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 And then there’s the oft-reported 
association between religious engage-
ment and health.  Several massive epi-
demiological studies have followed lives 
through time to see what predicts ill 
health and premature death.  The well-
replicated finding, which researchers 
have scrambled to explain, is that re-
ligiously active people are less likely to 
die in any given year and enjoy longer 
life expectancy.  The faith-health corre-
lation, which remains after controlling 
for age, gender, ethnicity, and educa-
tion, appears partly as the result of re-
ligion-related healthier lifestyles (recall 
the lower smoking rate), and partly the 
result of faith-related communal sup-
port, stress management, and positive 
emotions.  
 I know, I know.  Many people of faith 
die young, or are unhappy, self-centered, 
and bigoted.  In surveys, evangelicals 
(compared to mainliners and the non-
religious) have been more antagonistic 
toward gays, more likely to support tor-
turing suspected terrorists, and more 
opposed to taxing themselves to sup-
port care for their neighbor’s health and 
welfare.  “Christians have given Christi-
anity a bad name,” lamented Madeline 
L’Engle.  Indeed, the worst examples of 
anything—medicine, business, politics, 
science, religion, and even atheism (re-
membering the genocidal Mao, Pol Pot, 
and Stalin)—can make it look evil.  But 
in general, actively religious people are 
healthy, happy, and civil.
 I hasten to remind people:  these 
data do not validate theism.  The benefits 
of faith are irrelevant to its truth claims.  
And truth is ultimately what matters.  (If 
theism’s central claim is untrue, though 
comforting, what honest person would 
choose to believe?  If true, though dis-
comfiting, what honest person would dis-
believe?) 
 But the data do challenge the anec-
dote-fueled new atheist argument that 
religion is an overriding force for evil.  
Moreover, they help us appreciate a 
spirituality that gives meaning to our 
lives, connects us in supportive com-
munities, motivates morality and altru-
ism, and offers hope in the face of ad-
versity and death. 
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