
 

1. Benefits of a Religious Practice

 

Even a perfunctory religious practice takes time, energy, and money. 
If a middle-class family only goes to church every Sunday, that still 
costs a few hours a week and a few hundred dollars a year — time 
and money for which any family could easily find other uses. A 
devout person’s practice can dominate life with activities like 
prayer five times a day, or daily attendance at mass or temple. It 
takes as much as a tenth of one’s income, and fills the remaining free 
time with voluntary activities such as being a reader or a deacon.

Why are people willing to donate so much of their precious time 
and wealth? The simplest explanation is that a religious practice 
returns immediate, practical benefits that amply repay the believer’s 
investment. Any religion, whatever else it may be, can be viewed as 
a kind of mutual-aid society, set up and maintained by its 
community of believers, with a mission of delivering important 
social, psychological, and material benefits. 

Religions are so effective at this part of what they do that we can fall 
into the habit of assuming that the benefits they dispense are 
uniquely religious in nature, unavailable from any other source. I 
don’t think that’s so; but let’s look in detail at what I believe are the 
important benefits that a religious practice delivers.

 

Existential validity

 

This dry philosopher’s phrase is the vital center of what most 
people mean when they talk about “the meaning of life.” Every 
religion supplies answers to the questions like “why am I here?” 
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and “how am I to live?” According to a standard psychology text, 
the feeling that you have answers to such questions “lowers anxiety 
and promotes resiliency, hope and peace.”
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Noncontingency

 

A Jewish, Christian, or Moslem believer gains the comfort of an 
assured place in the scheme of things as a “child of God,” created by 
God intentionally for some purpose. The purpose may not be clear, 
but it can be sought.

As a Hindu, you know that you’re the current embodiment of a 
spark, an 

 

atman

 

, that has existed for immeasurable time. As a 
Buddhist you can take comfort in knowing that your nature and 
your birth situation were determined by 

 

kamma

 

 accumulated in past 
lives, and that with effort in this life, you can improve the 
circumstances of your future lives, eventually escaping the wheel of 
suffering entirely.

In philosophical terms, a believer is assured that he or she is 

 

noncontingent

 

; in other words, not an accident. If you aren’t an 
accident, it follows that your personality, your features, your talents 
and shortcomings, your birthplace and parents — your whole 
inheritance — are not accidental either. In philosopher-speak, your 
“nature is determined” by a supernatural plan.

The opposite view is that each of us is the expression of a random 
shuffle of the deck of human DNA, so the only possible answer to 
“why am I here?” is, “You just are, OK?” That idea is usually 
presented as profoundly scary. However, we need to pass through 
the fear and find the clarity on the other side.

 

A role in the great war of good and evil

 

Some doctrines offer the believer a role in a cosmic drama of good 
against evil. The believer is not merely a non-accident, but an actor 
in an engrossing drama.

In many Christian denominations, members are encouraged to 
think of themselves as “peculiar people”
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 whom God has set apart 
from mundane society. Other religions encourage the sense of 
uniqueness by emphasizing the constant need to be vigilant against 
the infidel, the godless, the material world, against the temptations 
of everything outside the faith. At its most vivid, among some 
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Christian Fundamentalist denominations, this attitude encourages 
believers to think they are under daily assault by evil spirits sent by 
Satan. Here’s a recent example of this kind of thinking. After a 
deranged man shot up a prayer meeting in Fort Worth, Texas, one 
student at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary told the New 
York times,

It is the enemy, conducting spiritual warfare. It’s an attack on 
Christianity in general, on christians, and it’s Satan trying to 
stop God’s work on Earth. He’ll use whoever he wants, 
whoever he can. The guy who did this was obviously angry. 
Satan uses anger.
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You might suppose that thinking this way would lead to fear, even 
paranoia. On the contrary, and I speak from personal observation, it 
salts an otherwise-drab life with drama, and gives believers 
frequent feelings of triumph. They enjoy testifying about resisting 
the wiles of the devil, saying things like “I said, ‘Get thee behind me, 
Satan,’ and I just walked right out of there”
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; and they enjoy giving 
credit for all successful outcomes to God: “I just yelled ‘Jesus, help 
me’ and hung on to the wheel, and He helped me pull that car right 
out of that skid, praise His name.”

A belief like this is a great gift to those who can hold it. It doesn’t 
matter how humble or wretched mundane life might be; the 
believer can think: I have a vast unseen dimension; I can defy and 
outwit the very Antichrist; I can call upon God Almighty whenever 
I need him. I cannot offer an exact secular substitute, but just the 
same, a person who grasps the scientific world view is able to 
bestride the world in a different way. We’ll see how in Chapter 2.

 

Community

 

Denominations differ in the degree of community they create, but 
any time “two or three are gathered together” for worship
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, a 
community of like-minded people is formed. It is a powerful 
psychological benefit to be accepted as member of any group of 
people. To be a part of a group of people who all hold opinions like 
yours on important subjects is even better. In Chapter 3 we will look 
at comparable alternatives.
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Community-building

 

The act of meeting regularly for worship services holds each 
congregation together. At the assembly on Friday, Saturday or 
Sunday the members see each other, become familiar with each 
other’s faces, and keep up to date on each other’s life passages — 
new babies, children moved away or come home again, people ill or 
recovered. And they note each other’s needs. (“Poor old Johnson, he 
can hardly walk since that stroke.” “Well, at least he’s on his feet 
again. I think I’ll stop by and see if his wife needs any help.”)

A wonderful feature of the modern Catholic mass is the “kiss of 
peace,” when everyone hugs or shakes hands with everyone else 
within reach. Some Protestant denominations emphasize and 
intensify the congregational spirit with an “us versus them” 
mindset, call each other Brother and Sister, and label nonbelievers as 
“worldly” or “unsanctified.” Similarly, the Quran reminds believers 
they are “the best community” among mankind
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.

 

Professional advisor and arbiter

 

Every church, mosque, and synagogue comes equipped with a full-
time, trained counselor, arbiter, and personal advisor: its pastor, 
priest, rabbi, imam, roshi, or whoever. Free access to a sympathetic, 
confidential advisor is a benefit that the congregation gives to itself.

 

Mutual aid

 

The Latter-Day Saints have a particularly strong mutual aid 
organization. A Mormon in trouble anywhere in the USA can find 
willing help at any local Stake. But in all churches, membership is a 
link to a circle of people that can be called upon for help in time of 
trouble, for job contacts, or just for sympathy.

In many churches on Sunday morning there is a public 
announcement of communicants in need: “Let us pray for Brother 
Smith, who is in the hospital with heart trouble, and let us pray for 
Sister Jones, who has family problems.”

It has been well documented
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 that people who are active church 
members gain health benefits. For example, active church members 
have a significantly lower post-operative mortality rate than those 
who are not. The percentage of non-members who die in the days 
following a major operation is nearly double the percentage of 
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church-goers who die. We’ll consider some of the many possible 
explanations in Chapter 3.

 

Like minds

 

There is comfort in being part of a group of people that you can trust 
to think the way you do on key issues
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. It’s relaxing to be with 
people among whom you will not have to defend or justify your 
opinions. Conversely, it is stressful to be among people who, 
however nice they might be otherwise, are likely to challenge your 
convictions if you voice them.

This trust is a great stress-reducer for a parent. Believers with 
children expect, rightly or wrongly, that other children in the church 
community are better playmates and potential mates for their own 
kids. I was a child of devout parents and, remembering well what 
hellions I and my peers were, I would say this is a pathetic mirage! 
But true or false, the expectation itself reduces stress.

 

Contemplation and tranquility

 

Most religions encourage some form of contemplation. Imagine 
kneeling in the tranquil dimness of a Catholic church; fixing your 
gaze on the illuminated crucifix over the altar or on the twinkling 
votive candles; letting the rosary beads slip through your fingers as 
you whisper simple, patterned prayers. Whatever else it may be, 
this is meditation, and its real, physiological benefits have been 
well-documented in the literature
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.

The believer comes to prayer with a list of worries — family 
problems, financial problems, concerns for the world at large — 
and, in the quiet of the prayer, organizes these worries, considering 
each one and putting it into a context of the eternal. The believer 
who prays properly can't avoid getting up with a clearer, more 
settled mind and a more positive attitude.

We'll explore some of the psychological results of these things in 
Chapter 4. There are secular routes to contemplation, tranquility, 
and clarity.
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Ritual and pageantry

 

Rituals are immensely comforting. They bring stability to life. They 
help us process shock, trauma, and uncertainty. We can use rituals 
to motivate and program our own minds in positive or negative 
ways.

A religion provides its followers with a variety of satisfying rites 
and celebrations for major life transitions. In addition, church rituals 
provide esthetic experience. From the grandeur of a Papal mass to 
the gripping psychodrama of a revival meeting, churches “make 
show”
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 to the satisfaction of the congregation. Isaiah Berlin has 
said,

I am not religious, but I place high value on the religious 
experience of believers. I am moved by religious services — 
those of the synagogue, but also of churches and mosques. I 
think that those who do not understand what it is to be 
religious, do not understand what human beings live by. 
That is why dry atheists seem to me blind and deaf to some 
forms of profound human experiences, perhaps the inner life: 
it is like being aesthetically blind.
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In Chapter 5 I urge you to examine the place of ritual in your secular 
life. Every person and family develops rituals; but are yours healthy 
and supportive? (I leave it to you to find your own esthetic 
satisfaction.)

 

Mystical ecstasy

 

A few people have the fortune to be visited by a mystical experience 
of life-changing force. A central feature of such experiences is a 
blissful sense of losing the self in a greater All. For example,

...all at once, as it were out of the intensity of the 
consciousness of individuality, individuality itself seemed to 
dissolve and fade away into boundless being, and this not a 
confused state but the clearest, the surest of the surest, utterly 
beyond words — where death was an almost laughable 
impossibility — the loss of personality (if so it were) seeming 
no extinction, but the only true life. I am ashamed of my 
feeble description. Have I not said the state is utterly beyond 
words?

– Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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The mystical experience has usually been pursued in a religious 
context, and when it is achieved in that context, it is interpreted in 
religious terms. However, mystical experience can be sought in 
other contexts. In Chapter 6 I adopt the view that this, like every 
other experience anyone can have, is in the last analysis a state of 
the brain. The question is, how to induce that state, and is it worth 
the effort?

 

Self-transcendence

 

Every religion constantly urges its members to be better people, to 
transcend their mundane lives, to achieve more, give more, 
challenge themselves to be more. A cynic might snap that most 
people manage to ignore the challenge, but nevertheless, some do 
take it up and transcend themselves in the religious context. 
Whether it's the young woman later known as Mother Theresa, first 
seeing Christ in the faces of the poor, or the alcoholic who stays 
sober through AA's semi-religious program, or the Buddhist who 
diligently practices compassion for all sentient beings, some 
challenges to self-transcendence do work, do inspire people to 
become heroically better.

Outside of religion, inspirational models and heroes are said to be 
rare in American culture. In Chapter 7 we consider where we can 
look for inspiration, and end up considering the meaning of Quality. 

 

Ethical structure

 

Every religion has an asset that is the labor of many lifetimes: the 
careful work of its theologians in crafting an ethical system. Not just 
the Torah, but the labor of uncounted rabbinical scholars; not just 
the Bible but the work of untold theologians; not merely the Quran, 
or 

 

Science and Health

 

, or the Pali canon, or the 

 

Bhagavad Gita

 

, but all 
the countless volumes of interpretation based on them.

These generations of commentators were not stupid! From an 
unbeliever's standpoint, some began their work from bizarre basic 
assumptions, and as a result the ethical systems they derive may 
seem bizarre (for example, the aspect of the Islamic ethical system 
that sanctions the 

 

fatwa

 

, or death sentence, on Salman Rushdie can 
seem bizarre to non-Muslims). But within the context of each 
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doctrine, these thinkers have created a self-consistent code that is 
available to every member without further effort.

In 

 

The Brothers Karamazov

 

, Dostoevsky has Ivan Karamazov say “If 
God does not exist, everything is permitted”
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. Ivan expresses an 
attitude that is still common today. Four percent of believers choose 
“Without God there is no morality” as their top reason for 
believing
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. Pop philosopher Dennis Prager has said “if there is no 
God, there is no good and evil — there are only opinions about good 
and evil.”
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Statements like these are initially gripping because they set up a 
frightening choice: you either accept a religious moral code or face 
the awful prospect of having the whole burden of designing and 
justifying a moral code dumped on 

 

you

 

. And how are 

 

you

 

 going to 
select between differing “opinions about good and evil?” Possibly 
by — oh, I don’t know — 

 

thinking

 

? In Chapter 8 I will show that 
thinking about ethics is not only possibly but quite doable.

 

Comfort facing death and loss

 

When someone you know dies, it tears a hole in the fabric of your 
life. There's a deep need to think that the missing person is 
somewhere still; the concept of “just gone” is really difficult to form, 
as well as unpalatable. Here is Douglas Hofstadter, a rationalist if 
there ever was one, writing of his wife who, tragically, died young:

And these days, when I'm running that same old Bryan Park 
loop and I come to that same old spot, every once in a while 
I'll still softly yell out, 

 

ciao bella

 

!, half-hoping to catch that 
merry wink and to hear her echo my call. I don't know why I 
do it. I just wish she could hear me. And — who knows? — 
maybe, dashing on in miniature, safely ensconced in the 
recesses of my faithful heart, she still can. 

 

Magari

 

.
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If it is hard to accept that a loved one is gone, it is just about 
impossible to imagine that of your own sweet self! Religions offer 
help to justify death, to integrate it into life. The congregation offers 
emotional and practical support. There is the promise of an afterlife 
that may or may not make death easier to face.

In this area, the advantages are not all on the side of religious 
practice. The downside to believing in an afterlife is that the dead 
are never truly buried. They hang around in your imagination, 
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watching and criticizing your progress through life. Yet they cannot 
learn, adapt, or grow, as your own life evolves. Their imaginary 
presence remains a dead hand of the past on life.

Also, the promise of an afterlife is conditional; afterlife is held as a 
hostage to good behavior in the now. This make a believer’s 
conscience to some degree an involuntary captive of the religious 
doctrine. It also makes the approach of death even more traumatic 
than it naturally would be. Not only are you going to die, but 
immediately afterward you are going to face some kind of judgment 
on the quality of your life — a judgment with dire consequences 
and no appeal.

There’s another, less noble reason for the popularity of belief in the 
afterlife: vengeance! It’s comforting, for a powerless person, to 
believe that every unpunished scoundrel will eventually scream in 
agony and remorse.
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We who don’t practice religion have to live without these comforts, 
as the late Carl Sagan knew:

I would love to believe that when I die I will live again, that 
some thinking, feeling, remembering part of me will 
continue. But as much as I want to believe that, and despite 
the ancient and worldwide cultural traditions that assert an 
afterlife, I know of nothing to suggest that it is more than 
wishful thinking.
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In Chapter 9 we'll discuss how it is still possible to come to terms 
with death, use it as a motivator, and even learn to celebrate it.

 

Summary

 

Completely aside from the truth or value of its doctrines, a religion 
is a social structure: a fraternity, a mutual aid society, and the source 
of a wide variety of psychological supports and comforts to its 
members. In the following chapters we will search for ways to claim 
the same benefits from secular sources.
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