
• 

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 16, 1983 

''RELIGION CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTH'' 

LUKE 6:6-9 

MOST OF US HAVE SEEN THE PR·INTING ON THE 

SIDE OF A PACKAGE OF CIGARETTES WHICH 

STATES, "WARNING: THE SURGEON G�NERAL 

HAS DETERMINED THAT SMOKING CAN BE DANGEROUS 

TO YOUR HEALTH." BECAUSE WE ARE AWARE 

OF THE EVIDENCE THAT SUPPORTS THIS 

STATEMENT, WE ARE NOT SURPRISED BY THE 

WARNING, 

HOWEVER) RECENTLY I CAME ACROSS ANOTHER 

WARNING WHICH DID SURPRISE ME AT FIRST. 

IN A BOOK I WAS READING, THE AUTHOR SAID, 

"BEWARE: RELIGION CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO 

YOUR HEALTH." FOR EXAMPLE, THE IMPENDING 

DEATH OF SOMEONE WE LOVE RAISES THE MOST 

URGENT ISSUES ABOUT GOOD AND EVIL, REWARD 

AND PUNISHMENT. OUR RELIGION MAY PROVIDE 

US WITH A SPIRITUAL PHILOSOPHY THAT HELPS 

US MAKE SOME SENSE OUT OF DEATH AND LIFE. 

BUT ON THE OTHER HAND, OUR RELIGION CAN 

ALSO BE HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH IF WE 

BELIEVE IT'S BECAUSE WE HAVEN'T PRAYED 

HARD ENOUGH OR IN THE CORRECT WAY AND 

WE BELIEVE THAT'S WHY OUR LOVED ONE HAS 

DIED, 

THE MORE I THOUGHT ABOUT THE STATEMENT, 

"RELIGION CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTHJn 

THE MORE I REALIZED THAT IT IS A PROPER 

WARNING. 
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IN HIS BOOKJ WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN To 

Goon PEOPLEJ HAROLD KUSHNER TELLS ABOUT 

HIS EXPERIENC-E AS A YOUNG RABBIJ WHEN 

H -E WAS CALLED BY A FAMILY TO. TRY TO HELP 

THEM THROUGH AN UNEXPECTED AND ALMOST 

UNBEARABLE TRAGEDY. THIS MIDDLE-AGED 

COUPLE HAD ONE DAUGHTER) A BRIGHT 19-

YEAR-OLD WOMAN WHO WAS IN HER FRESHMAN 

YEAR AT AN OUT-OF-STATE COLLEGE. ONE 

MORNING AT BREAKFAST) THEY RECEIVED A 

PHONE CALL.FROM THE UNIVERSITY INFIRMARY. 

"WE HAVE SOME BAD NEWS FOR YOU. YOUR 

DAUGHTER COLLAPSED WHILE WALKING TO CLASS 

THIS MORNING. IT SEEMS A BLOOD VESSEL 

BURST IN HER BRAIN. SHE DIED BEFORE WE 

COULD DO ANYTHING FOR HER. WE'RE TERRIBLY 

SORRY." 
• 

STUNNED) THE PARENTS ASKED A NEIGHBOR 

TO COME IN TO HELP THEM DECIDE WHAT STEPS 

TO TAKE NEXT. THE NEIGHBOR NOTIFIED THE 

SYNAGOGUE ) "AND I WENT OVER TO SEE THEM 

·THAT SAME DAY. I ENTERED THEIR HOMEJ 

FEELING VERY INADEQUATE ) NOT KNOWING ANY 

WORDS THAT COULD EASE THEIR PAIN. I 

ANTICIPATED ANGERJ SHOCKJ GRIEFJ BUT I 

DIDN'T EXPECT TO HEAR THE FIRST WORDS 

THEY SAID TO MEJ 'You KNOWJ RABBIJ WE 

DIDN'T FAST LAST YoM KIPPUR.'" 

WHY DID THEY SAY THAT? WHY DID THEY 

ASSUME THAT THEY WERE SOMEHOW RESPONSIBLE 

FOR THIS ACTION BECAUSE THEY HAD NOT 

PRAYED IN THE RIGHT WAY OR OBSERVED A 



CERTAIN RELIGIOUS FESTIVAL IN THE CORRECT 

MANNER? WHO TAUGHT THEM TO BELIEVE IN 

A GOD WHO WOULD STRIKE DOWN A YOUNG WOMAN 

WITHOUT WARNING AS PUNI-SHMENT FOR SOMEONE 

ELSE'S RELIGIOUS INFRACTION? lNDEEDJ 

THAT KIND OF RELIGION CAN BE HAZARDOUS 

TO ONE'S HEALTH. 

RECENTLY THERE WAS A N-EWS ITEM ABOUT A 

YOUNG GIRL WHO HAD CANCERJ BUT HER PARENTS 

REFUSED TREATMENT FOR HER BECAUSE OF THEIR 

RELIGIOUS BELIEF. THEY SAID THAT GOD 

WOULD HEAL HER DIRECTLY IF SHE WAS SUPPOSED 

TO BE MADE WELL. FINALLYJ SINCE THE GIRL 

WAS A MINORJ THE COURT STEPPED INJ AND 

TREATMENT WAS ALLOWED. THE PARENTS' 

RELIGION WAS A HAZARD TO THEIR DAUGHTER'S 

HEALTH. 

THERE ARE PEOPLE WHOSE RELIGIOUS FAITH 

DOES NOT ALLOW THEM TO HAVE BLO·OD 

TRANSFUSIONS WHEN NEEDED, HEREJ TOOJ 

RELIGION IS HAZARDOUS TO ONE'S HEALTH. 

OR TAKE THE FOLLOWERS OF JIM JONESJ WHEN 

HE ORDERED THEM TO DRINK POISON AND COMMIT 

SUICIDE. RELIG ION WAS A HAZARD TO THEIR 

HEALTH. 

IN THE STORY READ THIS MORNING AS THE 

SCRIPTURE READING FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL) 

WE ALSO FIND A CASE WHERE RELIGION COULD'VE 

BEEN HAZARDOUS TO SOMEONE'S HEALTHJ BUT 

JESUS WOULD NOT LET IT. JESUS HAD ENTERED 

3 



, 

4 

THE SYNAGOGUE AND WAS TEACHING} AS WAS 

HIS CUSTOM. A MAN WAS PRESENT WHOSE RIGHT 

HAND WAS WITHERED, ACCORDING- TO THE RELIGION 

OF THE SCRIBES AND PHARISEES} THIS MAN 

COULD NOT BE HEALED BECAUSE IT WAS THE 

SABBATH } AND HEALING WAS CONSIDERED WORK; 

A TRULY RELIGIOUS PERSON WAS NOT TO DO 

ANY WORK OF ANY KIND ON THE SABBATH} EVEN 

THAT KIND OF WORK WHICH WOULD BENEFIT 

ANOTHER PERSON. 

JESUS KNEW THEY WERE WATCHING HIM TO SEE 

WHETHER OR NOT HE WOULD HEAL THE MAN, 

So HE ASKED THEMJ "Is IT LAW'FUL ON THE 

SABBATH TO DO GOOD OR TO DO HARMJ TO SAVE 

LIFE OR DESTROY IT?" THEN JESUS TOOK 

THE MAN AND HEALED HIM. 

OUR RELIGIONJ IF WRONGLY USEDJ CAN BE 

HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH, NOT ONLY IN 

PHYSICAL WAYSJ BUT IN MANY OTHER WAYSJ 

AS WELL. IF WE DEFINE HEALTH AS THE OVER­

ALL WELL BEING OF AN INDIVIDUAL OR SOCIETY) 

THEN THERE ARE MANY WAYS IN WHICH RELIGION 

CAN "BE HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH. 

SOMETIMES RELIGION DWELLS TOO MUCH ON 

MAKING .PEOPLE FEEL GUILTY SO THAT IT 

BECOMES UNHEALTHY. 

WHEN RABBI KUSHNER TRIED TO COMFORT THE 

PARENTS· WHO HAD LOST THEIR ONLY CH I LD 

AT AGE 19 WITHOUT ANY WARNING) HE FOUND 

THATJ EVEN THOUGH THE PARENTS WERE NOT 
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DEEPLY RELIGIOUS PEOPLE ) THEY REVERTED 

BACK TO THE BASIC BELIEF THAT Goo DIRECTLY 

PUNISHES PEOPLE FOR NOT BEING AS RELIGIOUS 

AS THEY SHOULD BE. THERE THEY SAT, FEELING 

THAT THEIR DAUGHTER'S DEATH HAD BEEN THEIR 

FAULT: HAD THEY BEEN LESS SELFISH AND 

LESS LAZY ABOUT THEIR RELIGIOUS DUTIES, 

SHE· MIGHT STILL BE AL-IVE. WORSE S·TILLJ 

THERE THEY SAT ANGRY' AT Goo, BUT AFRAID 

TO ADMIT THEIR ANGER) FOR FEAR THAT GOD 

MIGHT PUNISH THEM AGAIN. LIFE HAD HURT 

THEM, AND RELIGION COULD NOT COMFORT THEM. 

RELIGION WAS MAKING THEM FEEL WORSE. I T  

WAS HAZARDOUS TO THEIR HEALTH. 

THE IDEA THAT Goo DIRECTLY REACHES OUT 

AND CAUSES TRAGEDY AND SUFFERING IN 

PEOPLE'S LIVES IS A NEAT AND TOO SIMPLE 

ANSWER TO THE PROBLEM OF EVIL, AND IT 

HAS SERIOUS LIMITATIONS. I T  TEACHES 

PEOPLE TO BLAME THEMSELVES. IT CREATES 

GUILT, EVEN WHEN THERE IS NO BASIS FOR 

GUILT. I T  MAKES PEOPLE HATE GOD, EVEN 

AS IT MAKES THEM HATE THEMSELVES. AND 

MOST DISTURBING OF ALL) IT DOES NOT FIT 

THE FACTS AND IS BAD THEOLOGY. RELIGION 

CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH. 

IN A BOOK ON WESTERN SPIRITUALITY EDITED 

BY MATTHEW Fo.x, THE POINT IS MADE OVER 

AND OVER AGAIN THAT IN OUR WESTERN 

EXPRESSION OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITH, TOO 

MUCH EMPHASIS HAS BEEN PUT ON THE 

FALL/REDEMPTION MOTIF, WHICH IS A 
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NEGATIVE EMPHASIS ) RATHER THAN ON THE 

nCREATION SPIRITUALITY MOTIF. n THE 

CREATION SPIRITUALITY MOTIF SEES LIFE 

L AS A BLESSING AND REMINDS us THAT WE ARE 

MADE IN Goo's IMAGE) WHEREAS THE 

FALL/REDEMPTION MOTIF EMPHASIS HOW 

CORRUPT AND FALLEN WE HUMAN BEINGS ARE. 
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Fox MAINTAINS THAT WHEN RELIGION CONTINUALLY 

STRESSSES HUMAN SIN WHILE NEGLECTING HUMAN 

GOODNESS) IT CAN BE HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH. 

RELIGION CAUSES SOME PEOPLE TO BECOME 

EXCESSIVELY SELF-RIGHTEOUS AND OVERLY 

ZEALOUS TO PROTECT THE FAITH. THEN IT 

IS HAZARDOUS TO ONE'S HEALTH AND TO THE 

HEALTH OF THE COMMUNITY) AS WELL. 

RELIGION CAUSES OTHERS TO BE SEVERELY 

JUDGMENTAL. AND RELIGION OFTEN TAKES 

THE FUN OUT OF LIFEi PEOPLE WHO CONSIDER 

THEMSELVES RELIGIOUS BECOME OVERLY SERIOUS) 

SOURJ AND FORGET HOW TO LAUGH AND RELAX, 

RELIGION LEADS SOME TO BECOME STINGY; 

NARROW) PREJUDICED INDIVIDUALSJ ANDJ 

INSTEAD OF ALLOWING RELIGION TO QUESTION 

THEIR ASSUMPTIONS) SOME USE RELIGION TO 

SUPPORT THEIR PREJUDICE AND FALSE JUDGMENTS 

ABOUT OTHERS. 

THE RE ARE TI MESJ TOOJ WHEN RELIGION .HAS 

,- ENCOURAGED PRIVATE CONVERSIONS WHILE 

NEGLECT I N-G PUBLIC JUST I CE) AND THU-S IS 

HAZARDOUS TO THE HEALTH OF  A SOCIETY, 



LOOK AT HOW RELIGION OFTE�l D.IVIDES PEOPLE 

INSTEAD OF BR I N'G I NG THEM CLOSER TOGETHER 

INTO A GREATER HARMONY -- PITTING THE 

SO-CALLED RELIGiou·s PEOPLE AGAINST THE 

IRRELIGIOUS OR THE "CORRECT" BELIEVERS 

AGAINST THE HERETICS. AND IT HAS NOT 

OFTEN BEEN HEALTHY FOR THE HERETICS) AS 

THEY HAVE BEEN BURNED AT THE STAKE AND 

PUT ON THE RACK. 

BUT, UNLIKE CIGARETTES) RELIGION NEED 

NOT BE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTH OR MINE. 

I T  CAN INSTEAD -- AND IS MEANT TO -- BE 

HEAL TH-G.IV I NG. THE TRUE MEAN I NG OF THE 

·woRD SALVATION· IS HEALTH OR WELL .BEING. 

THAT'S WHY ST. PAUL WROTEJ "THE FRUIT 

(OR THE EFFECT) OF TRUE RELIGION IS LOVE, 

JOY) PEACE) PATIENCE) KINDNESS) GOODNESS, 

FAITHFULNESS) GENTLENESS, SELF-CONTROL." 

THAT'S WHY JESUS SAID, " I  HAVE COME THAT 

YOU. MIGHT HAVE LIFE AND HAVE IT MORE 

ABUNDANTL y I// 

THUS· RELIGION CAN LEAD US TO HUMILITY 

AND TO BECOME FORGIVINGJ ACCEPTING, NON­

JUDGMENTAL) LOVING PERSONS. OUR CHRISTIAN 

FAITH CAN LEAD US TO BECOMING JOYFUL, 

HAPPY) OPEN, GIVING HUMAN BEINGS WHO ARE 

NOT AFRAID OF CHANGE, NOT AFRAID OF RISK, 

AND NOT AFRAID OF THE FUTURE. 

IF YOU WANT YOUR CHRISTIAN FAITH TO BE 

HEALTH-GIVING) INSTEAD OF HAZARDOUS TO 

YOUR HEALTH, HERE ARE SOME BASICS TO 
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REMEMBER: 

1. "Goo DON'T MAKE NO JUNK!" AS THE 

YOUNGSTER PUT IT IN HIS OWN WORDS. Goo 

CREATED THE WORLD AND EACH ONE OF US AS 

GOOD. WE ARE MADE IN GOD'S IMAGEJ AND 
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THAT MEANS THAT G0D
1

S SPIRIT DWELLS WITHIN 

US, AND IT MEA.NS THAT -THERE IS NO SEPARATION 

BETWEEN BODY AND SPIRIT. 

2. Goo's LOVE IS CONTINUALLY AND FREELY 

GI VEN TO ALL WHO AC-CEPT IT. IT CANNOT 

BE BOUGHT OR EARNED. THIS MEANS THAT 

GOD LOVES YOU AND GOD LOVES ME. EACH 

HUMAN BEING ON EARTH IS EQUALLY LOVED 

BY GOD. THIS IS ANOTHER WAY OF SAYING 

THAT WE EACH HAVE EQUAL VALUE IN Gan's 

ECONOMY. THE CRIMINAL ON DEATH ROWJ THE 

· PATIENT IN THE MENTAL HOSPITAL) THE 

STARVING BEGGAR ON THE STREET) THE RICHJ 

THE POOR -- ALL ARE LOVED BY Gan. 

3. GOD DOESN'T GIVE UP ON US--- EVER! 

OUR HUMANNESS BELONGS TO THE GOODNESS 

oF THE CREATION . . . AND Goo THROUGH 

CHR IST TAKES PART IN OUR SUFFERINGS1 OUR 

GUILT) OUR PAINJ OUR JOY1 OUR HAPPINESS, 

GOD'S LOVE IS NEVER CONTINGENT ON WHAT 

WE STRIVE TO DO. GOD GIVES US WHAT IS 

NEEDED TO HEAL THE DISORDERS OF THE HUMAN 

SPIRIT AND TO INIT IATE NEW POSS IB IL IT IES 

FOR EVERY HUMAN LIFE AND FOR THE WORLD 

AS A WHOLE. 



4. GOD CREATED US AS INTERDEPENDENT 

CREATURES ) AND WE ARE MEANT TO LIVE IN 

PEACE AND HARMONY WITH ONE ANOTHER. Gan's 

CREATION IS ONE. THIS IS ANOTHER .WAY 

OF SAYING THAT DEEP DOWNJ WE NEED EACH 

OTHER. WE ARE CONNECTED WITH EACH OTHER 

AND MEANT TO BE. LIFE WITHOUT FRIENDSHIP) 

LIFE WITHOUT HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS) IS LIKE 

THE SKY WITHOUT THE SUN. WE ARE MEANT 

TO LIVE IN COMMUNITY. BECAUSE GOD LOVES 

USJ WE ARE TO LOVE EACH OTHER. ST. JOHN 

REMINDS US THAT uIF WE SAY WE LOVE GOD 

AND HATE ANOTHER HUMAN BEING) WE ARE 

LI AR Si'' 

5. GOD ALWAYS SEEKS THE GOOD WITHIN US. 

OUR HUMANNESS FULFILLS THE INTENTION OF 

GOD'S CREATION. ALL WE NEED IS TO BE 

OPEN TO SPIRITUAL GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT. 

OUR LIVES ARE FILLED WITH GROWTH AND 

CHANGE) BUT THROUGH IT ALL GOD IS SEEKING 

OUR OVER-ALL HEALTH AND WELL BEING. IT 

IS GOD'S WILL TO INCREASE HEALTH AND 

HARMONY AMONG ALL LIVING BEINGS AND IN 

ALL OF CREATI_ON I 

6. 'Goo SPEAKS TO us IN MANY WAYS -­

THROUGH SILENCEJ THROUGH VARIOUS KINDS 

OF .PRAYER) THROUGH OTHER PEOPLE J THROUGH 

ART J . MUSIC, HISTORY, THROUGH LIFE'S 

EXPERIENCES, THROUGH OUR FRIENDS, AND 

THROUGH OUR ENEMIES. 

7. No MATTER WHAT HAPPENS TO US J GOD 

9 



• 

10 

CAN BRING GOOD OUT OF IT. As ST. PAUL 

SAIDJ "ALL THINGS WORK TOGETHER FOR THE 

GOOD FOR THOSE WHO LOVE GOD. ·" GOD NEVER 

TOTALLY ABA.NDONS USJ BUT RATHER CONTINUALLY 

SEEKS US OUT, NOTHING CAN SEPARATE US 

FROM THE LOVE OF GODJ NOT OUR .SINNINGJ 

OUR SUFFERINGJ OR OUR DYING; NOT A CROSS 

OR A MUSHRo·oM CLOUD. 

THIS MEANSJ THEN J THAT FOR OUR CHRISTIAN 

FAITH TO BE HEALTH-GIVING INSTEAD OF A 

HAZARD TO OUR HEALTHJ CHURCH CONGREGATIONS 

LIKE THIS ONE NEED TO CONTINUE TO BE PLACES 

THAT ARE INCLUSIVE) NOT EXCLUSIVE; WHERE 

SINNERS .ARE WELCOME AND FORGIVEN; WHERE 

MISTAKES ARE FO.RGIVEN; WHERE BUMBLING 

AND FUMBLING ARE NOT CONDEMNED AND REJECTED. 

THERE IS A SIMPLE BASIC TEST WHICH WE . 

CAN APPLY TO A RELIGIOUS GROUP OR MOVEMENT 

TO SEE IF IT 1s· HEALTH-GIVING OR A HAZARD 

TO HEALTH. SEE HOW THE MOVEMENT TREATS 

THE OUTCASTS OF SOCIETY: THOSE IN TROUBLE J 

THOSE IN NEEDJ THE LOSERS� THE DOWN AND 

OUTJ THE PERSECUTED J THE POOR. THE WAY 

WE TREAT PEOPLE IS THE WAY WE TREAT Goo. 

CHURCH CONG.REGATIONS ARE TO BE PLACES 

WHERE PEOPLE FIND COMPASSION AND UNDERSTANDING 

FOR THEIR WEAKNESSES AND WHERE INDIVIDUALS 

ARE LOVEP .AND· ACCEPTEDJ NO MATTER WHO 

THEY ARE OR WHAT THEY HAVE DONE. COMPASSION 

IS THE WORLD'S RICHEST ENERGY SOURCE. 



RELIGION THAT IS HEALTH-GIVING LEADS US 

TOWARD WHOLENESS AND TO SEEING THE WORLD 

AND CREATION WHOLE. IT DRAWS US OUT OF 

OURSELVES INTO OPENNESSJ LOVEJ AND 

ACCEPTANCE. RELIGION TH-AT LEADS INTO 

NARROWNESSJ EXCLUSIVENESSJ AND DOGMATISM 

1�� HAZARDOUS TO OUR HEALTH AND THE HEALTH 

OF SOCIETY AS A WHOLE. 

OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH IS HEALTH-GIVING WHEN 

CONGREGATIONS BECOME PLACES WHERE ONE 

CAN FIND INSPIRATION AND ENCOURAGEMENT 

AND WHERE INDIVIDUALS CAN EXPERIENCE JOYJ 

AS WELL AS SORROW. CHURCHES ARE HEALTH­

GIVING IF THEY REACH OUT TO PEOPLE AND 
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BUILD THEIR SELF-ESTEEM AND HELP INDIVIDUALS 

DISCOVER THEIR POTENTIAL AND FULFILL IT. 

So MANY PEOPLE ARE LONELY. So MANY PEOPLE 

ARE HURTING. So MANY PEOPLE ARE WAITING 

SIMPLY FOR A SMILE AND A WORD OF EN COURAGEMENT 

AND HOPE. THE WOUNDS OF THIS WORLD VERY 

MUCH NEED THE HEALING POWER OF Gan . WE 

WANT TO BE AMONG THOSE WHO SPREAD AND 

INCREASE THIS HEALING POWERJ RATHER THAN 

THOSE WHO MAKE RELIGION A HAZARD TO HEALTH. 

AMEN, 


