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  Preface




  Robert Boyle, illustrious scientist and Fellow of the Royal Society, described how, while in Geneva on a continental holiday, he underwent a conversion from nominal, unthinking Christianity to committed Christianity. As a result of his experiences, he stressed the need for Christians to have what he called an “examined faith.”[1]




  John Stott, discussing Paul’s letter to the Christians at Philippi, drew attention to the importance for all Christians to heed the apostle’s exhortation to “contend for the faith of the Gospel.” He continues, “This describes a combination of evangelism and apologetics, not only proclaiming the gospel, but also defending it and arguing for its truth.”[2]




  Echoing the views of Robert Boyle and John Stott, Mark Noll says, “If what we claim about Jesus Christ is true, then evangelicals should be among the most active, most serious, and most open-minded advocates of general human learning.”[3]




  The New Testament accounts of the spread of the Christian gospel—the good news of God’s redeeming love in Jesus Christ—vividly illustrate how the gospel both warms the heart and engages the mind. These are not mutually exclusive but reciprocally reinforcing. As the love of God in Christ warms the heart and engages the emotions, it generates a desire to know more; as the mind is engaged in the voyage of discovery, the things learned warm the heart even more, and on it goes. Research findings in psychology and related subjects such as neuroscience produce fresh challenges for our generation to develop an “examined faith,” engaging both heart and mind.




  It appears that university students are responding to such challenges. Admissions to psychology courses in colleges and universities have risen steadily for half a century, a trend that shows no signs of diminishing. Course contents vary enormously; nevertheless, students seeking a degree in psychology normally cover certain core topics.




  There are international differences in the faith commitments of students taking core psychology courses. A recent survey of more than 100,000 freshmen in California showed that 80 percent of college freshmen believe in God, 70 percent of them admit to grappling with big questions about the meaning of life, and more than two-thirds pray. This general picture was endorsed by the latest data from The American Freshman, an annual UCLA survey of a quarter of a million students entering all sorts of American colleges and universities.[4] It showed that all but 22 percent claim some sort of religious affiliation. I am not aware of any recent comparable figures for the United Kingdom, but surveys of the general population suggest that a very small percentage of the students enrolling in psychology courses would admit to believing in God or being religious.




  A Christian student taking a psychology course in Britain may find herself a lonely figure. The beliefs she brings from her local church seem, at times, to conflict with the pronouncements of her lecturers, especially on topics such as evolutionary psychology and neuropsychology. The typical psychology student in America—more so than in the UK—will likely have the benefit of friendship with fellow Christians, but the evidence shows that the majority of even American students grapple with issues that arise as their religious beliefs seem to conflict with what they are taught in their psychology lectures.




  Listen to this cri de coeur that a friend of mine received from a psychology major at a leading US university. It alone would justify the writing of this book. The student wrote:




  Hello! . . . I took AP Psychology for a semester in high school using your psychology textbook. . . . I am a very devout Christian, although still exploring the specifics of what I believe as a Christian. . . . I am taking a Psychology 100 course, and after only one day I feel a bit weighed down religiously. I don’t think my professor is a Christian (What a shock! Haha.), and the book talks, of course, about how everything we do is based on genetics or experience, and we don’t have free will, since all of our thoughts and actions are basically one huge reflex—a long chain of events of experiences and associations reacting with our genes, etc.




  I just feel a bit strange, like there is a big knot in my throat or in my heart when I read the book. The idea that everything about us is either based on genetics or experience seems to clash with the idea of free will, and makes me question who exactly I “am” at all, if I am just a combination of coincidences, and yet, what bothers me really is that it seems perfectly correct—I can’t think of an alternative to that idea of “nature vs. nurture = me.” The book also talks about how we don’t have souls (implies it at least), because we are directly connected to our physical bodies (our brains). That could be well and true—I’m not actually sure if I believe in a literal soul, at least a soul separate from the body, but I think I believe there should be something about us that is more than just organs, something made in the image of God, something different from animals that has the potential to exist eternally (although, the Bible does say we will be given new bodies or something like that . . . although that fixes part of my dilemma, wouldn’t the fact that the bodies are “new” make us different people, since we are what our bodies make us?).




  The class is going to be a challenge for me, and I not only want to come out feeling just as strong or stronger in my faith, but I want to be able to defend my faith if the situation should arise—especially if there are any other wondering Christians in my class.




  So, I’m not exactly sure what I am asking, but you are the first person I thought of. I was just wondering if you or your coworkers had any thoughts, ideas, advice or information that could help me in my thoughts and help me through my psychology class, since I’m sure you’ve thought about ideas along these lines a lot throughout your studies and teaching. . . . I’d really appreciate anything small to put my foot on.




  No student has time for everything. All feel under pressure. Even if they were inclined to consult the ever-increasing number of high-powered tomes discussing challenges to traditional Christian beliefs from developments in science, there just is not time. Typically such volumes bring together leading scientists, philosophers, theologians and biblical scholars. Whilst they make significant contributions to ongoing debates, being written by specialists for specialists, they are, at times, difficult reading for interested amateurs.




  Having been privileged to participate in some of these meetings, I have at times come away feeling what a shame it is that some of the very helpful and wise words I have listened to could not be shared more widely.[5] Some of the meetings resulted in books, but even in those, discussions were often at a level not easily accessible to nonspecialists in the fields. I have done my best in what follows to share some of these insights and comments with a typical college student launching out into the field of psychology.




  A Christian joining a local IVCF chapter in the U.S., or Christian Union (UCCF) group in Britain, finds himself a member of a group aiming to share their faith with other students. Personal evangelism is encouraged, as it was fifty years ago when an article appeared—first in Inter Varsity, the student magazine of British UCCF, and then reprinted in HIS magazine, the student publication of IVCF in America—that painted a scenario of student evangelism in action. Its message is still relevant. Consider these excerpts (making due allowance for something written fifty years ago):




  Come with me, if you will, to the student union of any college, and listen to an Inter-Varsity fellow talking over a coke to another student. He has (with some difficulty and some prayer) brought the conversation around to “spiritual things” and is now following his usual pattern for getting down to the gospel.




  All goes well until he finds that his non-Christian friend has intellectual difficulties on matters about which he has never really thought. He therefore finds it hard to believe that they are genuine. And since he can’t answer them anyway, he assumes that they are only a smokescreen for moral difficulties. His friend is only putting them up to avoid getting down to the “real issues.” . . . A period of verbal fencing follows. . . . His friend just doesn’t want to face up to the message of the Gospel. After all, what other reason could there be? The Christian student feels that he has demonstrated clearly how simply his friend’s questions can be answered. And besides, the point doesn’t seem to him either interesting or important. It is obviously a “red herring.”




  The article ends,




  It is all too easy to assume that every herring is a “red herring.” I want to suggest, then, that intellectual difficulties need not be irksome hindrances interfering with our personal work but rather doors which may open to life eternal. Willingness to think with our friends through these problems will become an evidence of our friendship and a way of gaining confidence in each other’s sincerity of purpose and honesty of mind. Contacts made in this way can be as productive of close and profitable friendships as those made on athletic teams or in the laboratory.[6]




  Today, more than half a century later, there is an increasing recognition among Christians, in the words of the widely read book Moving Toward Emmaus by David Smith, that “embedded at the very centre of the Christian story is the principle that genuine faith cannot be compelled. . . . When Christianity became the dominant religion in Europe, attaining both social prestige and political power, it quickly forgot the example of its Founder and invented a whole battery of methods to coerce people into allegiance to this religion, and then to ensure that they never abandoned it.”[7]




  Today, Smith argues, we must revisit the Christ of the Emmaus road, who depicted God himself in a revolutionary manner as “the waiting Father” (Luke 15:11-32). We have the privilege to walk alongside fellow puzzled inquirers, remembering, as Smith says, that “with all the props and social supports of Christendom removed, believers realized that the gospel itself contained an imperative demanding the rejection once and for all of ‘the obligatory, compulsory God whom believers impose on their fellow human beings, over-riding their minds and consciences and even threatening sanctions in the case of non-conformity. ’ ”[8]




  My contacts over half a century with students taking psychology courses have alerted me to the actual problems they confront. That was one reason why, more than fifty years ago, I wrote the HIS Magazine article quoted above. I have checked my own impressions through invaluable feedback from two professors of psychology at Hope College in the U.S., David Myers and Thomas Ludwig, who recently ran a semester-long course on psychology and religion. They kindly kept a record of the actual questions raised by the students throughout the course. As I put these together with the questions of which I was already aware through my personal contact with students, certain recurring core issues emerged. In this small book I have engaged in dialogue with an imaginary student as he progresses through his four-year honors course in psychology and faces these core questions.




  Problems and questions do not end with graduation. An engineering postgraduate student in a Far East country recently wrote to a Christian faculty friend of mine in North America, asking for help after reading one of my friend’s books. He wrote, “Faith is something I desperately want, but find it hard to reconcile with the realities of science and of the world around me.” His emails to my friend led to a series of exchanges during which my friend shared with him some of the early draft sections of this little book, which addresses some of the issues he raised. He found them helpful. I hope you, the reader, will also. People of all academic backgrounds and careers struggle with contemporary challenges to their faith. This month I read of a Christian professor of physics in a South American country who wrote, “I think one of the greatest challenges is to integrate my faith into my academic work. . . . This challenge requires reflection and it helps to know how people in other places in a similar situation have overcome it.”[9] I hope my experience, as it emerges from these pages, will help him and others like him.




  The topics covered are not necessarily the ones that the high-powered academics I referred to earlier may have written about, although there is doubtless some overlap. These are real questions raised by real students who want to be intellectually honest, to have Robert Boyle’s examined faith and who want, as John Stott suggests, “a combination of evangelism and apologetics, not only proclaiming the gospel, but also defending it and arguing for its truth.”[10] We need Christians ready to walk along the Emmaus road in the company of the risen Christ with fellow disciples who are, at times, puzzled.




  We all have questions and puzzles about aspects of our faith, and we can find mutual support and encouragement as we honestly share them. We need this supportive sharing, because, as Tom Wright has reminded us, “There is a persistent untruth which has made its way into the popular imagination in our day: that Christianity means closing off your mind, ceasing all serious thought, and living in a shallow fantasy world divorced from the solid truths of ‘real life. ’ ” “But,” he continues, “the truth is that genuine Christianity opens the mind [as Paul has been saying throughout this letter (to the Ephesians), and in its companion piece, the letter to Colossae], so that it can grasp truth at deeper and deeper levels.”[11]




  Almost half a century ago, C. S. Lewis wrote his Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer.[12] I found them, then and now, helpful and heartwarming. With those letters in mind, and being daily in touch with colleagues, students and friends through email, I have used today’s letter format in this little book.




  As the email correspondence developed, the topics raised by students through my personal experience over many years and by those taught by David Myers and Thomas Ludwig began to fall naturally under a series of different themes. I have grouped the email exchanges under these themes and topics.




  For any who do have the time and motivation to delve more deeply into some of the issues covered, I have provided in the endnotes, as well as the Further Reading section at the back of the book, references to up-to-date sources that will normally be available in college and university libraries or on the Web. This material gives the detailed evidence for some of the cryptic comments and assertions that typically occur in email exchanges.
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  What Is Psychology, and How Should We Approach It?




  Ben,




  Your father keeps me up to date with how you and your brothers are getting on in school. He tells me you have been accepted to the university of your choice. Congratulations. Your grades must have been good to succeed in such a competitive market. The psychology department has a high reputation. Each university psychology course has its own distinctive strengths, depending on the research interests of the staff. Yours is well-known for its scientific rigor and for majoring in areas of psychology that overlap with neuroscience and evolutionary biology. If the department has a short course on the history of psychology, I’d advise you to take it. It is so important to know how psychology arrived where it is today. It helps put current trends in perspective.




  Malcolm,




  Thanks! I’m excited to be here and wondering what I’m going to encounter in my psychology courses. To be honest, my parents aren’t enthusiastic about my studying psychology. They think it could undermine my Christian faith. What reactions do you get from people, especially other Christians, to your being a psychology professor?




  Ben,




  The answer is, mixed reactions. Sadly, some Christians see psychology as an archenemy of the faith, a view perhaps reinforced by surveys of U.S. academics that show psychology faculty members to be the least religious group. Given the media treatment of some advances in psychology, I can understand your parents’ concerns.




  Ask ten friends what they think psychology is about, and you will probably get as many different answers. However, you may detect three major themes: first, that psychological knowledge is primarily to help people cope with mental and emotional problems; second, if they are avid magazine readers and TV watchers, that it is about the links between what is happening in our minds and brains; and third, with celebration of Darwin, that it is about how human psychological characteristics evolved from rudimentary forms elsewhere in the animal kingdom.




  The first view is widely held in Christian circles. Half a century ago in North America, the Christian Association for Psychological Studies was established to provide a forum for discussions about psychology, counseling and Christian faith. Since then the majority of their activities and publications have focused on counseling and clinical psychology. The overwhelming majority of their members are affiliated with these specializations, which are evident in the Association’s journal. All for good reasons. Their primary concern is to help others, fulfilled in the day-to-day, practical concerns of counselors, psychotherapists and clinical psychologists.




  This helping theme continues a nineteenth-century approach in which almost all major Christian groups assumed a seamless relationship between “psychological care” and “soul care.” In due course the meaning of “psychology” began to change, and its earlier limited scope became almost unrecognizable to a typical twenty-first-century psychology major.




  Sadly, as psychology developed, its previous amicable relationship with religion began to change. First came the early-twentieth-century development of Freud’s psychoanalysis. Then came the mid-century emergence—and, for a while, dominance—of behaviorism. Coincidentally, both of these specializations enjoyed high profiles in the nonscientific popular media. For example, psychoanalytic concepts and terms such as Oedipus complex, repression and guilt complex cropped up in literature, drama and everyday speech. Behaviorist terms also became widespread: people were conditioned to do this or inhibited from doing that.




  The second and third themes, linking mind with brain and tracing out the evolutionary emergence of mind, find strong support if you look at a typical twenty-first-century college or university psychology textbook. There you find many references to the biological bases of cognition and behavior. For example, consider the ninth edition of David Myers’s Psychology, the most widely used North American textbook of psychology. Of the sixteen chapters, three deal with personality, psychotherapy and social psychology; one addresses methodology; and the remaining twelve, making up 70 percent of the text, deal with psychological topics for which awareness of their neural and evolutionary roots is important. The balance is made up of other heavily biological topics such as emotion and stress.[1] So, while psychology is a professional practice in the clinics, in the universities it is a science.




  Malcolm,




  Thanks for the background information on the perception of psychology. I have only attended a couple of lectures so far, but I don’t get the sense that people here embrace either Freud or Skinner. They seem to lean more toward the second and third themes you mentioned, linking mind with brain and tracing the evolution of human psychology.




  Ben,




  I’m not surprised. I think you will find that today most of your lecturers will be grateful inheritors of what has become known as the “cognitive revolution,” which occurred as a reaction to the dominant behaviorist outlook in psychology at the middle of the last century. Howard Gardner, a psychology professor at Harvard, wrote a fascinating book on this so-called cognitive revolution. He recorded some of the recollections of Professor George Miller, a psychologist at MIT around the same time that the leading behaviorist, Professor Skinner, was at Harvard. Gardner recalls how George Miller went to a small international conference in Cambridge in the UK in 1956. Miller wrote, “I went away from the symposium with the strong conviction, more intuitive than rational, that human experimental psychology, theoretical linguistics and computer simulation of cognitive processes are all pieces of a larger whole, and that the future would see progressive elaboration and coordination of their shared concerns.”[2]




  An editorial in the journal Science in 1997, reflecting on fifty years of psychology, read, “The promise that Miller envisioned in those early days has come to pass.” It went on, “The remarkable progress that has been made in recent years is beginning to generate excitement outside of the scientific community because of its relevance to our daily lives in shedding light on normal cognitive functions (such as language, memory, and planning) and on brain-related diseases (such as schizophrenia and Alzheimer’s disease).”[3] I was at that Cambridge meeting in 1956 acting as its secretary. My role was to help my research supervisor, Sir Frederic Bartlett, organize the meeting. I fully agree with George Miller’s account of what happened at that time. Many see that conference in Cambridge as the start of the cognitive revolution.




  As I write this, I see that George Miller has just died at the age of ninety-two. On August 2, 2012, the New York Times noted that in 1955, psychological research was in a rut when a paper by George Miller “set off an explosion of new thinking about thinking and opened a new field of research known as cognitive psychology.”[4]




  Malcolm,




  With all due respect, 1956 and 1997 seem like a long time ago to me. Where is the action today?




  Ben,




  The cognitive revolution continues and now has, in part, merged with developments in neuroscience. For example, just today I read a report underlining how an understanding of brain processes, combined with developments in cognitive psychology, is continuing to revolutionize our understanding of mental illnesses. This report comes from a laboratory in Cambridge and is titled “New Blood-Test to Aid in Schizophrenia Diagnosis.” It quotes the lead researcher, Professor Sabine Bahn: “Schizophrenia is a complicated and challenging disease, yet current diagnostic approaches continue to be based on patient interviews and a subjective assessment of clinical symptoms. We expect [our new technique] to be used as an aid to this current process, and we hope it will provide the psychiatrist with additional confidence in their evaluation, as well as speed up the process.”[5]




  I have received another report from the Academy of Medical Sciences in Britain that draws attention to the rapid advance in research of dementia. It points out that by 2040 about 80 million people will be living with dementia—a very worrying statistic and a good reason why so much effort today is being put into studying this illness, trying to understand what is happening in the brain when it occurs.[6]




  Another recent report explodes a myth that has been widely held until now. People once believed that the prevalence of dementia in developing countries was low. But now an international collaboration at the Institute of Psychiatry in London has shown that past estimates have substantially ­underestimated its prevalence in low- and middle-income countries, and it is almost as common as in developed countries. My point in sharing these examples is simple: what is widely accepted at one time can quickly be overturned by the emergence of new evidence.




  Malcolm,




  It sounds like you’re pretty confident in the scientific approach to psychology. I’m still not quite sure. Even before I started school, I read enough to know that the views of Sigmund Freud, so dominant in the early twentieth century, are not taken very seriously by today’s psychologists. Our textbook reflects that—Freud’s views are only a handful of pages out of more than seven hundred. So while I agree that science has taught us a lot, I worry that we may put it on too high a pedestal. Even so, I am taking neuro­science as well as psychology because from my general reading I have seen how research in neuroscience is directly relevant to applications of psychology like clinical psychology, and that I am very interested in.




  Ben,




  I see your point. Regarding balance, I think that science, including the scientific approach to psychology, does have much to offer today’s world. However, with great success in scientific work comes the temptation to develop a misunderstanding of the scientific enterprise. As the example of changing views about dementia shows, at times we have to realize that the assertions that come from science are tentative. This point was made very recently by the President of the Royal Society of London, Lord Martin Rees, in an article titled “Keeping It Real.” Rees says, “Science isn’t dogma: its assertions are sometimes tentative, sometimes compelling. The hardest situation to portray is where there is a strong consensus but some dissent. Controversy, confrontations and skepticism about Orthodoxy have such public appeal.”[7] Current debates about the evidence for climate change are a good example of this.




  Science is not something that stands alone from the rest of the world. As Martin Rees also says, “The applications and priorities of science should not be decided by scientists alone. There are political, economic and ethical dimensions.” He argues that science matters to everyone: “You can appreciate the essence of science without being a scientist, in the same way you can appreciate music without being able to read a score or play an instrument.”




  I suspect that with so much media attention on developments in psychology, you in your generation will have an important part to play in doing your best to give a balanced, realistic, evidence-based account of what psychological research really is and is not producing.




  Lord Rees’s theme was also taken up by one of his recent predecessors as president of the Royal Society, Sir Michael Atiyah, one of the world’s greatest living mathematicians. He commented, “There is a lot of public interest in science, and a real understanding of its benefits, but there is also a fear. This growing reaction against science—particularly its impact on the environment—has come about as the applications of science have had a greater impact on our lives. If you did all your science in the laboratory, then only a small number would care but, because we don’t, more people are questioning its impact.”[8]




  When it comes to questions about how “scientific” psychology is or should aim to be, you will find a spectrum of views among Christians who have a shared faith perspective. You’re not the only one who fears that the so-called scientific approach to psychology may, at times, lead to a failure to recognize the potential contribution that psychologists can make in fields that would not claim to be scientific. Psychotherapists have to deal with immediate pressing problems and so, understandably, protest that they do not have the luxury of waiting until the latest properly designed empirical investigation into a particular kind of therapy has been completed and published.




  Psychologists are not the only ones who understand human nature. Shakespeare’s plays are full of deep psychological insights into human nature. Sally Shuttleworth of Oxford University has reminded us that developmental psychology did not start with Jean Piaget but in literature. She cites how books by Dickens and the Brontes represented the child’s mind from the inside and had a huge influence on child psychology and psychiatry. Shuttleworth believes that the actual start of child psychology can be traced to Charles Darwin’s 1877 book A Biographical Sketch of an Infant.[9] Even some of the books of the Bible, such as Proverbs and Psalms, are full of profound insights into human nature.




  I just received a book that describes five different approaches that Christians have taken to relating what is happening in psychology with what Christians have traditionally believed.[10] Some of the contributors support your concerns that an overly scientific approach misses important things that psychology can teach us. Other contributors feel strongly that psychology, and particularly modern psychology, has been in error by not making greater references to religion. The whole area of what is called “transformational psychology,” for example, would see the scientific approach as too limited, a view shared by some of those psychologists who are engaged primarily in clinical psychology and counseling.
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  What Is the Relationship Between the Mind and the Brain?




  Malcolm,




  I’ll admit that I do feel at least some fear when reading about studies that seem to reduce the mind, or some mental experiences, to the activity of a brain circuit.




  Ben,




  I understand your concerns. Nowhere is the questioning of science more necessary than when you read the dramatic reports of research on brain and mind. In December 2011, Professor John Stein, a leading Oxford ­neuroscientist, wrote, “Claims are being made about brain research that just aren’t true, and they are being accepted uncritically by the press, the public, policy makers and even the courts.”[1] He warned about the increasing dominance of reductionism. He noted that “scientists [are] picking off the relatively easy tasks of working out how little bits of the brain work molecularly and hoping that knowing about these nuts and bolts will eventually tell us how the complex system works as a whole.” He adds, “However, there are no complex systems whose emergent properties can be deduced from the molecular structure alone. . . . Even in physics the flow of explanation is usually in the other direction: theoreticians develop models of the system and use these to predict the properties of individual elements. But such systems thinkers are becoming increasingly rare in neuroscience.” Professor Stein commends the work of the Brain Mind Forum, which aims to get neuroscientists to “think about why they are doing what they are doing, and have the courage to ask questions that are currently forbidden, like what is consciousness, and what is the relationship between mind and brain.”[2]




  The problem, however, is that headlines claim that we have identified the cause of depression or love or autism or Alzheimer’s, just because an area of the brain lights up in association with each of those. But correlations are not causes. Finding causes is often very difficult.




  Malcolm,




  Part of what triggered my own interest in psychology was reading news reports about how the brain makes the mind. I find it intriguing. As I said before, though, it’s a bit scary. I wonder what studying psychology is going to do to my own self-understanding.




  Ben,




  Public interest in psychological research is perfectly understandable. There have been some remarkable advances in psychology and in related areas of science. Public policy has reinforced this. For example, toward the end of the last century, advances in brain science began to look so promising that the United States Senate decided that it would be proper to invest large sums of money in brain research. They even decided to call the 1990s “The Decade of the Brain.” Judging by some of the rapid advances in brain research, their money was well spent. I’m sure you will hear about these advances in due course.




  Malcolm,




  What are some of the advances that excite you?




  Ben,




  At the turn of this century there was particular interest and excitement about developments in techniques for imaging the brain. Researchers saw the possibility of actually seeing which areas of the brain were most active when volunteers were doing all sorts of tasks, such as looking at art, listening to music, showing maternal love, meditating and praying. Everything seemed so well set for rapid advances in the study of mind and brain that some scientists suggested that the first decade of this century should be called “The Decade of the Mind and Brain.”




  The largest body of scientific psychologists in North America, the American Psychological Society, with some twenty thousand members, set up a group in 2009 to discuss and write papers on where they saw the science of psychology going in the foreseeable future. They produced a fascinating report. What I found particularly interesting was that the first of the areas that they identified was the future of research in mind and brain. So don’t be surprised if you get a lot of this in your courses!




  I just went downstairs to make myself a cup of tea and pick up today’s mail. It included a regular update I receive on research being supported by the Wellcome Foundation, the biggest funder of medical research in Britain by far. Looking through the update, I came across two reports that nicely illustrate what I suspect are some of the concerns behind your own questions. The first one looked at how levels of dopamine—a chemical in the brain involved in mediating reward, motivation and learning through reinforcement—make us more likely to opt for instant gratification rather than waiting for a more beneficial reward. Such research may enable clinicians working with children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) to gain insight into how they can give the greatest help possible. This particular report also gives a good example of how giving a treatment to alleviate one condition may have undesirable effects on another. A substance called L-dopa has been used for some years to help alleviate the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease, but a potential negative side effect of this treatment is that it may make people more impulsive.




  The second report, I suspect, you may find more disturbing. A group of researchers at Cambridge studied teenagers who were habitually engaged in severe antisocial behavior, and they found that such individuals displayed an abnormal pattern of brain activity compared with their peers. The question arises, then: How do we judge responsibility for our actions? I suspect we shall come back to that later.




  Malcolm,




  I think that part of what I find a little scary is that this brain-mind science might try to explain away my faith. If it does, how can I still hold on to it?




  Ben,




  Good question, Ben. Judging by some of the media reports this year, and statements made by some high-profile and respected neuroscientists, I shouldn’t be surprised if in the current decade we hear a lot about not just minds and brains but also about minds, brains and God(s). Indeed it has already started. During the decade of the brain, a book appeared with the provocative title Where God Lives in the Human Brain.[3] It was not a particularly important book as a contribution to neurology or neuroscience, but because of its provocative title and the large number of professing Christians in North America, it received wide media attention. This was followed in 2009 by another book with a similarly provocative title linking God and the brain, How God Changes Your Brain, written jointly by a neuroradiologist and a psychotherapist.[4] This sort of research is labeled “neurotheology.” Some religious people think they can use this research to prove that God exists. Some atheists see it as showing that believing in gods is nothing but an evolutionary leftover in the way our brains developed.




  But I’m talking too much about things that probably won’t enter your studies until later. You’ll encounter these issues in more depth later on in your studies. In the meantime, you will likely confront some challenges to your faith, as you suspect. It is difficult to avoid a knee-jerk reaction if you hear that “psychology is proving that” some of your deeply held Christian beliefs are “nothing but” wishful thinking or “nothing but” the meaningless chatter of some of your brain cells. Always remember that if such sweeping accusations are being made by nonbelievers or militant atheists, the same treatment applies to their beliefs—it is “nothing but” wishful thinking, or an attempt to avoid the challenges of Christian faith, or the random chattering of the neurons in their brains. A readable book identifying some of these issues is Psychology Through the Eyes of Faith.[5] If you can make time, I would have a look at it.




  Malcolm,




  I’ve been confused by the meaning of the word mind in different contexts. On the one hand are my psychology courses. When my lecturers talk about the mind, they never really say what they mean by it. I looked in my textbook (by David Myers) for help and noticed that near the beginning, in his chapter titled “The Biology of Mind,” he launches into the topic on the assumption that we all know what is meant by “the mind.”[6] But do we all mean the same thing?




  On the other hand are recent Bible studies at my home church. The mini­ster has been talking about the mind, such as what the apostle Paul meant in Romans 12:2 when he said, “be transformed by the renewal of your mind.” The minister linked this individual exhortation with the group reference in Philippians 2:5, where Paul said to them, “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.” He also pointed out that the apostle Peter wrote in his first letter, “Finally, all of you, have unity of mind, sympathy, brotherly love, a tender heart, and a humble mind” (1 Peter 3:8).




  So my question is, do the biblical uses of the word mind relate in any straightforward way to what I’m hearing about in my psychology lectures? As far as I can see, all that my lecturers mean by mind is the mental processes involved in things like thinking, remembering, perceiving and so on. None of them seem to regard mind as some sort of separate entity. They use it as a shorthand for mental functions. So should I try to find links between what the Bible says about mind and what I hear in my lectures?




  Ben,




  I understand why you ask that question. I think the specific problem you’re raising about the way the word mind is used is an example of a general problem of how to relate the language and statements of the Bible with language in other domains of knowledge, such as in science. In a way, this is another example of a problem faced by Christians when they were first told by scientists that the earth is rotating on its axis. Some theologians said this could not be true because it says quite clearly in Psalm 74:17 that the earth is fixed and cannot be moved. What could be clearer than that?




  The problem is confounded today when we have dozens of different English translations of the Bible and we find varying words used by the different translators of the same passage of Scripture. The lesson from the past is clear: We must not try to turn the Bible into any sort of textbook of science; rather, we must be very careful to look at the language we are using. If we do that, we shall save ourselves a great deal of unnecessary anxiety and worry. And that applies in the case of the meanings of the word mind. Just how difficult it is to maintain this very necessary “semantic hygiene” is underlined when we remember that in the past the words mind and soul have been used interchangeably. Add to that the fact that it is only a little under a century since books were written with titles such as Psychology in the Service of the Soul and you can see how easy it is to get confused. So, as a rough guideline, I suggest you ask yourself, is mind here being used as a scientific term, as a shorthand for “the mental aspect of a psychobiological unity,” for example, as used by cognitive neuroscientists, or is it being used (as most often it is in scriptural contexts) to refer to an attitude or shared set of attitudes and beliefs (e.g., Philippians 2:5 or Romans 12:2)? Almost always, the answer to your question is no—mind does not mean the same thing in science as in Scripture.




  The temptation to mix our languages happens more easily in psychology than in other sciences. The language used in physics or chemistry or biochemistry, for example, is so clearly technical and therefore self-evidently different from everyday language, including the everyday language of the Bible. So there is no temptation to imagine that they are the same. In the case of psychology, so many of the words we use are words used in everyday discourse—for example, thinking, remembering and seeing—and therefore there is a greater tendency and temptation to confuse the words, failing to distinguish between a strictly scientific context and an everyday context. The only way to avoid muddle and pseudoconflict is eternal vigilance.




  Malcolm,




  Does the accelerating pace of research in psychology and neuroscience mean that all our talk about mental processes will be reduced to talk about what is happening in the brain? That seems to be a shared assumption among some of our lecturers, if only we could understand how our mental processes depend upon (and quite a lot of them seem to assume originate in and reduce to) the specific workings of different parts of our brains.




  For example, in my evolutionary psychology lectures we were told a lot about what is called “mind-reading behavior”—how in our social interaction with other people, we tend to try to read what our friends are thinking (“read their minds”). It seems there is evidence of similar behavior in monkeys. But we were told that this capacity for mind reading depends upon the functioning of a particular group of cells in the brain.




  So my question is, how do you think about the relation of the mind and the brain in a way that ultimately does not reduce the mind to the brain and reduce psychology to neuroscience and evolutionary biology? And how have views about the relation of mind and brain changed over the centuries?




  Ben,




  Trying to relate mind and brain has a very long history. Several millennia ago, wiser men than us were thinking about this. They were aware, for example, that if you think exciting thoughts, you may experience thumping in your chest; think peaceful thoughts and your heart stops thumping. On the basis of that subjective evidence, the obvious place to localize your mind was in your heart. The philosopher Empedocles in the fifth century B.C. reasserted the notion that the soul, which was the Greek word for the mind, was to be found in the heart and blood. With good reason, this was called the “cardiovascular theory.” His views didn’t go unchallenged. Around the same time, Alcmaeon of Croton claimed that mental functions are located in the brain. His view was dubbed the “encephalic view.” Over the next two thousand years, these two theories competed. The great physician Hippocrates lived sometime between 460 and 360 B.C. and made the brain the interpreter of consciousness as well as a mediator of feelings. His theory was dubbed the “encephalic theory of mind.” In his book On the Sacred Disease, he deals extensively with epilepsy.




  In the fourth century B.C., the conflict between the encephalic and cardiovascular theories was well exemplified by the opposing views of Plato and Aristotle. Plato seemed to want it both ways. He located the immortal soul in the marrow of the head, presumably the brain, but located the passions between the neck and the midriff, presumably the heart. Aristotle unambiguously localized the mind in the heart, but he still had a role for the brain. Being a good biologist, he decided it must serve some function, and noticing that it was moist to the touch, he concluded that it refrigerated the blood! Aristotle’s views were passed on to the Stoic philosophers and then to the so-called church fathers. Tertullian, for example, adopted Aristotle’s views. The encephalic view survived through Galen, one of Rome’s outstanding physicians.




  In the fourth century A.D., Nemesius, Bishop of Emesa in Syria who claimed to be a follower of Galen, produced yet another new theory of the physical basis of the mind. He distinguished three different mental faculties, as he called them—sense and imagination, thought and judgment, and memory. He localized each of these in the different ventricles of the brain. Now there were three different groups of partisans, each supporting different views of the mind-body relationship: the encephalic, the cardiovascular and the ventricular theories.




  It is interesting that at the time that Galileo was bringing forward his evidence to challenge the widely held cosmological beliefs in the Christian church, his contemporary Vesalius was using the results of his careful dissections of the human body, including the brain (which had previously been forbidden on theological grounds), and producing empirical data that raised questions about mind-body theories. Vesalius dissected the bodies not only of humans but also of apes, dogs, horses, sheep and other animals and found that they all possessed ventricles in the brain. According to contemporary Christian anthropology, these were where the uniquely human soul or mind were located. However, this evidence for the presence of ventricles in animals produced a major blow against the ventricular theory for the unique existence of the soul in humans. By the time you get to Shakespeare’s era, you find there are at least three different theories in circulation about the mind-body relationship, and Shakespeare refers to each of these in his various plays.
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