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Abstract

Background: Colon cancer, as a complex disease, severely affects the physical, psychological, social, and
spiritual dimensions of patients. It is the third most common cancer globally. Understanding the spiritual
experiences of these patients can play a vital role in improving multi-dimensional and human-centered care.

Aim: The present study aimed to explore the spiritual lived experience of men diagnosed with colon cancer.

Method: The present study was a qualitative research designed with an interpretative phenomenological analysis
(IPA) approach. Research participants consisted of all men diagnosed with colon cancer who referred to Omid
Hospital in Mashhad during the March, April, and May 2025 (approximately 60 individuals). Purposive sampling
was conducted using the snowball technique until Data saturation was achieved; saturation was reached after
interviews with 9 participants. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Each interview
lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and focused on the lived spiritual experience since the diagnosis of the disease.
Data analysis was performed using the interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) method. To enhance the
credibility of the findings, strategies including researcher’s reflexive journaling, independent coding by two
analysts with calculation of inter-coder agreement, and member checking with participants were employed.

Results: Analysis of the participants' lived experiences led to the identification of the "essence of spiritual
experience" within four core themes: Individual and Divine Spirituality (experiencing God's presence as an
infinite source of power), Individual and Self-Centered Spirituality (encountering a new meaning of life in the
shadow of illness), Social Spirituality and Family Support (experiencing spirituality within the context of human
relationships), and Existential and Naturalistic Spirituality (a sense of oneness with the universe).

Conclusions: The findings demonstrated that spiritual experience in men with colon cancer is not a static
phenomenon but a dynamic process of "re-meaning life" in the face of crisis. By redefining their relationship with
the sources of power, these patients transform physical suffering into an opportunity for existential growth. Health
policymakers can utilize these helping to reconstruct the patient's semantic world rather than focusing solely on
physical treatment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Colon cancer is the third most common cancer and the second leading cause of cancer-related
death in the world (Bray et al., 2024). This disease, due to its chronic nature, the aggressiveness
of treatments, physical complications and life- threatening condition, exerts a profound impact
on the physical, psychological, social, and especially spiritual dimensions of patients. When
the material and physical structure of life is threatened by the disease, the individual takes
refuge in deeper layers of existence to preserve inner coherence.

This transition from physical suffering toward identity reconstruction is the point of
intersection between medical science and the concept of “spirituality.” Spirituality is
recognized as the understanding of meaning and purpose in life, connection with self, others,
and a higher power, and in the past decade has been established as an important source of
coping and resilience in cancer patients (Fitch & Bartlett, 2019; Rohde et al., 2017). Numerous
studies have shown that spiritual well-being is associated with reduced anxiety, depression,
and improved quality of life (Salsman et al., 2010; Howard et al., 2023).

Despite the World Health Organization’s emphasis on the importance of the spiritual
dimension of health, progress in this domain has encountered numerous obstacles. Integrating
this concept into cancer treatment protocols faces multiple challenges, including insufficient
training of professionals, time limitations, cultural-religious differences between care providers
and patients, and the lack of structured protocols. This challenge manifests more concretely in
chronic diseases such as colon cancer; because in these patients, spiritual care is an essential
component of the quality of palliative care (Puchalski et al., 2009).

Exploring lived experience is important because it allows the extraction of the personal and
cultural essence of spirituality (such as connection with God, search for meaning, and
adaptation to bodily changes); this deep understanding is essential for designing effective
supportive interventions that are sensitive to culture and gender- oriented, and without it, care
may remain ineffective or disproportionate to the patient’s conditions.

On the other hand, in the Iranian research background, the main focus has been on the
spiritual experience of women (especially in breast cancer); whereas men with colon cancer,
due to specific challenges arising from stoma (change in the elimination system) and its impact
on perceptions of masculinity and religious rituals, undergo a different and more complex
experience of spirituality. Therefore, the existing research gap is not only in the limited number
of studies, but also in the lack of deep exploration of the “meaning of spiritual experience” in
this particular group. The present study seeks to examine the spiritual experiences of men with
colon cancer as a coping strategy at the time of confronting the disease, in order to fill the
existing void and open a path for the transition from purely medical care to human-centered
care that is congruent with the religious fabric of Iranian society.

Method

The present study is qualitative and was designed with an interpretative phenomenological
approach. Participants included all men with colon cancer referred to Omid Hospital in
Mashhad in the first quarter of the year 1404, whose population was estimated at about 60
individuals.

Sampling was purposive and using the snowball method. In this study, data saturation was
achieved after interviewing nine participants. The main tool for data collection was in-depth
semi-structured interviews conducted in a calm and private environment, and with full
observance of research ethics principles. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and
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was conducted by the principal researcher, who had considerable experience in performing
qualitative interviews. The main guiding question in the interviews, based on the research
objective and within the methodological framework of interpretative phenomenology (IPA),
was formulated.

Data analysis was performed based on the interpretative phenomenology (IPA) method
(Smith et al., 2009). The analysis process took place in three stages: first, each interview was
read multiple times carefully so that the researcher became familiar with the details of the
participant’s experience; then, salient meaning units (both explicit and implicit) were identified
and labeled with interpretive codes; finally, the codes were gradually organized into sub-
themes and central themes, and the “essence of spiritual experience,” that is, a deep and
integrated structure that connects all individual stories, was extracted and described.

Results

According to the Demographic information of the participants, the majority of individuals were
in the age group above 50 years. All were married. Their educational levels were all diploma
or above diploma. The spiritual experiences of colon cancer patients, based on data analysis,
were categorized into four key themes.

Table 1: Key and sub- themes derived from data analysis

Key theme

Sub-theme

Interpretive code

Meaning unit
(participant quote)

Individual and divine
spirituality

Heartfelt connection with
God

Deep reliance on God
in crisis

«For everything I want
to do, I seek help from

God»
.. . . Thank Y
Acceptance of divine Gratitude as a coping «Thank You, God, a
. . hundred thousand
destiny mechanism .
times»
— — ; -
Submlss.wn to divine Satisfaction with fate «I don't complain about
wisdom God at all»

Closeness to the
transcendent

Intimate personal
relationship with God

«I have intimate
conversations with God
like with a friend»

Individual and self-
oriented spirituality

Self-acceptance and inner
peace

Reconciliation with
self

«I'm at ease with
myself; I don't torment
myself

Spiritual growth through
crisis

Identity reappraisal

«The illness made me
more sensitive toward
myself»

Creativity as an escape
from despair

Inner expression
through art

«When I feel distressed,
[ start painting»

Social spirituality and
family support

Meaning-making through
emotional bonds

Emotional support

«My family and my
wife are my greatest
source of
encouragementy

Empathy and
transformation of
relationships

Increased altruism

«The illness made me
better toward everyone»

Existential spirituality
and nature-based
spirituality

Serenity in encountering
creation

Nature as a refuge

«Traveling with family,
seeing the sea and the
forest lifts my spirits»

Restoration through
presence in nature

Experience of unity
with the world

«Being in nature... the
sound of water and trees
brings peace»

Existential preparedness
for the afterlife

Awareness of death
and the hereafter

«I remember the world
of the hereafter»
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Discussion

The primary objective of this research was to phenomenologically understand the lived
spiritual experience of men with colon cancer referred to Omid Hospital in Mashhad. The
findings of this qualitative study revealed that patients, in confronting the physical and
psychological burden of their illness, actively engage with four sources of spiritual strength
(God, self, others, and nature), which were categorized into four main themes: individual and
divine spirituality, individual and self-oriented spirituality, social spirituality and family
support, and existential spirituality and nature-based spirituality.

Individual and Divine Spirituality The theme of “individual and divine spirituality” was the
most frequent theme in this research. Roushan (2024) explains that from a religious
perspective, spiritual factors such as prayer, trust (tawakkul), connection with the Almighty,
and inner contemplation possess the capability to influence mental, psychological, and even
physical health. Religious spirituality is based on the belief that God is the absolute power
(Taylor, 2023).

Patients achieve peace and reduce anxiety through prayer and submission to divine power,
a finding consistent with domestic research by Tavakol et al. (2024) Individual and Self-
Oriented Spirituality This source focuses on introspection and self-reliance, where patients, in
moments of solitude, share their inner secrets with internal resources. These findings align with
Frankl’s theory in logotherapy regarding the search for meaning in suffering and with Hosseini
et al. (2023) on inner transformation in patients. Additionally, one of the results from Chio et
al. (2008) was that patients, when enduring spiritual suffering, turn to viewing suffering as a
life challenge, volunteering to help other cancer patients, and seeking life’s wisdoms.

Social Spirituality and Family Support In this domain, spirituality is represented as
existential connection with others. Iranian men, due to traditional gender roles, usually refrain
from expressing needs; however, within the context of spirituality, they represent this support
as a spiritual right and a rope connecting them to society. Interaction with family and the
spiritual community strengthens the sense of belonging, a theme consistent with Cheraghi et
al. (2020) on spiritual matters and social support, as well as with Park & Folkman’s (1997)
model of coping strategies.

Existential Spirituality and Nature-Based Spirituality At this layer, spirituality is represented
as unity with the whole of existence. Fisher (2011) states that complete spiritual health cannot
be achieved without harmonious and meaningful connection with nature. This domain includes
a sense of wonder, amazement, and awe at the beauty and grandeur of nature this finding aligns
with the domestic research by Habibi Asgarabad et al. (2020) on spiritual growth. This theme
has a direct connection with nature as a source of spiritual strength.

Conclusion

The findings of this research showed that the spiritual experience in men with colon cancer is
not a static phenomenon but a dynamic process of “re-meaning-making of life” in the face of
crisis. These patients, by redefining their relationship with sources of strength (God, self,
others, and nature), transform physical suffering into an opportunity for existential growth.

Limitations

This qualitative research, conducted with an interpretative phenomenological approach in a
specialized center (Omid Hospital in Mashhad) and with a limited sample size (9 individuals),
means the findings are directly generalizable only to men with colon cancer referred to this
center in Mashhad and may be influenced by the cultural and religious characteristics of this
metropolis.
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Future Studies

From a clinical application perspective, it is recommended that multidisciplinary teams
(including psychologists, spiritual counselors, and cancer specialists) integrate spiritual care
into treatment programs. In terms of research suggestions, future studies can open new avenues
in this field by addressing identified gaps; exploring the lived experience of spouses as primary
spiritual supporters, as well as studying the jurisprudential and ritual challenges of men facing
bodily changes, can enrich the literature in this area.
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