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    Materials in this presentation are from the doctoral dissertation


    “Emotional Integrity: Theological Basis, Psychophysiological Benefits, and Sociological Ramifications”


    Presented to the faculty of Louisiana Baptist University in December 2006


    All biblical citations were taken from the New International Version of the Holy Bible unless otherwise indicated.


    Introduction


    The purpose of this thirty-year academic endeavor was to promote a concept which I later called emotional integrity and to demonstrate the value in transforming the concept into a healthy way of life. The pages that follow will show conclusively that the fields of theology, social science, and neuroscience actually support this concept by their source documents and doctrines; however, their most outspoken practitioners are inconsistent at best, and contradictory at worst, when discussing the subject and/or demonstrating the concept. Very careful attention will be paid to the assertions of doctors, philosophers, theologians, attorneys, psychologists, and social workers regarding emotions and their value.


    Many of these members verbalize a dim view of emotions. They are usually determined to be far less important than logic, reason, and other items in the material world. We are taught, as children, “Don't be so emotional” or “You shouldn't feel that way” or “Shut up that crying or I'll give you something to cry about.” We are subsequently taught two extremes: either stuff it or vent it. These two attitudes may be at the root of many of humanity's most demanding situations.


    Bold yet needful challenges will also be extended to these professionals to honestly review their positions in light of the facts of science and Scripture. This book will make deliberate and extensive use of published statistics, facts, illustrations, and quotations to support the premises contained herein. It will be shown that the human's anatomical and physiological configurations support the healthy balance among body, soul, and spirit, and that the overall health and well-being of a society will benefit from the consistent application of emotional integrity. For the purpose of this presentation, I will deliberately limit my discussion of emotions to these: anger, fear, sadness, gladness, guilt, shame, and love.


    It is my hope that the information presented will be so overwhelmingly persuasive that ministers, counselors, and mental health practitioners will use this work as a reliable reference for their encouragement for and consistent personal demonstration of emotional integrity.


    Chapter 1


    Challenge of Assertions


    Everyone has emotional experiences, and all the significant events of life involve emotions; however, the causes and the consequences of emotions are arguably among the least understood and underappreciated aspects of the human experience. One reason for this is that scientists and philosophers, over the centuries, have seemingly neglected the significance of emotional experience, if not the topic of emotions altogether. Although more people are talking about it nowadays, the talk is not necessarily informed, nor is it altogether helpful.


    Because of the influence certain individuals have on today's society, and because of the unintentional damage being done by them, there is a pressing need to challenge various assertions about emotions and emotional expression that are held by parents, doctors, lawyers, ministers, businessmen, and the media. Some parents treat the emotional expression of their children as if it were rebellion in dire need of punishment. There are members of the medical community who regard it as a pathological disorder, in need of medication. Some members of the religious community treat it as if it were demonic possession requiring exorcism. There are those in the legal community who treat it as if it were illegal, subject to prosecution. Some business executives resist it as strongly as they would an outsider's attempt to orchestrate a hostile takeover. Some in the media treat it as if it were poor scripting, in need of a rewrite or a retake.


    This book endeavors to present some of the more prevalent societal assertions regarding emotions and then to engage them scientifically, theologically, and sociologically. The purpose of this challenge is not simply to stir up those segments of society who have developed their own points of view regarding emotions; rather, the purpose is to provide a comprehensive and consistent presentation of emotions that, once presented, will be understood, accepted, and promulgated by the same societal segments to monitor, to evaluate, and to favorably influence human behavior.


    In 2004, I conducted a survey among adults to determine the major influences on people regarding their perceived right to have or to express their emotions. The only choices of influence that were allowed for the survey participants were church, media, parents, school, and spouse. Table 1 reveals the results from that survey.


    From the information presented in table 1, it was obvious to me that the greatest influence on a person's perceived right to have and/or to express emotions comes from the parents of that person. It is very important, then, to discover what the parents are saying (or, in some cases, what they are not saying) about emotional expression.
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    Table 1: Influences on a Person's Right to Have or to Express Emotions


    In a review of client files at my counseling office, it was interesting to read what the clients had to say about the parental influence on their expressions of emotions. The question on the intake document that provided the data shown in table 2 was “What did your mother/father tell you (either directly or indirectly) about your emotions?” The results were then grouped into three categories to demonstrate the parental influence: encouragement, discouragement, and indifference. In order to honor client privilege and to preserve client confidentiality, I personally reviewed the client files and gathered all the data.


    It is interesting, though disappointing, to see that the parents of the clients in this sampling discouraged the free expression of emotions by a ratio of 2 to 1. When parental indifference regarding emotions is included in the numbers, the result is even worse. The table reveals that the free and uninhibited expression of emotions was actually encouraged by parents only 98 times out of 457 or merely 21 percent of the time.
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    Table 2: Parental Influence on Emotional Expression


    Additional data from the client files revealed distinctions between adult men and women. Only 29 percent of adult men believed that their parents validated their feelings when they were children, and only 40 percent of the adult women experienced emotional validation. While it appears from these statistics that females are more often validated in their emotional expression than are men (a commonly held assertion), neither gender is receiving enough support for them to be confident in it.


    The data from the client files also reveals the tendencies of adult men and women to reveal their feelings once they get married. It is not surprising to see that only 40 percent of the married men prefer to reveal their feelings, while 67 percent of the married women prefer to reveal theirs. This supports the commonly held assertion that men hold their feelings inside while women are more open about theirs.1 Objectively determined data over the last twenty-five years overwhelmingly supports this assertion, so there was in my personal study no attempt to challenge it. However, there are other assertions regarding emotions that do need to be challenged. Each of those assertions is presented in the information that follows.


    The first assertion to be challenged is that emotions are problems or difficulties. One worldwide organization making such an assertion is Emotions Anonymous of St. Paul, Minnesota. This organization, founded in 1971 and still active in 2017, purports to be “a fellowship of people of all ages and backgrounds who come together to share personal experiences and hope as we work toward recovery from various emotional difficulties.”2 EA is a twelve-step program, fashioned after Alcoholics Anonymous, and claims to have three hundred active support groups in the United States and another three hundred around the world. This is their claim that states:


    Emotions Anonymous has been known to work miracles in the lives of many who suffer from problems as diverse as depression, anger, broken or strained relationships, grief, anxiety, low self-esteem, panic, abnormal fears, resentment, jealousy, guilt, despair, fatigue, tension, boredom, loneliness, withdrawal, obsessive and negative thinking, worry, compulsive behavior and a variety of other emotional issues.3


    Embedded in that stated claim (although the organization may not realize it) is the assertion that certain emotions (e.g., anger, grief, guilt, etc.) are difficulties or problems. They further explicitly claim that when their practitioners overcome these problems, they will experience happiness.


    In a letter to EA International, I respectfully challenged their assertions. The essence of my letter is hereby quoted:


    In other programs after which this one appears to be modeled, alcohol, narcotics, and gambling are considered to be harmful to the individual, and those addicted to them are in need of recovery. Is it the position of EA that emotions are harmful to the individual? Can an individual be addicted to emotions? If so, can an individual ever recover from them?4


    The reply to my letter from EA International reveals the inconsistent position of their organization as it similarly does with many organizations and individuals in regard to the broad subject of emotions: “Emotions in and of themselves are not harmful. It is what a person does with any given emotion that can cause the problem.”5


    Another commonly presented assertion is that some emotions are positive, while others are negative. This assertion appears to come from all segments of society, not simply from parents. In a survey that I conducted among Protestant leaders of several religious denominations, 60 percent believe that some emotions are positive and some emotions are negative.6 In addition, the emotions of anger, fear, guilt, sadness, and shame are overwhelmingly rated as negative, while only gladness and love are rated as positive. Unfortunately, many of the popular writers of Protestant materials present the subject of emotions the same way, and their writings have influenced many leaders of the Protestant faith.


    Jay Adams, whose “nouthetic” style of counseling was quite controversial in the early 1970s, is still very influential in religious education and counseling training. His classic, Competent to Counsel, is used as a textbook in some colleges and seminaries. Indeed, it was a required resource in my master's degree program in Christian counseling at Luther Rice Seminary in Lithonia, Georgia, in 1992–93.


    In the book, Adams makes this statement about feelings and behavior:


    Bad feelings are the red light on the dashboard flashing at us, the siren screaming at high pitch, the flag waving in front of our faces. Visceral discomfort is a God-structured means of telling human beings that they have violated their standards.7


    Notwithstanding the overall value of his teaching, using the word bad next to the word feeling can be misleading. A better word that would not necessarily compromise his message would be the word uncomfortable or unpleasant or awkward, adjacent to the word feeling. Neither would his message necessarily be compromised to state that some visceral discomfort is a result of a violation of standards. There is no doubt in my mind that Jay Adams would concede that the visceral discomfort experienced by Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane was not a result of any violation of God's standard.


    John Edmiston, a Christian counselor who has developed an online course of study called “Managing and Mastering Your Emotions,” makes this statement: “Godliness means forsaking some emotions and embracing others. We should be utterly free from unholy and fleshly emotions and moving toward mature and holy responses.”8 Notice in his quote the subtle shift from the subject of emotions to that of responses. One who studies such things will discover those subtle shifts in almost every presentation of emotions.


    In the earliest portion of Edmiston's course of study, he divides emotions into three classifications. His first classification includes the “holy” emotions or those experienced by God such as compassion, joy, and righteous indignation, and those that accompany life in the Spirit such as praise, worship, and adoration.


    Edmiston's second classification includes the “human” emotions or those that are based in our human situation and the created order and shared by Jesus during His time on earth, such as grief, pain, fear, abandonment, sadness, and sorrow, anxiety, stress, anguish, and vulnerability.


    His third classification includes the “fleshly” emotions or those that are poisonous and destructive such as malice, envy, selfish ambition, sensuality, bitterness, overpowering lusts, and murderous hatred.


    The main problem with this classification system is Edmiston's acknowledgment that Jesus experienced those in the second group. He previously stated that a demand of godliness is to abandon any emotions other than those in the “holy” group. This would definitely create a theological dilemma for those of us who consider Jesus to be God in the flesh.


    One preacher who contributes his work to an Internet website presented a sermon titled “Following Your Feelings.” The introduction to his sermon is revealed below:


    A feeling is an internal sensation or emotion. It is an involuntary response to a mental or physical stimulus. Since feelings are involuntary, they are neither right nor wrong. They just are. However, what we do about our feelings are right or wrong, good or bad.9


    His introductory statement presented above would be praiseworthy, except for the subtle (and not so subtle) statements of the denigration of emotions that follow it. Some of the statements that are listed in his sermon include, “Emotions don't make a good engine, they only make a good caboose”; and “It is terribly amusing how many different climates of feeling one can go through in one day”; and “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” He also includes a poetic quotation attributed to Martin Luther, the founder of the Lutheran Church: “Feelings come and feelings go, and feelings are deceiving; my warrant is the Word of God, naught else is worth believing.”10


    A secular author whose book, Anger and Conflict in the Workplace, is used as a college text makes two statements that are contradictory about the emotion of anger. They are shown below as separate quotations for the purpose of comparison:


    Anger interferes with teamwork and productivity. It also creates an environment that is negative, hostile, and frightening.11


    Anger is natural. Problems don't come from anger; problems come from the negative ways people express anger.12


    This type of contradiction is shown in yet another secular text:


    Although feelings are neither good nor bad in themselves, they can have powerful physical and psychological effects. Overwhelmed by emotion, we may cry in anguish, laugh in delight, sigh in sadness, grimace in anger. Sometimes we cut ourselves off from our feelings, if only because their intensity can frighten us.


    We can't always explain why we feel the way we do, nor may we want to admit, even to ourselves, that we are capable of negative feelings, such as anger or fear, as well as positive emotions, such as compassion and acceptance.13


    Notice in the first sentence that feelings are declared to be neither good nor bad, but before the thought is complete, some are classified as negative, and some are classified as positive.


    What does a person mean when he says that an emotion is positive or negative? American psychologist Richard Lazarus states that a positive emotion is one that is perceived as beneficial to the individual, while a negative emotion is one that is perceived as harmful.14 In other terms, a positive or negative emotion is essentially a subjective judgment about the pleasantness or unpleasantness of external sensory stimuli as determined by the individual's willingness to engage in or to avoid continued exposure to it.15 According to neuroscience researchers, the willingness to engage in or to be exposed to an emotional stimulus prompts the appetitive motivational system. The desire to avoid those emotional experiences prompts the aversive motivational system.16 I certainly will not argue the use of the words pleasant or unpleasant, approach or avoid, appetitive or aversive. However, I will take exception to the use of the words positive and negative because I do not believe that they do justice to the concept of universal emotional experience.


    Another assertion worthy of challenge is that emotions must be rational. This assertion is postulated by Albert Ellis, the founder of rational emotive therapy (also called cognitive behavioral therapy), and by those followers who ascribe to his influential psychological theories. Notice the contradiction in the following statement by one of Ellis's followers:


    Like other emotional disturbances, anger is caused by distorted thinking. It might be helpful to break down the belief systems that will move you away from the addictive…irrational anger toward more controlled, helpful feelings of rational annoyance and irritation.17


    Since there is general agreement within the scientific community that the brain contains specialized hemispheric functions, it would appear unlikely that any emotion would be regarded as “rational.” According to Richard Lazarus, there does not exist in current thinking among philosophers and scientists an agreement regarding what is rational and what is irrational.18 Although the left hemisphere is credited with logic and rational thought, and the right hemisphere with creativity and emotions, it has been shown in studies that both hemispheres are involved in emotional processing. In addition, it appears to some that emotion actually interacts with reason and rationality in its own unique way, although the two are distinct.


    For hundreds, if not thousands of years in the Western world, many have believed that emotion is incompatible with intelligent judgment. It has been said that emotions are similar to instinct, the property of lower life-forms. When people respond to an emotionally charged experience, it is said that they are regressing and displaying their primitive, animal nature. Some scientists state that emotions emanate from the “reptilian brain” within the human. While there is truth in this from science, the claim is usually not intended to be complimentary.


    The disparity and disparagement between emotion and reason can be observed regularly in our society today, particularly in published writings. American diplomat George F. Kennan wrote in a personal diary a comment about President Bush's decision to send marines to Somalia to deal with the widespread starvation and chaos that was rampant there. His comment was published in the New York Times on September 30, 1993, on its page for opinions and editorials. It reads in part:


    There can be no question that the reason for [the public's] acceptance [of the decision] lies primarily with the exposure of the Somalia situation by the American media, above all, television… But this is an emotional reaction, not a thoughtful or deliberate one… [It was] occasioned by the sight of the suffering of the starving people. It is one which was not under any deliberate and thoughtful control.19


    The problem with Kennan's statement is that it negates the value of reasonable and prudent decisions if they have any emotional influence. It is careless but all too common to suggest that decisions that do not result in success are based upon emotions, while decisions that do have a successful outcome are based solely upon reason.


    At times, an assertion regarding emotion is not only contradictory, it is downright circular as exposed in the following statement: “Anger is irrational because it is essentially against your best interests, whereas annoyance or irritation are considered rational in that these feeling states are in your best interests.”20 It appears from this statement that the emotion is positive as long as you do not call it anger. If you refer to it as an annoyance, irritation, aggravation, frustration, perturbation, or a dozen or more synonyms for anger, it is regarded not only as positive, but it is in your best interest, and it is rational.


    The assertion that certain emotions have a negative impact on a person's physical health and well-being is also in need of challenge. In a study at the Veterans Administration Medical Center in Oklahoma City, researcher Dr. William Lovallo determined that so-called positive emotions can lower the body's natural production of cortisol, a major stress-related hormone,21 somehow linking it to suicide. While research does indicate the presence of abnormally high levels of cortisol in persons who commit suicide,22 it is quite a stretch to declare that something the body produces naturally and purposefully is negative. To further assert that it is the emotion that is damaging, rather than the corresponding behavior (or the suppression thereof) is also unfounded by scientific data. In addition, it is generally regarded by the medical community today that we all need some stress in our lives to mobilize our efforts to deal with everyday human life.


    One research scientist holds the position that stress is a natural response to life's demands, and its negative side is probably overemphasized.23 Dr. Mark Goulston, psychiatrist, cofounder of Heartfelt Leadership, and three times named one of America's top psychiatrists by the Consumers Research Council, says that stress can be useful for the immune system. He explained that cortisol that is prompted by “explosion wave stress” (also called “fight or flight”) increases effectiveness of the immune system, if there is appropriate behavior which follows it.24


    Dr. William Lovallo's conclusions are shared by Dr. Richard Davidson, who is the professor of psychology and psychiatry at the Health Emotions Research Institute of the University of Wisconsin. In his report, however, Davidson refers to “reactors” and “responders” to events rather than to a pure study of emotions. Dr. Davidson's research facts demonstrate this in his four conclusions. His first conclusion is that happy persons tend to have more activity in the brain's left prefrontal cortex when they respond to negative events. His second conclusion is that those who react to stressful events with intense emotions experience two to three times the heart increase of “low reactors” to similar events. His third conclusion iss that those who always expect the worst have a 25 percent higher risk of dying before age sixty-five than those who do not. His fourth conclusion is that those who have relatively large physiological reactions to the hassles, challenges, and frustrations of everyday life are at significantly higher risk for disease.25


    The researchers, scientists, and other experts who categorically declare that emotions are dangerous to the health and well-being of individuals subtly change their position within the body of their argument. This is certainly true with Dr. Lazarus. Notice the subtle shifts in the presentation below:


    There are at least three reasons for thinking that emotions have something to do with cardiovascular diseases. First, stress emotions increase the level of low-density blood cholesterol, which is said to be one of the primary causes of blockage of the arteries supplying blood to the heart.


    Second, stress emotions result in maladaptive coping behaviors that are, in themselves, damaging to the heart and its surrounding blood supply.


    Third, stress emotions result in powerful hormones, such as adrenaline, being sent into the bloodstream, markedly increasing heart rate and blood pressure. Coupled with a diseased cardiovascular system, these demands on the heart could subject a person to acute cardiovascular crisis under stress, which could provoke sudden death.26


    It should be pointed out that Dr. Lazarus does not consider all emotions to be “stress emotions” but assigns that designation to anger, anxiety, guilt, shame, sadness, envy, and jealousy.27 Notice also these two sentences from Lazarus's book that probably get overlooked in favor of more sensational presentations:


    Several studies have supported this possibility [the connection between emotion and disease], but for every study that is supportive, other studies have produced opposing results.28


    A problem here is that one cannot say whether the difference has to do with the actual experience of emotions or with their social expression.29


    Dr. Richard Davidson's research also linked “optimists” with what he calls positive emotions and “pessimists” with what he calls negative emotions. This conclusion is much too simplistic to be taken seriously (although many do) because there is no provision for a third category of individuals, namely, the “realists.” Using Davidson's sweeping generalization, a person who is grieving the tragic loss of a loved one would be experiencing a negative emotion (sadness) and is automatically linked with “pessimists.” Generalizations of this type are not only unfounded but are unkind.


    Another assertion is that emotions can be (and must be) controlled or managed. A respected scientific journal introduces a research study with this statement: “One of life's greatest challenges is successfully regulating emotions. How we regulate our emotions matters: our well-being is inextricably linked to our emotions.”30


    One doomsday author strongly predicts the disintegration of the fabric of society, if emotions are not controlled or managed, saying:


    If we as individuals are unable to learn how to manage these emotions adequately, our world will continue to suffer from individual violence, war, genocide, and social decay, which have remained recurrent and seemingly inevitable tragedies throughout human history.31


    Another assertion is that emotions cannot be trusted. Noted child psychologist and marriage counselor James Dobson authored a book, Emotions: Can You Trust Them? The presumptive answer to the question in the rhetorical title is “no,” unless they can be validated and confirmed by logic and reason. In the book, he gives a fairly good presentation of the basic emotions but introduces the book by belittling them.


    He tells the story about a small football team in Oklahoma in the 1930s that usually lost the important games they played and were invariably stomped by their crosstown rivals. The parents and student body began to anticipate the loss each game week and suffered anxiety and depression until the Friday night reality. A school alumnus who was also a very wealthy oil producer decided to motivate the players by offering a new automobile to every boy on the team and also to all the coaches, if the team would simply defeat their bitter rivals in the next game.


    As could be expected, the team went crazy with delight. They each howled and cheered and slapped each other on their padded rear ends, anticipating the sweet victory just a week away. For six days and nights, each player ate, drank, talked, and dreamed of the victory. Each boy could envision himself sporting a new car with infatuated coeds begging for an opportunity to ride with him. Indeed, the entire school envisioned the victory and experienced the contagion of a pleasurable emotional frenzy.


    When the big night arrived, and the team was assembled in the locker room, the coach denigrated the opposition and assured his players of the forthcoming and inevitable victory. They all shouted, gave high fives, and rushed out on to the field—and were crushed by a score of 38 to zero.


    Here is Dr. Dobson's conclusion to the story:


    The team's exuberance did not translate into a single point on the scoreboard. Seven days of hoorah and whoop-de-do simply couldn't compensate for the players' lack of discipline and conditioning and practice and study and coaching and drill and experience and character.


    Such is the nature of emotion. It has a definite place in human affairs, but when forced to stand alone, feelings usually reveal themselves to be unreliable and ephemeral and even a bit foolish.32


    While I have a high regard for Dr. Dobson and for his significant contributions to marriage and family life, I must challenge the contradiction within the book.


    I must also challenge the stated position on emotions from another well-known Christian author and speaker who has an enormous worldwide following, Joyce Meyer. Her beliefs are presented not only in books, publications, and seminars, but also in daily broadcasts over the Internet. One video that aired on GodTube in April 2018 was titled, “How to Handle Guilt, Anger, and Fear.” In the opening statements of her presentation, she claims that God gave her the idea to use in her message so that the attendees of the weekend conference would have an unforgettable picture. Consider a selection of some of the quotations from her broadcast:


    I don't think there is anything sadder than wasting our time and our energy doing something that produces nothing…


    Guilt produces no good fruit… Anger produces no good fruit… Fear delights the devil… He uses it to keep you from going forward. It produces absolutely nothing good in your life… Some of you are worn out and even sick because of the years of letting negative emotions control you.33


    She invites her listeners to refer to 2 Samuel 9, saying that it is one of the best examples of someone who could have had everything, but who continued to do without and lived in poverty due to his own self-pity and low self-esteem. She presents the story of Mephibosheth, the son of Jonathan, the grandson of King Saul, who was accidentally dropped when a child, and who was crippled in both legs as a result. She said he felt bad, guilty, and worthless. There is no mention of the emotions of anger nor of guilt in the scripture she references to support her premise, and she doesn't develop the theme of the only emotion that is specifically mentioned in the text, the legitimate emotion of fear.


    In other presentations by Joyce Meyer, she mocks the legitimacy of the emotion of fear using an acrostic that has found its way into other Christian writers' works and was recently observed on a plaque on the Pinterest website:


    F alse


    E vidence


    A ppearing


    R eal


    An apparent disciple of Joyce Meyer, Micca Campbell, wrote an article for crosswalk.com, titled “Overcoming the Fear Factor.” In the article, she uses the same acrostic and then offers this explanation:


    This acrostic for fear is the kind of shock wave Satan uses to stun us. While the sting of fright feels real, in truth it's merely the trickery of Satan that gets our heart pounding. It's important for you and me to determine if our fears are real or simply Satan's hocus-pocus. If it's a real concern, I heed its warning.34


    The contradiction included in the paragraph is a common frustration and does real damage to the emotional integrity of her (and Dobson's and Meyer's) followers.


    Other positions by Meyer that are accepted and promulgated by other Christian writers include that fear is actually a spirit, rather than an emotion; fear and faith cannot coexist; emotions are a believer's number one enemy; and that one of the many benefits available to Christians is freedom from fear.


    It appears that Joyce Meyer has either changed her belief regarding fear or has simply changed her presentation to eliminate the contradiction. In a January 2018 Internet presentation of one of her broadcasts, Everyday Answers, titled “What to Do When the Devil Torments You with Fear,” she writes:


    It was a great revelation when I realized that although I couldn't control the feeling of fear (her italics), I could keep it from controlling me.
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