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“Religion is an illusion and it derives its strength 
from the fact that it falls in with our instinctual 
desires.” 

- Sigmund Freud 

 

What is Psychology? 

psy·chol·o·gy (s -k l -j ): The science of behavior and 

mental processes 
(From Psychology, Seventh Edition, by David G. Myers) 

 ENGLISH SUBTITLES: 

Psychologists study how you 

act and how you think 

ENGLISH SUBTITLES:  Religion is not legit. 

The only reason people get into religion 

is because it fits in with their most basic 

needs and wants! 

Tonight we’re going to think about what 

one famous psychologist said about 

religion. 

 

Religion is something that 

involves ACTION and 

THOUGHT- a perfect thing 

for budding psychologists 

– like yourselves – to 

study! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGION - 

TODAY 

Sigmund Freud - a Jew, born as 

“Shlomo” Freud btw- died over 70 

years ago; since then, psychologists 

have had a lot of time to study up on 

the psychology of religion. 

They’ve found some pretty cool 

things – as we’ll see in a minute. 

 

The question we have 

to ask is- was Freud 

right? Is religion just 

an “illusion”? 

 

Are people only 

religious because it fits 

in with their most basic 

needs and wants? 

Or is there something 

more to it? 
 

 

Dr. Phil has been kind enough to 

lend us some of his time and 

expertise to take us through some 

things that modern psychologists 

have discovered about religion. 

Specifically, Dr. Phil 

wants to talk about the 

relationship between 

religion and three basic 

needs or wants: 

Happiness 

Health 

Long Life 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

‚…numerous studies 
find religion to be 
closely related to life 
satisfaction and 
happiness (e.g., Ferriss 
2002; Greeley and 
Hout 2006; Hadaway 
1978; Inglehart 2010).‛ 

(Salmoirago-Blotcher et 
al., 2011) 

 

‚…religion is positively 
associated with 

subjective well-being… 

studies find that the 

association between 

religion and subjective 

well-being is 

substantial (Inglehart 

2010; Myers 2000; 

Witter et al. 1985).‛ 

‚Several studies find 
that the sense of 
closeness to God… is 
significantly 
related to well-being… 

all traditions show a 

higher level of life 

satisfaction than does 

‘no religion.’‛ (Lim and 

Putnam, 2010) 

 

 

‚For life 
satisfaction, what 
matters is how 
involved one is 
with a religious 
community.‛  

 
(Lim and Putnam, 2010) 

 

YOU BE THE 

PSYCHOLOGIST 

WHY WOULD 

STUDIES SHOW 

THAT RELIGION 

AND FEELING 

CLOSE TO G-D 

ARE RELATED 

TO HAPPINESS 

AND LIFE 

SATISFACTION? 

ENGLISH SUBTITLES: Studies show that religion is totally related to happiness. It’s 

like mad related. It’s ridiculously related. People who feel that G-d likes chillin’ 

out with them are much cooler with their life than people who don’t. 

 

  
    

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

‚…adherents of 
selected faith 
traditions with strict 
dietary and 
behavioral 
guidelines appear to 
be protected from 
some cancers…‛ 
 
(Salmoirago-Blotcher et 
al., 2011) 

‚There is reasonably 
consistent evidence 
of the beneficial 
effects of religious 
involvement for 
some aspects of a 
healthy lifestyle such 
as not smoking or the 
limited consumption 
of alcohol…‛ 
(Salmoirago-Blotcher et 
al., 2011) 

 

‚In sum, there is strong 
and consistent evidence 

that greater levels of 
religious involvement… 
are associated with better 

physical health…‛ 
(Salmoirago-Blotcher et al., 2011) 

 

YOU BE THE 

PSYCHOLOGIST 

Why would 

studies show 

that religion 

is related to 

better 

physical 

health? 

 

ENGLISH SUBTITLES: People whose religion has a lot of rules – especially 

like “you can’t pig out on whatever you want”- are less likely to get some 

types of cancer, or to drink alchohol or smoke. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

‚…one of the most well-established findings is the 
existence of an inverse relationship between different 

measures of religious involvement and all-cause 
mortality.‛ 

 
(Salmoirago-Blotcher et al., 2011) 

 
 ‚[Studies have found] a positive association of 

religious involvement with. These associations 
remained significant even after adjusting for 

demographic, behavioral, psychological and social 
support variables.‛ 

(Salmoirago-Blotcher et al., 2011) 

 

 ‚…there is considerable evidence in favor of 
a positive association of frequent worship 

attendance and survival.‛ 
 

(Salmoirago-Blotcher et al., 2011) 

 

ENGLISH SUBTITLES: People who are 

religious and pray generally LIVE 

LONGER!!!! THAT’S NUTS!!!!!!!! 

YOU BE THE 

PSYCHOLOGIST 

Why would studies show that 

religion is related to living a 

longer life? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What about the exceptions? 

We all know people who don’t fit into these findings: 

We all know people who are religious and aren’t 

healthy. 

We all know people who are religious and aren’t 

necessarily happy. 

We have all known people who were religious but, 

unfortunately didn’t live long. 

How do psychologists explain that in light of these 

studies? 

None of these studies say that a religious 

person will never be unhappy. 

None of them say that a religious person will 

never - G-d forbid- die young. 

All these studies show is that IN GENERAL and 

OVER THE COURSE OF AN ENTIRE LIFETIME – 

people will tend to be happier, healthier and 

live longer if they are religious and attend 

religious services. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LET’S THINK LIKE  

PSYCHOLOGISTS 
Psychologists have to 

look at the facts and 

come up with an 

explanation- how would 

you explain the findings 

we studied? 

Happiness:  One explanation that 

psychologists have given for the 

finding that religious people tend to 

be happier and have more life 

satisfaction is that religion gives us a 

group of people to hang out with and 

get support from. 

Health: One explanation given to explain 

why religious people tend to be healthier is 

that religion makes them more disciplined 

when it comes to eating food that is bad for 

them and making potentially harmful 

decisions like whether or not to smoke or 

drink alchohol. 

Long Life: Psychologists are not really sure 

why attending religious services would lead 

to long life. One study ruled out a lot of 

explanations including showing that it is 

NOT because people who go to services have 

a better support group. 

 

 

 



 FREUD WAS RIGHT – SORT 

OF! 
Freud said that religion wasn’t legit and that 

people were only interested in it because it fits 

in with their basic and wants. 

 

Freud also said that “Religion is an illusion” – was he 

right about that as well?? 

Freud was definitely right about one thing: 

RELIGION FITS INTO OUR NEEDS AND WANTS! 

It gives us the social structure and discipline 

to be: 

Happier, Healthier and to Live Longer 

We have seen that most of the amazing findings about religion can be 

explained in very natural ways: religion gives us a good social 

support structure, and can keep us away from unhealthy behaviors. 

Does that mean that it is an illusion? 

Not at all! 

Isn’t it possible that the reason psychologists have found that human 

beings were designed to generally be happier, healthier and live 

longer when religious is because religion is rooted in something 

REAL? 

It’s not the only explanation, but it’s definitely a POSSIBILITY. 

One final important question – if psychologists have found 

all these amazing things about religion doesn’t that make it 

worth a deeper look? 


