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           SOMETHING ISN’T RIGHT. Sure, globally, life expectancy is rising and infant mortality is falling. Violence—including warfare—is lower in the twenty-first century than the twentieth century. Education is up and starvation is down. By some estimates, less than 10 percent of the world’s population now lives in “extreme poverty,” while over 70 percent did in 1900.1 There is a lot to be grateful for, and yet . . .


      In many nations with high levels of economic development, including the United States, people are taking longer to gain financial independence and start their own families. Depression, suicide, and drug addiction continue to ravage lives, particularly the lives of young people. New addictions and addiction-like dependencies—to social media, video gaming, gambling, and pornography—keep popping up. Anxiety disorders may be more common than ever before.2 Adequate food, security, and other basic resources for living are available to an increasingly large share of humanity, but we don’t seem to be flourishing. Something isn’t right.


      This book is concerned with integrating the best of the human sciences with the best of theological insights around the topic of human flourishing or thriving. Specifically, I suggest that evolutionary psychology and neighboring scientific disciplines can serve as useful tools in analyzing the challenges to human thriving and possible solutions.3 These tools cannot create full-bodied solutions on their own, but joined with philosophical and theological wisdom, they may be tremendously valuable. Because of this value, this book serves as an introduction to evolutionary psychology contextualized around a particular problem: what does it mean to thrive, and why does it often seem so difficult?


      

        GIVING EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY A CHANCE, GIVING CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY A CHANCE


        I am not here to take sides. I am not on the side of evolution or the side of biblical Christianity, or even on the side of the idea of “sides.” My aim is to pursue understanding and truth. That aim, however, starts with some suppositions. I am convinced that the sciences, at their best, are powerful tools for revealing some truths, but not all. The relevant scientific work currently converges on the idea that we humans have come to be the creatures we are in part through a process of evolution from other species. I am also convinced that the Bible, properly interpreted, reveals critical truths about human nature and purpose and what it means to live a life worth living. The Bible reveals that humans are creatures; that is, they are created beings and created in God’s image. The sciences derive much of their explanatory power from the fact (as I see it) that God created an orderly world and made at least some organisms, human beings, capable of partially and imperfectly glimpsing that order. Importantly, the Bible also reveals that, though some truths can be apprehended intellectually, ultimate truth was embodied by a person: Jesus of Nazareth, wholly human and wholly divine. What it means to perfectly image God and live an abundant, thriving life was captured in the life of Jesus. These are some of my starting points, but you need not share them to profit from this book.


        I am also convinced that when it comes to science, biblical interpretation, and theological reflection, we are bound to get some things wrong. History shows us repeatedly how scientific theories have had to be amended or even discarded. The scientific consensus of one generation passes away, but not usually in its entirety. In psychological science, it was not long ago that many prominent scientists regarded nearly all human behaviors as the product of fairly simple learning mechanisms. As I will explain, psychological science has moved on from this position. We haven’t rejected the importance of basic learning mechanisms, but we have added to and refined the story. Scientific inquiry has shown progress. Less dramatically, biblical interpretation and theological reflections on Scripture have also shown progress. For instance, the idea that God is a unity of three “persons,” Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is not clearly and unambiguously articulated in the Bible but took centuries of theological development after the Bible was written. We even see some change of thinking concerning God’s revelation within the Bible itself. Jesus’ earliest followers, the apostles, initially assumed that any followers of Jesus, even non-Jews, had to adopt Jewish dietary restrictions. We read in the book of Acts how the apostle Peter changes his mind on this matter (see Acts 10). Theological progress happens. For these reasons, I have written this book with the assumption that I have gotten some things wrong and I will eventually change my mind.


        I intend this book for two primary audiences. The first is people who are convinced of the authority of the Bible (properly interpreted) but not convinced that God created humans through a process of evolution from other organisms. If you are in this audience, I ask you to suspend your discomfort with evolution for a bit. I am not going to lay out a case for human evolution; many other books have done that.4 Rather, suppose God did choose to use evolution as a means for making human beings. If this turns out to be true, how could that perspective change how we think about human thriving? Does evolutionary psychology specifically give our theological considerations new support or insights?


        My second audience is people who are convinced that humans have evolved from other species but are not confident that this understanding coheres with the idea that the Bible has valuable insights concerning what it means to live a thriving life. Perhaps you worry that you have to pick sides between evolutionary science and biblical authority. If you are in this audience, I ask you to consider how much more powerful evolutionary psychology is in considering human purpose and the good life when infused with biblical, theological perspectives. Maybe you’ll find that your doubts about Christian theology are not as serious as you once thought.


        Both audiences may wonder how Christian theology and scientific inquiry concerning human thriving can be brought together. It is common to assume, for instance, that the whole point of faith is that you don’t need evidence for it. Faith is believing without evidence, right? Not really. The Christian faith is an evidential one. It hangs on the claim that a real person who really existed led a sinless life and was really executed but really came back from the dead. If that did not really happen, one might still have reason to believe in some kind of God, but Christianity would be false and should be abandoned.5 The point of New Testament books such as the Gospel according to Luke and the Gospel according to John is to give testimony and evidence in support of the reality that Jesus was “God with us,” the Savior of all humanity.


        So a Christian worldview requires evidence but not perfect and comprehensive evidence (if that were even possible). It needs enough evidence to build our faith but not so much as to be a substitute for it. Not all of the evidence is of the typical scientific sort, directly available to the senses of multiple observers and measurable. Some evidence will be personal experience, testimonial, historical, and logical. Nonetheless, the sciences are a sensible place for even Christians to turn for evidence of the elements of a thriving human life. The sciences are tools for seeking understanding that have proven their usefulness over the centuries. It is not unreasonable to suppose that a scientific approach to human thriving will bear fruit too.


        But it may seem that the question is too value-laden for a scientific approach to be of much help. After all, the sciences describe what things are and how they work, why X followed from Y, but they don’t tell us what we should and shouldn’t do. The sciences, including evolutionary psychology, can help us see how things are or have been but not how they ought to be, at least not by themselves. The sciences need a healthy complement of additional philosophical or theological assumptions and considerations before one can conclude, “Therefore, we should . . . ” For this reason, my project is not to leave evolutionary psychology to stand on its own but to consider what evolutionary psychology might teach us, then to combine those insights with additional resources from Christian theology.


      


      

      

        WHY EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY?


        Let me lay bare the logic of this book for each of my two audiences. First, if you are coming to this book with traditional Christian commitments, here is the rationale for our focus on evolutionary psychology:


        

          	

            ■ Humanity has been created by God in His image.


          


          	

            ■ All of humanity, not just one or two individual humans, was created in God’s image, and we know of no other living things that are also God’s image bearers.


          


          	

            ■ God was not arbitrary in designating humans—but not other animals—as created in His image.


          


          	

            ■ Therefore, living well as God’s image bearers has something to do with what makes humans distinct from other animals and how that distinctively human nature may be lived out in various environments.


          


          	

            ■ The sciences that have studied human nature are helpful tools for understanding human nature and how to effectively pursue our created purposes, especially in comparison to other animals—considering both the similarities and the differences.


          


          	

            ■ Evolutionary psychology is one key science that has studied the properties that make humans unique and why, as well as how, human nature interacts with environments.


          


          	

            ■ Therefore, it may be useful for Christians to examine what evolutionary psychologists have discovered concerning human nature in order to more fully articulate a vision of human thriving.


          


        


        Perhaps you are not coming with particularly strong Christian commitments but are more enthusiastic about evolutionary sciences. Then one way to understand the rationale of the book is this:


        

          	

            ■ Thinkers through the ages have commonly considered at least three dimensions of human flourishing or thriving: a life that is happy or feels good; a life that brings about good things, is harmonious, or goes well in relation to other people and one’s context; and a life that is lived well based on certain ethical or moral principles.6


          


          	

            ■ Regardless which of these three dimensions of thriving you wish to emphasize, evolutionary psychology may make a contribution.


            

              	

                ► If one stresses happiness, evolutionary psychology can help us see why some things generally make us happy or are otherwise attractive to us. For instance, happiness responses may have motivated our ancestors to act in ways that improved their fitness. If so, evolutionary psychology may enable us to better understand the contexts in which we are likely to maximize happiness.


              


              	

                ► If one stresses harmony with our situations and surroundings, evolutionary psychology may help us see how our species has found distinctively human solutions to environmental (including social) demands such that, on average, our ancestors led good enough lives to have strong fitness. Indeed, the concept of fitness builds in it the notion of fitting well with the demands in one’s life.


              


              	

                ► If one’s approach to thriving emphasizes living life according to principles about what is right and ethical, it is almost certain that part of those considerations include how they impact the self, other people, and the environment. That is, the consequences of those principles will usually play some role in determining whether they guide a good life or not. Here, too, evolutionary psychology may help by providing evidence and theories that concern the consequences of certain thoughts and actions that humans find themselves drawn toward.


              


            


          


          	

            ■ In all three of these dimensions, some intellectual work has to be undertaken to determine the relationship between thriving and the evolutionary concept of fitness. Nevertheless, exploring the exact nature of the relationship between these two concepts is bound to sharpen one’s thinking on what makes for a thriving life.


          


        


        From either perspective, an exploration of evolutionary psychology and what it can tell us about human nature (and how that nature may have developed in relation to various environmental challenges) will help hone our thinking about what it means for humans to thrive. Consequently, much of this book summarizes what we can learn about human nature via evolutionary theory, especially evolutionary psychology. Only after this summary do I turn to how these insights may inform a Christian understanding of human thriving.


        To sum, this book serves as an introduction to evolutionary psychology by way of exploring human thriving. Though my primary aim is to demonstrate the potential utility of bringing theology and evolutionary psychology together to address this and other important topics, my hope is that you will also be provoked to think anew about what it means to thrive in your own life and in the communities of which you are part.
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  WRESTLING WITH EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY, EMBRACING CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY
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    IT TOOK ME A LONG TIME to get comfortable with the idea of human evolution, let alone evolutionary psychology. I still find myself wincing when people label me an “evolutionary psychologist.” That is not how I identify myself. I am a scholar with training in psychological science, and when evolutionary perspectives are helpful in addressing a particular problem, I try to use them judiciously. But even this measured degree of comfort with evolution and evolutionary psychology has been slow to develop, and I don’t begrudge those who are not sure what they think.


    I grew up in a family that took the Bible’s ability to authoritatively provide insight and direction for our lives very seriously. It was common in my family to talk about what the pastor had just said about this part of the Bible and whether it fit with that other part of the Bible and whether his interpretation was on target. I was also taught early on that the Bible clearly conveys a young earth that was spoken into existence in six literal, twenty-four-hour days several thousand years ago (I even did the calculations myself from biblical genealogies!) and that human evolution was a sinister conspiracy meant to undermine the Bible and God’s sovereignty. I still remember learning a song through a church program that included the lines, “I’m no kin to the monkey. The monkey’s no kin to me. I don’t know about your ancestors but mine didn’t swing from a tree.” I didn’t become comfortable with evolutionary theory until graduate school.


    What made the change? In part, I learned a bit about biblical interpretation through undergraduate courses at Calvin College (now Calvin University). I learned that the churches I grew up in were not merely letting the Scripture speak for itself but were interpreting its words through the lens of a particular tradition that not all sincere and thoughtful Christ-followers shared. Maybe there were other legitimate ways to understand what God meant for us to learn about Him1 and ourselves through the two creation accounts in the book of Genesis and other key passages in the Bible (e.g., Job and the Psalms).


    I also discovered that I was approaching evolutionary theory from a position of fear: I was afraid of what it might mean for certain theological convictions I held. A zoology professor, while compassionately affirming the concerns shared by those of us from more conservative backgrounds, helped us see that if God said He made humans in His image, then He created us in His image, whether He used a process of evolution or a special single action. And even if humans evolved gradually, this did not change the fact that at some point they were in a position to have a relationship with God but also able to reject that relationship and become subject to sin—a condition that continues to plague humanity and from which we need God to rescue us. That is, I came to see that my fears were giving evolutionary theory more power to demolish Christian theology than it deserved to have.


    Even when I became comfortable with human evolution, I was not so sure about evolutionary psychology. At first acquaintance, evolutionary psychology can look suspect. Its most sensational studies seem to simplify human behavior to strategies for making babies. It is easy to gloss evolutionary psychology as a reduction of human behavior to genes or ignoble instincts, a deflation of the differences between us and other animals, or an inflation of the differences between people of different ancestral lineages. And if male and female behavior really is all about making babies, if we really are just vehicles driven around by particular genes, if our evolved genes are the real story, or if genes cause human group differences, then doesn’t evolutionary psychology provide intellectual cover for sexism and racism?


    No. First impressions can be misleading. Evolutionary psychology, particularly as it has matured in the last decade, is not fairly characterized as sex-crazed or fixated on humans as nothing but genes, and it certainly cannot be easily used to support devaluing others on the basis of their sex or race. But I understand if you associate evolutionary psychology with these unsavory ideas, as I did. Sex and controversy sell, and they have been used to sell evolutionary psychology.


    

      Humans have evolved from previou conditions and even previous species and bear the marks of that past.


    


    Evolutionary psychology is the scientific study of human thought (including feelings), relationships, and behaviors that grounds its work in the claim that humans living today are the way they are in large part because of past selective pressures working on human ancestors. That is, humans have evolved from previous conditions and even previous species and bear the marks of that past. From that perspective, many otherwise puzzling or inexplicable features of human thought, relationships, and behaviors become more understandable.


    For instance, we may wonder why humans seem to be so strongly attracted to doughnuts. Why do doughnuts taste so good to most of us even though too many can make us feel unwell and, over time, damage our health? If it is true that humans have the tastes they do to solve problems that our ancestors faced, it could be that our attraction to things that taste sweet and have a high fat content evolved at a time when obtaining sweet or fatty things was hard work and intermittent but carried an important nutritional payoff. Sweet things like fruits are high in valuable vitamins, but picking berries can be laborious and lead to lots of cuts and scratches (depending on the type of berry). Berries and fruits are also targeted by many other animals and can spoil quickly. Fatty things, like animal fats or nuts, can require a lot of work to obtain and lots of preparation to eat safely and may be available only sporadically, but they may be necessary for proper brain development. So our ancestors needed strong motivation to put in the hard work or face the risks necessary to obtain these kinds of foods and, perhaps, eat a lot in short periods of time.


    Those of our ancestors who liked sweet and fatty things better than their peers were more motivated and more rewarded and, as a result, survived and reproduced better than their peers who didn’t care about sweet or fatty foods. Gradually, our ancestors’ population as a whole became more attracted to sweets and fats. We are descended from that population. If this account is (roughly) right, we have a better understanding of why doughnuts taste so yummy to us and why they may be so hard to resist. Doughnuts exploit our nature. Of course, offering a plausible-sounding story isn’t enough. The science requires gathering evidence that corroborates or challenges such an account and rules out alternative competing accounts, and that is what evolutionary psychologists and their colleagues in neighboring scientific disciplines do.


    As a subdiscipline that considers how humans (and human ancestors) have interacted with their environments over eons, evolutionary psychology may be especially well-suited for considering what it means for humans to thrive or flourish. Evolutionary perspectives can help us see what is commonly taken as evidence of thriving in any species, such as growing up, staying alive, and having babies, and also how humans seem to solve problems in characteristically human ways. If we want an account of human thriving, it may be helpful to look at how humans are distinct from other animals. Evolutionary psychology can help us make such comparisons.


    Nevertheless, thriving cannot simply be collapsed to long lives and successful reproduction. These properties may be indicators of what evolutionary scientists call fitness, but fitness is not the same as thriving. Fitness is the degree to which an organism can successfully survive and reproduce in its particular environment. It is not hard to imagine a future scenario in which humans have created societies of human clones that serve as slave labor for a small ruling class but that also live a long time and continue to grow in population. This would be a society marked by fitness but not a society of thriving people.


    Similarly, thanks to human selective breeding and agribusiness systems, the descendants of Southeast Asian jungle fowl—what we call chickens—now are more numerous than they could ever have been left to their own devices. But are chickens in barns in a greater state of thriving than jungle fowl? Perhaps some are, but it isn’t so obvious. Fitness is not the same as thriving.


    I want to reserve the concept of thriving as a synonym for flourishing, suggesting some kind of good and full life, a life well lived and properly enjoyed, a life that has a positive impact on its surrounding.2 Whereas fitness is a concept scientists use descriptively concerning what is or has been the case, I want to use thriving as a prescriptive concept of what should or ought to be the case. To do so, I must add to the science.


    

      SOME CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY TO GET US STARTED


      Conventional Christian theology converges on a few ideas that will factor importantly in my attempt to integrate evolutionary psychology and theology around the notion of human thriving.


      Imago Dei. First, humans are created by God in God’s image (imago Dei). According to tradition, this state of being created in God’s image is not shared with any other animal on earth, so humans are unique in this regard. Thus theologians commonly treat the ideas of imago Dei and human uniqueness as closely related. Living into this status as imago Dei and recognizing it as one’s purpose or telos may be key to thriving as a human.3 Because the scientific study of human properties in comparison with those of other existing animals has much to say about human uniqueness, unsurprisingly, theologians have begun considering human uniqueness and the imago Dei in connection with relevant sciences.4


      The perfect humanness of Jesus. The Christian church almost universally affirms that Jesus Christ was fully divine but also fully human. Indeed, Jesus most perfectly lived out what it means to image God. Jesus most perfectly lived out his life’s purpose and best demonstrated what it means to thrive. Furthermore, humans are called to use him as an example for how to live. For instance, the apostle Paul encouraged the Corinthians to imitate him (Paul) insofar as he was imitating Jesus (1 Corinthians 11:1). Likewise, in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he calls on his readers to imitate God and provides Jesus’ example to imitate (Ephesians 5:1-2). This theme appears repeatedly throughout the New Testament (e.g., 1 John 2; 1 Peter 2). Thus an important part of what it means to thrive—to become what God created us to become—is to imitate Jesus’ life in relevant ways. Jesus is a guidepost for thriving.


      

        Jesus most perfectly lived out his life’s purpose and best demonstrated what it means to thrive.


      


      The help of community: the church. Jesus surrounded himself with a community of followers who were attempting to imitate him in loving God and loving others. These followers became the foundation of the church. The global church refers to the worldwide community of Christ-followers, but it is also visible in a local community of Christ-followers. The Bible refers to the universal or global church as both the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12) and the bride of Christ (2 Corinthians 11; Ephesians 5; Revelation 19), two metaphors emphasizing the intimacy the church should have with Jesus. Like its individual members, the church as a whole and any given local church should conform to Jesus’ purposes and resemble him. I argue that a church thrives as much as it promotes the thriving of those who compose it and collectively promote the mission the church has been given by Jesus: advancing God’s kingdom.


      The mission of the church: advancing God’s kingdom. A pivotal component of Christian theology is the idea that God deliberately, intentionally created the world. It is God’s world first and foremost. God has, however, given the world—particularly humanity—freedom to align with God’s kingship or reject God’s rightful rule and direction for the world. In big and little ways humans have chosen their own direction, their own sense of what is good and right, over God’s. God has not, however, given up on the world. God pursues us to restore us to our proper place in the created order and to bring all of creation back into alignment under divine rule, a creation characterized by love, service, and care. Jesus taught that he came to serve God in advancing God’s kingdom, and it is the role of his followers, the church, to do likewise. That is, the church is to advance God’s kingdom. That is its purpose or telos. The church thrives by advancing the kingdom of God to include all of creation.


    


    

    

      THE THESIS IN BRIEF


      With these theological points in mind, I can offer a brief synopsis of my view of what it means for humans to thrive. Human thriving is becoming what God has created us each to become, to live into our purpose(s).5 God has created us as imago Dei, as bearers of God’s image, and so the more closely we image God, the more we thrive.6 God created and selected humans to be His image bearers—to reflect Him in the world—in part because of special features that humans alone have the potential to actualize. Evolutionary psychology helps us see what human nature is, which helps us see what distinctively human thriving is. Humans have three interacting clusters of distinctive capacities: being very social in some interesting ways, having an unparalleled capacity to acquire and share information with each other, and possessing an unusual ability to willfully control themselves. These three groups of features make humans the only animals alive today that can image God by exercising His reign over the rest of creation and, most importantly, the only animals that can truly and deeply love God and love each other.


      Jesus showed us how this imaging is done better than anyone. In Colossians 1:15 we read that Jesus “is the image of the invisible God,” and Hebrews 1:3 asserts that Jesus “reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature.” Thus, the more we imitate Jesus (in the relevant respects), the more we image God well and we thrive. Jesus established a community of followers—the church—to work together in individually imitating him and collectively participating in the kingdom of God. So as social beings we are aided in our thriving by being part of a thriving local community of Christ-followers that is part of a thriving global church. The church, locally or globally, is thriving when it is becoming what God created it to be: a community that equips its members in advancing the kingdom of God such that all of creation will become what God created it to be. Thriving, then, from this theological perspective is a series of rings, like a bull’s-eye: the individual imitating Christ at the center surrounded by various sizes of communities. The more closely our various communities of relationships resemble what a Jesus-oriented community is supposed to be, the easier it will be for us to each hit the target as individuals and thrive. Our potential for thriving increases, then, when the communities we are part of also move closer to Jesus and center on his example.


      This view of human thriving is directional.7 To thrive is to move toward becoming the person you were created to be, to approach who it is God wants you to be. But this simple formulation hides some important complexity. Because our thriving is not isolated from the world around us and because our thriving is, in part, to love others well, our thriving must be reciprocal with others and generative. That is, we thrive when we help others around us thrive, when we improve the conditions for others’ thriving. How we naturally fit into the environment around us—social and otherwise—is part of the recipe for thriving.


      

        To thrive is to move toward becoming the person you were created to be, to approach who it is God wants you to be.


      


      Evolutionary psychology teaches us an important lesson that informs these claims: one of the distinctive features of humans is the degree to which we solve fitness problems by changing our environment around us, our niche. Like other animals, we humans change our behavior to meet the demands of our niche, but to an extent that is unparalleled we also change our niche to make it more accommodating to our desired behaviors.


      And yet our remarkable ability to change our environments to solve today’s fitness challenges can create new problems for us and our offspring for which our nature may not be terribly well-suited. For instance, we humans have formed cities teeming with machines to make it easier to cooperate with each other to share food, medicine, housing, and other good things. But one byproduct is noise. The World Health Organization has linked environmental noise exposure to heart disease, sleep disturbance, cognitive impairments, irritability, attention difficulties, and other mental health risks. These links may be largely correlational (and therefore could be caused by factors other than noise), but many of them plausibly follow from being constantly bombarded by noise levels our physiology and psychology are not naturally equipped to handle.8


      Food allergies may represent a similar problem. Food allergies are on the rise, especially in industrialized or postindustrialized societies. Why would we suddenly—through no genetic change—begin to form potentially deadly allergies to our foods?9 A leading theory, which I was told by my allergist some years ago, is that the part of our immune system that used to handle invading parasites such as tiny roundworms now has too little to do because of the abundance of clean water and our removal from natural ecosystems. So we have managed to address one fitness problem—parasitic disease—but the result is that our natural mechanisms for fighting parasites mistake peanuts, eggs, and wheat for dangerous intruders. Our nature mis-fits with our new environments, so now we have a new problem to solve in order to thrive.


      The trick seems to be, how can we thrive in the environment we live in without changing it so much that those who come after us struggle to thrive? Imagine a group of children at a lake, standing on a dock. A little way from the dock is a large inflatable raft. The game is to jump to the raft. You watch as the boldest kids jump from the dock onto the raft one by one. But then you notice something. With each jump, the raft drifts a little farther away from the dock, making it harder for the next child to make the jump. Soon, children can’t make the jump anymore but land in the water just before the raft and have to clamber up onto it, pushing it still farther away, making it even harder for the subsequent children to reach it.


      A particular challenge for humans, because of the kind of animal we are, is not to let our pursuit of thriving be like this game. Our thriving should not place undue burdens on others; that is not loving others well. How, then, do we traverse the gap—the gap between our nature and the demands of our environment—such that we do not make the gap wider for others? Or have we already created such a huge gap between our nature and our environment over the ages that we need to narrow it to facilitate thriving? A central point of this book is to demonstrate that placing evolutionary psychology in the service of Christian theology is a promising strategy for making progress in answering these questions.


      The idea of using evolutionary psychology as a tool for theological inquiry may strike you as peculiar or even outrageous. I ask you to give me a chance to make the case. Much of the heat around evolutionary psychology has arisen not because of the science itself but because of extra baggage that some scholars have packed in with it, baggage I am happy to leave behind. As in every new and rapidly growing intellectual area, evolutionary psychology is checkered with missteps and excesses. Nevertheless, behind the occasional grandstanding of its advocates, there are some basic assumptions that should resonate with Bible-affirming Christians. Evolutionary psychology, like traditional Christianity, emphasizes an ancient common human nature that binds us all together regardless of ethnicity, nationality, or social class. It also resonates with creation theology’s insistence that humans are creatures and not gods; we share a basic kinship with other creatures under God’s sovereignty. We, too, are dust of the earth, but fearfully and wonderfully made. Furthermore, both Christian theology and evolutionary psychology have spent a fair amount of time exploring what makes humans distinctive or even unique among the creatures. As I will explain further, we see remarkable convergence on the details of human distinctiveness in evolutionary psychology and Christianity. My aim, however, is not to argue for the harmony between evolutionary psychology and a biblical Christian faith, but to demonstrate it by showing the utility in bringing the two together around a topic that should concern us all: What does it mean to thrive?


      Humans are attempting to thrive in contemporary contexts with Stone Age minds. The speed with which our ancestors changed the world was greater than the speed with which our psychology evolved to keep up with those changes. This mismatch between our psychological natures and the environments in which many of us find ourselves is a big part of why thriving seems so hard even if surviving is easy. And we have not stopped creating gaps. We are continuing to change our environments and, thus, perpetually having to mind the gap.
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2

WHAT IS THRIVING?
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I CONFESS THAT I AM SUSPICIOUS OF PEOPLE who try to sell me things, even when they are health care providers. When a long string of dentists over the years suggested that I ought to have braces to straighten out my crowded teeth, I politely declined, thinking someone else could make their boat payments. In more recent years when a dentist would ask if I had considered braces or newer technologies for my teeth, I asked whether it was medically necessary or just cosmetic. I could live with an ugly mouth if it worked fine. Last year, a dentist finally persuaded me that I needed work on my mouth before my teeth started fracturing or I developed problems with my gums. So, here I am, a middle-aged man wearing braces on his teeth. I have joined what is rapidly becoming a majority of Americans who need orthodontics. But that raises a question: Why would even a large minority of people need something to fix a part of us that is so critical for basic survival? Shouldn’t we naturally grow teeth and jaws that work properly? Our ancestors didn’t need braces, so why do we?

In researching for and writing this book, not only did I acquire braces; I also found a possible answer to these questions. In their book Jaws: The Story of a Hidden Epidemic, orthodontist Sandra Kahn and biologist Paul Ehrlich make the case that a number of cultural changes, especially since the industrial revolution, have led to a weakening and shrinking of human jaws, leading to crowded and unhealthy teeth in an increasing number of people. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors rarely had impacted wisdom teeth that needed yanked or crowded front teeth. Why? The factors are numerous and interacting, but one key is the relatively soft, easy-to-eat processed food that now makes up most of our diets, particularly in early childhood. We no longer have to grow up carefully chewing and swallowing tough meats, fibrous vegetables, nuts, seeds, and grains. Sophisticated tools, machines, and cooking devices have given our jaws a rest, so they grow up weak and narrow. Our genes haven’t changed; the cultural environment we grow up in has changed, and that has led to biological differences that have implications on our health.

This dynamic captures a central point in this book. Human efforts to address basic challenges of surviving and thriving sometimes change the context in which subsequent generations have to figure out how to survive and thrive. The changes to our cultural or physical environment can be great enough to create new, unintended challenges for the humans who come after us, particularly challenges during childhood. One generation’s innovation—like soft foods—creates unforeseen obstacles for the thriving of subsequent generations, such as the need for artificial and expensive gadgets in the mouth to move the teeth and jaws where they would have been had another problem not been fixed. We see this pattern again and again, and that is why, in spite of massive improvements in terms of human well-being on some measures, we still face a number of enormous challenges. Solving one obstacle for thriving eventually creates a new one. A robust sense of thriving, then, includes a sense of an individual’s current condition but also recognizes how humans interact with a particular context.

Thrive and thriving have become popular buzzwords in contemporary American culture. For instance, at this writing, the medical group Kaiser Permanente uses “Thrive” as the tagline for its medical services. Similarly, my church offers “Thrive” programs aimed at helping people with addiction and similar obstacles that hinder them from becoming who God has created them to be. Physical and psychological health may be an aspect of thriving, but is that all there is to having a full, rich, and abundant life? Is being healthy all there is to thriving? If that were the case, we would expect the dramatic improvement in medical care and nutrition over the past century to be accompanied by a corresponding improvement in human thriving. However, problems with suicide, violence, cheating, anxiety, and related disorders are on the rise, and there does not seem to be a dramatic increase in individuals’ sense of well-being. As good as it is to be physically and psychologically healthy, I believe that thriving is more than being well or being less miserable. Our life’s purpose is not just to be healthy.

In fact, perhaps you have known someone who was not remarkably healthy but seemed to be thriving. To take one example, I once knew a man who was middle-aged, overweight, unfit, balding, not wealthy, single, slightly deformed, blind, and thriving. He delighted in life and his interactions with others, and he brought tremendous joy to others through his genuine care for them and his gratitude to God for life’s small wonders. Thriving is not simply being well or having no difficulties. Sometimes people thrive even if they’re diseased or disordered because they use those challenges as a step toward becoming who they are fully meant to be.

Thriving is not simply being well or having no difficulties.


What, then, is thriving? I suggest that, at least in part, thriving concerns a process of becoming who one is meant to be. Perhaps we can gain additional insight by considering nonhuman cases that appear analogous to human thriving.

Have you ever seen a Siberian husky run on a bright, cool day? You can practically see the joy on its face as it does what it was bred to do. The husky is realizing its purpose for life—what it is meant to be. The husky’s telos (Greek for “direction” or “purpose”)—the reason humans have selectively bred them—is to be a helper for humans. Specifically, they are bred to run, pull sleds, and protect and warm their humans in cool climates. Contrast that image with a husky on a hot summer day in Southern California as it is forced to walk slowly beside its human caretaker. Its countenance is slightly bowed and deflated, its mouth agape, tongue lying limply out one side of its mouth. This contrast suggests that an individual husky shows signs of thriving when it can run and pull and be near its human in a setting appropriate to its physiology. These features are part of the individual dimension of the husky’s thriving.

As pack animals, huskies also have a collective dimension to thriving. Huskies are meant to be part of a team of dogs that collaborate to pull a sled swiftly and surely, keeping their humans and each other safe in the process. The whole team can be characterized as thriving when it is functioning the way it is supposed to in order to fulfill its end purpose. A single husky that runs, pulls, and protects its human well is showing individual thriving, but it may or may not be part of a dog team and thus may or may not be part of the team’s thriving. In a similar way, humans, as intensely social animals created to be in community with each other, have both individual and collective or communal dimensions to their thriving.

As the case of the husky suggests, my treatment of thriving begins with the assumption that it is a dynamic expression of becoming what one is supposed to be, fulfilling one’s purpose. A big part of my inspiration comes from Christian theology, which affirms that we humans, individually and collectively, have a purpose for our existence. Unlike, say, the carefully cultivated Christmas tree that can once and for all fulfill its purpose as a beautiful holiday decoration, humans have much more rich and complex purposes that cannot always be completely fulfilled in this lifetime. I affirm, then, that a thriving, abundant life is characterized by the movement toward and approximation of fulfilling our purpose, of moving toward who God created us to be.1

In addition to individual and collective dimensions, thriving also has “right-now” and “not-yet-but-becoming” dimensions. Even though Christmas trees and huskies can be said to be thriving because of how well they approximate fulfilling their purposes at any given moment, development is still required for them to fully realize their purpose in this life. A four-month-old husky puppy can show natural potential for becoming a good sled dog, eager to run as part of a pack and eager to please its human, but its limited size, strength, and expertise make it unable to function as a successful part of a sled team. Nevertheless, the husky puppy may be said to be thriving because it is showing the right signs of becoming what it is supposed to be. The more mature it becomes, the more it will show signs not just of becoming but of actually being an awesome sled dog. Humans, too, can show early signs of being the people we were created to be and also evince that we are moving toward our full purpose. Thus, thriving has both dimensions of right-now and not-yet-but-becoming.

Becoming what one is meant to be, or thriving, for any species is worked out in relation to that species’ nature, including its telos. The husky thrives in the fullness of its husky-ness, what it means to be fully husky. If thriving involves approaching the fullness of one’s nature, we need an account of what constitutes human nature.


HUMAN NATURE

Generally, human nature refers to the distinguishing characteristics of humans, but defining nature is fraught with difficulty, particularly when it is contrasted with nurture or culture. Many people think of nature as a kind of genetic or biological code that determines some aspects of who we are, whereas nurture, including enculturation and learning, determines other aspects. However, the nature-nurture distinction crumbles upon scientific scrutiny. Part of human nature is to nurture and be nurtured, and part of it is to be social and cultural; that is, humans are born into and develop in interaction with others who have their own particular diet, language, customs, and values. Nevertheless, it still seems that some common features of what it means to be human transcend individual and group differences in culture—there is still purchase to the concept of a “nature” that binds humanity together. To capture the idea that typical humans will develop in predictable ways, I adopt a particular sense of nature derived from philosopher Robert McCauley’s discussion of various types of natural features.2

McCauley notes that essentially all humans of all cultures become very good at certain ways of thinking and acting. For instance, as a matter of ordinary development, humans become fluent in at least one language. Typically, humans do not have to consciously consider how to construct sentences, conjugate verbs, or select words in their native language—we simply speak. In an important sense, speaking a native language is natural. Native language use is characterized by fluency, automaticity, and ease. The same could be said for numerous other abilities such as seeing, hearing, walking, grasping objects, and reading emotional states from people’s faces. Under normal conditions, these activities do not require conscious attention; we humans can just do them. McCauley observes, too, that of these abilities that become natural in the sense of fluency, automaticity, and ease, a large share of them seem to develop without the use of specific artifacts (i.e., human-made things) and without explicit instruction. Unlike riding a bicycle, walking does not require any artifacts and we do not explicitly instruct our children in how to do it. Unlike writing, fluency in one’s native language does not require any particular artifacts or explicit instruction. McCauley also notes that these natural ways of thinking and acting are the sort of thing that typically develop very early in life, and if they do not develop, parents are likely to seek medical attention for their child. If a child is five years old and not speaking fluently, we grow concerned. If a child is five years old and has not become an accomplished writer, even after hundreds of hours of lessons and practice, sane parents will not rush to their family physician.

To summarize, McCauley suggests that some capacities and abilities may be maturationally natural,3 as identified by the following features:


	■ They are characterized by fluency, automaticity, and ease.


	■ They develop early in life, typically during the preschool years.


	■ They do not require direct, explicit instruction to acquire.


	■ They do not require particular artifacts to acquire.


	■ Their absence creates concern about an underlying medical problem.




These maturationally natural capacities will be present in nearly all members of any cultural group and common across essentially all cultural groups. For the sake of our purposes here, I will simply refer to maturationally natural features of humans as “natural” and consider them part of human nature, even if they may not be necessary for or exhaust human nature. My task here is not to exhaustively demarcate what human nature is or essentialize what it means to be human. Rather, I am using the available science to serve as a pointer concerning the characteristic ways in which human nature is typically manifested in this life. By no means does it follow that someone with a developmental disorder or who has suffered injury or illness is not human or deserving of basic human rights and respect. Nevertheless, our appropriate concern with the full range of manifest humanity should not lead us to ignore the fact that there are typical ways humanity is expressed that, from an evolutionary perspective, have come about in part because of their service to our ancestors in solving certain types of problems.
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