catalyst for change. Not because 

nature is magic but because it is ordered. It brings us back into harmony 

with something deeper than ourselves. It resets the nervous system. It 

reminds us that we are part of something vast and beautiful and still 

unfolding. 

And it is not just biological. It is spiritual. 
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The book of Job speaks to this with profound clarity. ά.ǳǘ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ 

animals, and they will teach you, or the birds in the sky, and they will 

ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳΧ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ 

ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘέ (Job 12:7ςмлΣ bL±ύΦ DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

instructional. It is alive with His presence. To be in nature is to return, 

in some small way, to the garden we lost and to the rhythms that still 

ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊ ƻŦ 9ŘŜƴΦ ά{hout for joy, O heavens; rejoice, O earth; burst into 

song, O mountains! For the Lord comforts His people and will have 

ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ Iƛǎ ŀŦŦƭƛŎǘŜŘ ƻƴŜǎέ όLǎŀƛŀƘ пфΥмоΣ bL±ύέ 

When we step outside and slow down, we remember who we are. We 

remember that healing is not always about doing more, fixing faster, 

or thinking harder. Sometimes, it is about receiving. Listening. Letting 

beauty work on us. Letting stillness stretch our breath and open our 

ƘŜŀǊǘǎΦ άThe Lord is my shepherd; I shall not be in want. He makes me 

lie down in green pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters, He 

restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness ŦƻǊ Iƛǎ ƴŀƳŜΩǎ 

ǎŀƪŜέ (Psalm 23:1-2 NIV). 

For those of us who suffer from addiction, depression, and anxiety, 

reconnecting with nature is not a silver bullet. But it is one powerful 

thread in the tapestry of healing. It can quiet the overactive mind. It 

can lower cortisol. It can invite awe back into a weary spirit. And it can 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘŀǊǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊΣ ǊŜŀƭΣ 

unscripted, untamed presence. 

So, step outside. Step barefoot onto the grass. Sit with the silence. 

Watch the clouds. Let your soul recalibrate. You were made for this. 

And creation is waiting to receive you with open arms.  
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Disconnection from Hope and the Future 
 

 

Hope is far more than wishful thinking. It is not naïve optimism or 

simply "thinking positive." Hope is the conviction that tomorrow can 

be better than today and that our choices matter. It gives us a reason 

to persevere through suffering, to invest in relationships, to pursue 

meaningful goals, and to believe that healing is possible. In many ways, 

hope is the fuel that keeps the human spirit moving forward. 

When hope begins to disappear, something profound changes within 

us. We stop looking toward the future and become preoccupied with 

escaping the present. Life becomes little more than managing one day 

after another. We continue going through the motions, fulfilling 

responsibilities, and appearing functional on the outside, while 

inwardly we begin to wonder whether anything will ever truly change. 

The future no longer inspires us. It simply arrives. 

This quiet erosion of hope is not always dramatic. Sometimes it 

appears as chronic exhaustion, irritability, emotional numbness, or 
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withdrawal. Sometimes it hides beneath relentless busyness, 

perfectionism, or overachievement, as we work harder and harder 

trying to outrun an emptiness we cannot explain. Whether we collapse 

in discouragement or drive ourselves relentlessly forward, the deeper 

wound is often the same: we have lost sight of a future worth pursuing. 

When people lose hope, they naturally become more vulnerable to 

anything that offers immediate relief. If tomorrow no longer feels 

meaningful, today's escape becomes increasingly attractive. 

Pornography can quietly fill that space. For a brief moment, it offers 

distraction from discouragement, relief from emotional pain, and a 

temporary escape from a future that feels uncertain or empty. It asks 

nothing of us except our attention, and for a few fleeting moments, it 

numbs the ache of hopelessness. 

The tragedy is that pornography cannot restore hope because it was 

never designed to do so. It relieves discomfort without creating 

purpose. It distracts from pain without healing it. It offers escape from 

reality while quietly diminishing our capacity to engage reality with 

courage and expectation. In time, what began as a temporary refuge 

often becomes another source of discouragement, shame, and 

despair, deepening the very hopelessness we were trying to escape. 

True recovery requires more than breaking free from pornography. It 

requires recovering hope itself. It means believing once again that 

change is possible, that our story is not finished, and that God is still at 

work, even when we cannot yet see the outcome. Hope does not deny 

present suffering. It gives us the courage to walk through it, trusting 

that healing, restoration, and a better future remain possible. 

Psychologist C.R. Snyder (1991) described hope as more than just a 

feeling. He defined it as a combination of agency and pathways, the 
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will and the way. Agency is the belief that you have the power to move 

toward a goal. Pathways are the strategies and steps that get you 

there. When both are present, hope thrives. But when either one is 

missing, despair quietly moves in. 

This theory maps perfectly onto the inner world of depression and 

anxiety. When a person feels powerless and unable to take action, their 

mind begins to spiral into paralysis. When a person feels there are no 

paths forward, even their strongest will can collapse. Over time, they 

stop trying. They stop dreaming. They stop believing anything can 

change. 

This reality is not limited to teenagers. Adults are especially vulnerable 

to this kind of psychological foreclosure. The longer someone has lived 

without progress, or with repeated failure, or through seasons of 

chronic stress or trauma, the easier it is to internalize the message that 

tomorrow will simply be more of the same. Eventually, the soul begins 

to shut down. 

!ƴŘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΦ ²Ŝ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŜƭǇΦ 

Institutions have eroded. Public trust is at an all-time low. The future 

feels uncertain in every direction. People carry silent grief over what 

the world has become or what their lives have not become. Many are 

still haunted by wounds that never got time to heal. Some feel stuck in 

jobs that deplete them. Others are reeling from lost relationships, 

financial pressures, or just the sense that they are running out of time. 

And all of it adds up to one painful question: What is the point? 

But the truth is, we were never meant to live without hope. We were 

never meant to white-knuckle our way through life without vision, 

direction, or a greater purpose. 
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God designed the human heart to live forward, to aim toward 

something bigger than the moment we are in. That forward motion is 

not about chasing success or achievement. It is about knowing that 

your life still has meaning, that your effort still counts, and that your 

future is not yet finished. 

The Apostle Paul captured this perfectly when he wrote, άaŀȅ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ 

of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you 

Ƴŀȅ ƻǾŜǊŦƭƻǿ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƻǇŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ǇƛǊƛǘέ (Romans 

15:13, NIV). 

Even if your hope has gone quiet, it is not gone forever. With the help 

of God, it can return. You can learn to dream again. You can begin to 

move again. You can believe, once more, that the story is not over. 

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘΦ ά[Ŝǘ ǳǎ ƘƻƭŘ ǳƴǎǿŜǊǾƛƴƎƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǇŜ ǿŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎΣ ŦƻǊ 

IŜ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ƛǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭέ (Hebrews 10:23 NIV). 

Disconnection from Faith and Meaning 
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Johann Hari has made an important contribution to our understanding 

of addiction by describing the many forms of disconnection that quietly 

erode human flourishing. He writes about our disconnection from 

meaningful work, authentic relationships, community, hope, nature, 

and purpose. Each of these represents a genuine wound, and each 

helps us understand why so many people seek relief through addictive 

behaviors. 

From a NeuroFaith® perspective, however, there is another form of 

disconnection that deserves equal consideration because it touches 

every other area of life. It is our disconnection from God. 

Human beings have always searched for something greater than 

themselves. We long to know that our lives matter, that suffering has 

purpose, that forgiveness is possible, and that hope extends beyond 

our present circumstances. When we lose that spiritual anchor, life can 

slowly become reduced to managing the present moment and finding 

the next source of relief. Rather than pursuing lasting meaning, we 

become increasingly vulnerable to temporary comforts. 

Pornography often becomes one of those comforts. It promises relief 

without requiring transformation. It offers pleasure without intimacy, 

escape without healing, and acceptance without vulnerability. For a 

few moments it can dull loneliness, quiet anxiety, distract from shame, 

or provide an illusion of significance and control. Yet those moments 

quickly fade, leaving the deeper spiritual hunger untouched. The 

longing for love, purpose, belonging, forgiveness, and peace remains 

because pornography was never designed to satisfy those needs. 

The tragedy is that pornography not only fails to fill the spiritual void, 

it often widens it. Many individuals describe feeling farther from God 

after acting out, burdened by guilt, shame, and a growing sense of 
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spiritual distance. What began as an attempt to soothe emotional pain 

gradually becomes another source of it. The cycle repeats itself as the 

very shame created by pornography drives the person back to 

pornography in another attempt to escape. 

From a Christian perspective, this is why recovery must involve more 

than behavioral change. It is ultimately about restoration. As we 

reconnect with God, we begin to rediscover our true identity, our 

worth, and our purpose. We no longer need pornography to tell us we 

are desirable because we already know we are loved. We no longer 

need it to distract us from emptiness because our lives become filled 

with meaning that extends far beyond momentary pleasure. 

NeuroFaith® views recovery as the restoration of right relationships: 

with God, with ourselves, with others, and with the world He created. 

As those connections deepen, pornography gradually loses much of its 

appeal, not simply because we are resisting temptation more 

effectively, but because the deeper needs it falsely promised to satisfy 

are increasingly being met through genuine relationship with the One 

who created us. 

This spiritual vacuum is not merely philosophical. It is physiological and 

psychological. As Dr. Lisa Miller (2021), and to be discussed in much 

greater detail later, has demonstrated in her groundbreaking research, 

a strong spiritual life is one of the most robust protective factors 

against depression and addiction. In adolescents and adults alike, 

spiritual engagement reduces the risk of suicide, increases resilience, 

ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘǊŀǳƳŀΦ 

Spirituality does not bypass our suffering. It reframes it. It says, you are 

not alone, your pain is not pointless, and your story is not over. 

And that message matters more than ever. 
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We live in a time when organized religion is often viewed with 

suspicion. Church attendance has declined. People claim to be spiritual 

but not religious. Yet in this individualized spirituality, many of us find 

ourselves more isolated, not less. The deep communal and theological 

roots that once grounded us are now fractured. We are free to choose 

our own path, but many of us no longer know where to begin. 

In my (Jeff) clinical work, it became evident that when spiritual 

language and relationship with God were removed from the healing 

process, something essential was missing. People could improve 

functionally, but their inner world remained dry. The fire of hope never 

quite returned. But when the soul was given permission to speak again, 

when we brought Scripture, prayer, and the presence of God into the 

therapy room, something shifted. Healing became not just behavioral 

but redemptive. 

Depression and anxiety are often misunderstood as purely chemical 

problems or purely psychological problems. But many times, they are 

cries of the soul, silent alarms going off inside us, saying something is 

wrong. Something is missing. The NeuroFaith® model recognizes this. 

It sees healing not just as a clinical process but as a relational, spiritual, 

and embodied one. We are not brains in jars. We are image-bearers. 

And we are not meant to heal alone. 

All of these disconnections, whether from meaning, people, nature, or 

God, are invitations. They are not indictments. They are not moral 

failures. They are the body and the spirit calling us back to what we 

were made for. Community. Purpose. Stillness. Hope. Eternity. And 

God Himself. 

Spiritual reconnection does not require perfection or ritual from us. It 

begins with turning. Turning away from the lies and deceptions of this 
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world. Turning toward the presence of God, even with doubt. Turning 

toward Scripture, even with questions. Turning toward love, even 

when you feel unworthy of it. The invitation is open. And the moment 

we take even the smallest step; we find that we were never abandoned 

in the first place. 

DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƻ Iƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƛƳŜƭŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΥ 

ά5ƻ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŀǊΣ ŦƻǊ L ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŘŜŜƳŜŘ ȅƻǳΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳƳƳƻƴŜŘ ȅƻǳ ōȅ ƴŀƳŜΦ 

You are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, 

and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. 

When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned. The flames will 

ƴƻǘ ǎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŀōƭŀȊŜέ (Isaiah 43:1ς2, NIV).  

άCƻǊ DƻŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎǳŦŦŜǊ ǿǊŀǘƘ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǳǊ [ƻǊŘ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘέ (1 Thessalonians 5:9 NIV). 

Again, we will explore the spiritual dimensions of healing more deeply 

ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪΦ .ǳǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǿΣ ƭŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ ƎŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴΧ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 

not alone. And you never have been. You are not forgotten. You are 

not beyond reach. There is a voice that calls you by name. And even in 

your darkest moments, that voice does not go silent. ά.ŜŦƻǊŜ I formed 

you in the womb I knew you, ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ L ǎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǇŀǊǘέ 

(Jeremiah 1:5 NIV). 

Let us never underestimate the power of reconnection. For sometimes, 

all it takes is one prayer, one verse, one sacred moment of stillness, 

and the tide begins to turn.
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Cause II 
Trauma 

The Hidden Epicenter of Pornography 
 

 

f all the causes of addiction, depression, anxiety, and the 

broader sense of malaise and brokenness that so many of us 

carry, trauma may be the most devastating and the most 

overlooked. Trauma, particularly in the form of child 

maltreatment such as neglect, emotional abuse, physical harm, and 

sexual violation, has been identified as a major contributor to 

emotional dysregulation and poor mental health outcomes across the 

lifespan. It is one of the most significant risk factors not only for 

depression, but also for post-traumatic stress disorder and a wide array 

of emotional and relational struggles (McLaughlin et al., 2012, 2013). 

O 
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Multiple studies confirm that trauma compromises our capacity to 

regulate emotions, often beginning in early childhood and continuing 

well into adolescence and adulthood (Langevin et al., 2016; Shields and 

Cicchetti, 1997; Briere and Rickards, 2007; Dunn et al., 2018). Trauma 

does not occur simply because of what we go through, but because of 

how we are left to carry it, isolated, unsupported, and unseen. As Barta 

(2018) explains, trauma overwhelms the nervous system and prevents 

integration, leaving us in a persistent state of hyperarousal or collapse. 

Perhaps one of the most insidious effects of unresolved trauma is the 

formation of negative core beliefs which we introduce here and will 

discuss in much more detail later in the book. These deeply ingrained 

assumptions, such as I am not lovable, I am not worthy, or I have no 

value, become embedded within us over time. As clinicians like Tim 

Fletcher have emphasized, these beliefs do not simply exist as 

thoughts. They become organizing principles of how we experience 

ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜǘŎƘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ 

memory systems, particularly within the default mode network, which 

governs self-referential thought. Over time, the default mode network 

can become a carrier of a toxic internal narrative. 

These are not just painful thoughts. They are internalized lies about us, 

what Scripture might call the lies of the enemy, who was a murderer 

from the beginning, for there is no truth in him (John 8:44, NIV). These 

distorted beliefs shape how we approach life, relationships, success, 

and failure. For adolescents whose brains are still developing, and for 

adults whose early wounds were never addressed, these beliefs can 

become the lens through which all future experiences are filtered. 

As Fletcher and others have noted, trauma is not stored as narrative 

memory alone, but in the body itself. It is carried in our nervous system 

and expressed through our relational patterns. When we carry trauma, 



Pornography Enslavement  
Hansen , Heverly , and Hayden  

 

63 

we may appear avoidant, perfectionistic, overly compliant, or 

oppositional, not because we are defiant, but because we are trying to 

survive. The world feels threatening, and our responses are protective, 

not pathological. 

These trauma-driven beliefs quietly shape and often sabotage every 

area of our lives. They distort how we see ourselves, how we interpret 

the intentions of others, and how we engage in relationships. Social 

interactions may feel unsafe. Academic or occupational challenges may 

feel overwhelming. Intimacy may feel threatening rather than life 

giving. Many of us carry invisible scripts of shame and fear that 

influence our identity and behavior for decades, unless they are 

brought into the light and addressed through healing relationships and 

integrative care. 

The impact of trauma is not limited to the emotional or relational 

domains. The Adverse Childhood Experiences study by Felitti et al. 

(1998, 2009, 2014) revealed that childhood trauma is directly 

correlated with increased risk for physical illness, substance abuse, and 

early mortality. Emotional abuse, in particular, has been shown to be 

even more strongly associated with adult depression than sexual 

abuse. This underscores a critical truth. How we are emotionally 

treated, especially in early life, profoundly shapes our mental and 

physical health. 

The ACE study identifies ten categories of childhood trauma, including 

various forms of abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction. With each 

additional category of trauma experienced, the risk for depression, 

anxiety, suicide, addiction, and chronic illness increases significantly. 

Individuals with an ACE score of seven or higher have been found to be 

over 3,000 percent more likely to attempt suicide (Felitti et al., 2009). 
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The cumulative effect of trauma reshapes our brains, our bodies, and 

the beliefs we carry about ourselves and the world. 

What we are introducing here is foundational, but it is not exhaustive. 

Within the NeuroFaith® model, the deeper work of identifying and 

healing these trauma-based core beliefs, particularly those embedded 

at the level of identity, will be addressed more fully in Pillar Four. For 

now, it is enough to recognize this. Much of what we struggle with is 

not random, and it is not simply a matter of willpower. It is rooted in 

what we have lived through and in how those experiences have shaped 

us. 

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 ς recurrent threats, humiliation (11%) 

¶ Physical ς beating, not spanking (28%) 

¶ 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%) 
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¶ Not raised by both biological parents (23%) 

Neglect 

¶ Physical (10%) 

¶ Emotional (15%) 

¢ǊŀǳƳŀ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ά.ƛƎ ¢έ trauma, horrific single 

events such as violence or disaster, and άƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘέ trauma, repeated 

relational wounds such as bullying, chronic criticism, or emotional 

neglect. However, as many in the trauma field have noted, there is 

ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ άƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ little t  traumas. They quietly 

devastate. In my (Jeff) own work as a psychologist, I have seen that 

consistent absence of attunement, of being truly seen and valued by a 

parent or adult, is often more damaging than overt acts of aggression. 

 

Barta (2015) noted that trauma is not necessarily caused by bad 

parents but by emotionally unavailable ones. Many parents do the best 
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they can with the tools they have, but when they fail to respond to the 

emotional needs of their children, the results can be quietly 

catastrophic. Children raised without emotional mirroring learn to 

hide, minimize, or distort their emotional experience, skills that later 

fuel depression, anxiety, addiction, and relational dysfunction. 

 

5ǊΦ tŜǘŜǊ [ŜǾƛƴŜ όнллуύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ά¢ǊŀǳƳŀ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ 

ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎΦέ 

That loss of connection often happens subtly over time. People learn 

to avoid feelings, people, and places that trigger pain. But in doing so, 

they also lose access to joy, vitality, and the ability to dream. 

Most important to normal development is άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣέ 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 disrupt normal 
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ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ !ƴŘŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмуύ ƴƻǘŜΣ ά9ŀǊƭȅ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ƴŀȅ 

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 related 

ǘƻ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΦέ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘǊŀǳƳŀΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǎǳƛƴƎ 

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 zero, 

240% more likely to contract hepatitis, 460% more likely to experience 

depression, and 1,220% more likely to attempt suicide. If we have 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).   

https://www.goodtherapy.org/learn-about-therapy/issues/suicide
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In the 2009 lecture, Dr. Felitti offered the following graphs, which 

nicely detail the dramatic impact that ACEs have on our society: 
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So how does trauma take root so deeply within us, and why is it so 

difficult to let go? 

Trauma does not stay contained in one part of our lives. It moves 

through us. It settles into the ways we see ourselves, the ways we 

connect with others, and the patterns we find ourselves repeating, 

often without fully understanding why. 

We carry it into our closest relationships, where it shapes how we trust, 

how we protect ourselves, and how we respond when we feel hurt or 

afraid. We absorb it through the environments we grow up in, learning 

from what is modeled around us, even when those patterns are 

unhealthy or painful. And over time, trauma can reach even deeper, 

leaving its imprint on our biology, influencing how our bodies respond 

to stress and how certain tendencies may be passed forward. 

In this way, trauma is not just something that happened to us. It 

becomes something that lives within us. 
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Cause III 
Deceived by Delight 

 

 

ƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōŜƎƛƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŀŎǳǳƳΦ Lǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜƎƛƴǎ 
in innocence, an unguarded moment, a misplaced curiosity, or 
the casual cruelty of peer culture. For many children and teens, 

ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƪ, ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ 
them. A trusted friend, an older sibling, or even a classmate flashes a 
screen. And in that moment, the brain lights up. Dopamine surges 
through neural circuits, burning an imprint into the developing brain. 
What begins as a moment of surprise, confusion, or even discomfort 
can rapidly morph into a compulsive behavioral loop that the young 
nervous system is not equipped to regulate. 

The adolescent brain is uniquely vulnerable. During this critical window 
of development, the prefrontal cortex, the seat of judgment, 

P 
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reasoning, and self-regulation, is still forming, while the limbic system, 
the center of emotion and reward, is already operating at full throttle. 
This creates a perfect neurological imbalance: a system hungry for 
stimulation but lacking the structural maturity to apply the brakes. The 
result? A predisposition toward high-risk, high-reward behaviors 
without the foresight to recognize or care about the consequences. 

At first, the experience may seem exciting, even harmless. The person 
ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ƛǘΩǎ ŦǳƴΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜΣ ƴƻ ōƛƎ ŘŜŀƭΦ ! ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǘƻ 
belong. But the addiction says otherwise. While the individual is telling 
themselves it's just curiosity or entertainment, the addiction is already 
at work, rewiring the brain, building pathways of compulsion, and 
anchoring arousal to artificial imagery. A deceptive illusion of control 
masks the slow erosion of emotional, relational, and spiritual health. 

And when this exposure occurs early, ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ 
functions are even close to maturity, the risks skyrocket. The younger 
the age of first exposure, the more deeply the patterns of arousal and 
compulsion are etched into the brain. These pathways, reinforced 
repeatedly during critical developmental windows, can harden into 
lifelong patterns of dependency. What starts as a fleeting moment of 
curiosity can become a deeply entrenched addiction that follows a 
person into adulthood, affecting identity, relationships, and even faith. 

When you combine this brain-ōŀǎŜŘ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
environment, hypersexualized media, unfiltered internet access, 
algorithmic content delivery, and the near-total normalization of 
pornography, you get more than a perfect storm. You get a 
neurochemical ambush. And it's not just teens. Adults are deeply 
susceptible, too. 

Many adults first encountered pornography as adolescents, but even 
those exposed later in life are not immune. Stress, emotional isolation, 
unresolved trauma, and the relentless pace of modern life can lead 
adults to seek quick relief or escape. Pornography offers exactly that: 
immediate reward without relationship, intensity without intimacy. 
Neurologically, it functions as a supernormal stimulus, are 3more 
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potent than what the brain evolved to handle, flooding the system with 
pleasure chemicals while bypassing the need for vulnerability or real 
human connection. 

What started 
out as curiosity, 
thrill, or 
άƘŀǊƳƭŜǎǎ Ŧǳƴέ 
often becomes 
something else 
entirely, a 
terrible snare. A 
trap. What once 
felt like 

freedom slowly becomes a cage that tightens with time. The user 
returns again and again, even as joy and vitality begin to vanish. It 
consumes time, distorts relationships, dulls purpose, and ultimately 
begins to consume the soul. 

hǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǿƛǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ 
reward circuits. What once triggered surprise now triggers craving. The 
threshold for arousal shifts. Tolerance builds. What satisfied last month 
no longer does. The brain learns to rely on the high of pornography, 
and natural sources of pleasure, love, touch, connection, begin to fade 
in their ability to satisfy. This neurobiological shift traps individuals in a 
cycle that feels 
impossible to escape, 
even when they 
desperately want to. 

tƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
just exploit desire, it 
exploits biology. And 
the earlier it starts, 
the deeper the 
grooves it carves into the brain. Without intervention, the pattern 
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reinforces itself, building momentum over time and drawing the 
person further away from authentic intimacy. 

Understanding this pathway is crucial. Because once we know how the 
brain gets pulled in, we can begin to chart the way out, with 
compassion, clarity, and the kind of healing that addresses both body 
and soul. 
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Cause IV 
The Digital Highway to Pornography 

 
 

 

ne of the greatest mistakes we can make in understanding 

pornography addiction is to view it as an isolated problem. It is 

not. Pornography is one symptom of a much larger cultural 

transformation that has unfolded over the past several decades. Long 

before millions of people became addicted to pornography, they 

became immersed in a digital world that fundamentally changed how 

they spent their time, where they directed their attention, and what 

they came to desire. 

O 
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Several years ago, my good friend and 

colleague, Dr. Andrew Doan, and I examined 

this phenomenon in our book, Digital Drugs 

and the Struggle for Connection. As we 

reviewed the growing body of scientific 

literature, one conclusion became increasingly 

clear: our children and adolescents are 

spending unprecedented amounts of time 

immersed in electronic media, and that 

exposure is quietly reshaping their lives.  

The statistics are sobering. Research summarized in our earlier work 

found that children between the ages of eight and eighteen average 

approximately seven and a half hours each day consuming electronic 

media, a dramatic increase over previous generations. Older 

adolescents often exceed eleven hours per day. Media has become 

second only to sleep as the primary activity in the lives of many young 

people. More than seventy percent of children have an Internet-

connected device or television in their bedrooms, and the average 

teenager sends and receives thousands of text messages each month. 

These numbers represent far more than changing entertainment 

habits. They reflect a profound shift in how an entire generation is 

growing up. 

The concern is not merely that children are spending too much time 

looking at screens. The deeper concern is what those screens have 

replaced. Hours once devoted to family conversations, imaginative 

play, reading, outdoor exploration, meaningful friendships, church 

involvement, music, sports, work, and quiet reflection have 

increasingly been surrendered to an endless stream of digital 

stimulation. Every notification, every video, every social media post, 
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every game, and every recommendation competes for one precious 

resource: our attention. 

Modern technology has become remarkably successful at capturing 

and holding that attention. Sophisticated algorithms continually learn 

what interests us and then offer increasingly engaging content 

designed to keep us online longer. The goal is not simply to inform us 

but to keep us scrolling, watching, clicking, and returning. The longer 

we remain engaged, the more valuable our attention becomes to 

advertisers and technology companies. In many respects, our attention 

has become one of the most valuable commodities in the modern 

economy. 

Pornography enters this environment as one more form of digital 

content, but one with extraordinary power. It does not create the 

culture of constant stimulation. Rather, it capitalizes on it. By the time 

many adolescents first encounter online pornography, they have often 

spent years immersed in a digital ecosystem that has normalized 

immediate gratification, endless novelty, and constant accessibility. 

Pornography simply offers one of the most powerful versions of what 

the digital world has already been teaching. 

This helps explain why pornography has become so pervasive. It is 

available twenty-four hours a day, requires almost no effort to obtain, 

promises unlimited novelty, and can be accessed in complete secrecy. 

Previous generations certainly struggled with sexual temptation, but 

they did not carry an endless supply of explicit material in their 

pockets. Today's digital environment has fundamentally changed both 

the accessibility and the intensity of temptation. 

Perhaps the greatest tragedy is not simply the presence of 

pornography itself, but what has been lost along the way. Genuine 



Pornography Enslavement  
Hansen , Heverly , and Hayden  

 

77 

human connection is slowly replaced by digital interaction. Real 

intimacy is exchanged for artificial stimulation. The patience required 

to build authentic relationships gives way to the expectation of 

immediate gratification. Solitude becomes uncomfortable. Silence 

becomes something to avoid. Even boredom, once the birthplace of 

creativity, reflection, and spiritual growth, is increasingly eliminated by 

the constant availability of another screen. 

When we understand pornography within this broader cultural 

context, we begin asking better questions. Instead of asking only why 

pornography has become so addictive, we also ask why our society has 

become so vulnerable to it. The answer is found, in part, in the digital 

environment we have created. We have raised an entire generation 

surrounded by devices specifically designed to capture attention and 

encourage continual engagement. Pornography is not the beginning of 

that story. It is one of its most predictable outcomes. 

Recognizing this broader context does not excuse personal 

responsibility. Each individual remains responsible for the choices he 

or she makes. However, understanding the environment helps us 

appreciate why so many otherwise healthy, sincere, and morally 

committed individuals find themselves struggling. They are attempting 

to resist one of the most powerful temptations in history while living 

in a culture that continually conditions them to seek more stimulation, 

more novelty, and more immediate gratification. 

If we hope to address pornography addiction effectively, we must 

address the digital culture that so often serves as its gateway. Freedom 

requires far more than simply avoiding explicit material. It requires 

reclaiming our attention, restoring healthy relationships, rediscovering 

meaningful purpose, and choosing genuine human connection over 

the counterfeit promises of an increasingly screen-saturated world. 
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Cause V 
When the Family Fractures: Attachment, 

Divorce, and the Erosion of Resilience 
 

 

               ά.ǳǘ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΦέ 

                                                                              τ Joshua 24:15 (NIV) 

hroughout this book, we have explored how trauma, 

attachment disruptions, emotional dysregulation, technology 

overexposure, social isolation, spiritual disconnection, and 

cultural fragmentation all contribute to pornography addiction. 

Each of these matters. Yet there is another influence that quietly 

shapes nearly all of them: the family. 

We approach this topic with great humility because nearly every one 

of us has experienced relational pain in some form. Some reading this 

chapter are divorced. Some grew up in fractured homes. Some are 

T 
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heroically raising children alone. Others are navigating blended 

families, betrayal, addiction, abandonment, or years of unresolved 

conflict. This chapter is not written to condemn anyone or reduce 

extraordinarily complex family circumstances to simplistic conclusions. 

In fact, many single parents provide remarkably loving, emotionally 

healthy homes. Some divorces occur in situations involving abuse, 

addiction, chronic conflict, or abandonment where separation 

ultimately protects children rather than harms them. We recognize 

those realities fully and compassionately. 

At the same time, we believe our culture has become increasingly 

casual about family fragmentation. Divorce, father absence, emotional 

disengagement, chronic instability, fractured attachment systems, and 

the erosion of healthy family relationships have become so 

commonplace that we sometimes fail to appreciate the profound 

developmental burden many children quietly carry. 

There are moments in every generation when we must honestly ask 

difficult questions. Why are so many of our children anxious, lonely, 

emotionally overwhelmed, and struggling to find hope? Why are 

increasing numbers battling depression, self-harm, addiction, and 

emotional dysregulation at younger and younger ages? And for the 

purposes of this book, why are so many children and adolescents 

becoming increasingly vulnerable to pornography? 

These struggles do not emerge from a vacuum. Trauma matters. 

Technology matters. Sleep deprivation matters. Social media matters. 

Meaninglessness matters. Spiritual disconnection matters. Isolation 

matters. And we believe the fragmentation of healthy family 

attachment systems matters profoundly as well. 
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Why Does Family Fragmentation Increase Vulnerability to 

Pornography? 

Healthy families do far more than provide food, shelter, and 

supervision. They provide the secure attachment upon which healthy 

emotional development depends. Within loving, emotionally available 

relationships, children learn that they are safe, valued, comforted, 

protected, and worthy of love. They learn how to regulate difficult 

emotions, tolerate disappointment, resolve conflict, trust others, 

receive healthy correction, and develop a stable sense of identity. Long 

before resilience becomes an internal strength, it is first experienced 

within relationships. 

These experiences become some of the greatest protective factors 

against anxiety, depression, addiction, and pornography. Children who 

grow up consistently experiencing secure attachment are not immune 

to temptation, but they possess an emotional foundation that helps 

them navigate stress, loneliness, shame, disappointment, and curiosity 

without immediately turning to counterfeit forms of comfort. 

When family relationships become fragmented through chronic 

conflict, emotional disengagement, instability, neglect, or other forms 

of relational disruption, children do not stop longing for safety, 

belonging, affirmation, comfort, and connection. Those longings 

remain deeply embedded within the human heart. What changes is 

where they begin searching to have those needs met. 

Pornography becomes one of the many counterfeit answers to these 

legitimate longings. It offers the illusion of intimacy without 

vulnerability, comfort without relationship, acceptance without being 

truly known, excitement without purpose, and escape without healing. 



Pornography Enslavement  
Hansen , Heverly , and Hayden  

 

81 

It does not create attachment wounds. More often, it quietly exploits 

them. 

Understanding this connection is one of the most important ways we 

can protect the next generation. Healthy families do far more than 

reduce emotional suffering. They cultivate resilience, emotional 

regulation, secure identity, healthy boundaries, empathy, delayed 

gratification, and genuine intimacy. These qualities become powerful 

protective factors against pornography long before a child ever 

encounters explicit material. 

Children experience family very differently than adults do. 

Adults often understand divorce through the lens of conflict resolution, 

compatibility, betrayal, exhaustion, unhappiness, or emotional 

survival. Children, however, experience it through the lens of 

attachment, safety, identity, belonging, predictability, and fear. Their 

developing nervous systems absorb instability long before they possess 

the cognitive maturity to explain what they are feeling internally. 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ƛŘŜŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΣ 

attunement, regulation, belonging, structure, affection, repair, 

guidance, and love. It is within the family system that children first 

learn whether the world is safe, whether emotions can be regulated, 

whether relationships are trustworthy, whether conflict can be 

repaired, whether people remain emotionally present when life 

becomes difficult, and whether they themselves are valued and worthy 

of love. 

Long before resilience becomes internal, it is first experienced 

relationally. 
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As noted earlier, the pioneering work of John Bowlby and Mary 

Ainsworth transformed our understanding of attachment and 

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ 5ǊΦ !ƭƭŀƴ {ŎƘƻǊŜΩǎ 

groundbreaking integration of attachment theory and developmental 

neuroscience has further demonstrated how profoundly early 

relational experiences shape the developing brain itself. In his 2017 

Oslo lecture on attachment and emotional development, Schore 

(2017) emphasized that early caregiver attunement plays a central role 

ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘŜƳƛǎǇƘŜǊŜΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 

systems involved in emotional regulation, stress modulation, relational 

safety, and the development of the sense of self. 

{ŎƘƻǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ 

increasingly evolved into what is now often referred to as regulation 

theory. In other words, children first learn emotional regulation 

through emotionally attuned relationships with caregivers. The 

developing nervous system is literally shaped within the relational 

environment of the family. During infancy, this attachment process 

occurs largely through right-brain-to-right-brain communication 

between the infant and caregiver through facial expression, tone of 

voice, touch, eye contact, emotional presence, and nonverbal 

attunement. These thousands upon thousands of moments of co-

regulation gradually help the child develop an internal sense of safety, 

trust, stability, and emotional grounding. 

Importantly, Schore (2017) also noted that while maternal attachment 

experiences are especially dominant during infancy, paternal 

involvement often becomes increasingly influential during the toddler 

years, contributing to exploration, symbolic play, confidence, 

challenge, emotional regulation, and expanding social development. 

This does not mean mothers and fathers serve rigid or interchangeable 

roles, nor does it diminish the remarkable sacrifices made by single 
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parents, grandparents, adoptive parents, or blended families. Rather, 

the broader developmental point is that children generally benefit 

from stable, loving, emotionally available, complementary relational 

influences that help foster both safety and growth. 

 

The growing prevalence of father absence has therefore become an 

increasingly important area of developmental research. Again, we 

approach this carefully and compassionately. This is not about 

idealizing every two-parent home or diminishing the heroic efforts of 

single parents. Rather, it is about honestly acknowledging what the 

research increasingly reveals about the importance of healthy paternal 

involvement in child development. 

In their major systematic review of longitudinal studies, Sarkadi, 

Kristiansson, Oberklaid, and Bremberg (2008) found that positive 

father involvement was associated with stronger cognitive 

development, improved academic achievement, healthier behavioral 

regulation, greater emotional stability, reduced delinquency, lower 

rates of psychological distress, and stronger social competence in 

children and adolescents. Their findings suggested that engaged 
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fathers often play a significant role in helping children develop 

confidence, self-regulation, resilience, and social functioning over 

time. 

And as we have seen earlier, the landmark Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACE) Study identified parental separation or divorce as 

one of the major adverse childhood experiences associated with 

increased long-term risks for emotional, relational, behavioral, and 

physical health difficulties later in life (Felitti et al., 1998). 

One of the heartbreaking realities we often see clinically is that 

children frequently experience divorce through a profoundly self-

referential lens. Developmentally, children are naturally egocentric in 

the sense that they tend to interpret major events around them in 

relationship to themselves. Many quietly internalize the belief that 

they somehow caused the divorce, should have prevented it, or now 

carry responsibility for fixing the emotional damage surrounding it. 

Beneath the surface, many children silently wrestle with questions 

ǘƘŜȅ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƭƻǳŘΥ άIf I had behaved differently, would Mom 

and Dad still be together? If I had been better, quieter, less emotional, 

ƭŜǎǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΣ ǎƳŀǊǘŜǊΣ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƻǾŀōƭŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΚέ 

For some children, the divorce itself becomes not merely a relational 

disruption, but a shame wound embedded within the attachment 

system. The child begins to experience himself or herself not merely as 

hurt, but somehow fundamentally responsible for the suffering 

unfolding around them. 

And because children instinctively seek attachment security, many 

begin adapting themselves around the emotional instability of the 

family rather than simply continuing the ordinary developmental work 

of childhood and adolescence. Instead of being free to play, explore, 
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mature, develop friendships, discover identity, and gradually move 

toward healthy independence, some children become emotionally 

hypervigilant and prematurely burdened with adult emotional 

responsibilities. 

Some become peacemakers. Some become caretakers. Some become 

emotional referees between parents. Others become excessively 

responsible, anxiously monitoring the emotional state of struggling 

mothers or fathers in an attempt to keep the family emotionally intact. 

In some cases, children become deeply fearful that a distressed parent 

may emotionally collapse, abandon them, or even die. 

One adolescent I (Jeff) worked with lived in chronic fear that his father, 

who had previously struggled with suicidality, might take his own life 

with a shotgun following the divorce. The young man became 

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ŝmotional 

condition, almost functioning as an ongoing suicide watch despite still 

being only a child himself. Rather than focusing on his own 

developmental tasks, friendships, identity formation, academics, and 

emotional growth, his nervous system became organized around fear, 

vigilance, responsibility, and the desperate attempt to keep his father 

alive. 

This is what unresolved attachment trauma and chronic relational 

instability can sometimes do to children. The child stops simply being 

a child. 

WǳŘƛǘƘ ²ŀƭƭŜǊǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ƭƻƴƎƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

challenged the once-common assumption that children simply 

άōƻǳƴŎŜ ōŀŎƪέ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΦ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ƭŀƴŘƳŀǊƪ нр-

year longitudinal study, The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce, 

Wallerstein, Lewis, and Blakeslee (2000) found that many children 
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carried the emotional effects of divorce well into adolescence and 

adulthood. 

A significant number struggled with insecurity in close relationships, 

fear of abandonment, anxiety regarding commitment, diminished trust 

in relationships, and apprehension about marriage itself. Wallerstein 

ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ άǎƭŜŜǇŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΣέ ƻōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 

some of the deeper emotional consequences of divorce often did not 

fully emerge until adolescence or young adulthood, particularly when 

individuals themselves began entering serious romantic relationships. 

The attachment wounds that may have appeared muted during 

childhood often resurfaced later through fears of betrayal, instability, 

rejection, abandonment, and relational failure. 
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Importantly, Wallerstein did not argue that all children of divorce are 

destined for dysfunction. Far from it. Rather, her work helped remind 

us that children often experience divorce far more deeply and 

developmentally than many adults initially recognize. 

Again, our goal in discussing these realities is not condemnation. It is 

awareness. 
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If we are willing to acknowledge these realities honestly, thoughtfully, 

and compassionately, we create greater opportunities for healing, 

emotional repair, healthy co-parenting, emotional attunement, stable 

connection, healthy boundaries, and emotionally available caregiving. 

Children are remarkably resilient when surrounded by adults who help 

them feel safe, seen, emotionally held, and deeply loved even in the 

midst of family pain. 

And this is important: fragmented attachment wounds are not beyond 

healing. 

In the pages ahead, we will discuss many of the ways healing and repair 

can begin to occur. Secure attachment can be strengthened. Emotional 

safety can be rebuilt. Shame can be addressed. Trust can slowly be 

restored. Nervous systems can settle. Families can learn healthier 

patterns of communication, emotional presence, regulation, and 

repair. Adolescents can begin rediscovering resilience, meaning, 

connection, and hope even after significant relational pain. 

None of this is easy work. But healing is possible. 

And perhaps now more than ever, our children desperately need us to 

believe that. 

ά{ǘŀǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦŦ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎƻΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

ƻƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǘǳǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΦέ (Proverbs 22:6 NIV) 
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"For what I want to do I do not do,  
but what I hate I do." 

- Romans 7:15 

 

 

 


