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I.  Introduction


A.  Personal Disclosure


-I am a Christian…and more or less became one in graduate school in psychology.  


-Most psychologists today, moreso than the general public, are irreligious


   (“religiousness gap”)


-By explaining certain “theologies” and religious behavior using psychology, I am in no way 
suggesting that all church teachings are a product of psychological needs/motivation (as opposed 
to divine inspiration); to me “theology” is more what I think is true (which may be wrong), and 
“doctrine” is what I know is true (which is not wrong).  


B.  Questions for Today


   1.  How much psychology of a person influences religious beliefs and behaviors?


         e.g,  Is it possible that people believe in God simply because they need to?



     Is it possible that atheists don’t believe in God simply because THEY don’t want to?


   2.  What does psychology teach us about religious beliefs and behaviors?


        e,.g.  What makes a person choose a particular church or denomination or even


 
        religion – how much of it is psychosocial and how much of it is theological?



   3.  How does psychology teach me about MY religious beliefs and behaviors?


         e.g.,  Sharing faith with another person


II.  How psychology may view religion

A.  Psychologists, more than many other science field, certainly more than the public,


eschews religion, and at times, denigrates it.


-Allen Bergin calls this the “religiousness gap”  -- to signify the disparity in belief


and passion for religion between psychologists and the public at large


-This gap is rooted in history – psychology for many years has competed against, not with, 
 
    religion to improve the quality of life


            e.g.,  historical examples:  Freud’s “Future of an Illusion”



[The ultimate neurosis developed from utter dependence on myth]


B.  Psychology is considered by many to be a science, it builds its teachings on sound empirical 
studies, objectively gathered data, and attempts to build theories of human behavior 


-Therefore psychology tends to reject much of what is religious teachings – there may or may not 
be a God, with objective truths – but we haven’t seen him in the classroom,
the lab, and therefore 
we can only go forth based on what we know, not what we believe


OVERHEAD?

III.  How religion, specifically Christianity, may view psychology


A.  By removing the existence of God, soul, we remove much of what makes us what we are.  
Paul Vitz, a Christian writer, argues that psychology is “person-centered,” where religion is “God-
centered.”


B.  Psychology often offers explanations for why behavior occurs, how it comes
to be, but may 
often fail when it comes to what SHOULD happen.  It offers few moral absolutes.


C.  Science is not a purely objective endeavor, because it is pursued by subjective people with 
their own passions, and the more non-religious scientists are, the less inclined they are to find 
value in religious teachings (or worse, not even examine them). Further, they may ignore the fact 


that science can be wrong in its theories, contradictory in its evidence, or sometimes just plain 
wrong [Science can BECOME a religion]:


  Example 1:  The psychology of self-esteem



[prison inmates are often abundant, not lacking in, self-esteem.]


  Example 2:  Freud called highly religious women “suffering from an obsessional neurosis 



accompanied 
by guilt, suppressed emotions, and repressed sexuality.”  



[U of C study on frequency of reported orgasms]

IV.  Using psychological concepts to understand the religious individual
Religion and religious communities are developed by people, and therefore they are subject to all of the same problems that exist in all other communities of life.  Some religious communities (e.g, selfishness, bickering, hypocrites) exemplify the tenets of the religion very well, some do not.   BUT ARE THEY EXEMPLIFYING THE TENETS OF THEIR RELIGION?

A.
Mental Health - Happiness

-Mental health in Christian doctrine is far less important than spiritual health,

-YET mental health is much more important to people today than spiritual health

*Everett Worthington:  Most studies reveal a positive relationship between religious involvement and happiness

*Larry Crabb:  “We have come to believe that we are entitled to happiness, that it is a basic human right. That we should always feel positive and worry free.  The bible does not promise a happy life, yet some people approach religion with the goal of it providing them comfort and happiness, and when they do not find this increased happiness, become disillusioned and leave the church”

B.  
Control – Witnessing to other people

-One of the biblical admonitions is to witness to other people

-Some people have very strong objections to any attempt by religious groups to share their faith -- WHY?

-Yet most Christians are timid when it comes to evangelism

-Fewer, but more notable examples, are people who are persistent in their approach, almost to the point of being obnoxious and refusing to let up.  In this case, psychologically what is going on here?  Who’s in control?  (historical example:  KING OLAF)


C.
Motivation – the why of religious behavior

Enormous variety in a religious person’s motivation to embrace religion, practice religion, go to church

“Intrinsic religiousness” vs. “Extrinsic religiousness” (Allport & Ross, 1967) (early research sought to answer the question: does religion increase intolerance?)

-Intrinsics live their religion and adhere to its tenets out of a firm conviction

-Extrinsics use their religion and adhere to its tenets out of a fickle convenience

The behavior of going to church and becoming involved in its activities can be done for intrinsic and extrinsic reasons

So why do YOU go?

   e.g.,
The intrinsic person goes to church to hear God’s word


The extrinsic person goes where his/her family goes to church


The intrinsic person prays sincerely to God

The extrinsic person prays in order to very pious and proper

The intrinsic person sings to God as a way to communicate

The extrinsic person wants to sound good, wonders if others watch

Religious people whose religious behavior reflects more of an “intrinsic orientation” tend to be mature, tolerant, altruistic, mentally health

Religious people whose religious behavior reflects more of an “extrinsic orientation” tend to be immature, prejudiced, selfish, afraid of death

V.  Conclusion
As a religious person, I have found psychology useful to understand how and why I approach religion in the way that I do.  It is not as useful to me as my faith, but nonetheless it has helped inform me of the problems, imperfections, and other psychological issues embedded in the religious community.  I have a better sense of what the church is, what religion is, and while it is not the same as a relationship with Jesus, I hope that psychology will help those of us in the religious community improve what it is we do, and how we do it, particularly since non-religious people more often will make judgments about religion not based on what it is, but on how they see us carrying it out.  Thank you.

