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Lesson 15 – Do Christians Actually Live Better Lives?
“If the family trends of recent decades continue, the result will be that children will be harmed,

adults will be no happier, and the social order could collapse.”

Chapter 32 – Don’t Worry, Be Religious.  How do you redeem a culture?  From the inside out: from the individual to the family to the community, and then outward in ever widening circles across every boundary and to every generation.  We first begin by understanding our own behavior and aligning it with the Christian worldview.  That means we first conform ourselves to God’s Word rather than to the spirit of the age.  If we want to transform a pagan culture, as Christians have done for centuries, we must start with ourselves -- understanding what a Christian worldview means for our own moral and lifestyle choices.  This is more important today than ever before because individual moral choices determine the health of the entire society. 
Polls consistently show that Americans worry most about social and moral decay – crime, family breakdown, drug abuse, sex and violence in the entertainment media – all of which are the results of moral choices made ultimately by individuals.  Given these facts, one might expect our nations’ bully pulpits to be devoted to encouraging people to take responsibility for their lives and exert the self-discipline needed to change their behavior.  Instead, the dominant cultural voices argue that individuals have right to live any way they choose and that society has the responsibility to pick up the tab for the negative consequences that result -- that our behavior is our own business and that society has a duty to compensate for any negative consequences of our autonomous choices.  And when the inevitable consequences result from abandoning Biblical precepts -- in sexual behavior, for example-- these same voices press for government solutions to bandage over the negative effects.  To avoid STDS, government should supply condoms in our schools. When homosexual promiscuity leads to fatal diseases, the government is to be blamed and shamed into picking up the tab for more research.  When sex leads to pregnancy, the government is expected to pay for abortions or supply welfare support to fatherless families.
This attitude began in the 1960s, when a new concept of public morality took hold.  A prominent sociologist argued that if people “truly prefer a family consisting of a mother, children, and a series of transient males, then it is hardly the federal government's proper business to try to alter this choice.”  What is the government’s business then?  It "ought to invent ways of providing such [single-parent] families with the same physical and psychic necessities of life available to other kinds of families."  That is, the Government must not seek to help shape the nation's moral climate or discourage irresponsible behavior.  Instead, its job is to “invent ways” to compensate for any disadvantages created by the bad choices people make.  It is supposed to make sure people have their cake and eat it, too!
This attitude is not confined to the government.  It's amazing how many ordinary Americans have fallen into the trap of expecting someone else to pick up the costs of their own irresponsibility.  The American Medical Association says the growth in health care expenses today can be traced largely to “lifestyle factors and social problems."  Some studies indicate that up to 70 percent of all diseases result from lifestyle choices.  People know that they should stop smoking, cut out junk food, and get regular exercise.  But how many take these basic steps in preventive care?  And when their unhealthy habits give them heart disease or lung cancer, they expect the health-care system to protect them from the consequences of their own bad habits. 
Where did this idea of value-free lifestyles come from? What are its worldview roots?  How can we see that a Christian worldview leads to a better, healthier, and more rational way of living?  In a nutshell, if we reject the Biblical teaching about creation, we end up with Nature as our Creator.  Morality then becomes something humans invent when they have evolved to a certain level.  Since there is no transcendent source of moral standards that dictate how one should live, each individual has the right to chart his or her own course.  And if we reject the idea of sin and the Fall, nothing is objectively wrong, and there is no real guilt -- there are only false guilt feelings that result from social disapproval.  The logical conclusion of this thinking is that redemption means freeing ourselves from false guilt and restoring our natural autonomy by eliminating the stigma from all lifestyles.  And the role of public authorities is to mobilize resources to make sure that no negative consequences follow from the choices any individual may make. For if all choices are morally equal, then no one should suffer for the choices he or she makes.  By contrast, Christianity claims that God created the universe with a definite structure – a material order and a moral order.  If we live contrary to that order, we sin against God, and the consequences are invariably harmful and painful, on both a personal and a social level.  On the other hand, if we submit to that order and live in harmony with it, then our lives will be happier and healthier.  The role of public authorities is to encourage people to live according to the principles that make for social health and harmony.
Over the past four decades, our public discourse was dominated by the “value-free” model.  Yet today, its disastrous consequences are becoming abundantly clear.  Even determined secularists have begun to see that society simply can't keep up with the costs of personal and moral irresponsibility.  Over those same four decades, abortion and teen pregnancy soared; the welfare system grew overloaded; crime rates shot up, especially among juveniles; health-care costs climbed so fast that the government keeps threatening to take over -- even as Medicare projects bankruptcy in a few years.  It is becoming increasingly obvious that the welfare state has not been able to "invent ways" to give fatherless families the same physical and psychic necessities of life available to other kinds of families, as some sociologists put it.  Instead, welfare has helped create a permanent underclass that is disordered and demoralized. By compensating for irresponsible behavior, government has, in essence, subsidized it thus encouraging more of it.
Americans have reached the modernist impasse: They were told they had a right to be free from the restrictions of morality and religion, yet as unrestricted choices have led to social breakdown; they have begun to long for the protection that morality once provided.  After all, we didn't have epidemics of crime, broken families, abortion, or sexually transmitted diseases when Americans largely accepted Biblical morality.  Many are beginning to understand that morality is not merely an arbitrary constraint on individual choice, but a protection against social disintegration.  That’s why, after decades of public rhetoric about individual rights, we hear cultural leaders struggling to find some common secular language to revive a sense of civic duty and virtue.  Organizations like the National Fatherhood Initiative are emerging to halt family breakdown.  Sex educators are beginning to talk about teaching kids to delay sexual involvement (if not until marriage, at least until adulthood). Character-education is making inroads into classrooms.  This new openness to moral arguments gives Christians an extraordinary opportunity to make our case that living according to the Biblical moral order is healthier for both individuals and society.  And there's a growing body of scientific evidence we can use to back up our argument.  Medical studies are confirming that those who attend church regularly and act consistently with their faith are better off, both physically and mentally. Consider a few recent findings. 
Alcohol Abuse - Alcohol abuse is highest among those with little or no religious commitment. One study found that nearly 89 percent of alcoholics said they lost interest in religion during their youth.
Drug Abuse - Numerous studies have found an inverse correlation between religious commitment and drug abuse. Among young people, the importance of religion is the single best predictor of substance-abuse patterns. Joseph Califano, former secretary of the department of Health and Human Services and an architect of Lyndon Johnson's Great Society, did an amazing about-face when he became head of Columbia University’s Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse. In 1998, Califano released the results of a three-year study showing the relationship between substance abuse and crime. The statistics were startling: In 80 percent of criminal offenses, alcohol or drugs were implicated. Then Califano said, “Every individual I have met who successfully came off drugs or alcohol has given religion as the key to rehabilitation.”  Califano now vigorously supports public funding for drug-treatment programs that provide for spiritual needs.
Crime - There is also a strong correlation between participation in religious activities and the avoidance of crime. In one study, Harvard professor Richard Freeman discovered that regular church attendance is the primary factor in preventing African-American urban young people from turning to drugs or crime.  Another study revealed that regular attendance at a Prison Fellowship Bible study cut recidivism (repeat offenses) by two-thirds.
Depression and Stress - Several studies have found that high levels of religious commitment correlate with lower levels of depression and stress.  In one Gallup survey, respondents with a strong religious commitment were twice as likely to describe themselves as “very happy.”  Armand Nicholi professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and a deeply committed believer argues from his lifelong experience that Christians are far less likely to experience mental disorders than their secular counterparts. Why? Because the one essential feature that characterizes all types of depression is the feeling of hopelessness and helplessness, and Christians are never without hope.
Suicide - Persons who do not attend church are four times more likely to commit suicide than are frequent church attendees. In fact, lack of church attendance correlates more strongly with suicide rates than with any other risk factor, including unemployment.
Family Stability - A number of studies have found a strong inverse correlation between church attendance and divorce, and one study found that church attendance is the most important predictor of marital stability.  Religion has also shown itself to be an important factor in preventing teen sexual relations, babies born out of wedlock, discord between parent and child, and other forms of family breakdown.  The classic sociological research project 'Middletown" studied the inhabitants of a typical American town three times, first in the 1920s and for the third time in the 1980s. The data over this extended period indicated a clear relationship between family solidarity-family health and church affiliation and activity. In a study of the factors that contribute to healthy families, 84 percent of strong families identified religion as an important contributor to their strength. In yet another study, African-American parents cited church influence as significant in rearing their children and providing moral guidelines.
Marital and Sexual Satisfaction - Lest one think these numbers mean that religious people are staying in unhappy marriages from a sense of duty, consider these statistics. Churchgoers are more likely to say they would marry the same spouse again - an important measure of marital satisfaction.  A 1978 study found that church attendance predicted marital satisfaction better than any other single variable.  And the 1994 Sex in America study showed that very religious women enjoy a higher level of sexual satisfaction in their marriage than do nonreligious women. 
Physical Health - Studies have shown that maternity patients and their newborns have fewer medical complications if the mothers have a religious affiliation.  Belonging to a religious group can lower blood pressure, relieve stress, and enhance survival after a heart attack.  Heart surgery patients with strong religious beliefs are much more likely to survive surgery.  Elderly men and women who attend worship services are less depressed and physically healthier than their peers with no religious faith.  They are also healthier than those who do not attend worship services but watch religious television at home. People who go to church have lower blood pressure, even when risky behaviors such as smoking are factored in.  Church attendance even affects mortality rates.  For men who attend church frequently, the risk of dying from arteriosclerotic heart disease is only 60 percent of that for men who attend infrequently. The death rates of churchgoing men from pulmonary emphysema are less than half and from cirrhosis of the liver only 25 percent as high as for non-churchgoing men.  Science seems to be confirming the teaching of Proverbs: “The fear of the Lord adds length to life” (Prov 10:27).
This does not that every person of faith is healthy and happy, but the statistics do make a powerful statement about the typical human condition. Both clinical experience and research data suggest that among the most important determinants of human happiness and well-being are our spiritual beliefs and moral choices.  The statistics are so compelling that even a confirmed secularist ought to be convinced that religion is good for society.  In fact, that's exactly what Guenter Lewy concludes in his book Why America Needs Religion.  Lewy started out to write a book defending secularism, but after surveying the data he ended up arguing, to his own surprise, that belief in God makes people happier and more fulfilled. "Whether it is juvenile delinquency, adult crime, prejudice, out-of-wedlock births, or marital conflict and divorce, there is a significantly lower rate of such indicators of moral failure and social ills among believing Christians.”  In short, a person can live a moral and healthy life without God, but statistically speaking the odds are against it.  Furthermore, the benefits of Christianity are not solely a matter of attitude and lifestyle.  It is frankly impossible to dismiss the supernatural.  Dr. Dale Matthews has documented experiments in which volunteers prayed for selected patients with rheumatoid arthritis.  To avoid a possible placebo effect from knowing they were being prayed for, the patients were not told which ones were subjects of the test. The recovery rate among those prayed for was measurably higher than among a control group, for which prayers were not offered.
It is time for the medical profession to recognize the healing potential of the spiritual dimension, says Harvard professor Herbert Benson. Though not a professing Christian himself, Benson admits that humans are "engineered for religious faith … We are wired for God -- our genetic blueprint has made believing in an Infinite Absolute part of our nature."  That is about as close as a nonbeliever can get to confirming the Biblical claim that the human spirit was created in order to live in communion with God.  These findings do not mean, however, that just any kind of religion is beneficial.  Gordon Allport, the great psychologist of religion, drew a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic religion.  Extrinsically religious people use religion for external purposes, like the politician who attends church to gain respectability or the person who prays for purely material benefits.  But intrinsically religious people serve God without ulterior motive: They pray in order to commune with Him and understand His truth; they give without any utilitarian calculation.  In Allport's professional experience, improved mental health correlates only with intrinsic religion.  The benefits go to those who genuinely believe, not to those who use religion for ulterior purposes.  These findings seem to shatter the Freudian stereotype of religion as mere wish fulfillment, something we make up to obtain certain benefits.  For, if we were to make up a religion for external purposes, we would be more miserable than ever.  Similarly, benefits accrue only to those who practice their faith, not to those who merely profess it.  In fact, studies have found that it is extremely unhealthy to hold strong religious beliefs without practicing them.  People exhibit high levels of stress if they believe in God but neglect church attendance; fail to read and meditate on Scripture; omit prayer before meals, or fall into sin.  One study of chronic alcoholics found that a surprisingly high number hold conservative religious beliefs, but are not acting on them. This suggests that the stress caused by this contradiction between belief and practice may contribute to their alcoholism.  In short, the inconsistent Christian suffers even more than the consistent atheist.  The most miserable person of all is the one who knows the truth yet doesn't obey it.
The growth in scientific evidence, which validates the Christian worldview, has been greatly inspired by the work of one man, David Larson, president of National Institute for Healthcare Research.  Larson's story illustrates not only how Christians should persevere in their convictions but also what we achieve when we do.  When Larson began his training in psychiatry, one of his professors tried to discourage him. “Tell me, Dave,” the professor said. “Your faith is important to you, isn't it?"  “Yes,” said Larson.  “Then I think you should put aside the idea of becoming a psychiatrist.  For psychiatric patients, religion can only be harmful.”  Larson's professor was stating the conventional wisdom among psychiatrists and psychologists, handed down from Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, who defined religion as “a universal obsessional neurosis,” an “infantile helplessness,” and “regression to primary narcissism.”  The terminology has changed since Freud, but most psychologists and psychiatrists retain the assumption that religion is a negative factor in mental health and that it is associated with mental pathologies.  Yet Larson refused to be deterred.  And as he continued his studies, he noticed a very interesting pattern: religion was not associated with mental illness after all.  In fact, quite the opposite: religion actually helped protect against mental disorders.  This insight spurred Larson to conduct his own research, and today his work has begun to turn around an entire profession. "Growing numbers of psychologists are finding religion, if not in their personal lives, at least in their data," reports the New York Times. "What was once, at best, an unfashionable topic in psychology has been born again as a respectable focus for scientific research …The data is showing that religion, far from being a mental illness, is actually beneficial to mental health, physical health, family strength, and social order.”
This new scientific data provides a wonderful tool for apologetics, for it shows clearly that if we ignore Biblical principles, we end up living in ways that run against the grain of our being, and we pay a steep price in terms of stress, depression, family conflict, and even physical illness.  Rather than being an arbitrary set of rules and restrictions that repress and distort our true nature, Christianity actually describes our true nature and shows us how to live in accord with it.  And when we do so, we enjoy the fruits of operating the way we were made to. "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.... For through Me your days will be many, and years will be added to your life" (Prov. 9: 10-11). The evidence is a powerful validation of Proverbs; a Biblical view of human nature does indeed conform to reality.  We cannot escape the consequences of our own choices.  In our bodies, we flesh out either the Biblical worldview or a worldview that is in opposition to the Bible.  And when we incarnate the truth of God in our lives and families, we help bring new life to our neighborhoods and churches, our cities and nation, in an ever widening circle.

Bible Study:  Proverbs 10:27; 3:1-2; 9:10-11; 14:12; 8:33-36; 1 Cor 6:17-20; 2 Cor 6:16; Acts 2:41-47;
                       4:32-37; 6:1-7

Questions:
1. How do you redeem a culture?  
2. Do individuals have the right to live any way they wish?  What should be the government’s role?
3. What has been the result of the “value-free” model in our society?
4. What is the modernist impasse?  What has been the response of many to it?
5. What have recent studies shown about living according to the Biblical moral order?
6. What has the research of Christian psychiatrist Dr. David Larson shown and how does it counteract the teaching of a previous generation?
7. How can you use this information to (a) live a healthier life yourself? (b) witness to others?

Do Christians Actually Live Better Lives?            (1)                                       www.societal-ethics.org
Lesson 15 (chapter 32)                                     © June 2004                                          sorr@societal-ethics.org

