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Theories of Religious Coping
and Meaning-Making

Foundational Resources for Chaplains and Educators on Ken Pargament and Crystal Park

1. Why These Theories Matter at the Bedside

Chaplains Ask... Pargament Helps You… Park Helps You…

“How is this person using 

their spirituality/faith to 

survive right now?”

Spot positive vs. negative 
religious coping cues 

Discern whether the event 

threatens their global 
meaning and help them 

rebuild coherence.

“What intervention best fits 

their theology/worldview, 

spiritual needs, and 

strengths?”

Recognize passive, active, 
or collaborative coping 
styles so support feels 

authentic and gently 

suggest collaborative 

coping which evidences 

resiliant outcomes. 

Guide patients from 

dissonant situational 

stories to a re‑aligned, 

hope‑filled narrative.

2. Ken Pargament’s Theory of Religious Coping in 90 Seconds

Religious Coping = Any way people enlist the sacred to face stress.
Positive: seeking divine support, benevolent reappraisal (“God is with me”), ritual 
participation.
Negative: spiritual discontent, punitive God images, demonic appraisals, interpersonal 
religious/spiritual conflict.

The Three Styles of RC
Passive/Deferring – “God will fix it.” or “Let Go and Let God.”
Active – “I must act here, and God will hopefully help”
Collaborative – “God and I work together.” Most resilient outcomes.

Chaplains’ Leverage Points
Assess coping style early (listen for god‑language, agency verbs).
Reframe negative attributions without dismissing honest lament.
Integrate rituals or texts that fit the person’s tradition and coping style.
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Encourage movement towards collaborative religious coping (my action together with 
God’s) as this is correlated with resiliant patient outcomes. 

3. Crystal Park’s Theory of Meaning-Making in 90 Seconds

Meaning‑Making = The mind’s repair kit when reality shatters assumptions.
Global Meaning: core beliefs (“The world is fair”), goals, sense of purpose.
Situational Meaning: the appraisal of this cancer, this NICU stay.
Distress spikes when the event ≠ global meaning.

Meaning‑Making Pathway
Sense‑Making – “Why did this happen?”
Benefit‑Finding – “What can still grow here?”
Identity Revision – “Who am I now?”

Chaplains’ Leverage Points
Explore ruptures gently: “How does this fit—or not fit—your view of how life works?”
Bridge global ↔ situational with story work, symbol, communal worship.
Support emergence of new purpose (post‑traumatic growth).
Recognize that the meaning-making pathway may not be accessible to patients during 
or directly after traumatic events and may be impaired by traumatic stress. 
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