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    Preface


    

      ONCE UPON A TIME there was a man who thought he was dead.


      His wife tried everything she could to convince him he was very much alive. But try as she might, he would not change his mind. After several weeks of this, she finally took him to the doctor, who assured the man he was alive. Sadly, it was to no avail. Suddenly, the doctor got an idea. He convinced the man that dead men do not bleed, subsequently stuck him with a needle and smiled as blood ran out of the man’s finger.


      The man was downtrodden for several days. He had been certain he was dead, but he could not dispute the fact that he could bleed. Finally, he figured out what to do. Returning to the doctor, the man blurted out, “Good Lord, dead men do bleed after all!”


      Our friend had a view of things that he clung to regardless of the evidence that came his way. His “worldview” was immune to revision. As a result, he continued to embrace and assert his view without integrity. If you are like me, you want to live a life of integrity. But there’s a problem. I find myself to be a broken person in so many ways, and these areas of fracture and fragility easily distract me from living a full, rich life with the sort of wisdom I deeply desire. Therein lies a big story that I will unpack in the pages to follow.


      But my purpose is not merely to inform you of our brokenness, such as it is, and of our need for wisdom. I need more than that, and I suspect you do too. No, I want to give you the hope of a way out and a way forward. And I very much wish to share with you some deep insights that have helped in my own journey. As much as anything, the pages to follow are an invitation to a full life, to an adventure, filled with meaning and drama. And along with that invitation, I offer as much wise counsel and practical advice as my seventy-something years have afforded me.


      Unfortunately, it is precisely here that the story of the man who thought he was dead challenges us. Receiving counsel is sometimes difficult if it requires us to adjust our view of things and adopt the resulting sort of life that follows. This is especially true when we think we have heard that counsel before and find it angering, threatening, boring, silly, or worse. Familiarity does indeed often breed contempt. This book offers fresh new insights that I trust will be intellectually stimulating and personally enriching. But we humans have been at this thing called life for a considerable time. And you, the reader, should rightly be suspicious of anyone who completely reinvents the wheel without taking any advice from the accumulated wisdom of the ages.


      I have eagerly appropriated that wisdom and woven it into a tapestry that combines fresh new ideas with (quite often) forgotten ancient ones. The result is, I hope, something that will be as exhilarating and life changing for you as it has been for my entire family and me. I ask of you only that in the pages to follow, when you encounter something familiar, give it a fair hearing. Let me, perhaps, shed new light on the topic. You have nothing to lose by doing this and much to gain. You may discover that it makes a lot more sense to believe that dead men don’t bleed than to hold on to cultural myths that have deadened Western culture to an ancient path that is more relevant today than ever and that leads to a rich and full life.


    


  









  


  [image: Part 1 Why Can’t We Be Happy?]









  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Why Can’t I Be Happy?
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    IN THE MID-1980S, hard evidence revealed that something was seriously wrong with the American way of life. Rumors about the problem were prominent since the 1960s, but when the evidence was published, the rumors became public knowledge, though few today know what is going on. And more evidence has piled up in the past twenty years.


    Some of the causes and symptoms of the problem shape the way we approach our lives and make it difficult to face this evidence. Not long ago, I was watching reruns of television commercials of the 1950s. In one quite typical ad, a medical doctor encouraged viewers to smoke cigarettes for their health. Smoking, he assured the viewers, calmed nerves, aided appetite, and helped one sleep better. This widely accepted belief hindered Americans from realizing that cigarettes actually harm one’s health. Similarly, the conditions of contemporary life make the evidence mentioned above hard to accept.


    And even if someone accepts this evidence, it is very, very difficult to know what to do about the situation. And I say to you with all my heart that you have been hurt by what the evidence shows. No, it’s worse than that. You and your loved ones have been harmed, not merely hurt. In the following pages I have some good and bad news. Let’s start with the bad news. What are the problems and the evidence to which I have been referring? What are the causes and symptoms that have hindered us from facing the evidence and overcoming our dilemma? Let’s look at these in order.


    

      AMERICANS DON’T KNOW HOW TO BE HAPPY


      The cover story of the December 2006 issue of the Economist was about happiness. The Economist is about as far from a pop psychology magazine as you can imagine, so the topic must have been something of great concern to the editors. Based on research data from 1972 to 2006, the article concluded that people in affluent countries have not become happier as they have grown richer, had more leisure time, and enjoyed more pleasurable activities and a higher standard of living.1


      In 2005, the results of extensive study on American happiness were released with similar findings: Americans are on average twice as rich, far healthier, more youthful, and safer than they were fifty years ago, but they are not as happy.2 Since the 1960s the percentage of Americans who say they are “very unhappy” has risen by 20 percent, and depression rates are ten times higher than they were during and before the 1950s. Each year, 15 percent of Americans (approximately 40 million people) suffer from an anxiety disorder.


      For decades, University of Pennsylvania psychologist Martin Seligman has been the nation’s leading researcher on happiness. His study released in 1988 sent shock waves around the country. Seligman studied the happiness quotient and depression rate among Americans at that time compared to those of their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. Are you ready for this? He discovered that the loss of happiness and the rise of depression were tenfold in the span of one generation—the baby boomers. Something has gone terribly wrong with American culture, said Seligman, and the tenfold, short-term explosive loss of happiness and growth of depression—a factor that has continued to increase since the 1980s—is clearly epidemic. What is going on?


    


    

    

      DIGGING DEEPER


      Without being harsh, I must say that we would be naive if we didn’t believe this epidemic has affected all of us. There is a way out of this mess, and the chapters that follow are my best offerings for embarking on a journey to a rich, deep, flourishing life. In fact, I would like you to read this book as my invitation to you for such a life—one that is brimming with drama and adventure, flowering with meaning and purpose. However, I am not interested in merely offering you an invitation. I also want to give you wise counsel that has been repeatedly tested and found trustworthy and helpful for the journey.


      A journey has to start somewhere, and the best place to start this one is by digging more deeply into the causes and symptoms of our cultural crisis. We are looking for broad cultural factors that have generated a shift in the way we do life, a shift that has caused the epidemic. These factors are not likely to be things we regularly think about. If they were, most people would have made a priority of avoiding them, and that is not the case. I am not suggesting that people will reject the alleged factors once they are made explicit. Quite the opposite. I believe that once they are laid bare, most folks will experience an ah-ha moment and readily identify with them. No, in order to do their destructive work, these factors have to fly under the radar. They must be so pervasive that they are hardly noticed.


      In their excellent book on anxiety and depression, psychologist Edmund Bourne and coauthor Lorna Garano identify three causes for the epidemic: (1) the pace of modern life, (2) the loss of a sense of community and deep connectedness with others beyond the superficial, and (3) the emergence of moral relativism.3 The increased pace of life does not merely refer to more work and less free time, though those are certainly factors. Well into the late Middle Ages, Europeans had 115 holidays a year!4 Besides free time, the sheer pace and speed at which we live—our language is filled with terms like rush hour, hurry up, and fast food—and the technology we use (including iPods, email, television, and cell phones) make it difficult to be quiet and hear from ourselves. As a result, we feed off adrenaline, our brain chemistry is not normal, and we are incapable of handling the stress of ordinary contemporary life. Maybe we were never intended to, but I get ahead of myself.


      On the surface, the loss of community reflects two things: Western individualism (which is a good thing in moderation) gone mad, and the supposed lack of time required to cultivate deep friendships, especially among contemporary men, who have often been described as “the friendless American males.” On a deeper level, it reflects misplaced priorities due to a shift on our view of the good life. I will say more about this in the next chapter, but for now I simply note that we define success in terms of the accumulation of consumer goods and the social status that they and a culturally respected line of work provide. We seldom measure a successful life by the quality of family and friendship relationships we cultivate.


      Regarding the factor of moral relativism, Bourne and Garano make this note:


      

        Norms in modern life are highly pluralistic. There is no shared, consistent, socially-agreed-upon set of values and standards for people to live by. . . . In the vacuum left, most of us attempt to fend for ourselves, and the resultant uncertainty about how to conduct our lives leaves ample room for anxiety. Faced with a barrage of inconsistent worldviews and standards presented by the media, we are left with the responsibility of having to create our own meaning and moral order. When we are unable to find that meaning, many of us are prone to fill the gap that’s left with various forms of escapism and addiction. We tend [to] live out of tune with ourselves and thus find ourselves anxious.5


      


      I cannot resist making an observation about their insightful point concerning moral relativism. The damage it does is one reason why the contemporary idea of tolerance is really an immoral, cold, heartless form of indifference to the suffering of others. The classic principle of tolerance is both true and important: we take another group’s views to be wrong and harmful, but we will treat the (alleged) errant people with respect, will defend their right to promote their views, and will engage in respective, civil debate in attempting to persuade them and others to reject their viewpoint. The contemporary idea is grotesque: we are not to say others’ views or behavior is wrong. This is immoral because it allows for genuine evil, such as racism and child molestation. We must judge the behavior to be evil before we can stop it! Bourne and Garano show us that it is also cold and heartless: if you think another is engaged in a lifestyle that is deeply immoral and flawed, the most loving thing to do is to help that person face and get out of that lifestyle. Even if you are wrong in your assessment, at least you cared enough to try to help. By contrast, contemporary tolerance creates indifferent people who don’t have the moral vision or courage to intervene in the lives of others and try to help.


      We might summarize Bourne and Garano’s insights this way: First, our resistance to depression and anxiety is weakened by the pace of our lives. Second, we don’t have the relational connection we need for support and strength in finding a way out of unhappiness. And third, we lack the intellectual framework required to admit that there is a right and wrong way to approach life and to fuel the energy we need to seek, find, and live in light of the right approach. In fact, believing that there actually is a right approach seems intolerant to many.


      I have spent hours thinking about these three points and how they inform my own journey.6 If I may say so, it wouldn’t hurt if you set the book down, took out a sheet of paper, jotted down these three factors, and brainstormed about how they have had a negative impact on you or your loved ones. Nevertheless, I do not believe that Bourne and Garano have identified the heart of the matter. We must probe more deeply.


    


    

    

      DIGGING DEEPER STILL


      Psychologist Carl Jung once observed that “neurosis is always a substitute for legitimate suffering.”7 Jung is referring to our tendency to avoid feeling genuine emotional pain and facing real personal suffering and dysfunction by creating, usually subconsciously, a neurotic pattern of thinking or behaving that allows us to be distracted from our real issues.


      When I was attending seminary, my roommate was in constant fear that he had committed the unpardonable sin, an act for which there is no forgiveness. Try as I might, I could not reassure him that he had done no such thing. One day while probing him more deeply, I realized that his real issue was fear of abandonment, loneliness, and feelings of inadequacy due to harsh treatment in his early years by his father. However, it was too painful for him to feel and face these—something he needed to do to get well. Such self-awareness would have been legitimate suffering in Jung’s terms. Instead, he projected his anxiety on something more manageable, on something that distracted his anxiety from the real issues—the unpardonable sin—and neurotically worried about this repeatedly throughout his daily life.


      I am convinced that this inability to face our deepest anxieties is at the heart of why we have trouble being happy. In chapter two, I will expose why this inability is a distinctively contemporary problem for Western culture since the 1960s. For now, I want to mention two forms of “neurosis” characteristic of many of us. Just as my roommate obsessed about the unpardonable sin, we use these two items to manage our anxiety and cope with life while avoiding the deeper issues we have trouble facing.


      The two items to which I am referring are hurry and worry. When I speak of hurry, I am not simply referring to the (sick) pace at which we live our lives. That’s a problem in its own right. No, I am referring to the role that busyness and being in a hurry plays in coping with our fears in an unhealthy way. People are afraid to slow down and be quiet. As one thinker put it, the hardest thing to get Americans to do today is nothing. We fear solitude, silence, and having nothing to do because we fear what will happen if we aren’t busy. What do we fear? We fear that our anxiety will bubble up. We dread feeling insignificant. We fear hearing from ourselves because we might experience pain if we do. We all have responsibilities in which we invest time and effort. But if you compare our lifestyles with folks in earlier generations, it becomes apparent that our busyness and hurried lives are avoidance strategies.


      We all have worries and things that could hurt us. But the degree to which we worry is, again, symptomatic of something much deeper. When I refer to worry as a coping strategy, I am not referring to worry about a threatening situation—losing one’s job, being sick, not getting married, and so on. I am talking about worry as an approach to life. In this sense, worrying is actually a learned behavior. As dear as she was, my mother was a very anxious person who worried about everything. I lived around her and absorbed her approach to life, so by the time I was a young adult, I had learned how to worry from an expert. And now I was the expert!


      What roles do hurry and worry play in your life? I encourage you to spend some time pondering this question. As a help to you, I suggest you find some safe friends or family members and ask them to give you honest feedback about this. This issue is so deep and so much a part of the warp and woof of American life that it is hard to get in touch with the way we neurotically use hurry and worry to avoid problems.


      One of our main fears is boredom and loneliness, and hurry and worry keep us from facing these fears. In fact, some patterns of ideas and beliefs that permeate the arts, media, and educational institutions of our culture make it all but impossible to face boredom and loneliness. More on that in chapter two. Here I want you to ponder an additional fact: it takes a lot of emotional energy to “stuff” our real problems and manage appropriate anxiety by the hurry and worry strategy. And given the three pervasive cultural patterns we mentioned earlier—our pace of life, the loss of community, and the emergence of moral relativism—we have a very dangerous situation in our culture.


      To live the way many of us do takes a lot of energy, so we are vulnerable to addiction. Various addictions provide some form of relief from a neurotic life and offer some reward on a regular basis in the form of the satisfaction of desire, usually bodily desire. However, all such addictions obey the law of diminishing returns. The more one turns to addictive behavior, the less it pays off and the more one must turn to the addiction. It may be social recognition, sexual stimulation, drugs or alcohol abuse, eating, acquiring consumer goods, and so on. Over time, we shrivel as authentic persons, and we become less and less in touch with our real selves. Instead, we must project a false self to others—a self we wish others to believe about us, a self that is a collage of parental messages, strategies for remaining safe and hidden, and behaviors that avoid shame and guilt. The range of our free will diminishes, and we become enslaved to safety, social rules, and bodily pleasures and their satisfaction.


      It’s time to summarize. For at least sixty years, Americans have become increasingly unable to find happiness and, instead, are ten times more likely to be depressed and anxiety filled than Americans of other generations. Clearly, something about our culture is deeply flawed. As a first step toward identifying the flaws, I noted the adrenalized pace of life, the loss of a sense of community, and the emergence of moral relativism in American culture. Digging more deeply, I noted that for these and other reasons, we find it hard to face our real, authentic emotional pain and, instead, opt for lifestyles of hurry and worry that allow us to cope with our boredom, emptiness, and loneliness without having to face our true situation. Such an approach takes a lot of emotional energy and, partly to comfort ourselves, we turn to addictive behaviors that increasingly turn us into false selves who no longer know who we are.


    


    

    

      AN INVITATION AND A WORD OF CONCERN


      I have received much help from others in my own journey, and I believe I have some genuinely good news for you in the pages to follow. I invite you to read on with an open mind and heart. However, I’m concerned about something. I am troubled that you may not be willing to think afresh with me about what follows and won’t benefit from whatever wisdom is offered. Why am I so concerned? It’s because of my topic and the two primary types of people with whom I want to travel.


      Beginning with chapter two, I am going to mention the G word—God—more specifically, the Christian God and Jesus of Nazareth. As we will see, whenever we focus on living a rich life and face our inability to be happy, broad questions about the meaning of life inevitably surface. This is as it should be. And lurking in the neighborhood will be questions about God. It has been said that the single most important thing about a person is what comes to mind when he or she hears the word God. This is a trustworthy saying.


      So why am I concerned? Because it is so very hard to invite someone in this culture to give this topic a fresh hearing, especially from my two audiences. The first person to whom I am writing is not a follower of Jesus. You may be an aggressive atheist, mildly agnostic, or inclined to think that religion should be a private matter and that “Live and let live” should be one’s motto. If you fit this category, you may have picked up this book at a bookstore or found it online, or a friend or relative may have given it to you. If the latter is the case, you may feel defensive about reading the book. You may feel that your friend or relative wants to fix you or to “win” in your longstanding dialogues about Christianity. If you read this book with an open mind and fresh start, and if you come to agree with some of my offerings, you could lose face, as it were. Others could say you were wrong all along and this proves it.


      I completely understand such defensiveness, having practiced it myself in various contexts. But to be honest, if you are concerned about such matters, you are actually not being true to yourself. Instead, you are letting others control you. You are giving them free rent in your mind. It’s as though they are looking over your shoulder as you read, just waiting to jump on you if you come to see things as they do. My advice is that you not let others have such power over you. Be yourself. Think for yourself. Give me a hearing, and when you have read the entire book, step back and decide for yourself what you think about these matters.


      Besides friends or relatives, if you fit into this first group, I actually have a deeper concern—really, two concerns—about you being defensive in reading what follows. Having talked to atheists and agnostics for forty years, I’ve seen that many of them don’t want God to exist. In a rare moment of frankness, atheist philosopher Thomas Nagel makes this admission:


      

        I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent and well-informed people I know are religious believers. It isn’t just that I don’t believe in God and, naturally, I hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.8


      


      Such an approach to life is hard to sustain. Influential atheist Douglas Coupland frankly acknowledges how difficult it is:


      

        Now—here is my secret: I tell it to you with an openness of heart that I doubt I shall ever achieve again, so I pray that you are in a quiet room as you hear these words. My secret is that I need God—that I am sick and can no longer make it alone. I need God to help me give, because I no longer seem capable of giving; to help me be kind, as I no longer seem capable of kindness; to help me love, as I seem beyond being able to love.9


      


      Fathers and freedom. If you are an atheist or something close to it, I believe there may be two reasons why you think this way. I am sharing these with you to be helpful, not to throw this in your face. No one is here but you and me, so please see if these describe you. The first reason you may approach the question of God with anger or rejection is unresolved conflict with your own father figure. I have spoken on more than two hundred college campuses and in more than forty states in the last forty years, and it has become apparent to me that atheists regularly have deep-seated, unresolved emotional conflicts with their father figures. To think that this plays no role in their atheism would be foolish. Paul Vitz, a leading psychologist in this area, claims that, in fact, such conflict is at the very heart of what motivates a person to reject God or be indifferent to religion.10


      Let’s be honest. You owe it to yourself to see if this is causing you to be defensive about the topic of God. If it is, I urge you in the safety of our conversation to follow, to try to set this aside.


      The second reason you may not want the Christian God to be real has been identified by Dinesh D’Souza: people want to be liberated from traditional morality so they can engage in any sexual behavior that satisfies them without guilt, shame, or condemnation.11 The famous atheist Aldous Huxley made this admission:


      

        I had motives for not wanting the world to have a meaning; consequently I assumed that it had none, and was able without any difficulty to find satisfying reasons for this assumption. . . . For myself, as no doubt for most of my contemporaries, the philosophy of meaninglessness was essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation we desired was . . . liberation from a certain system of morality. We objected to the morality because it interfered with our sexual freedom.12


      


      If you have a vested interest in wanting to look at pornography or to engage in sexual activity outside of a traditional marriage, your hostility to God may well be a way of enabling yourself to sustain your lifestyle while flying in a no-guilt zone. I take no pleasure in saying this, and I am not trying to be harsh or judgmental toward you. The opposite is the case. I have help for you and will offer it in the chapters to follow. All I ask of you is that you give me a hearing and not allow these factors to fuel your defensiveness in such a way that you are not teachable and open to exploring these issues together.


      Caricatures of Christians. My first concern about defensiveness, then, is due to the role that unresolved father issues and sexual practices may play in preventing you from facing this topic honestly and with a good and open heart. My second concern is the associations that come to mind when people in our culture think of conservative Christians, most of whom would be called evangelicals. You may see red at the very thought of Christians. They are hypocrites, intolerant bigots, nosy members of the Religious Right who try to tell others what to do and how to think. Christians are irrational, unscientific, nonthinking sorts who will gullibly believe anything. Comparing Christians (and other religious zealots) and secularists, University of California at Berkeley professor and former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich gave this warning:


      

        The great conflict of the 21st century will not be between the West and terrorism. Terrorism is a tactic, not a belief. The true battle will be between those who believe in the primacy of the individual and those who believe that human beings owe their allegiance and identity to a higher authority; between those who give priority to life in this world and those who believe that human life is mere preparation for an existence beyond life; between those who believe in science, reason and logic and those who believe that truth is revealed through Scripture and religious dogma. Terrorism will disrupt and destroy lives. But terrorism itself is not the greatest danger we face.13


      


      With friends like that, who needs enemies! Reich needs to lighten up a bit. Still, you may share his opinion of what it means to be a Christian. May I suggest two counterarguments that may help you get something out of this book? First, Reich’s statement and the description of Christians in the preceding paragraph are gross caricatures that are far from the truth. It’s a cultural lie that the more educated you become the more you reject Christianity. In 1998, University of North Carolina sociologist Christian Smith published what may be the most extensive study to date of the impact of contemporary culture on American evangelicalism. Smith’s extensive research led him to this conclusion:


      

        Self-identified evangelicals have more years of education than fundamentalists, liberals, Roman Catholics, and those who are nonreligious . . . Of all groups, evangelicals are the least likely to have only a high-school education or less; the nonreligious are the most likely. Furthermore, higher proportions of evangelicals have studied at the graduate-school level than have fundamentalists, liberals, or the nonreligious.14


      


      Sure, there are a few bad (ignorant and bigoted) eggs in our basket, but the whole basket should not be judged on this account.


      Even if this demeaning picture of Christians contains more than a small grain of truth, becoming a follower of Jesus doesn’t have to make you like this. And there’s still the issue of you and your own life and welfare. You have a life to live, and if you are anything like me, you need all the help you can get to live it well. The real issue is whether the Christian God is real and can be known, whether Jesus of Nazareth was really the very Son of God, and whether the movement he started is what you need and have been looking for (consciously or not). At the end of the day, the issue is not whether Christians are hypocrites, Republicans, or whatever. The issue is Jesus of Nazareth and your life.


      Familiarity. The second person to whom I am writing is a Christian who has become too familiar with the form of Christianity often present in our culture. If this is you, you may have become inoculated from the real thing. You are bored with church, you don’t like religious games, and you believe you have given the Christian thing a try and it isn’t what it was cracked up to be.15 In a way, you’ve lost hope. The fire in your belly has dimmed, and you despair of finding more as a Christian. You think you have already heard and heeded the invitation I am about to unpack, and you are not interested in hearing the same old stuff again. Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.


      Dallas Willard puts his finger on this problem: “The major problem with the invitation now is precisely overfamiliarity. Familiarity breeds unfamiliarity—unsuspected unfamiliarity, and then contempt. People think they have heard the invitation. They think they have accepted it—or rejected it. But they have not. The difficulty today is to hear it at all.”16 I’m asking you to listen again to the invitation as though for the first time. In some cases, that won’t actually be true. You will likely read things in subsequent chapters that you have heard before. If so, I promise to try to give these things new life, to cast them in a new light. In other cases, that may actually be true. Some brand-new insights may follow. If you are a Christian who fits my description, all I can do is to ask you to read on with an open heart.


      So let’s move on. You and I have lives to live. How can we get better at it? In chapter two, we jump out of the pan and into the fire. We move to what I believe is at or near the bottom of why you and many of our fellow Americans can’t find much happiness in life. The central issue revolves around broad cultural ideas about life, reality, and confidence. The fundamental issue involves the mind and how we think about and see things. But before I can tell you that story, I’ll need to let you in on something about your brain.


    


    










  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Hope for a Culture of Bored and Empty Selves
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      YOU ARE WHAT YOU THINK


      According to a famous song, it’s never supposed to rain in Southern California, but my wife and I drove toward the campus of UCLA in a downpour. I was scheduled to participate in a debate with two other scholars on whether humans have a soul and free will. One professor could not come, so I was to square off with one of the nation’s leading neuroscientists—UCLA professor Jeffrey Schwartz. I was in for a big and pleasant surprise.


      As it turned out, Schwartz and I were in almost complete agreement that the soul or self is a spiritual substance different from the brain and that people therefore have free will. So the debate turned into a rich evening in which a philosopher and brain scientist shared evidence for the same conclusion from different academic disciplines. During his presentation, Professor Schwartz shared something of deep importance to you and your journey toward a rich and full life.


      Several years earlier, Schwartz had taken brain scans of obsessive-compulsive people who engaged in repetitive handwashing rituals. They all had a very distinctive, abnormal brain configuration. Schwartz then told the patients to do something for a few weeks and come back: every time they felt the compulsion to wash their hands, they were to exercise free will, choose to think different thoughts (for example, I don’t need to wash my hands; a little dirt isn’t going to kill me), and repeatedly practice this. When new scans were performed, all the patients had different and normal brain configurations. Lesson: by exerting free will, the mind can change the physical structure of the brain.1


      Subsequently, Schwartz has done experiments in which people’s brains are monitored as they watch videos of carnage from automobile accidents. The anxiety center of the brain goes wild. Then he tells them to pretend they are paramedics who must make snap decisions about who to treat first and what to do. When showed the same scenes the anxiety center remained calm. We can alter our brain and its role in facilitating anxiety, anger, and so forth by changing the way we think and adjusting our perspective. Here was Schwartz’s punch line: people who see the glass half full regarding their lives are healthier, happier, and more functional than those who don’t. And, he said, Christian theists who have a background belief that God is real, good, and caring will have a substantial leg up on those without such a belief.


      The bottom line: you are what you think. Even better, you are what you believe because studies show that to change your brain chemistry, defeat anxiety and depression, and have a pervasive sense of well-being, you must spot false ways of thinking about life and replace them with thoughts you take to be true. As it turns out, your beliefs are the rails on which your life runs. You almost always live up to—or down to—your actual beliefs. Your worldview—the set of things you actually believe about God, reality, meaning, value, what counts as success, what constitutes a good person and whether or not you are one, what we can and cannot know, and other significant topics—is the most important factor about your life. It’s more important than having a flat stomach, being healthy, or fulfilling the American dream.


      This is the conclusion of the studies reported by Seligman and Campos to which I referred in chapter one. Campos explicitly states that we are healthier, live longer, are twice as wealthy, have more leisure time, and are better off than our parents and grandparents. But we are less happy. Why? According to Campos, our lives are built on a mistaken premise: if we achieve the American dream and the items just listed, we will be happy. But that doesn’t work. What should we do about this? Campos says that we should seek meaning and purpose in life instead of pleasure and so forth.


      Seligman comes to a similar conclusion. According to his study, the baby boomer generation is ten times more depressed and less happy than earlier generations. Why? Because boomers stopped trying daily to live for something bigger than they are—such as God, country, or extended family—and instead lived for themselves and their own happiness 24/7.


      I wonder if you can identify with all this. Without being judgmental, think for a minute about your neighbors, relatives, coworkers, and other acquaintances. What exactly are they living for? What picture of success makes the most sense of the way they spend their time, money, and efforts? Now, think about yourself and ask the same question. Be ruthlessly honest about this. Take a personal inventory, and if you have trouble being self-aware, ask a loved one or close friend to give you feedback.


      One thing was missing in Seligman’s and Campos’s reports. Neither could explain why Americans in the 1960s made this sudden and harmful shift. There’s an answer to this question, and I’m going to tell you what I think it is in the remainder of this chapter. Before I do, two further preliminaries must be put in place.


      First, let’s take stock of what we’ve learned so far. Since the 1960s, most of us struggle with unhappiness, boredom, and emptiness, according to all the data. Fewer and fewer of us experience a deep, full sense of well-being day to day. The surface reasons for this include our pace of life, the loss of community, moral relativism, and hurry and worry. But there is a deeper root cause. Something about the way we think, something about our pervasive belief patterns, something about our culture’s plausibility structure (the things we take to be plausible or implausible as an unconscious default position inherited from our culture) has shifted. It has contributed to the formation of people who see the glass half empty, who do not have a set of life-enhancing, brain-restoring beliefs, who no longer exert the effort to live for something bigger than their own lives and instead focus all their energies on personal pleasure and affluence.


      From what we have learned, this much is clear. But before I can give you my take on what underlies all this, there is another preliminary to ponder. We must probe the current situation from a slightly different perspective.


    


    

    

      RUMORS OF EMPTINESS


      In 1979, Christopher Lasch’s bestseller The Culture of Narcissism appeared on the scene. It remains one of the most insightful analyses of American culture I have ever read. Lasch analyzed cultural patterns during the previous twenty-one years, and the book’s subtitle was grim: American Life in an Age of Diminished Expectations. According to Lasch, beginning around 1958, therapists began to face an escalation of patients who did not suffer from any specific problem. Instead, they suffered from vague, ill-defined anxiety and depression that seemed “to signify an underlying change in the organization of personality, from what has been called inner-direction to narcissism.”2


      Something had gone wrong with the American psyche itself, which had become numb with pervasive feelings of emptiness and a deep fracture in self-esteem. More and more Americans were preoccupied with their own self-absorbed, infantile needs, along with the instant gratification of desire. As a result, they found it impossible to form intimate relationships with others and to live for something bigger than they were, to identify with some historical stream (for example, the outworking of the kingdom of God or the progression of American ideals and values) that gave meaning to their lives and with respect to which they could play a role.


      The epidemic explosion of pervasive American narcissism since the 1960s is a manifestation of an underlying shift in the meaning of the word happiness away from a steady understanding of the word from the time of Moses and ancient Greece up to the 1700s in Great Britain and the 1960s in America.3 The current understanding of happiness identifies it with a pleasurable feeling, a sensation we experience when our team wins, we get a raise, or something exciting happens to us. In fact, the lead definition of happiness in the fourth edition of Webster’s New World College Dictionary is “a feeling of great pleasure.” Thus, today we have “happy hour.” The classic definition of happiness—a life well lived, a life of wisdom and virtue—has dropped out of the dictionary. Now, pleasant feelings are surely better than unpleasant ones, but the problem today is that people are obsessively concerned with feeling happy. People are enslaved and addicted to such feelings.


      There are two problems with this. For one thing, while pleasurable satisfaction is a good thing, it is not important enough to be the goal of life. As we will see in a moment, we have bigger fish to fry. Second, the best way to find pleasurable satisfaction is not to seek it, but rather to seek something else—objective meaning in life and the classic sense of happiness—for which pleasurable satisfaction is a byproduct. In general, feelings are wonderful servants but terrible masters. When people make happiness their goal, they do not find it, and as a result, they start living their lives vicariously through identification with celebrities. People literally need to get a life. They have to find something bigger and more important to live for than pleasurable satisfaction, and they have to find a new strategy for daily life besides self-absorption.


      Here we must confront the classic understanding of happiness embraced by Moses, Solomon, Jesus, Aristotle, Plato, the church fathers, medieval theologians, the writers of the Declaration of Independence, and many more, the understanding now replaced by “pleasurable satisfaction.” According to the ancients, happiness is a life well lived, a life of virtue and character, a life that manifests wisdom, kindness, and goodness. For them, the life of happiness, the life about which to dream and fantasize, for which to hunger and seek, that should be imitated and practiced, is a life of virtue and character. At its center, such a life includes a very deep sense of well-being, but this sense should not be confused with pleasurable satisfaction. Table 1 may help clarify the difference.


      The abandonment of the classic notion for its trivial, superficial contemporary counterpart has given rise to what psychologists call the empty self. The empty self, now an epidemic in America (and much of Western culture), is that to which Lasch, Seligman, and Campos refer. Philip Cushman agrees: “The empty self is filled up with consumer goods, calories, experiences, politicians, romantic partners, and empathetic therapists. . . . [The empty self ] experiences a significant absence of community, tradition, and shared meaning . . . a lack of personal conviction and worth, and it embodies the absences as a chronic, undifferentiated emotional hunger.”4 Pop teenage culture provides a clear example of a social system that produces and contains an abundance of empty selves. Sadly, the traits of the empty self do not leave at the age of twenty; studies show that these traits continue until around forty years of age, and increasingly, they last longer than that.


      

        

          Table 1. Two understandings of happiness


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Contemporary Happiness


                	Classical Happiness


              


              

                	1. pleasurable satisfaction


                	1. virtue and well-being


              


              

                	2. an intense feeling


                	2. a settled tone


              


              

                	3. dependent on external circumstances


                	3. springs from within


              


              

                	4. transitory and fleeting


                	4. more permanent and stable


              


              

                	5. addictive and enslaving


                	5. empowering and liberating


              


              

                	6. split off from rest of self, doesn’t color rest of life, creates false and empty self


                	6. integrated with entire personality, colors everything else, creates true self


              


              

                	7. achieved by self-absorbed narcissism; success produces a celebrity


                	7. achieved by a life of self-denial for an objective, larger good; success produces a hero


              


            

          


        


      


      Whether we like it or not, you, I, our neighbors, and our coworkers have been damaged by this shift in culture. The empty self is a culturally pervasive phenomenon. Its emergence is due to a widespread, generalized sense of existential angst—a deep dread or fear that something is wrong with the world, that something very deep is absent. The empty self cannot face this deeper issue, and narcissism is the result. Neurosis is always a substitute for genuine suffering. Note very carefully that this cultural situation is a distinctively contemporary phenomenon of Western culture. So, what happened? Why the shift in the meaning of happiness?


    


    

    

      THE FUNDAMENTAL CAUSE OF THE EMPTY SELF


      I neglected to tell you Lasch’s concluding description of the narcissistic personality ubiquitous in our culture: “The ideology of [narcissistic] personal growth, superficial optimism, radiates a profound despair and resignation. It is the faith of those without faith.”5 In referring to “those without faith,” Lasch is talking about the rise of secularism, along with religious skepticism, cynicism, and indifference that go with it. And secularism is responsible for the “profound despair and resignation” that lies in the subconscious bosom of many of us.


      We are fed secular ways of thinking at our mother’s knee. We are socialized into a naturalistic, atheistic (or agnostic) way of seeing the world. It is the very air that we breathe. In 2007 the New York Times published an article claiming that the difference between Europe and America is that Europe embraces secularism and America embraces religion.6 The article recommends that America follow in Europe’s steps. Secularizing factors such as this pelt us daily, and they are so widespread and frequent that they are hardly noticed.


      Indeed, their stealth nature explains how secularization gets past our defenses and forms the deepest part of the American psyche, even for religious believers. My graduate students from Africa, South America, and Asia tell me that they regularly see miracles of healing (including blind or lame people made well through prayer) in their services. They are befuddled by the weak faith characteristic of the American church. Dallas Willard makes this note about the negative impact of secularism:


      

        The crushing weight of the secular outlook . . . permeates or pressures every thought we have today. Sometimes it even forces those who self-identify as Christian teachers to set aside Jesus’ plain statements about the reality and total relevance of the kingdom of God and replace them with philosophical speculations whose only recommendation is their consistency with a “modern” mind-set. The powerful though vague and unsubstantiated presumption is that something has been found out that renders a spiritual understanding of reality in the manner of Jesus simply foolish to those who are “in the know.”7


      


      The subconscious fear that God is dead is responsible for the loss of real, classic happiness among the American people. With real insight, Lasch correctly saw a connection between a secular perspective and a profound sense of despair and fatalism about life. To see why this connection is correct, suppose I invited you over to my house to play a game of Monopoly. When you arrive I announce that the game is going to be a bit different. Before us is the Monopoly board, a set of jacks, a coin, the television remote, and a refrigerator in the corner of the room. I grant you the first turn, and puzzlingly, inform you that you may do anything you want: fill the board with hotels, throw the coin in the air, toss a few jacks, fix a sandwich, or turn on the television. You respond by putting hotels all over the board and smugly sit back as I take my turn. I respond by dumping the board upside down and tossing the coin in the air. Somewhat annoyed, you right the board and replenish it with hotels. I turn on the television and dump the board over again.


      Now it wouldn’t take too many cycles of this nonsense to recognize that it didn’t really matter what you did with your turn, and here’s why. There is no goal, no purpose to the game we are playing. Our successive turns form a series of one meaningless event after another. Why? Because if the game as a whole has no purpose, the individual moves within the game are pointless. Conversely, only a game’s actual purpose according to its inventor can give the individual moves significance. For example, if the purpose of Monopoly were to see who could lose their money first, all of a sudden the utilities would be treasures, and Boardwalk and Park Place would become lethal properties!


      Two things follow from our little thought experiment: (1) If we are playing Monopoly, yet the game has no purpose, then what we do with our turns doesn’t matter. In fact, the very act of taking a turn becomes pointless and empty. If the game as a whole is without purpose, then the individual moves within the game are meaningless. (2) If the game was actually invented by someone who established its goal or purpose, players must know what that purpose is. Misinformation about the purpose could easily harm players if their efforts are directed at an end inconsistent with the game’s actual goal. Sincerity is not enough.


      It is not just the fear of God’s death that is creating the contemporary crisis of meaning. It is also a deep angst about our own deaths. UCLA professor Daniel Siegel is a world-renowned psychiatrist. In his blockbuster book Mindsight, Seigel analyzes and presents some solutions to our modern mental health crisis with a special focus on anxiety and depression. Appropriately, he reserves to the last chapter of the book a treatment of the most important issue—finding purpose in life in the face of an uncertain destiny and the fact of mortality. It is the pervasive, underlying fear of death that causes so much hopelessness and despair today. To illustrate the point, Siegel cites one of his colleagues who works seven days a week: “If I don’t work at solving these scientific puzzles, I’ll think about death and become riddled with anxiety and depression. I work like this to stave off becoming morose.”8 Let’s be honest: whatever solution we adopt for the malaise described in the previous pages, it must—must—contain a rationally and psychologically satisfactory solution to the death problem.


    


    

    

      IT’S THE EPISTEMOLOGY, STUPID!


      This is where we stand today. Pervasive, subtle, almost subconscious patterns of ideas in our culture imply that life has no meaning. All that is left is addiction to contemporary happiness, the instant satisfaction of desire, and deep anxiety. Let me explain.


      Epistemology is the study of knowledge itself: What is it, what are its limits, how do we acquire it? The fundamental characteristic of contemporary secularism lies in an epistemological principle. Given the two worldviews (which I’ll describe in a moment) that permeate the marketplace of ideas, the central defining feature of our secular culture is this epistemological principle: knowledge is limited to what can be tested by the five senses and the hard sciences are our only sources of knowledge of reality. There is no nonempirical knowledge (knowledge outside the five senses), especially no theological or ethical knowledge. Science alone carries authority in culture because knowledge gives people authority and science alone has knowledge.


      Unfortunately, science cannot even formulate (much less answer) the central questions of importance to life: Is there a God, is there meaning to life, is there such a thing as right and wrong, what is a good person and how do I become one, and so on and so on?


      It can hardly be overemphasized that the primary characteristic of modern secularism is its view of the nature and limits of knowledge. It is critical to understand this because if knowledge gives one power—we give surgeons and not carpenters the right to cut us open precisely because surgeons have the relevant knowledge not possessed by carpenters—then those with the cultural say-so about who does and doesn’t have knowledge will be in a position to marginalize and silence groups judged to have mere belief and private opinion.


      There simply is no established, widely recognized body of ethical or religious knowledge now operative in the institutions of knowledge in our culture, such as the universities and schools. Indeed, ethical and religious claims are frequently placed into a privatized realm of nonfactual beliefs whose sole value is that they are “meaningful” to the believer. Such claims are judged to have little or no intellectual authority, especially compared to the authority given science to define the limits of knowledge and reality in those same institutions.


      The pervasive denial of truth, knowledge, and rationality outside the hard sciences has left people without hope that true, knowable forms of moral and theological wisdom can be discovered as guides to a flourishing life. As a result, people have turned to emotion and the satisfaction of desire as the decisive factors in adopting a worldview. In turn, this affective approach to life, now embodied in art and culture generally, has created the conditions for the emergence of the empty self I have described. And I repeat an important point: never before in the history of Western culture has this personality type been seen so pervasively and profoundly; indeed, it is a post-’60s phenomenon. And this destructive phenomenon results from a shift in worldview from a Judeo-Christian one to two alternatives to be mentioned shortly. The result is a shift in our culture’s default position about knowledge: it is limited to the hard sciences and is not available as guidance in the most important areas of life.


      Just recently I spoke to a woman who is a doctor at the University of California at Irvine. She is a Christian, and her colleagues regularly express shock and disgust to her that she believes such superstitious things.


      The two worldviews that have created this situation and have replaced a Judeo-Christian worldview are scientific naturalism and postmodernism. I want to provide a brief sketch of these secularizing ideologies and explain how they have impacted your life.


      Naturalism.9 Just what is scientific naturalism (hereafter, naturalism)? Succinctly put, it is the view that the spatio-temporal universe of physical objects, properties, events, and processes that are well established by scientific forms of investigation compose all there is, was, or ever will be.


      Naturalism has three major components. First, it begins with an epistemology, a view about the nature and limits of knowledge, known as scientism. Scientism comes in two forms: strong and weak. Strong scientism is the view that the only things we can know are things that can be tested scientifically. Scientific knowledge exhausts what can be known, and if some belief is not part of a well-established scientific theory, it is not an item of knowledge. Weak scientism allows some minimum, low-grade degree of rational justification for claim in fields outside of science like ethics. But scientific knowledge is taken to be vastly superior to other forms of reasonable belief—so much so that if a good scientific theory implies something that contradicts a belief in some other discipline, then the other field will simply have to adjust itself to be in line with science.


      Second, naturalism contains a creation story—a theory, a causal story, about how everything has come to be. The central components of this story are the atomic theory of matter and evolution. The details of this story are not of concern here, but two broad features are of critical importance. First is the explanation of macrochanges in things (a macrochange is a change in some feature of a normal sized object that can be detected by simple observation, such as the change in a leaf’s color) in terms of microchanges (changes in small, unobservable entities at the atomic or subatomic level). Chemical change is explained in terms of rearrangements of atoms; phenotype changes are due to changes in genotypes. Causation is from bottom up, micro to macro. We explain why heating water causes it to boil in terms of the excitation of water molecules. The second feature of the creation story is that all events that happen are due to the occurrence of earlier events plus the laws of nature, regardless of whether the laws of nature are taken to be deterministic or probabilistic. Given synchronic (at a point in time) and diachronic (over time) determinism, there simply is no room for common-sense free will, no legitimate responsibility or blame, and no genuine praise for certain acts or people. Why? Because people’s “actions” are determined by factors over which they have no control.


      The third component of naturalism presents a view about what is real: physical entities are all that exist. The mind is really the brain, free actions are merely happenings caused in the right way by inputs to the organism along with its internal “hardware” states, and there is no teleology or purpose in the world. History is just one event following another. The world is simply one big cluster of physical mechanisms affecting other physical mechanisms.


      Postmodernism. Postmodernism is a loose coalition of diverse thinkers from several different academic disciplines, so it is difficult to characterize postmodernism in a way that would be fair to this diversity. Still, it is possible to provide a fairly accurate characterization of postmodernism in general because its friends and foes understand it well enough to debate its strengths and weaknesses.10


      Postmodernism is both a historical, chronological notion and a philosophical ideology. Historically, postmodernism refers to a period of thought that follows, and is a reaction to, the period called modernity. Modernity is the period of European thought that developed out of the Renaissance (the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries) and flourished in the Enlightenment (the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) in the ideas of people like Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Leibniz, and Kant. In the chronological sense, postmodernism is sometimes called “post modernism.” So understood, it is fair to say that postmodernism is often guilty of a simplistic characterization of modernity, because the thinkers in that time period were far from monolithic. Indeed, Descartes, Hume, and Kant have elements in their thought that are more at home in postmodernism than they are in the so-called modern era. Nevertheless, setting historical accuracy aside, the chronological notion of postmodernism depicts it as an era that began after and, in some sense, replaces modernity.


      As a philosophical standpoint, postmodernism is primarily a reinterpretation of what knowledge is and what counts as knowledge. More broadly, it represents a form of cultural relativism about such things as reality, truth, reason, value, linguistic meaning, the self, and other notions. On a postmodernist view, there is no such thing as objective reality, truth, knowledge, value, reason, and so forth. All these are social constructions, creations of linguistic practices, and as such, they are relative not to individuals, but to social groups that share a narrative. Roughly, a narrative is a perspective such as Marxism, atheism, or Christianity that is embedded in the group’s social and linguistic practices. Important postmodern thinkers are Friedrich Nietzsche, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, Thomas Kuhn, Michel Foucault, and Jean-Francois Lyotard. Some postmodernists are thoroughgoing relativists, though most allow that the hard sciences provide reliable knowledge of reality.


    


    

    


      WORLDVIEWS AND YOU


      Naturalism and postmodernism come to us daily in a dozen different ways, some subtle and some not so subtle. They create an impression about the way the world is. They provide a context within which we decide what we will believe and what we will reflect. They form the context within which we define success, set goals for living, and carry out our sojourn between birth and death. And naturalism and postmodernism imply that there is no objective meaning or purpose to life. Homo sapiens are a short-lived swarm of organisms hurling through space on an infinitesimally small piece of dust called earth with no overarching reason why they are here. Atheist Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) gives a nice description of the implications of scientific naturalism:


      

        That man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins—all these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that no philosophy which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.11


      


      You must understand that Russell’s statement is not some ivory tower pontification that does not impact your life. His statement is now the view of life certified by the academic community, the arts, and the media. If naturalism is true, then you are a physical object, namely, your brain and body. And because you are a chunk of matter—nothing more and nothing less—all your behavior is fixed by your environment and your genetic and brain structure. All your “actions” (they are actually just body movements on this view) are determined by the laws of physics and chemistry. This is grasped by the cultural movers and shapers. For example, Cornell professor William Provine flatly asserts that “free will as traditionally conceived . . . simply does not exist. There is no way the evolutionary process as currently conceived can produce a being that is truly free to make choices.”12


      And there is no such thing as real, objective right and wrong. Thus evolutionary naturalist Michael Ruse makes this note:


      

        Morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands and feet and teeth. Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an objective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate that when somebody says “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” they think they are referring above and beyond themselves. Nevertheless, such reference is truly without foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduction . . . and any deeper meaning is illusory.13


      


      This means that there is no difference between Mother Teresa and Adolph Hitler, and no real significance to anything your physically and chemically determined body does or does not do. Finally nothing—and I mean nothing—happens for a purpose.14 The ascendancy of naturalism in the West squeezed out the so-called teleological outlook. To help you understand this, I must digress a bit and make a philosophical distinction between an efficient and a final cause.


      An efficient cause is that by means of which an effect is produced. When ball A moves ball B, A is the efficient cause of B’s motion. A final cause is that for the sake of which an effect is produced. Ball A was made to hit B in order to put B in the side pocket. We can cite efficient causes for what makes water boil, and we can refer to final causes when we give the reason why it is boiling (such as to make tea). Teleology refers to something taking place for an end, a purpose, a goal, a final cause.


      Darwin rejected final causes and replaced them with efficient causes regarding living organisms, their behaviors, and their parts. Instead of explaining the eye’s existence and nature as being there in order for the organism to see, Darwin told a story about the eye coming to be what it is solely in terms of efficient causes—mutation, variation, natural selection. Drawing to a climax the long war against teleology in human action started by Freud, B. F. Skinner and others of the early and mid-twentieth century claimed that no one really acts for the sake of an end. Instead, actions are efficiently caused by various subconscious motives, drives, and so forth.


      If there are no purposes, no goals, no ends in the cosmos, then the same must be said for human life and action. One of my philosophy professors at the University of Southern California finished class by saying that the lack of ultimate purpose and meaning was liberating to him because it meant that he could do anything he wanted to without worrying about any ultimate consequences of his actions. This attitude is undoubtedly true of no small number of naturalists.


      The late Harvard evolutionary paleontologist Stephen Gould replied in an article in Life magazine to the question “Why are we here?” by offering an efficient-causal answer to an obvious teleological question. Note carefully that the question put to Gould—“Why are we here?”—is an irreducibly teleological one. The questioner is asking, “Is there some purpose or end for the sake of which we are here?” But Gould, understanding clearly the implications of Darwinian naturalism, did not answer this question. Instead, he changed the subject and told an efficient causal story of how we got here (the three uses of “because” all cite efficient causes).15 That’s the best a naturalist can do. Ironically, upon Gould’s death, his naturalistic friends employed teleology to eulogize his life: he lived in order to combat ignorance, promote genuine science education, defeat creationism. Here is the unavoidable hunger for purpose, a hunger that can neither be explained nor satisfied in a naturalist view of things.


      At the end of the day, the naturalist answer to the question of whether there is meaning to life doesn’t get much better than a slogan I recently saw in a Valvoline commercial: “You’re born, you die; in between, you work on cars.”


      What is true of naturalism is true of extreme secular postmodernism. Because everything is relative to one’s culture or personal choices, the difference between right and wrong, virtue and vice, good and bad, true and false, real and unreal, meaningful and pointless is utterly arbitrary. As a result, nothing—such as the prohibition against child abuse, the desire to be a good inner-city teacher, living a life of frugality so your grandchildren can go to college—is really praiseworthy or subject to moral outrage. In fact, all these dichotomies reduce to the level of pure custom and taste, just like decisions about whether we drive on the right or left side of the street, prefer Fords or Chevrolets, or have a one or two-point conversion in football.


      Two other features of postmodernism prevent people from thriving and having deeply meaningful lives. The first is the fact that, according to postmodernism, the self is a social construction, a creation of language and therefore a culturally relative, historically conditioned construct. As Philip Cushman asserts, “There is no universal, trans-historical self, only local selves; no universal theory about the self, only local theories.”16


      Two things follow from this. For one thing, there is no unity to the self and no enduring ego.17 You do not actually have a real self or “I.” Rather the self is a bundle of social roles and relations that are expressions of the arbitrary flux of the group. At different times you are a sports-fan self, a wife self, a salesperson self, a political self, and so on. This has disastrous implications for helping people separate and individuate from others in any objective sense, draw appropriate boundaries, and accept responsibility for their actions. If postmodernism is true, then when people try to deal with their issues and grow as persons through therapy or forms of self-help, all they can do is disown one arbitrary socially constructed self (such as an angry-husband self) and accept another one (such as an innocent-salesman self). Is such a trip even worth the effort?


      For another thing, this view gives people no reason to own their pathologies because they can simply distance themselves from an arbitrary, fleeting, constructed self in which their pathologies are embedded.


      Second, as postmodern critic Terry Eagleton points out, if the self is a passive social construction, “there are no subjects sufficiently coherent to undertake . . . actions.”18 Active agency and free action disappear under the postmodern cloud of constructivism. The result is the culture of victimization in which we now live.


    


    

    

      A PROVEN, RELIABLE WAY OUT OF THIS MESS


      I am talking about your life and mine. I am describing the world in which your children are growing up. If you adopt a passive approach to your life, you will drift along in the stream of cultural inertia toward boredom, emptiness, anxiety, unhappiness and addiction, and hurry and worry. If you are identifying with these insights and a light is going on in your understanding, you have to be proactive, take responsibility for your welfare, and find a way out of this mess. And fortunately, you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. There is an alternative view of the world that alone provides a context that runs in the opposite direction from naturalist or postmodern pathways. So what exactly would I recommend that you do?


      Daniel Siegel suggests that “we make sense of our lives by creating stories [narratives] that weave together our left hemisphere’s narrator function with the autobiographical memory storage of our right hemisphere.”19 Sadly, this advice is woefully inadequate. After all, Hitler and Mother Teresa lived lives that satisfy this prescription. Further, it takes effort to get good at life. But if one’s life story is a mere (arbitrary) creation, then at the end of the day, it is just a made-up story. If the going gets tough, instead of exerting the effort to continue to pursue a true, intrinsically valuable path in life, all one needs to do is to sluff off one’s current story and choose an easier one. After all, no story is objectively true or meaningful. Siegel’s suggestion is shallow and misleading. Instead, what we really need is a rational life plan characterized as follows.


      First, you should formulate a rational life plan for yourself, a well thought-out, reasonable approach to the way you will live your life so as to be a rational person. Such a plan will include what you should value, how you should spend your time, what sort of person you should want to become, and so forth. Second, such a plan needs three features if it is to help you in the remainder of your journey on this earth and beyond: (1) It should be reasonable; it should make sense; there should be some solid grounds for thinking that it is true and correct, (2) it should provide you with a safe place to stand graciously yet firmly in the midst of and against the cultural patterns discussed above, and (3) it should include an account of and reasons for believing in a bigger meaning to life, a larger purpose for which you can live and from which you can derive significance and well-being.


      I do not believe that such a life plan is possible unless God really exists, he is a certain sort of being, and we can know that he’s real, what he’s like, and how he thinks about things of relevance to our lives. Otherwise, we have no way of escape. In a fascinating televised interview with cannibalizing serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer just before he was murdered in prison, Dahmer articulately explained the process that led him to a life of serial murder. Dahmer pointed out that we all have desires—for food, recreation, recognition, and so on—and that we will seek their satisfaction unless we have overriding reasons not to. As a teenager, the world became devoid of purpose for Dahmer. He became an atheist who believed human beings evolved out of slime and that there was no God, no reason why any of us is here, no afterlife, no judgment for what we have done in this life. Dahmer quite correctly could not find room for objective values in such a pointless world, and as he explained, he came to see moral rules as mere social conventions on the level of principles of etiquette for proper eating or dressing for different occasions. Social conventions were not weighty enough to constitute overriding reasons to refrain from seeking the satisfaction of his desires, and the rest is history.


      If you think carefully about this, it becomes apparent that Dahmer is correct: if there is no God and so forth, then his conclusions follow. But was Dahmer correct about the nonexistence of God? No, he was not, and in the next chapter we will see why.
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