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      “The empirical research on religion and health could be seen as an invitation back to communal religious life for those who (for a range of reasons) are not currently part of a faith community. Rebecca McLaughlin issues that invitation in a most compelling manner.”

      Tyler VanderWeele, Professor of Epidemiology, Harvard School of Public Health; Director of the Human Flourishing Program, Harvard University

      “In medical practice, doctors often suggest that diagnosis is easy but therapy is difficult. Rebecca McLaughlin challenges this assertion. Here she reviews the scientific evidence and proposes a treatment for our physical and psychological woes that is readily available, efficacious, and free of charge. Best of all, you don’t need a doctor’s prescription. The question for us all is this: Will we trust the data and swallow the pill?”

      Lydia S. Dugdale, MD, Dorothy L. and Daniel H. Silberberg Professor of Medicine, Columbia University Medical Center; author, The Lost Art of Dying: Reviving Forgotten Wisdom

      “In an era of dechurching, this book surprises with emerging evidence that going to church has significant benefits. But there is more at stake here than our physical and mental health. Engaging understandable doubts, McLaughlin shows how Jesus helps us understand ourselves and our world—and offers nothing less than ultimate healing.”

      John R. Peteet, MD, Associate Professor of Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School

      “A wonderful little book. Rebecca McLaughlin makes a powerful case for the mental, physical, moral, and spiritual benefits of going to church, blending scientific research with personal stories and wise application.”

      Andrew Wilson, Teaching Pastor, King’s Church London

      “Rebecca McLaughlin functions a bit like an oracle to me—her work is consistently on point and timely; her instincts point true gospel north. For centuries, Christians have claimed that following Jesus leads to life and happiness. This helpful book shows that even modern social science is beginning to say, ‘Yes and amen!’ Characteristic of Rebecca’s style, this book is carefully researched and evenly reasoned. Whether preparing a talk, talking with a friend, or teaching your kids, you’ll undoubtedly find yourself turning to it again and again.”

      J. D. Greear, Pastor, The Summit Church, Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina; author, Everyday Revolutionary: How to Transcend the Culture War and Transform the World

      “This data-rich, clear case for attending church confirms that we were made to worship. In McLaughlin’s final prescription we find the ultimate reason to attend church: Christ. For the skeptic or the waning churchgoer, this well-written and deeply researched book will inspire.”

      Alan Noble, Professor of English, Oklahoma Baptist University; author, On Getting Out of Bed

      “We can be quick to criticize the church, both its structures and its people, without fully considering what we lose by avoiding it. In this concise and thoughtful book, Rebecca McLaughlin makes a compelling case for how regular participation in a local church profoundly impacts our mental, physical, moral, and spiritual well-being. Backed by substantive research, she invites readers to take an honest look at the long-term impact of staying away and reminds us of the lifesaving strength and flourishing found in worshiping with other believers week after week.”

      Elizabeth Woodson, Bible teacher; podcaster; author, Embrace Your Life; From Beginning to Forever; and Live Free
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      Introduction

      Imagine this book filled with pills instead of pages. You open it and fifty-two neatly laid out tablets meet your eyes. If you’re young and healthy, you might think, I don’t need these. You either throw them out or stash them in a box somewhere for future use. If you’re older or suffer from chronic physical or mental illness, you may be more intrigued. What if this is just the medication you’re looking for?

      This book isn’t a pillbox. But it does contain a prescription. The script is for something that—if taken at least weekly—could elongate your life expectancy by seven years, significantly increase your chance of happiness, and substantially reduce the likelihood you’ll suffer from depression.

      Thinking this is too good to be true, you check for side effects. They’re listed as a greater sense of meaning, greater likelihood of volunteering, and more generosity toward those in need. Once again, you’re skeptical. This must be a scam. You turn to the back cover to see where this information comes from. There you find this medication has been extensively tested by none other than the Harvard School of Public Health.

      Would you take the pills?

      [image: scene break]

      In a 2016 article for USA Today, Harvard School of Public Health Professor Tyler VanderWeele and journalist John Siniff posed this question:

      If one could conceive of a single elixir to improve the physical and mental health of millions of Americans—at no personal cost—what value would our society place on it?

      Going a step further, if research quite conclusively showed that when consumed just once a week, this concoction would reduce mortality by 20% to 30% over a 15-year period, how urgently would we want to make it publicly available?1

      Professor VanderWeele is director of the human flourishing program at Harvard. He’s a literal world expert on what’s good for you and me. So, what’s this magic potion he’s found?

      We may think VanderWeele has conjured up a health-enhancing drug. Perhaps he’s found a side-effect-free diet pill? Or some safe substance that will make you want to exercise? Or maybe yoga, meditation, or some novel superfood? But VanderWeele goes on: “The good news is that this miracle drug—religion, and more specifically regular church attendance—is already in reach of most Americans. In fact, there’s a good chance it’s just a short drive away.”

      Whatever your beliefs, my guess is that you wouldn’t expect a Harvard professor to write you this prescription: “Church. Take once a week (or more) for best effects.” But study after study has shown that people who attend religious services once a week or more are happier, healthier, and longer-lived than those who don’t. If any other practice had the same effects, it would be widely advertised in public health campaigns.

      I wonder how that information lands for you.

      Many today see church as outdated, unnecessary, or even harmful. Maybe you identify as “spiritual, but not religious.” You’d rather climb a mountain or gaze up at the stars than go to church. Perhaps you’ve been put off by racism, abuse, hypocrisy, or hateful attitudes. Church is the last place you would want to show up on a Sunday. Perhaps you grew up in a different religious tradition. At this point, you don’t regularly attend religious services, but it would feel offensive for someone to invite you to church. Or maybe you identify as atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular,” and your first thought on hearing about the benefits of church is that they must be explained by community support. If one of these describes you, I’m honored you’d take time to read this book. You’re likely someone who thinks carefully and wants to see the data before you make a decision. My hope is that the data in this book will give you food for thought.

      Maybe you feel less skeptical and more wistful when you hear talk of church. Perhaps you weren’t raised in church, but you’ve seen how meaningful it is to other people, and you feel a little robbed. Perhaps you used to go to church, but then you moved to a new city and haven’t found a new church. Perhaps you stopped attending during COVID and never quite got back into the habit. Perhaps you went through a divorce, or changed your job, or your kids had Sunday morning soccer games, and church just quietly slid off your weekly calendar. Perhaps you’re single and the church you went to seemed to revolve around married couples. Maybe you found yourself out of step with others at your church politically and you stopped attending. Or you became depressed or struggle with anxiety, and making it to church on Sundays just feels too hard.

      If one of these scenarios describes you, you’re not alone. These are some of the reasons why, in the first quarter of the twenty-first century, forty million Americans (around 12 percent of the population) have stopped attending church.2 If you don’t see yourself as a religious person, you might think this is good news. Many think that less religion means less bigotry and more happy, psychologically healthy, socially responsible citizens. But the results of what has been called “the great dechurching” in America have been measurably bad. Less churchgoing has led to lower mental health and happiness, more loneliness, more drug abuse, more alcoholism, less volunteering, less giving to those in need, reduced life expectancy, and more suicides. Even the most skeptical experts acknowledge that declining church attendance in the United States and (over a longer time period) across the West has had devastating side effects.
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