8

Mental Health
or Sickness?

Consider the case of a popular, slightly spoiled young man from an upper-
middle-class family. In adolescence the young man becomes well known in
his community for his fashionable, flashy clothes and his enthusiasm for par-
tying with his friends. But as he grows a little older, he comes under the
influence of religion. He gives up partying because he takes his religious
beliefs very seriously. Indeed, he takes them so seriously that he becomes
intensely dissatisfied with the materialism around him and starts giving away
his possessions. He even gives a religious group a large sum of his father’s
money. His father tries to deal with these disturbing developments by con-
fining the boy to the house, hoping to bring him to his senses. When this
fails, the angry and exasperated father subjects his son to severe physical
punishment, again without effect.

Finally, the father brings his son into court to recover the money. When
the young man is ordered to return his father’s money, he does so. But in
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protest he also gives back everything else that his parents have given him,
including the clothes he is wearing. He then walks out of the court and
through the streets, naked. Later, the young man becomes part of a reli-
gious sect whose members support themselves by begging, and he never
returns to life in normal society.

Would you say that for this young man religion encouraged mental
health or sickness? You may find it hard to say. An answer would, perhaps,
be easier if you were told that the religion by which he was influenced was
the Hare Krishnas or the Unification Church of the Reverend Sun Myung
Moon. But this would not be true. The religion was Catholicism, and the
young man was a well-known Catholic saint. The description is of the early
life of Saint Francis of Assisi (1182-1226).

The case of Saint Francis suggests how difficult it can be to determine
whether religion is a force for mental health or for sickness. Saint Francis
acted in ways that may seem to suggest mental illness, and yet he has been
called one of the most psychologically whole, healthy people who ever lived
(see Sabatier, 1904). Clearly, the relationship between religion ahd mental
health can be both complex and confusing. And, unfortunately, when we
turn to the experts for some clarity, they only magnify the confusion.

EXPERTS’ VIEWS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RELIGION AND MENTAL HEALTH

JamEes’s DuaLisTic VIEW:
S1CK-SoULED VERSUS HEALTHY-MINDED RELIGION

William Jammes found it necessary to distinguish between two different forms
of religion and two related personality types when describing the relation-
ship between religion and mental health. He suggested that one form of reli-
gion is closely tied to psychopathology; this form he called the twice-born
religion of sick-souled individuals.

The securest way to the rapturous sorts of happiness of which the twice-born
make report has as an historic matter of fact been through a more radical
pessimism than anything that we have yet considered. . . . For this extremity
of pessimism to be reached, something more is needed than observation of
life and reflection upon death. The individual must in his own person
become the prey of a pathological melancholy. . . . Such sensitiveness and
susceptibility to mental pain is a rare occurrence where the nervous consti-
tution is entirely normal; one seldom finds it in a healthy subject even where
he is the victim of the most atrocious cruelties of cutward fortune. So we
note here the neurotic constitution . . . destined to play a part in much that
follows. (1902, p. 124)

James saw religion as an important, possibly essential, source of health in
the lives of at least some sick-souled individuals. He saw such effects in the
life of Tolstoy, among others.
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But James also recognized that a quite different relationship between
religion and mental health could exist. For those whom he called healthy-
minded, religion was associated with a marked absence of signs of patholog-
ical melancholy. Consider, for example, the statement of a healthy-minded
Unitarian preacher.

I observe, with profound regret, the religious struggles which come into
many biographies, as if almost essential to the formation of the hero. I ought
to speak of these, to say that any man has an advantage, not to be estimated,
who is born, as T was, into a family where the religion is simple and rational;
who is trained in the theory of such a religion, so that he never knows, for an
hour, what these religious or irreligious struggles are. ... I can remember
perfectly that when I was coming to manhood, the half-philosophical novels
of the time had a deal to say about the young men and maidens who were
facing the ““problem of life.” I had no idea whatever what the problem of life
was. To live with all my might seemed to me easy; to learn where there was
so much to learn seemed pleasant and almost of course; to lend a hand, if
one had a chance, natural; and if one did this, why; he enjoyed life because
he could not help it, and without proving to himself that he ought to enjoy
it. (Starbuck, 1899, pp. 305-3086)

PsYCHOTHERAPEUTIC VIEWS!
L.OOKING BELOW THE SURFACE

Freud. This Unitarian preacher’s relaxed and natural expression of religion
certainly appears psychologically healthy. But in the realm of mental health
and illness it is easy to be deceived by appearance. Sigmund Freud made this
point forcefully with his careful analysis of pathological symptoms and
dreams. And Freud did not hesitate to suggest that mankind was being
deceived by religion. For him, religion was not only associated with mental
illness, it was mental iliness; he called it a “universal obsessional neurosis of
humanity’’:

Like the obsessional neurosis of children, it [religion] arose cut of the Oedi-
pus complex, out of the relation to the father. . . . If, on the one hand, reli-
gion brings with it obsessional restrictions, exactly as an individual obses-
sional neurosis does, on the other hand it comprises a system of wishful
illusions together with a disavowal of reality, such as we find in an isolated
form nowhere else but in . . . a state of blissful hallucinatory confusion. . ..

It has been repeatedly pointed out (by myself and in particular by Theo-
dor Reik) in how great detail the analogy between religion and obsessional
neurosis can be followed out, and how many of the peculiarities and vicissi-
tudes in the formation of religion can be understood in that light. And it
tallies well with this that devout believers are safeguarded in a high degree
against the risk of certain neurotic illnesses; their acceptance of the universal
neurosis spares them the task of constructing a personal one. (1964, pp. 71~
72)

Only through the therapeutic experience of “education to reality”’ (see
Chapter 2) did Freud hold out hope that mankind could be cured from this
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religious neurosis. For him the answer was clear: Religion was associated
with mental illness, not mental health,

Jung. For Freud’s most famous student, colleague, and eventual rival, Carl
Jung, the answer was quite different. Jung considered religion necessary for
mental health. Jung was a minister’s son, and he found that among his
thousands of patients in the second half of life, that is, over the age of thirty-
five, “‘there has not been one whose problem in the last resort was not that
of finding a religious outlook on life”’ (1933, p. 229).

Man positively needs general ideas and convictions that will give a meaning
to his life and enable him to find a place for himself in the universe. He can
stand the most incredible hardships when he is convinced that they make
sense; he is crushed when, on top of ali his misfortunes, he has to admit that
he is taking part in a “tale told by an idiot.” It is the role of religion to give a
meaning to the life of man. (Jung, 1964, p. 89)

Allport. Gordon Allport, like Jung, considered religion to be a potentially
important contributor to mental health. Noting the shift in our society away
from seeking help for personal problems through religion and toward seek-
ing help through psychotherapy, Allport observed:

The single fact that weighs against this wholly secular solution is the ever
insistent truth that what a man believes to a large extent determines his men-
tal and physical health, What he believes about his business, his associates,
his wife, his immediate future, is important; even more so, what he believes
:about life in general, its purpose and design. Religious belief, simply because
it deals with fundamentals, often turns out to be the most important belief
of all. (1950, p. 79)

Even though Allport believed that religion had often failed to actualize its
insights, he contended that religion “is superior to psychotherapy in the
allowance it makes for the affiliative need in human nature” (1950, p. 82).
Religion focuses on the important human need for love and relationship to
a degree that psychotherapy does not.

Boisen. Anton Boisen was a minister and therapist who had himself expe-
rienced schizophrenic madness, which he described as “‘of the most pro-
found and unmistakable variety” (1960, p. 9). Like Freud, Boisen recog-
nized a link between religion and mental illness. But he considered the link
to be far more positive than did Freud. Boisen believed that psychosis is a
potentially health-giving, essentially religious experience because psychosis
often involves an attempt to deal with one or more ultimate, existential con-
cerns (Boisen, 19386). Although a psychotic break could destroy the person,
it could also provide the context for the person to reconstruct his or her
reality in a positive, healing way. Boisen was convinced that his own psycho-
sis served this therapeutic, religious function: “It was necessary for me to
pass through the purgatorial fires of horrifying psychosis before 1 could set
foot in my promised land of creative activity” (1960, p. 208).
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Bergin; Ellis. The debate among psychotherapists about the association
between personal religion and mental health has not subsided in recent
years. Allen Bergin (1980a; 1991) lamented the lack of attention paid by
psychologists to the potential therapeutic value of religion, and strongly
affirmed his own positive view: I believe that religion can be powerfully
benevolent” (1980b, p. 643). In response, Albert Ellis (1980) hypothesized:

Devout, orthodox, or dogmatic religion (or what might be called religiosity)
is significantly correlated with emotional disturbance. People largely disturb
themselves by believing strongly in absolutistic shoulds, oughts, and
musts. . . . The devoutly religious person tends to be inflexibly closed, intol-
erant, and unchanging. Religiosity, therefore, is in many respects equivalent
to irrational thinking and emotional disturbance. (p. 637)

Clearly, the views of psychotherapists on the relationship between religion
and mental health cover a very wide spectrum. They run the gamut from the
contention of Freud and Ellis that religion is a form of mental illness,
through the contention of Boisen that mental illness is potentially religious,
to the contentions of Jung, Allport, and Bergin that religion, conceived
broadly, either can or must be a powerful contributor to mental health. Nor
does the matter become clearer when we turn to the views of more empiri-
cally oriented psychologists. Three major reviews of the empirical evidence
appeared around 1970, but they too covered a wide spectrum.

EmriricaLLY BaseD VIEws: LOOKING AT THE DATA

Becker. Russell Becker concluded from his review of studies examining the
relationship between religion and mental health that the relationship is pos-
itive: “The absence of mental illness and neurotic symptoms does have cer-
tain favorable correlations with religious identity and activity” (1971, p.
415). But Becker qualified this conclusion by noting that *the attempt to
find detailed points of relationship between positive psychological traits and
religion has produced very few clues™ (1971, p. 415).

Dittes. At the other end of the empirical spectrum is James Dittes. By no
means an opponent of religion, Dittes felt compelled to organize his review
of the empirical evidence “around the general supposition that religion is
associated with deficiencies of personality, with a ‘weak ego’ or ‘constricted
ego’” (1969, p. 636). He felt it was necessary to adopt this supposition
because:

The psychological research reflects an overwhelming consensus that religion
{at least as measured in the research, usually institutional affiliation or adher-
ence to conservative traditional doctrines) is associated with awareness of
personal inadequacies, cither generally or in response to particular crisis or
threat situations; with objective evidence of inadequacy, such as low intelli-
gence; with a strong responsiveness to the suggestions of other persons or
other external influences; and with an array of what may be called desperate
and generally unadaptive defensive maneuvers. (Dittes, 1969, p. 636)
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Sanua. Finally, Victor Sanua (1969} took a far less controversial stance after
his review of the available empirical research; he declined to draw any clear
conclusjon:

What may be said at this point is that a substantial number of additional
empirical findings would be necessary before any valid conclusions could be
drawn as to the relationship between religiousness and mental health. (p.
120; similarly, see Lea, 1982)

Who is right about the relationship between religion and mental health?
Apparently not everyone can be because regardless whether we turn to ther-
apists or researchers, we are offered a range of views, and at least some of
the views are diametrically opposed. Instead of relying on the opinions of
the experts, it seems that we must turn to the evidence and try to sort it out
for ourselves. This is not an easy task, for the evidence forms a large and
tangled mass. If we are to have any success making sense of it we need to
have a clear idea of what we are about. Most important, we need a clear idea
of what we mean by mental heaith.

SEVEN DIFFERENT CONCEPTIONS OF MENTAL HEALTH

Defining mental health is not easy. Think back to the case of Saint Francis
of Assisi. He, like Thoreau, marched to the sound of a different drumrmer.
But was his noncomformity a sign of mental illness or of unusual mental
health? An answer will vary depending on our conception of mental health.
If, for example, we conceive of mental health in terms of social adjustment
and the absence of bizarre behavior, we might pronounce Saint Francis sick.
If, instead, we conceive of mental health in terms of the ability to reach a
higher level of seif-expression that transcends social convention, we would
probably consider him very healthy. Recognizing this variety of conceptions
adds considerably to the complexity and confusion surrcunding interpre-
tations of the relationship between religion and mental health. It also sug-
gests an explanation for all the disagreement. If different psychologists
mean different things when they refer to mental health, then it is not sur-
prising that they do not agree on the relationship between religion and men-
tal health.

Different psychologists, working within different traditions and settings,
do indeed appear to mean different things by mental health. Based on our
review of well over one hundred articles examining the relationship
between religion and mental health, we have been able to identify seven dis-
tinct conceptions.

1. ABSENCE OF MENTAL [LLNESS

The most straightforward conception of mental health is simply the absence
of mental illness; this is the legal definition. If you show none of the iden-
tifiable symptoms of psychopathology listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of the American Psychiatric Association (DSM III-R), then you are
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mentally healthy or “normal.” You may be filled with tension, anxiety, and
guilt, but you are healthy, at least in court. This first conception and the next
two define mental health negatively; rather than specifying what it is, they
specify what it is not.

2. APPROPRIATE SocCIaL BEHAVIOR

Viewing mental health as appropriate social behavior is popular among
some psychologists, especially behavior therapists and social learning theo-
rists (e.g., Bandura, 1969). The popularity of this view is understandable.
First, a person is not likely to become a candidate for psychotherapy unless
he or she is displaying some inappropriate behavior. Second, using such a
conception, mental health and illness are relatively easy to detect.

But this conception also has limitations. Most obviously, it provides a
culturally relative and, within a given culture, a conservative definition of
mental health. Behavior that is considered appropriate in one society may
be inappropriate in another. To present an extreme example, in Nazi Ger-
many it was considered inappropriate nof to assist in the extermination of
Jews, so according to an appropriateness definition, refusal to assist was a
sign of potential mental illness; assistance was a sign of mental health. Of
course, from the perspective of our society it was the mild-mannered, coop-
erative Eichmann who was sick.

3. FREEDOM FROM WORRY AND GUILT

Psychoanalysts typically conceive of mental health as freedom from psycho-
logical conflict, anxiety, and guilt. As noted in Chapter 3, Freud specified
the ability “to love and to work” as the hallmark of mental health, and he
devoted most of his energy to unearthing factors that inhibit this ability. For
it to flower, the choking weeds of guilt and anxiety must be removed. The
emphasis within psychoanalysis on this conception of mental health seems
to be, at least in part, a product of the types of clients that psychoanalysts
have typically treated—middle- and upper-class neurotics tortured by self-
doubt and a lack of sense of purpose.

One of the clearest and most insightful statements of this conception of
mental health comes from Karen Homney (1951). She suggested that neu-
rotic conflicts usually arise from the adoption by an individual of an ideal-
ized view of what he or she should be (the ideal self), a view that makes what
the individual knows that he or she is (the real self) seem horribly inade-
quate. The result is self-hate, self-effacement, and other forms of reality dis-
tortion. Therapy involves freeing the client from the grip of this unrealistic
ideal self, allowing acceptance of the real self and freedom from neurotic
anxiety, worry, and guilt.

In recent years, psychologists have tended to focus on positive personality
characteristics as well as on the absence of negatives when defining mental
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health. The next four conceptions are a product of this focus on the posi-
tive.

4. PERSONAL COMPETENCE AND CONTROL

Emphasis on a sense of personal competence as an aspect of mental health
grew out of a revolution in psychological theories of motivation. Both psy-
choanalytic and behaviorist theories assume that tension reduction lies at
the heart of all human motivation. If the individual is not uncomfortable in
some way, he or she will not be motivated. In the 1950s;this assumption was
exploded by research on curiosity and puzzle solving; it was found that well-
fed, contented animals will work at puzzles for long hours without any
extrinsic reward, and they will expend considerable energy just to have a
lock at a different environment.

Reflecting on the implications of such research, Robert White (1959)
postulated a need for competence; he suggested that organisms need to
have a sense that they can deal effectively with their environment, that they
are in control. A number of other psychologists have also emphasized the
importance of a sense of competence or control for mental health: Alfred
Adler (1956) spoke of the will to power; both Julian Rotter (1954) and Rich-
ard deCharms (1968) made a distinction between having an internal (per-
sonal) as opposed to external (environmental) locus of control, and Frank
Barron (1953) developed a measure of ego strength, a sense of inner control
that seems important in deterrnining positive responses to psychotherapy.
Conversely, Martin Seligman (1975) has suggested that a sense of helpless-
ness or lack of personal control is an important component of psychological
depression.

5. SELF-ACCEPTANCE OR SELF-ACTUALIZATION

Carl Rogers (1951) suggested that self-acceptance is a crucial component of
mental health. Like Karen Horney, Rogers believed that at the heart of most
neuroses lies a discrepancy between the person’s view of who he or she is
and who he or she should be. Health is found in being able to accept oneself
as one is.

Abraham Maslow (1954) went beyond the concept of self-acceptance to
speak of self-actualization, the ability freely to express one’s true nature.

All trees need sunlight and all human beings need love, and yet, once satiated
with these elementary necessities, each tree and each human being proceeds
to develop in his own style, uniquely, using these universal necessities to his
own private purposes. In a word, development then proceeds from within
rather than from without, and paradoxically the highest motive is to be
unmotivated, i.e., to behave purely expressively. Or, to say it in another way,
self-actualization is growth motivated rather than deficiency motivated,
(Maslow, 1954, p. 183)
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Maslow believed that self-actualization defined the apex of psychological
health. He also believed that only a small percentage of the population is
truly self-actualized; the rest of us approach this zenith in differing degrees.

As Maslow spoke of it, self-actualization was an enticing yet rather vague
and mysterious concept. Everett Shostrom (1964) sought to remove some
of the mystery by providing a paper-and-pencil measure of self-actualiza-
tion, the Personal Orientation Inventory. This instrument has been used
with some success to identify individuals who fit Maslow’s conception of self-
actualization. Often, however, the POI is administered to samples of under-
graduates or young adults. It is less clear that it can or should be expected
to detect differences in self-actualization in these relatively homogenous

groups.

6. PERSONALITY UNIFICATION AND ORGANIZATION

Gordon Allport conceived of the healthy, mature personality in terms of a
unified and hierarchically organized personality structure. In his classic
work on personality in 1937, Allport defined personality as “the dynamic
organization within the individual of those psychophysical systems that
determine his unique adjustments to his environment™ (p. 48). Within the
healthy, mature individual, these systems are organized hierarchically; there
is a central one, and others are arranged in subordination to it. Allport fekt
that

a mature personality always has some unifying philosophy of life, although

not necessarily religious in type, nor articulated in words, nor entirely com-

plete. But without the direction and coherence supplied by some dominant

integrative pattern any life seems fragmented and aimless. (1950, p. 53)

Allport believed that religion and psychotherapy were aligned in their con-
cern for personality unification:

Religion and therapy are alike in their insistence upon the need for greater
unification and order in personality. Both recognize that the healthy mind
requires an hierarchical organization of sentiments, ordinarily with one mas-
ter-sentiment holding the dominant position. . . . In principle, the religious
interest, being most comprehensive, is best able to serve as an integrative
agent. (1950, pp. 79, 92)

7. OPEN-MINDEDNESS AND FLEXIBILITY

Social psychologists such as Adorno et al. (1950) and Rokeach (1960) and
rational-emotive psychotherapists such as Ellis (1980) have stressed the
importance for mental health of being able to adapt to new information and
to new experiences. The individual who responds openly and flexibly is con-
sidered more psychologically healthy than the individual who is closed-
minded and rigid. The closed-minded individual blocks out new informa-
tion, refusing to adjust his or her view of reality in its light. Over time, such
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closed-mindedness can leave the individual living in a reality of illusion that
is quite divorced from his or her experience.

Harvey, Hunt, and Schroder (1961) offered a detailed analysis of the
psychological importance of open-mindedness and flexibility. They identi-
fied four discriminable personality systems, progressing from extremely
concrete and rigid to highly abstract and flexible. And they suggested that
increases in openness and flexibility are a result of increases in differentia-
tion and integration (i.e., complexity) of the individual’s cognitive struc-
tures. Thus, their emphasis on open-mindedness and flexibility as compo-
nents of mental health involves an emphasis on personal creativity of the
sort discussed in Chapter 4.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF A RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
MENTAL HEALTH AND AMOUNT OF RELIGIOUS
INVOLVEMENT

With these seven different conceptions of mental health before us, we can
turn to the task of trying to sort out the empirical evidence concerning the
relationship between mental health and religion. In the vast majority of
studies, the question asked has been: Is being more religious associated with
greater mental health or with greater sickness? Although this question may
seem quite straightforward, it actually contains two restricting assumptions.
First, religion has been considered quantitatively; at issue is the amount of
religious involvement. Amount of involvement has, in turn, been measured
empirically in a number of different ways: (1) having versus not having some
religious affiliation; (2) frequency of attendance at religious services; (3)
amount of reported interest in religion; (4) stength of religious attitudes; (5)
strength of religious values; and (6) strength of orthodox religious beliefs.
In many studies a number of possible correlates of mental health are mea-
sured, not just religion. And when, as is often true, the relationship to reli-
gion is not a focal concern of the study, the measures of religious involve-
ment can be rather crude. To provide just one example, in the research
reported by von Hentig (1948) involvement was measured by whether a
criminal did or did not report having some church affiliation at the time that
he was booked.

Second, the question asked is one of association between religion and
mental health, not causation. As a result, the findings can provide only a
partial answer to our question of whether religion leads to mental health or
sickness. If religion causes health, there should be a positive correlation
between measures of religion and mental health. Therefore, if we do not find
such a correlation, we have evidence that religion does not cause health. Yet
even if we do find such a correlation, this does not provide clear evidence
that religion causes health; it only provides evidence consistent with this
possiblity. Such a correlation is also consistent with other possiblities—that
mental health leads to more religious involvement or that some other vari-
able or variables (e.g., stable family structure, intelligence, sociability)
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causes both. (See Appendix for further discussion of the problems involved
in using correlation data to assess the validity of causal hypotheses.)

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

What, then, does the available research tell us about the correlation
between amount of religious involvement and mental health? We have col-
lected 115 findings based on ninety-one different studies that provide
empirical evidence relevant to this question. To discuss each of these ninety-
one studies in any detail would not be feasible, nor would it be very helpful;
the general contours of the forest would almost certainly be obscured by the
overwhelming number of individual trees. We have, therefore, summarized
the findings of these studies in tabular form. We have also developed a “line
score” table that presents the number of times that one or another rela-
tionship between mental health and amount of religious involvement has
been found. The findings, grouped by conception of mental health, are
summarized in Table 8.1, and the line score is presented in Table 8.2.

Although we encourage you to look over the summaries in Table 8.1 to
get a flavor of the type of research that has been done, we shall move directly
to the line score in Table 8.2. When we look at the line score for the rela-
tionship between amount of religious involvement and mental health, sev-
eral points stand out. First, if we ignore differences among the seven differ-
ent conceptions of mental health and just look at the totals across the
bottom of the table, the relationship between religious involvement and
mental health seems weak, but, if anything, it appears to be negative rather
than positive. Forty-seven findings are of a negative relationship; thirty-
seven are of a positive relationship; and thirty-one show no clear relation-
ship. It must be emphasized, however, that many of the statistically
significant relationships—especially the positive ones—are very weak. Cor-
relations are rarely above .20, which means that the association with the
measure of religion is accounting for less than 5 percent of the variance in
the measure of mental health. Still, looking at the empirical evidence in this
global way, it appears that religion is, if anything, associated with mental
illness more than with mental health.

If we take a closer lock, we find that we must qualify this sweeping con-
clusion. We find that the evidence suggests a negative relationship between
amount of religious involvement and three of our seven conceptions of
mental health: personal competence and control, self-acceptance or self-
actualization, and open-mindedness and flexibility. The evidence also sug-

1. Although the list of studies in Table 8.1 is long, it is by no means exhaustive. To the best
of our knowledge, however, it includes all major studies and is an accurate reflection of the
existing empirical evidence as a whole. In compiling these tables, we were greatly helped by the
reviews of research on religion and mental health provided by Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi {1975),
Dittes (1969), Sanua (1969), and Spilka and Werme (1971). The uneven quality of research
methods in these studies makes a formal meta-analysis inappropriate. See Cooper & Lemke,
1991, and other articles in the special issue of Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 1991,
17(3), “Meta-Analysis in Personality and Social Psychology.”
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Table 8.2 Line score on research examining the relationship between mental
health and amount of religious involvement

Relationship with amount of religious

involvement
Conception of mental health Positive None Negative Total
Absence of illness 17 12 4 33
Appropriate social behavior 12 4 5 21
Freedom from worry and guilt 4 3 5 12
| Personal competence and control 2 2 11 15
Self-acceptance, self-actualization 2 6 11 19
Unification and organization 0 1 0 1
Open-mindedness and flexibility 0 3 11 14
Total 37 31 47 115

gests a qualified negative relationship with another conception, freedom
from worry and guilt. Only among the elderly do the more religious report
less worry; among other age groups (ranging from children to young
adults), they tend, if anything, to report more.

For one of the remaining conceptions, personality unification and orga-
nization, there is no clear relationship, perhaps because virtually no rele-
vant data exist. For the other two, absence of symptoms of mental illness
and appropriate social behavior, there are qualified positive relationships.
Among clergy (and seminarians) the relationship between religious involve-
ment and absence of symptoms appears to be negative; among nonclergy it
seems, if anything, positive. Among nonclergy, seventeen findings were of
a positive relationship; twelve were of no clear relationship; and only two
were of a negative relationship. For appropriate social behavior, there is a
consistent, if weak, positive relationship between religious involvement and
both reduced premarital sex and reduced use of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit
drugs among adolescents. For other social behaviors and other age groups,
the relationship is not clear. It tends to be positive when the measure of
appropriate social behavior is based on self-report of a behavior one’s reli-
gious institution proscribes (condemns) more clearly than does the culture
at large; otherwise, there tends to be no clear relationship.

Using THE SEVEN CONCEPTIONS TO ACCOUNT FOR
THE DIFFERENCES AMONG THE EMPIRICAL EXPERTS

The more complex array of findings suggests an explanation for the appar-
ently contradictory conclusions drawn by Becker, Dittes, and Sanua con-
cerning the relationship between religion and mental health. It suggests that
we may be confronted with a situation like the one described in the parable
of the blind men and the elephant. Although our experts contradict one
another, each may be telling the truth. Directed by different conceptions of
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mental health, each may, like the blind men, have grabbed hold of a differ-
ent part of the available evidence.

Looking back at the research reviews presented by Becker, Dittes, and
Sanua, we believe that this is, in fact, what happened. Becker focused on the
Midtown Manhattan Study (Srole, Langer, Michael, Opler, & Rennie,
1962), a classic study of mental health in New York City that used absence
of symptoms of mental illness as the criterion of mental health. Becker's
conclusion that *“the absence of mental illness and neurotic symptoms does
have certain favorable correlations with religious identity and activity” was
based primarily on the results of this study. As Tables 8.1 and 8.2 suggest,
for this and other studies focusing on absence of illness, the relationship
between mental health and religious involvement tends to be positive.

Becker’s qualification of his general conclusion is also instructive. When
he notes that “the attempt to find any detailed points of relationship
between positive psychological traits and religion has produced very few
clues,” he is referring to research that employed four other conceptions of
mental health. The positive psychological traits to which Becker alludes are
freedom from worry and guilt, personal competence and control, self-
acceptance or self-actualization, and open-mindedness and flexibility. For
each of these conceptions we found that the relationship with religious
involvement tends to be negative; the only exception is that among the
elderly the more religious report less worry and guilt.

Dittes (1969) focused his analysis of the relationship between amount of
religious involvement and mental health on three conceptions of mental
health: personal competence and control, self-acceptance or self-actuali-
zation, and open-mindedness and flexibility. Given this focus, his conclu-
sion that religious involvement is associated with mental sickness rather than
with mental health seems quite correct. Summing across these three con-
ceptions, the line score in Table 8.2 reveals thirty-three findings of a nega-
tive relationship, eleven of no relationship, and only four of a positive rela-
tionship.

Sanua’s (1969) equivocal conclusion *‘that a substantial number of addi-
tional empirical findings would be necessary before any valid conclusions
could be drawn’ was based on a review that ranged across six of our seven
conceptions of mental health; only unification and organization was omit-
ted. Within this broad scope, Sanua focused on four conceptions: absence
of illness, freedom from worry and guilt, self-acceptance or self-actualiza-
tion, and open-mindedness and flexibility. Given this focus, his refusal to
draw any conclusion seems entirely justified; our line score suggests a pos-
itive relationship for one of these conceptions (absence of illness), a negative
relationship for two (self-acceptance or self-actualization and open-mind-
edness and flexibility), and no clear relationship for one (freedom from
worry and guilt—when one includes studies of the elderly, as Sanua did).

In sum, our strategy of identifying different conceptions of mental health
and then classifying the research on the relationship between mental health
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and amount of religious involvement by conception seems to have paid off.
It has enabled us to make sense of the apparently contradictory conclusions
of Becker, Dittes, and Sanua; each drew the right conclusion given that part
of the empirical evidence on which each laid his hands.

In addition to allowing us to sort out this apparent confusion, our more
comprehensive review has provided a basis for a broader, more differenti-
ated set of conclusions. Except among clergy, religious involvement is
positively correlated with absence of mental illness. But it is negatively cor-
related with personal competence and control, self-actualization, open-
mindedness and flexibility, and freedom from worry and guilt (except

“among the elderly). The relationship to appropriate social behavior is
mixed. Among adolescents, there is consistent evidence of a positive cor-
relation with reduced premarital sex and reduced use of tobacco, alcohol,
and illicit drugs, especially on self-report measures. For other age groups,
other social behaviors, and other modes of measurement, however, the rela-
tionship is not clear. (We will present additional research on two other
important social behaviors in Chapters 9 and 10—discrimination against
minorities and helping people in need.) There is, as yet, no clear evidence
of a relationship between amount of religious involvement and personality
unification and organization.

Overall, this pattern of results may seem to contradict the views of Carl
Jung, Gordon Allport, and Allen Bergin, who have suggested that religion
is an important if not essential contributor to mental health. Indeed, when
taken as a whole, the evidence may appear to support the suggestion of
Freud and Ellis that religion is itself a form of mental illness. The evidence
indicates that amount of religious involvement is associated with an array of
deficiencies in personality development (Conceptions 4, 5, and 7). And even
the positive associations with absence of symptoms of mental illness (Con-
ception 1) and appropriate social behavior (Conception 2) can be viewed as
support for Freud’s view. If religion is itself a form of pathology—an illu-
sion designed to keep our libidinal impulses in check—then it could, as
Freud suggested, render the need for other pathological symptoms super-
fluous while at the same time increasing conformity to society’s demands for
appropriate social behavior.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF A RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
MENTAL HEALTH AND DIFFERENT DIMENSIONS OF
INDIVIDUAL RELIGION

The appearance of support for the view that religion is a form of mental
illness may, however, be misleading. Even though we have introduced con-
siderable differentiation into the relationship between religion and mental
health by distingnishing among seven different conceptions of mental
health, we may not have introduced enough. In addition to recognizing dif-
ferent ways of being healthy, we may also need to take account of different
ways of being religious.
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In Chapter 6 we proposed a three-dimensional analysis of different ways
of being religious—as an extrinsic means to some other end, as an intrinsic
end in itself, and as a quest. A little reflection suggests that we probably need
to take account of these different dimensions in our assessment of the reli-
gion—mental health relationship; each dimension may have its own unique
pattern of relationships with the various conceptions of mental health.

ExpECTED RELATIONSHIPS TO MENTAL HEALTH FOR THE THREE DIMENSIONS
oF INDIVIDUAL RELIGION

The extrinsic, means dimension. Following Allport, we viewed the extrin-
sic¢, means dimension as reflecting the extent to which the believer uses reli-
gion for self-serving ends; “the extrinsic type turns to God, but without
turning away from self”” (Allport & Ross, 1967, p. 434). Allport originally
labeled this orientation to religion “‘immature,” and noted that

It serves either a wish-fulfilling or soporific function for the self-centered
interests. . . . It does not entail self-objectification, but remains unreflective,
failing to provide a context of meaning in which the individual can locate
himself, and with perspective judge the quality of his conduct. Finally, the
immature sentiment is not really unifying in its effect upon the personal-
ity. . . . Even when fanatic in intensity, it is but partially integrative. (1950, p.
54)

Such an approach to religion should have a negative influence on vir-
tually all of our conceptions of mental health. Although it might not
increase symptoms of mental illness, the self-centeredness and lack of per-
spective should lead to less appropriate social behavior, at least in situations
where there is no fear of punishment or censure. The knowledge that there
is a certain hypocrisy in one’s beliefs should not provide freedom from
worry and guilt. The lack of a “‘context of meaning in which the individual
can locate himself”’ should discourage both personal competence and self-
acceptance. Because this dimension is *not really unifying” and “but par-
tially integrative,” it should produce less unity and organization. And
because it is characterized by a closed-minded attention to one’s own point
of view, it should discourage open-mindedness and flexibility. In sum,
although it might not lead to increased symptoms of iliness, there is no basis
for expecting the extrinsic, means dimension to be associated with increased
mental health, regardless of how mental health is conceived.

The intrinsic, end dimension. Allport was convinced that intrinsic religion,
in which religious beliefs provide the master motive in life and suffuse it with
meaning and direction, was a powerful contributor to mental health. As a
result, he would almost certainly have expected the intrinsic, end dimension
to relate positively to all seven conceptions of mental health. But we would
not. The understanding of this dimension that we developed in Chapter 6
differed from Allport’s, and so do our expectations for its contribution to
mental health. We suggested that the intrinsic, end dimension, at least as
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measured by Allport’s Intrinsic scale and related instruments, includes
many of the characteristics of Erik Hoffer’s fanatical, rigid, true believer.
And if this is true, then we would not expect the relationship between this
dimension and the various conceptions of mental health to be uniformly
positive.

To be explicit, we would expect positive relationships with four concep-
tions of mental health. (1) The more devout, intrinsic believer’s conformity
to the moral prescriptions of orthodox religion should produce an increase
in appropriate social behavior, at least behavior defined as appropriate by
the religious tradition. (2) The believer’s faith that he or she has answers to
life’s existential questions should increase freedom from worry and guilt.
(3) The believer’s conviction that not only is he or she on God’s side but also
that God is on his or her side shouid increase the sense of personal com-
petence and control. (4) And finally, a devout, intrinsic belief should pro-
vide personality unification and organization; the true believer knows who
he or she is and what is important.

In addition to these four positive relationships, we would expect this
dimension to relate negatively to one conception of mental health, open-
mindedness and flexibility. As we suggested in Chapter 6, to the degree that
the intrinsic believer is convinced that he or she already knows the truth
about life, there is no need to be open to new ideas and other points of view.
On the contrary, as discussed in Chapter 7, the intrinsic believer should
actively resist these potential threats to the source of his or her comfort and
direction.

Finally, we are unable to make clear predictions for the relationship of
the intrinsic, end dimension to two conceptions of mental health: absence
of illness and self-acceptance or self-actualization. Although, as Freud sug-
gested, devout belief might render personal neurosis unnecessary, it is itself
interpreted as a form of mental illness not only by Freud but also by many
other psychopathologists {e.g., Erich Fromm, 1950; Albert Ellis, 1980). This
interpretation is also reflected in diagnostic instruments like the Minnesota
Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), which include items that ask
about religious belief, prayer, and experiences of the presence of God, and
treat affirmative answers as evidence of psychopathology.

Turning to self-acceptance or self-actualization, intrinsic belief might
increase self-acceptance if the believer focuses on his or her acceptance by
God. But it might also reduce self-acceptance if the believer focuses on the
equally orthodox doctrines of original sin and total depravity. Moreover,
the intrinsic believer’s devout allegiance to orthodox religion would not
seem to encourage the free self-expression that characterizes Maslow's self-
actualized individual. It might lead to a belief that one is self-actualized, that
one has discovered and is living out one’s true nature, but not to genuine
self-actualization.

The quest dimension. In Chapter 6 we introduced a third dimension
because we felt that Allport’s intrinsic dimension omitted three important
aspects of his earlier concept of mature religion: complexity, skepticism of
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traditional orthodox religious answers, and a sense of incompleteness and
tentativenss. Each of these aspects was built into the scale we designed to
measure the quest dimension.

For three conceptions of mental health, we would expect a relationship
to the quest dimension that is just the opposite of the relationship to the
intrinsic, end dimension. Whereas the certainty and direction provided by
devout, intrinsic belief may be expected to lead to more freedom from
worry and guilt and more unification and organization, the skepticism and
tentativeness of the quest dimension should produce less of these two char-
acteristics. At the same time, whereas the intrinsic, end dimension may be
associated with less open-mindedness and flexibility, the quest dimension
should be associated with more.

For two other conceptions we would also expect differences between the
relationship to the end and quest dimensions, although not clear opposites.
Whereas we expect the intrinsic, end dimension to relate positively to
appropriate social behavior, there seems to be no basis for predicting either
a positive or negative relationship between the quest dimension and this
conception. And whereas we cannot make a clear prediction for the rela-
tionship of the end dimension to self-acceptance or self-actualization, we
would expect the quest dimension to relate positively to this conception of
mental health.

Concerning the remaining two conceptions, we would predict the same
relationship for the end and quest dimensions. As noted above, the intrinsic,
end dimension should relate positively to personal competence and control
because the devout believer is confident that God is on his or her side. The
quest dimension should also relate positively to personal competence and
control, but for a very different reason. This dimension should reflect a self-
directedness and reliance on one’s own ability to think through complex,
ultimate questions. Finally, as was true for the end dimension, we have no
clear expectation concerning the relationship of the quest dimension to the
absence of illness.

Obviously, our expectations for the way the means, end, and quest
dimensions relate to different conceptions of mental health are complex. To
help you keep these expectations in mind as we proceed to check them
against the available empirical evidence, we have summarized them in Table
8.3. Where we expect a positive relationship between a religious dimension
and a conception of mental health, a plus sign (+) is entered in the table;
where we expect a negative relationship, a minus sign (—); and where we
have not been able to predict a clear relationship, a question mark (?). Look
over the entries in Table 8.3 to be sure that the predicted patterns make
sense to you. Then we can move on to see how well these predictions stand
up against the available empirical evidence.

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

When in 1982 Batson and Ventis reviewed the available evidence on the
relationship of the three religious dimensions to the seven conceptions of



Mental Health or Sickness? 261

Table 8.3 Summary of expected relationships between the seven conceptions of
mental health and the three dimensions of individual religion

Dimension of individual religion

Conception of mental health Extrinsic, means Intrinsic, end Quest

Absence of illness ? ?
Appropriate social behavior -
Freedom from worry and guilt -
Personal competence and control -
Self-acceptance, self-actualization -
Unification and organization -
Open-mindedness and flexibility -

|+ vt + +

A+

mental health, they were able to report 36 findings from fifteen different
studies. We have uncovered some research that Batson and Ventis (1982)
missed, and we have added relevant studies done since; during the past dec-
ade, there have been many. Now, instead of 36 findings from fifteen differ-
ent studies, we are able to report 197 findings from sixty-one different stud-
ies.

To organize this huge mass of evidence, we have constructed a separate
summary table for each of the three dimensions, as well as a line score table
that presents side-by-side the pattern of findings for each dimension. {Once
again, the uneven quality of research methods makes formal meta-analysis
inappropriate.) Table 8.4 summarizes eighty findings from forty-five differ-
ent studies of the relationship between the extrinsic, means dimension and
one or more of the seven conceptions of mental health; Table 8.5 summa-
rizes ninety-three findings from forty-six different studies of the intrinsic,
end dimension; and Table 8.6 summarizes twenty-four findings from fifteen
different studies of the quest dimension. Note that many of the studies
appear in more than one of these tables.

Table 8.7 presents the line score for all 197 findings. As in Table 83,a
plus sign in Table 8.7 denotes a positive relationship between a given reli-
gious dimension and conception of mental health, a minus sign denotes a
negative relationship, and a question mark no clear relationship.

How do the expectations summarized in Table 8.3 fare when compared
with the available evidence? The easiest way to answer this question is to
check the expected patterns for each dimension presented in Table 8.3 with
the line score for that dimension presented in Table 8.7. When we make this
comparison, we find that our expectations were generally supported, with
a few exceptions.

The extrinsic, means dimension. FoHowing Allport, we had expected the
extrinsic, means dimension to be negatively related to all but the first con-
ception of mental health. Results of the research summarized in the line
score in Table 8.7 are generally consistent with this expectation. Of the
eighty relevant findings, forty-eight indicate a negative relationship between
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Table 8.7 Line score on research examining the relationship between mental
health and three different dimensions of individual religion

Dimension of individual religion

Extrinsic,
means Intrinsic, end Quest
Conception of mental health + ? - + ? - + ? -
Absence of illness 1 7 11 11 7 1 0 2 1
Appropriate social behavior 0 1 4 5 0 1 No data
Freedom from worry and guilt 0 7 15 15 5 4 1 4 3
Personal competence and control 0 4 g | 11 4 3 2 2 0
Self-acceptance, self-actualization 0 5 3 1 8 3 2 3 0
Unification and organization 0 3 0 L 0 0 No data
Open-mindedness and flexibility 0 4 6 1 6 2 3 1 o
Total 1 31 48 [ 49 30 14 8 12 4

Note: The three columns under each dimension of individual religion indicate first, the number of reports of
a positive relationship with each conception of mental health (+); second, the number of reports of no clear
relationship (?); and third, the number of reports of a negative relationship (—).

the extrinsic, means dimension and mental health; thirty-one indicate no
clear relationship. In only one case has evidence been found of a positive
relationship between the extrinsic, means dimension and mental health;
Park, Cohen, and Herb (1890) reported a negative correlation with depres-
sion among Protestant undegraduates.

Still, there are differences in the relationship to the different concep-
tions of mental health that are worth noting. The clearest negative relation-
ships are for appropriate social behavior, freedom from worry and guilt,
personal competence and control, and open-mindedness and flexibility.
Contrary to our expectations, both for self-acceptance or self-actualization
and for unification and organization, there is no clear relationship. The neg-
ative relationships under self-acceptance and self-actualization are most
often for measures of self-acceptance; no-relationship findings are most
common for measures of self-esteem. Moreover, concerning freedom from
worry and guilt, a relationship is consistently found with measures of gen-
eral trait anxiety and with measures of death anxiety, but studies using mea-
sures of guilt report no reliable relationship.

Although there are more negative than no-relationship findings for
absence of illness, the negative correlations are generally low and not con-
sistent across studies. Positive correlations with measures of depression or
narcissism appear in some studies but not in others. And there is the one
negative correlation with depression.

In sum, the research provides virtually no evidence that the extrinsic,
means dimension of personal religion is positively associated with mental
health, and it provides considerable evidence that this dimension is nega-
tively associated with several conceptions of mental health. This is very
much as Allport (1350) and we, following him, had predicted. On the other
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hand, some tempering of the extremity of the predictions seems in order.
Evidence does not suggest that the relationship of the extrinsic, means
dimension to mental health is as uniformly negative as either Allport’s
expections or ours in Table 8.3 suggest. For several conceptions of mental
health——especially for self-acceptance or self-actualization and for unifica-
tion and organization—there seems to be no clear relationship.

The intrinsic, end dimension. Aliport would have expected a positive rela-
tionship between the intrinsic, end dimension and all seven conceptions of
mental health. We expected a positive relationship with only four: appro-
priate social behavior, freedom from worry and guilt, personal competence
and control, and unification and organization. We expected a negative rela-
tionship with open-mindedness and flexibility.

With several important qualifiers, the results of the research summa-
rized in the line score in Table 8.7 support our expectations. The positive
association with appropriate social behavior is most apparent on self-report
measures. For freedom from worry and guilt, there is consistent evidence
of a negative correlation with measures of general trait anxiety and death
anxiety, but the limited evidence that exists indicates a positive correlation
with measures of guilt. For personal competence and control, as predicted,
the major source of the positive relationship is perception of God control;
evidence of a relationship with either perceived internal locus of control or
ego-strength is mixed, usually indicating either no clear relationship or a
negative relationship.

We were unable to predict a clear relationship between the intrinsic, end
dimension and two conceptions of mental health: absence of illness and self-
acceptance or self-actualization. The evidence shows no clear relationship
for self-acceptance or self-actualization. But it tends toward the positive for
absence of illness due to generally negative (but low) correlations with mea-
sures of depression and exploitative narcissism and generally positive (but
low) correlations with measures of life satisfaction, health, and well-being.

Finally, there is little indication that the relationship to measures of
open-mindedness and flexibility is positive, as Allport would have predicted,
but there is also little evidence that it is negative, as we predicted. The most
common finding is no clear relationship. To anticipate our argument in the
next chapter, however, there is some reason to believe that people scoring
high on the intrinsic, end dimension are especially concerned to appear
open-minded, so the relationship may be more negative than the results of
these nine studies using paper-and-pencil measures suggest.

Overall, measures of the intrinsic, end dimension relate positively to
measures of mental health in forty-nine findings, relate negatively in four-
teen findings, and show no clear relationship in thirty findings. So, although
the relationship of this dimension to the various conceptions of mental
health is generally positive, it is not as uniformly positive as Allport (1950)
predicted. On the other hand, there is little evidence of the negative rela-
tionship with open-mindedness and flexibility that we predicted.
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The quest dimension. We had expected the relationship of the quest
dimension to mental health to be very different from the relationship of the
intrinsic, end dimension. In general, where one related positively, we either
expected that the other would relate negatively or we could not make a clear
prediction. The only conception to which we expected both dimensions to
relate positively was personal competence and control, and even for this
conception we assumed the relationship would be a result of very different
factors. We expected the intrinsic, end dimension to be associated with reli-
ance on God, and the quest dimension with self-reliance.

When we look at the evidence summarized in Table 8.7 for the quest
dimension, we are first and foremost impressed by how limited it is. Data for
this dimension are by far the most sparse, although not nearly as sparse now
as at the time of Batson and Ventis's (1982) review. They were able to cite
only six findings based on four different studies; we now have twenty-four
findings based on fifteen different studies.

In the limited research that exists, the dominant finding is of no clear
relationship between the quest dimension and measures of the various con-
ceptions of mental health (twelve of the twenty-four findings). Still, the evi-
dence of positive and negative relationships that exists generally patterns as
predicted. Evidence generally supports the predicted positive relationship
between the quest dimension and measures of open-mindedness and flexi-
bility. Evidence is less supportive of the predicted positive relationships with
personal competence and control and with self-acceptance or self-actuali-
zation. Some studies report the predicted positive relationship; others
report no clear relationship.

We predicted two negative relations for the quest dimension. The avail-
able evidence provides qualified support for our prediction of a negative
relationship with measures of freedom from worry and guilt. The evidence
includes several positive correlations with measures of anxiety, especially
death anxiety, but a negative correlation with social anxiety. The one study
measuring guilt revealed no reliable relationship. There is still no evidence
concerning the relationship to unification and organization, for which we
also predicted a negative relationship.

Having looked at the mass of data on the religion—mental health relation-
ship, we must once again emphasize the methodological limitations of this
research. The quantity of research is certainly great, and it is increasing all
the time; unfortunately, the quality is neither great nor increasing. Virtually
all of the studies are correlational, and the measures of religion and mental
health are taken at the same time, preventing clear causal inference. Assess-
ment of mental health is almost always based on self-reports, which may at
times be biased by a desire to present oneself in a good light. Samples are,
at times, from unusual populations, leaving the generalizability of findings
unclear. Although we have suggested the need for more data in several
areas, quality is a far more important research virtue than is quantity. There-
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fore, we do not wish to call for more research on the religion—mental health
relationship without calling even more loudly for better research.

WHICH OF THE THREE DIMENSIONS OF INDIVIDUAL RELIGION Is MOST
CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH INGREASED MENTAL HEALTH?

Stepping back from the mass of data and comparing the different patterns
for the three dimensions of individual religion, it seems clear that what
dimension one looks at will have a dramatic effect on one’s conclusions
about the relationship between religion and mental health. The generally
negative relationship between amount of religious involvement and mental
health noted earlier seems to be a product of the exirinsic, means dimen-
sion. Neither the intrinsic, end dimension nor the quest dimension appears
to be negatively related to mental health; the relationships for each are, if
anything, generally positive.

At the same time, the relationships for the end and quest dimensions are
quite different. In general, the findings reveal more positive relationships
for the intrinsic, end dimension than for the quest dimension. But the pat-
tern shifts depending on the conception of mental health. The clearest pos-
itive relations for the end dimension are for appropriate social behavior,
freedom from worry (but not guilt), personal competence and control, and
unification and organization. For the quest dimension, there are no data for
the first and last of these conceptions (although data presented in the next
two chapters suggest a positive relation with at least some manifestations of
appropriate social behavior), and for freedom from worry (but not guilt) the
relationship is, if anything, negative. For personal competence and control,
the relationship of the quest dimension seems somewhat positive, but for
different reasons than for the end dimension. For the end dimension this
relationship is based more on reliance on God; for the quest dimension it is
based more on self-reliance. Positive relations for the quest dimension exist
with open-mindedness and flexibility and, possibly, with self-acceptance and
self-actualization. The end dimension does not appear to relate positively to
either of these conceptions of mental heatth.

Which of these patterns indicates greater mental health—the pattern of
relationships associated with the intrinsic, end dimension or the pattern
associated with the quest dimension? An answer will, of course, depend on
the conception of mental health one prefers. Freedom from worry and guilt
is a favorite conception among psychoanalyticaily oriented therapists; open-
mindedness and flexibility are more highly valued by social psychologists.
So we might expect individuals more influenced by the psychoanalytic tra-
dition to consider the former a more important sign of health, and those
more influenced by social psychology to consider the latter more important.
As a result of these preferences, we might expect those influenced by the
psychoanalytic tradition to associate the intrinsic, end dimension more
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closely with mental health, and those influenced by social psychology to
associate the quest dimension more closely with mental health.

We would caution against any clear-cut choice between these alterna-
tives. Even though, given our social-psychological perspective, we may be
inclined to say that freedom from worry and guilt is not as important for
mental health as open-mindedness, we recognize that such freedom may be
extremely important to those individuals, like Tolstoy, who are consumed
by fear of death or a sense of meaninglessness and worthlessness. For such
individuals, freedom from those whispering doubts, “Why should I live?
Why should I do anything? Is there in life any purpose which the inevitable
death which awaits me does not undo and destroy?” (Tolstoy, 1904, p- 21),
may well be the most important thing in life. But having said this, we should
not forget the lesson learned in Chapter 7: If this freedom is attained
through devout, intrinsic religious belief, it is apt to be bought at the price
of bondage to the belief.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

“Divide and conquer’” has been our strategy in attacking the complex and
contradictory evidence concerning the relationship of religion to mental
health. First, we divided the concept of mental health into seven distinct
conceptions. This division proved helpful in understanding the mass of data
on the relationship between mental health and amount of religious involve-
ment. We found that the seemingly contradictory conclusions in the
research reviews of Becker, Dittes, and Sanua could be accounted for by
their different conceptions of mental health. Like the legendary blind men
describing the elephant, each of these empirical experts appears to have-
been right for that part of the evidence that he touched. Becker dealt with
absence of symptoms of mental illness, and for this conception the relation-
ship between religion and mental health appears to be as he claimed, posi-
tive. Dittes dealt with personal competence and control, self-acceptance or
self-actualization, and open-mindedness and flexibility, and for these con-
ceptions the relationship appears to be as he claimed, negative. Sanua dealt
with absence of illness, freedom from worry and guilt, self-acceptance or
self-actualization, and open-mindedness and flexibility, and across these
four conceptions the relationship appears to be as he claimed, unclear.

Second, we divided the broad concept of religious involvement into the
three dimensions proposed in Chapter 6—as an extrinsic means to self-
serving ends, as an intrinsic end in itself, and as a quest. This division also
proved helpful because we found that these three dimensions relate to the
various conceptions of mental health in very different ways. The extrinsic,
means dimension appears to have a rather pervasive negative relationship
to mental health, regardless of how mental health is conceived. Both the
intrinsic, end dimension and the quest dimension appear to have positive
relationships with at least some conceptions of mental health.

The instrinsic, end dimension is positively associated with reports of (1)
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greater absence of illness, (2) more appropriate social behavior, (3) greater
freedom from worry (but not guilt), (4) greater personal competence and
control, and (5) greater unification and organization, but not with (6)
greater self-acceptance or self-actualization or (7) greater open-mindedness
and flexibility. The quest dimension is positively associated with (1) greater
open-mindedness and flexibility and, possibly, with (2) greater personal
competence and control and (3) greater self-acceptance, but not with (4)
greater absence of illness or (5) greater freedom from worry. These differ-
ent patterns for the end and quest dimensions are generally consistent with
the broad hypotheses proposed in Chapter 7: The intrinsic, end dimension
leads to freedom from existential concerns and a sense of competence based
on one’s connectedness to the Almighty but, at the same time, to an inflex-
ible bondage to one’s beliefs. In contrast, the quest dimension leads to nei-
ther.

Although the empirical evidence generally supports our expectations
concerning the relationship between each of the three dimensions and men-
tal health, it also underscores the need for further research. Even excluding
the second conception, appropriate social behavior, on which further data
will be presented in Chapters 9 and 10, alook at Table 8.7 reveals that often
the evidence for a given relationship is limited to less than a half dozen cor-
relational findings. And for the relationship of the quest dimension to uni-
fication and organization, there is no evidence at all. Even greater than the
need for more research in this area, however, is the need for better
research.

We began this chapter with the case of young Francis of Assisi and the
question of whether his religion was a force for mental health or sickness.
We found that had we been able to take him to some of the leading psycho-
therapists in history to ask their opinion, we would probably have gotten
conflicting views. Freud and Ellis would almost certainly have diagnosed
sickness; Boisen might have said that Francis was sick but on his way to
health; Jung, Allport, and Bergin would likely have contended that Francis's
religion was an important source of mental health. We, if not Franeis, would
have been left very confused.

But just as our strategy of divide and conquer enabled us to make sense
of the apparent contradictions among the empirical experts, it also enables
us to make sense of the apparent contradictions among the therapeutic
experts. Our analysis suggests that before answering the question of
whether religion is a force for health or sickness in the life of Saint Francis—
or anyone else—we must specify the dimension of religion and the concep-
tion of mental health that we have in mind. If, for example, we are referring
to the extrinsic, means dimension and freedom from worry and neurotic
anxiety, as Freud seems to have been, then the available evidence supports
Freud’s diagnosis; the relationship is negative. If we are referring to the
intrinsic, end dimension and this same conception of mental health, as Jung
and Allport seem to have been, then the available evidence supports their
diagnosis; the relationship is positive.
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It may seem that our answer to the question of whether religion is a force
for mental health or sickness is equivocal, that we are simply saying, “It
depends.” Indeed, we are saying that it depends, but we do not think our
answer is equivocal. We do not think so because we are also saying on what
it depends. It depends on the particular dimension of religion and partic-
ular conception of mental health in question. Once the dimension and con-
ception are specified, then our analysis permits us tentatively to answer
whether the relationship is positive, negative, or unclear. Qur answer is
complex but not, we think, equivocal. To the contrary, we think it has
enabled us to sort out at least some of the confusion and apparent contra-
diction that has for decades entangled the relationship between religion and
mental health.



