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Introduction

The Rewards of Catholicism

IN HIS APOSTOLIC EXHORTATION “THE Joy of the Gospel,” Pope Francis beckoned Catholics to proudly bring the good news of Catholicism to as many who will listen. He did not call upon Catholics to be callous salesmen, or to triumphantly wear their religion on their sleeves; rather, he asked them to challenge the “secularist rationalism” and the radical individualism that it entails. To be successful, we must provide an alternative, and there is no better tonic for our age than the good news that Catholicism offers. That is why the Holy Father exhorted us not to allow the Church to be reduced to “the sphere of the private and the personal.” He wants a public, full-throated exercise of religion.1 There is much to Catholicism that needs to be trumpeted.

The greatest joy that Catholicism offers is the prospect of achieving salvation; its teachings provide a veritable road map to heaven. There are other benefits, as well, residual rewards such as good health and happiness. All total, Catholicism offers the best guide to achieving health, happiness, and heaven.

“Americans who are the most religious have the highest wellbeing” (his emphasis). That is the principal conclusion that Gallup editor in chief Frank Newport came to in his book God Is Alive and Well.2 He is not alone in this finding. Importantly, not only are the most religious the most likely to be healthy and happy; there is an impressive body of research on priests and nuns, particularly on cloistered nuns, that shows just how true this finding is. While much of the data on religion and well-being are true for those across religions, and are not unique to Catholics, this book focuses on the ways Catholicism impacts well-being.

It is not as though the clergy and the religious steer their lives to achieve health and happiness—their mission, and their actions, are oriented toward serving God and serving those in need—but there are certain positive by-products to their efforts. And when it comes to reaching heaven, even atheists will concede that altruistic behaviors and charitable giving are promising signs; very religious people, studies show, are the most likely to be altruistic and charitable.

It is not hard to come by evidence that shows religion to be integrally tied to well-being and self-giving, but attempts to explain why are sorely lacking. The purpose of this book is to examine what I call the Three B’s of Catholicism—beliefs, boundaries, and bonds—which in turn leads to achieving the Three H’s—health, happiness, and heaven. Its central contention is profoundly countercultural: It is not the abandonment of constraint that liberates; it is its rational embrace. What we get in return—it is quite a dividend—is the greater likelihood of realizing the Three H’s. By contrast, the dominant culture, which is increasingly materialistic, casts limitations on behavior as being suspect at best, and nefarious at worst. What that vision yields, however, is not at all endearing. The evidence is decisive: when it comes to the attainment of health, happiness, and heaven, there is a clear Catholic advantage.

“Many religions,” Newport writes, “either explicitly or implicitly promote norms of behavior that are in turn associated with higher wellbeing and healthy behaviors.”3 Newport and I are both sociologists, so when we refer to “higher wellbeing” we are speaking about an overall sense of satisfaction that people have with their lives; we are not talking about some Platonic state. The term “healthy behaviors” refers to conduct that is associated with living longer, and to lifestyle choices that are not destructive to our physical or mental condition.

Beliefs and bonds are tied to these outcomes, but it is the role of boundaries that matters most in this regard: those who see boundaries as stifling are more likely to engage in risky behaviors, making for unhealthy and unhappy outcomes. Those who greet every limitation on their freedom as an unfair burden are the most likely to break norms—the rules of society that are commonly agreed to as a condition of civility. This is as unhealthy for the individual as it is destructive to society. For example, whether the behavior is driving too fast, or taking drugs, the social price tag is high. Fortunately, our Judeo-Christian heritage has many resources to draw on; the wisdom inherent in the Ten Commandments, for instance, cannot be surpassed. Add to this the bountiful resources that Catholicism has to offer—it has explicit teachings on the necessity of maintaining boundaries—and the result is a veritable guide to good living.

Newport stresses the importance of belief. “Religions by definition include a belief in God or a higher power: That belief can provide comfort, surcease from sorrow, and inner spiritual calmness.”4 Those who are not religious have never been able to find a secular counterpart to the role religion plays in dealing with adversity. There is a reason why the old adage “There is no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole” is commonly cited: there is much truth to it. Of course, even the faithful have been known to surge toward God when they are crying out for help, so this phenomenon is hardly unique to nonbelievers. But at least believers have something palpable to repair to when crisis strikes.

“Active participation in a religious community provides individuals with friends, fellow worshippers, social networks, and social support,” Newport writes.5 This explanation shows the importance of bonds. Another ancient proverb, “No man is an island,” carries great truth: God did not mean for us to be alone. The physical and mental benefits that accrue from enmeshing ourselves in communities are formidable. Religious communities, more than others, provide a steady and reliable network of social relationships that its participants can draw on—they act as a buffer to adversity. In this regard, the communal appeal of Catholicism is central. It is indeed illustrative of the fact that bonds matter: they matter especially for the achievement of health and happiness.

Those who are religious vary considerably in the intensity of their convictions; they range from the serious-minded to the lukewarm. At the other end of the spectrum are agnostics and atheists. Agnostics are not certain whether God exists; atheists are sure he doesn’t. Then there are those who do not practice any religion, but who nonetheless fail to identify with agnostics or atheists.

While there are important differences between these three sectors, they all share a secular vision: they believe that the best society is one that strongly limits the role of religion. By definition, they are the least likely to embrace the first of the Three B’s, namely beliefs. Less obvious is their comparatively weak commitment to bonds and boundaries. This will be explained in detail; it has much to do with their penchant for individualism. Consequently, as we shall see, they are also the least likely to achieve the Three H’s.

Therefore, two models will be presented: the Catholic vision and the secular vision. But we need to illustrate these models with personal examples. The examples chosen reflect “ideal types.” The great sociologist Max Weber devised this methodological tool so that comparisons could be made. By ideal he did not mean the best; he simply meant that the subject matter under discussion would be presented in its purest, and most accentuated, form. It is with this understanding that saints, priests, and nuns are being presented as the Catholic model. This does not mean that all the saints were walking pillars of purity; many were just the opposite in their early years. Nor does it mean that all priests and nuns have successfully embodied the teachings of Christ. It simply means that as a whole, when compared to other segments of society, they are a useful index of Catholicism in practice.

The secular model is best represented by intellectuals and Hollywood celebrities. Intellectuals are not a monolithic group: the ones under discussion in this book do not include the great theologians or contemporary scholars steeped in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The intellectuals that are illustrative of the secular model reflect a materialist worldview, as exemplified by Enlightenment writers. They reject traditional moral values, are disdainful of God, and are utopian in thought. Similarly, celebrities are not a uniform group: the ones depicted in this book are known for their hedonistic lives, hostility to conventional norms, and penchant for self-indulgence. While intellectuals and celebrities may seem to have little in common, the ones under consideration place a high value on individualism. For intellectuals, their individualism is manifested by their egotism; for celebrities, it is exhibited by their narcissism. In other words, they have practically nothing in common with saints, priests, and nuns.

The Catholic advantage over the secular model should not be interpreted as an argument against all matters secular. To be specific, the Founders crafted a secular government, one that has served us well. But they also cherished a strong religion-friendly culture. No contradiction there. Indeed, they knew that by crafting a secular form of government they would preempt the problems inherent in a theocratic state. But they also knew, as John Adams put it, that the Constitution was made “only for a moral and a religious people.”6 The secular model, as explained in this book, has nothing to do with our form of government—no one save extremists wants a theocracy—it has to do with religion’s devaluation.

Catholic beliefs stem from the realization that God matters; secularists hold that God does not matter. Bonds are important to Catholics, and indeed Catholicism’s communitarian elements are defining; on the other hand, secularism prizes individualism. Boundaries in Catholic thought are not inimical to freedom; for example, the imperative “Thou Shalt Not” is not reflexively seen as unfair or oppressive; secularists find boundaries constraining. By contrasting Catholicism and secularism on the Three B’s, we are able to see how their exercise affects the prospects of achieving the Three H’s.

Religious Profile of Americans

ALTHOUGH THERE HAS BEEN MUCH talk about how diverse the United States has become, almost 80 percent of Americans are still Christian (Catholics are about 25 percent of the population). Astonishingly, as Newport discloses, 95 percent of all those Americans who identify with a religion are Christian! He is very precise about this. “Let me repeat these two numbers: 80% of all Americans are Christians, and 95% of all Americans who have a religion are Christian” (his emphasis).7 By any index, Americans are very much a religious people. Overall, as Newport notes, more than 90 percent believe in God.

Approximately 40 percent of Americans say religion is an important part of their life; these are the “very religious,” the ones who also attend church (or synagogue or mosque) on a weekly basis. A 2012 survey by the Pew Forum showed that the rest of the population is roughly split between those who occasionally attend church (they see religion as playing at least some role in their life) and those who are not religious.8

This last segment is the most diverse of the three: about half of these “nonreligious” persons still go to church, albeit infrequently, and almost all of them believe in God; the other half, about 16 percent of the population, never attend church. Those who do not attend church constitute the “nones”; when asked about their religious affiliation, they say they have none. But most of them are neither agnostic nor atheist, and a slight majority still believe in God. Indeed, agnostics are only 3.3 percent of the population and atheists are a mere 2.4 percent. To show how few hard-core agnostics and atheists there are, consider that 13 percent of these two segments still attend church on a monthly or yearly basis.9

The majority of the “nones” are men (the Irish are overrepresented).10 Their disaffection with religion stems from many factors, ranging from indifference to anger; high-profiled cases of rank hypocrisy among the clergy has pushed many away from institutionalized religion. Moreover, they are disproportionately drawn from the ranks of the young. While a third of adults under thirty have no religious affiliation, history shows that getting married and having a family brings many of them home; once the kids come along, most parents become more conservative than they were previously, rekindling an interest in the positive aspects of their religious upbringing. It is also true that since the 1960s, two-thirds of the baby boomers stopped going to church, at least for a while; half have returned, although mostly to nonconventional religious associations such as Scientology and Zen (look for many of them to find their way back to their religious home now that they have reached their senior years).

Politically speaking, the “nones” are much more liberal than most Americans, especially on such moral issues as abortion and same-sex marriage; most of them belong to the Democratic Party.11 It is significant, especially given the thesis of this book, that agnostics and atheists are the most left-wing segment of the “nones” (and of the population as a whole). What they lack in numbers, they make up for in clout: nonbelievers disproportionately occupy the command centers in our culture.

Although few Americans are truly agnostic or atheist, the cultural impact that secular-minded intellectuals have is enormous. There is an avalanche of data showing that those in the media, the arts, the academy, the entertainment industry, and the publishing profession are disproportionately in the nonbelieving camp. Their effect on the way we think about political, economic, social, and cultural issues is profound. Their secular vision is not universally embraced, and indeed many are resistant to it, but it is the dominant strain in our culture. We can reject it, but we cannot avoid it.

Notwithstanding the fact that there are important differences between saints, priests, and nuns, generalizations about them can be made without fear of misunderstanding. The same is not true of intellectuals and celebrities. The pages that follow identify the subsets among these two groups that are under discussion.

Atheist Intellectuals

ATHEIST INTELLECTUALS ARE NOT ONLY convinced that they are the smartest person in the room—they are so sure of their mental prowess that they don’t need God. Too often our brainy writers and professors smugly look down their noses at believers. It wasn’t always this way: not only were most of the greatest minds in history persons of faith; even those who were not believers did not hold those who were in contempt. While atheists have always existed, they were few in number until modern times. Even today, atheism is rare around the world. More than 30 countries report no atheists, and in only 12 of 238 countries do atheists make up 5 percent or more of the population.12 But their numbers belie their influence, which is considerable, especially in the West.

The Enlightenment, roughly from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, saw the ascent of atheism and its grip on intellectuals throughout Europe. Marx held that religion was the “opiate of the masses.” Christianity, Nietzsche said, was for women and the weak. Like many intellectuals, he could not simply walk away from God—he had to trash him. Indeed, he was obsessed with Christianity, seeing in it everything he hated. His inflated ego allowed him to call himself “the Crucified One,” a fitting term for a man who thought of himself as the Superman. This kind of arrogance is characteristic of many atheist intellectuals.13

Atheist intellectuals are fond of probing the consciousness of the faithful, wondering what it is that makes them tick. Why do they believe in God? What is it about believers that explains their need for religion?

One man who turned the tables on atheist intellectuals is Paul Vitz. He spent much of his professional career as a professor of psychology at New York University; he is also a practicing Catholic. Vitz subjected them to psychological analysis. To be exact, he did an in-depth study of prominent atheist intellectuals searching for a common thread, an explanatory variable that accounts for their stance. After scouring their biographies, he concluded that most of these well-known and influential atheists suffered from what he calls “the defective father.”

In one way or another, Vitz found, the relationship these atheists had with their father was deformed. In some cases, their father died when they were young; often their father abandoned them; for those whose father was present, he was “obviously weak, cowardly, and unworthy of respect”; or he was abusive, psychologically, sexually, or physically. In all cases, the father’s authority was missing or severely compromised.14

The “defective father” syndrome entails an animus to authority and a strong penchant for individualism. No wonder they can’t be told anything—they refuse to answer to anyone. The slide to atheism, then, is not difficult: to acknowledge God is to accept a subordinate position, a condition that may be attractive to the masses, but not to those who think they know better. This rebellious characteristic is more often associated with males, so it makes sense to learn that the ranks of atheists are overwhelmingly composed of men. In a survey of 350 members of the American Association for the Advancement of Atheism, it was found that 325 were men. Among those who became atheists at a young age, half lost one or both of their parents before they turned twenty. They also report overall feelings of unhappiness, a finding that is all too common in studies of atheists.15

The radical individualism and rebelliousness that mark atheist intellectuals was made manifest by Christopher Hitchens, the late English transplant who found a welcome reception with elites in America. Ever blunt, he argued that “religion poisons everything.” This view is widely shared by the “new atheists,” those writers who are distinguished from previous generations of nonbelievers by the stridency of their convictions. To say they hate religion, and Christianity in particular, is hardly an overstatement. What they detest most of all is what Hitchens said was the “servility” of the believer, a trait he said was “both the result and the cause of dangerous sexual repression.”16

Richard Dawkins was a British friend of Hitchens, and he is now the reigning atheist among intellectuals. He also has an authority problem. The first installment of his memoirs reveals that his rebellious streak was evident at the age of seventeen when he was in an Anglican school: he refused to kneel, choosing instead to remain “defiantly upright” amid “the sea of bowed and mumbling heads.” Kneeling, of course, is about as big a taboo there is for atheists—it just doesn’t get more servile than this. Dawkins’s refusal to kneel was not just another rebellious stunt; it proved to be a turning point. He had had religious doubts since the age of nine, but now he was finished. What bothered him most, even when he was very young, was the idea of sin; it grew to be an intolerable thought for him. Today he regards sin to be “one of the nastiest aspects of Christianity.”17

From a Catholic perspective, the root cause of atheism is pride. It is not wrong to have pride in our accomplishments; pride becomes a sin when we are convinced of our own prowess, absent any need for reliance on the Almighty. The excessive love of one’s own excellence—a natural for atheists given their radical individualism and rejection of God—is not only one of the seven capital sins: it was regarded by St. Thomas Aquinas as the queen of all vices.18 Boston College theologian Peter Kreeft puts it this way: “Pride does not mean an exaggerated opinion of your own worth; that is vanity. Pride means playing God, demanding to be God.”19 The irony is that atheists, who profess not to believe in God, are habitually drawn to the sin of pride, seeking to displace God from his mantel.

To get a good idea of how astonishingly egotistical intellectuals are, consider the twenty characteristics that English historian Paul Johnson attributed to them in his classic, Intellectuals: anger, aggressiveness, violence; canonization; cowardice; cruelty; deceitfulness, dishonesty; egocentricity, egotism; genius for self-publicity; hypocrisy; ingratitude, rudeness; intolerance, misanthropy; love of power; manipulativeness, exploitativeness; quarrelsomeness; self-deception, gullibility; selfishness, ruthlessness; self-pity, paranoia; self-righteousness; shiftlessness, sponging; snobbery, intellectual snobbery; vanity.20 While some of these traits do not apply to celebrities (for example, intellectual snobbery), most of the others do. Indeed, intellectuals and celebrities have much more in common than divides them.

Celebrities

THE PUBLIC IS OBSESSED WITH celebrities. We can’t seem to get enough of them. And not just in the United States: the whole world is celebrity-crazy. We envy their lifestyle, mimic their dress and hairstyles, and follow their lead on everything from their political activism to their latest tattoo. But we don’t admire them. At the end of the last century, Gallup did a survey of the most admired people in the twentieth century; it listed eighteen men and women from all over the world. Four of the top ten were religious figures: Mother Teresa (#1), Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. (#2), Rev. Billy Graham (#7), and Pope John Paul II (#8). None was a celebrity.

Andrew Breitbart, the cultural warrior who died prematurely, teamed up with Mark Ebner, an astute investigative journalist, to write a book, Hollywood, Interrupted: Insanity Chic in Babylon—The Case Against Celebrity, that exposed Tinseltown for what it is: a place where ego triumphs and insanity rules. They began their book wanting to know why celebrities come from such “screwed up” families. “The short answer is ego. Insatiable ego.” What it comes down to is easy to understand at one level, yet befuddling at the same time. “For every celebrity, by design and necessity, is a narcissist. The desire to become a star requires an incredible appetite for attention and approval.” For reasons like these, they write, “Los Angeles is a veritable triage center for psychiatry.” They do not spin the truth: the details are in the book. They provide a mountain of evidence to show that celebrities live in a “psychedelic circus.”21

“Celebrities believe they are the anointed ones,” write Breitbart and Ebner.22 But why? Professional athletes are in the limelight, and many have huge egos, but few think they are the anointed ones. When athletes are inducted into the Hall of Fame, they thank their fans and leave. “The Oscars, PC’s night of nights,” on the other hand, “puts Hollywood ego on display.”23 That’s the night when the TV audience is treated to the latest politically correct meanderings by the winners; they can’t simply thank their fans and leave. “Celebrities, with their highly tuned egos,” Breitbart and Ebner say, “demand not only the right to express their opinions and their art, but they also demand the right to be affirmed. What they have come to expect is glowing praise for their slightest achievements—artistic, philanthropic, and, if you’ve read much of this kind of tripe—even for taking out their garbage.”24

No one has studied the egomania of celebrities with greater authority than Dr. Drew Pinsky. A practicing physician, he is known for his writings, TV and radio shows, and interviews; he is a master at understanding celebrities and their personality disorders. But his work is not easy. In 2013 he expressed his exasperation with dealing with so many “burdensome patients,” and with a string of unfair criticism stemming from his practice.25

One of the highlights of his career was the work he did with Dr. S. Mark Young at the University of Southern California. They studied two hundred celebrities and found that their most common, and destructive, trait was narcissism. Reality TV stars are the most narcissistic, and women are worse than men. Pinsky and Young subsequently wrote about their research in a book for the reading public, The Mirror Effect: How Celebrity Narcissism Is Seducing America.

The American Psychological Association breaks down personality disorders into three clusters: the first includes paranoid and schizoid personalities; the second lists antisocial behavior and narcissistic personality disorders; and the third consists of inhibited behaviors that include obsessive-compulsive disorders. It is the second cluster that shines in Hollywood. The endless need for attention, coupled with dysfunctional relationships and a contempt for norms, is emblematic of celebrities. At its worst, the narcissism qualifies as pathological, thus meriting an entry in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). Though there is some debate over whether narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) should be considered a clinical disorder, the fifth edition of the DSM, published in 2013, included it.

According to Pinsky and Young, NPD is associated with an exaggerated sense of self-importance; a preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success; a strong belief that “I am special”; a craven need for admiration; a debased sense of entitlement; a tendency to exploit others; a lack of empathy for others; envy, or the belief that they are envied by legions of fans; and unmitigated arrogance.26

It is true that Hollywood has always had its share of troubled souls, but what we are seeing today is not the same. Pinsky and Young note that “the behavior of today’s celebrities is much more dramatically dysfunctional than it was a decade ago.”27 How so? “The addictions are more extreme, the behaviors are more intense and attention seeking, and the senses of entitlement have reached toxic levels.”28 The lack of empathy and the inability to form loving relationships is a reflection of what happens when self-love dominates; there is no room for others when narcissism triumphs.

Contrary to popular opinion, Pinsky and Young found that it was not the entertainment industry that turned celebrities into narcissists; rather, narcissists seek out show business. In their study of celebrities, they employed the Narcissistic Personality Inventory, a diagnostic tool for measuring this personality disorder. They originally thought, as most would, that the Hollywood environment, with its steady coddling, induces narcissism. But the test showed otherwise: narcissists are attracted to Hollywood. The milieu obviously abets the problem, but it is not the point of origination. Pinsky says without qualification that “every celebrity patient I have worked with has confirmed to me, through the stories they have shared, willingly or reluctantly, that their issues have their roots not in an excess of praise in adulthood, but through some much deeper, and more damaging, childhood experience.”29

Pinsky and Young perceptively note that when we scratch narcissism, we find self-loathing. “Celebrity narcissists aren’t egomaniacs with high self-esteem,” they say. “Rather, they are traumatized individuals who are unable to connect in any real way with other people.”30 And we’re not talking about just a few of them. Hollywood is loaded with celebrities who can throw huge parties and still not have a single friend among them. The only difference between Miley Cyrus—who has confessed that she has no true friends—and many of her peers is that she has spoken about her condition.31

The problems are evident early in life. Narcissistic behavior, they contend, “is rooted in family and early childhood experiences,” and cannot be easily altered.32 While it is true that narcissists have an exalted picture of themselves, it is more contrived than real. “To protect his flimsy self-esteem, and avoid the pain of the inadequacies he constantly feels,” they write, “the narcissist creates a pseudo-self, an idealized version of himself, and consciously or unconsciously projects it out to others to prime that continual stream of admiration and desire.”33 The bottom line is disturbing: celebrities are engaged in a massive cover-up of their own failings.

Are they really that more narcissistic than the rest of us? Using the Narcissistic Personality Inventory, Pinsky and Young answer affirmatively. Celebrities are 17 percent more narcissistic than the general population, and 10 percent more narcissistic than those with an MBA. In the general population, men are more narcissistic than women, but when it comes to celebrities, it is reversed: in fact, female celebrities are 26 percent more narcissistic than the general population. Those celebrities with the highest scores are reality TV personalities, comedians, actors, and musicians.34

The Three H’s Made Manifest

THE THREE PARTS THAT FOLLOW cover the issues of health, happiness, and heaven. While the Catholic model is central to the discussion, the virtues of the Judeo-Christian heritage will also be stressed: the religious advantage over secularism clearly speaks to this tradition. So what about other religions? Does the religious advantage hold? It is more difficult to say. For one, most of the data collected in the United States are drawn from Christians and Jews. That is hardly controversial. More contentious is the argument that not all the other religions embody the same weltanschauung, or worldview, associated with the Judeo-Christian ethos; therefore, the religious advantage may not hold for some faith communities. While it is politically correct to see all religions as equal, there is nothing virtuous in pretending this is true.

By comparing the Catholic vision to the secular vision, the Catholic advantage will be made clear. While following the tenets of Catholicism does not guarantee an easy life, doing so definitely enhances the chances of realizing the Three H’s. That agnostics and atheists can be healthy and happy, and may make their way to heaven, is not being contested. But it remains true that, all things considered, practicing Catholics have a decided advantage.

Part One discusses why very religious persons score higher on well-being scales than the least religious. Beliefs matter, especially prayer, and so do the bonds, or social networks, found in parish life: physical health, mental health, and happiness are all related to prayer and the parish community; religious Americans also make for better citizens than their counterparts. For most agnostics and atheists, there is no effective analogue to prayer, and while some belong to humanist associations, invariably they do so sporadically; there is more fluidity of membership in these organizations. This is not to say that meditation, for instance, may not help nonbelievers cope with adversity. It is just that, overall, Christians and Jews, for example, have ready access to the kinds of inherent psychological and social buffers they need in times of trial. To be more specific, there are built-in, institutionalized ways that a parish, or community of believers, can respond to those in need.

Catholicism also understands the need for boundaries, for saying no to destructive behavior. By contrast, secularists tend to see boundaries as limiting agents, which is why alcohol and drug abuse, sexual promiscuity, and crime are more common among nonbelievers. Again, we are speaking about “for the most part” (to be sure, there are Catholics, including priests and deacons, who fail to abide by boundaries, bringing shame on themselves and others). More problems emerge when social bonds are frayed, or nearly nonexistent. Loneliness and depression are serious mental issues, and most suicides—certainly in our society—are statements of psychological collapse. Those who are the most likely to suffer these conditions are also the most likely to turn away from God. Catholics who live their religion as they are expected to live it have a decided advantage over their secular cohorts. Most atheists, for example, have nothing to hold on to beyond themselves, whereas Catholics can repair to their parish community for solace.

The first three chapters in Part One focus on the benefits that accrue to Catholics in terms of physical and mental health. The fourth chapter examines how Catholics and secularists handle adversity. In the Christian tradition, suffering is seen as salvific—it is the willingness to endure pain and sorrow, the way Christ suffered on the Cross—that makes life’s many hardships bearable. The idea of redemptive suffering, “offering it up,” is about as radical a notion there is today, but to those who embrace it, there is no greater expression of love. In this regard, death is seen not as a liability, but as an opportunity, the chance to be with the Lord. There is no analogue for secularists: they have deprived themselves of solace, turning inward, as is their wont.

Part Two covers the contrasting visions as they bear on happiness. For example, the Catholic and the secular visions are a study in contrast when it comes to the subject of freedom and forgiveness. True to form, secularists interpret freedom in a highly individualistic way, one that is more akin to license. On the other hand, those who are religious see the moderate exercise of restraint as a liberating force. The secular idea yields emptiness, but not the Catholic notion: it delivers inner peace, an interior freedom denied their secular counterparts. The role that forgiveness plays in generating inner peace is critical, and here again, secularists come up short.

The comparison between priests and nuns, and intellectuals and celebrities, on the variable of happiness occupies a key role in Part Two. The relative happiness of the former two groups, and the relative unhappiness of the latter two, is indisputable. Why this is so has much to do with the countercultural argument being made: those who possess the Three B’s are not the unlucky ones. That so many intellectuals and celebrities have led a life of misery and despair is not an accident; it will be discussed in detail.

Part Three addresses the third of the Three H’s, namely, heaven. For Catholics, surrendering ourselves to God is the surest path to heaven. This idea is completely foreign to many in our society, and this is especially true of intellectuals and celebrities. Getting into heaven for Catholics means making a commitment to “love thy neighbor as thyself,” a condition made easier if we first surrender to God.

It is reasonable to assume that those who evince a strain of altruism, and charitable giving, are better positioned to enter the gates of heaven than those who are self-serving. The literature on altruism is voluminous, and some of it is contentious, but few will disagree that those who risked their lives to rescue Jews during the Holocaust epitomize what it is; those who were the most likely to do so, and those who were the least likely, will be examined. In terms of helping the poor, the Catholic vision emphasizes one-on-one, personal giving. A look at the life of Frederick Ozanam, and the work of the St. Vincent de Paul Society, is illustrative of this vision.

The secular vision, as entertained by many atheist intellectuals, accepts the idea of heaven, but with a twist: they think they can construct heaven on earth. This is not a theory. Secular intellectuals have long thought they can engineer utopia on earth, and their militant followers have executed their ideas. Unfortunately, the historical record demonstrates that their utopian crusades always crash, leaving behind a trail of sorrow, and much blood, in their wake. Whether they choose to engage in biological or social engineering does not matter; their efforts have been a colossal failure.

The bottom line of this book is not hard to explain: the conventional wisdom that equates limits with oppression is sadly mistaken. If this were true, then those who go about their lives in a self-interested way, throwing off the shackles of tradition and the Judeo-Christian ethos, would be the most free. But a quick look at the celebrity pages of any tabloid reveals otherwise. Freedom was meant to be enjoyed, not endured. Those who place reasonable constraints on their behavior, as many practicing Catholics do, are much better positioned to realize the fruits of freedom, properly understood.

Therefore, those who see saints, as well as priests and nuns, as missing out on all the fun in life are sadly mistaken. It is not those who spend their day in prayer, and in serving others, who are miserable; rather, it is those self-absorbed men and women, as exemplified by secular-minded celebrities and intellectuals, who are unhappy. Moreover, the degree of mental and physical health that most priests and nuns enjoy is incontestable. Most important, those Catholics who have faithfully followed the precepts of their religion, and have lived a life of good health and happiness, are nicely positioned to experience even greater happiness in heaven. Anyone who bats three-for-three, especially given these stakes, must be doing something right.
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Chapter 1

Beliefs

Perks of Prayer and Parish

THOSE OF US WHO ARE drawn to prayer have personal reasons for doing so, and while we often pray for a certain outcome, we typically don’t seek to reward ourselves with a host of residual benefits. But there are perquisites attendant to prayer; psychological and physical bonuses await the faithful. Doctors, however, are split on this issue. Indeed, many of them are conflicted about the power of religion to affect well-being.

Doctors are trained, quite properly, to concentrate on matters that are empirically verifiable, thus making religious claims hard to assess. Their practice, however, allows them the opportunity to encounter situations where the power of religion cannot be discounted. For example, a study of 1,134 physicians found that 72 percent believe that miracles existed in the past, and 70 percent believe they can occur today. About the same number, 69 percent, believe religion is a reliable and necessary guide to life.1

Paul N. Duckro and Philip R. Magaletta of Saint Louis University, who have done pioneering work on the subject of religion and its healing effects, nicely capture what is happening: “Demonstrating positive outcomes of prayer is not equivalent to unmasking the mechanism by which the effects of prayer are accomplished. Studies hoping to do so necessarily enter much trickier waters.” Dr. Jeff Levin, an epidemiologist and former medical school professor, comments on their astute observation, saying, “[t]he resistance and hostility that some scientists and physicians show to this topic stem, I believe, from an unwillingness to consider explanations that undermine a strictly materialistic worldview.”2 Ironically, many of these same doctors no doubt consider themselves to be open-minded, yet they evince a bias that undercuts their presumed objectivity.

Dr. Aaron Kheriaty is a Catholic psychiatrist and director of Residency Training and Medical Education in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of California, Irvine. He traces much of the antireligious bias in the health profession to Freud. Kheriaty maintains that the overwhelming evidence on the subject of religion and its positive impact on people’s lives demonstrates just how wrong Freud was in branding religious beliefs intrinsically neurotic. “On the contrary,” he writes, “if there is any effect on mental health, the evidence suggests that it is generally a beneficial one.”3 Therefore, to dismiss religion as inherently irrational, and void of redeeming qualities, is not supported by the data.

Things are changing: more of those in the health field are open to the role religion can play in fostering desirable outcomes. For example, the number of medical schools that have courses on religion and health is considerable. One leading researcher, Dr. Herbert Benson of Harvard Medical School, holds that prayer and general stress management can reduce doctor visits by up to 50 percent.4 Most patients would agree. In a national survey, it was revealed that 35 percent of respondents used prayer for health concerns; 75 percent of these prayed for wellness, and 22 percent prayed for specific medical conditions. Perhaps most important, 69 percent of those who prayed for specific medical conditions found prayer very helpful.5 With data like this, it makes moot the convictions of skeptics: what matters is that “Hail Marys” work.

Does it matter whether prayer is private or publicly expressed? It terms of efficacy, it does not. “Frequent prayer,” Dr. Levin writes, “whether public or private, is associated with better health and emotional well-being and lower levels of psychological distress.”6 For Dr. Benson, contemplative or meditative prayer is clearly tied to better health and helps to ameliorate conditions of depression and anxiety.7 Dolores Hart, the Hollywood actress who became a cloistered nun, believes that what works best is public prayer. “I think common prayer, the Office, is very good for dealing with pain. It’s where you know you are in union with others and with their prayers. But to be constantly praying by yourself when you feel pain, well, all you do is go back into yourself.”8

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of prayer and better well-being is whether praying for others actually has beneficial consequences. As it turns out, what is called “absent prayer,” or “intercessory prayer,” does yield positive outcomes. When people are asked to pray for a specific person, whom they do not know, but who is suffering from an illness, and the recipient of prayer has no knowledge that this is happening, these “double blind” studies show that patients who are prayed for improve better than those patients with the same condition but who did not have anyone pray for them.9

One of
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