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A Dispatch From WPA's 4th Global Meeting in
Spirituality and Mental Health

Aaron Winkler, M.D.

In December 2019, hundreds of psy-
chiatrists, psychologists, chaplains, and
other allied professionals convened in
Jerusalem for the World Psychiatric As-
sociation’s (WPA) 4th Global Meeting
in Spirituality and Mental Health. Prior
meetings were conducted concurrently
with the WPA annual meeting. This was
the first held as a stand-alone confer-
ence. Turnout exceeded expectations,
and presenters hailed from 35 different
countries.

Religion, spirituality, and psychiatry
have densely interwoven histories. Even
before psychiatry was regarded as main-
stream medicine, treatments such as
Mesmer’s “animal magnetism” attempted
to glean scientific components from reli-
gious practices such as exorcism. In more
modern times, Freud famously broke with
Jung, who wanted to incorporate spiritual
elements into the work of psychoanalysis.
In recent years, a movement to discuss
this intersection has gained momentum.
In the United States, the American Psy-
chiatric Association included a module
on Spirituality, Religion, and Moral Tra-
ditions in the supplementary modules to
the Core Cultural Formulation Interview
(D of the DSM-5. In other countries, a
number of national psychiatric associa-
tions have adopted official positions. In-
ternationally, the WPA formed its Section
on Religion, Spirituality and Psychiatry.
In 2015, an evidence-based and well-
sourced position statement (2) was offi-
cially ratified by the WPA.

The WPA’s 4th Global Meeting in-
cluded many stimulating presentations.
The SPIRIT program at Boston’s McLean

The conference
highlighted research
taking place around the
world to unpack and
harness the overlap
between spirituality
and psychiatry.

hospital is facilitating spirituality groups
on a majority of the inpatient units, with
impressive buy-in from staff and grati-
tude from patients (3). Essam Daod, a
child psychiatrist based in Haifa who co-
founded Humanity Crew, talked about
using narrative reframing and commu-
nity building to help refugees landing on
the Greek island of Lesbos (4). In Israel,
three “Soteria” homes have been able to
divert more than 250 people en route
to inpatient psychiatric units to warmly
furnished, naturally lit homes where
there are no physical restraints and staff
are trained in “being with” those who are
suffering (5). A number of talks explored
how the “mystical” component of hallu-
cinogenic experience may mediate the
benefit of MDMA and psilocybin used in
treatment-resistant depression.

The conference highlighted the aca-
demic, evidence-based research taking
place around the world to unpack and
harness the overlap between spiritual-
ity and psychiatry. For those seeking to
engage, the WPA Congress’s organiz-
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ing committee considers nominations
from trainees to serve on the program
committee for the 2020 conference in
Bangkok.

Dr. Winkler is a fourth-year resident in the
University of Maryland/Sheppard Pratt Psy-
chiatry Residency Program, Baltimore.

Residents, fellows, and medical students
who are interested in attending the con-
ference may contact Dr. Alan Fung (alan.
fung.a@utoronto.ca), Vice Chair of the APA
Caucus on Religion, Spirituality and Psychi-
atry and board member of the WPA Sec-
tion on Religion, Spirituality and Psychiatry.
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