   PSYCHOLOGY Series: SELF-ESTEEM - Human Wisdom Vs Divine Wisdom No. IV

[Editor’s note: This is the fourth in a series in the style of a panel discussion, bringing you the opinions of experts in the various fields of human sciences alongside with true Christian doctrine. This is an abridged version of the discussions conducted by us and moderated by our Mr. Alex Fernandes.]

Mr. Alex: In today’s panel discussion we are going to deal with that all-important term known in the world of psychology as “Self-esteem”. It promises to do the right fixing if you are not feeling too good. I am sure that Rev. Paul Powel and Fr. Samuel will have a different opinion from that of our psychologist, Dr. Johnson. However, to begin this discussion, we would need some enlightenment on this from our psychologist. Dr. Johnson would you please tell us something about this best selling label, “self-esteem”?

Dr. Johnson: You are right, Mr. Alex. Self-esteem has become the third most frequently occurring theme in psychological literature: as of 2003 over 25,000 articles, chapters, and books referred to the topic. But now there are about 5 million references to self-esteem recorded in the Internet. The term “self-esteem”, one of the oldest concepts in psychology, first appeared as a coinage of American psychologist and philosopher William James in 1890. It involves one’s mental perception of one’s qualities, not of one’s physical features.

Mr. Alex: Thank you Dr. Johnson. That sounds impressive. Please could you tell us little more about the various applications of, “self-esteem”?

Dr. Johnson: In psychology, self-esteem or self-worth includes a person’s subjective appraisal of himself or herself as intrinsically positive or negative to some degree. Self-esteem involves beliefs about self (e.g., “I am competent/incompetent”) and emotions (triumph/despair, pride/shame). It also finds expression in behaviour (e.g., assertiveness/timorousness, confidence/caution). In addition, one can construe self-esteem as an enduring personality characteristic (self-esteem as a trait) or as a temporary psychological condition (state of self-esteem). Finally, self-esteem can apply specifically to a particular dimension (e.g., “I believe I am a good writer, and feel proud of that in particular”) or of general acceptance of self (for example: “I believe I am a good person, and feel proud of myself in general”). A lot more can be said about this concept. But for now, I think what I have said will give you sufficient information on it.

Mr. Alex: Dr. Johnson, what you have said is quite comprehensive and enlightening. But this term, however widely used it may be, does it really help? Does this concept itself have some credibility? Can it go far in setting right personality imbalances in persons who are often troubled by a certain lack of self-confidence or courage to face the reality in the world? I would like to ask Rev. Paul Powel to give us his opinion.

Rev. Powel: For me, “self-esteem” is a concept that lacks roots. It is the same as saying that self-confidence is the right answer to your worries while the reasons could be far deeper in your weaknesses or your unwise choices or due to causes for which you are not really responsible. One may use a number of words like, self-esteem, self-worth, self-confidence, self-respect or “feeling good” to boost ones spirits. But words are empty and lack power; they do not have roots, or authority, or depth or specific parameters to signify anything precise and clear. Without credible authority or authentic origin the words we use cannot produce profound and lasting results.  There must be also sound philosophical foundation to concepts and words. Only God can give meaning and power to words. Without God is it possible to speak about what God has given, namely, our human mind, soul and body? For this we need God’s authority revealed in the Bible. Psychologists invent words not founded on philosophy or theology or the Bible or on any legitimate God-given authority. Purely human authority will not be sufficient. Their inventions, remedies and solutions are merely human. And that’s the case of “self-esteem”!

Mr. Alex: That’s quite a strong assertion you have made Rev. Powel. Now, what authority should be there for self-esteem to work?

Rev. Powel: Self-esteem is of little consequence because it is not related to any God-given promise or expression. The words we use, like sin, grace, salvation, forgiveness, humility, service, love, faith and hope have some Biblical sense and Biblical authority as revealed by Jesus. But self-esteem comes from purely human understanding and has a lot of limitations. Such words can lead us to deception and unrealistic life-experiences.

Mr. Alex: Fr. Samuel, do you agree with Rev. Powel’s opinion?

Fr. Samuel: I do agree with Rev. Powel’s opinion. It is our faith that gives sense to words and due authority for using such words for any teaching, counselling or doing anything. Secular sciences have not understood the nature of the human person deeply enough, as God has revealed to us through Jesus Christ. Those who do not have any particular faith have to invent some terms that are functional utmost for some cases but not really useful for any deep and lasting solution. In fact, psychology has invented a whole lot of words to eliminate authentic God-given religious terminology. 

Mr. Alex: Dr. Johnson, do you agree with Fr. Samuel’s view?

Dr. Johnson: There is not much that I can agree with him about his views. But it is true that psychology, or rather, psychologists do coin words, terms or expressions to serve the purpose of counselling or doing some therapy. But every word has precise and well-tested meaning. There is nothing ambiguous about what we state. For example, self-esteem is an essential quality for every one. Having a low self-esteem could lead to a lot of personality disorders. So we advise people to build up self-esteem by thinking positive, living in the present, believing in ones own abilities.  

Mr. Alex: Rev. Powel, does not Dr. Johnson’s “self-esteem” theory sound very convincing?

Rev. Powel: It is convincing to those who are superficial. Think deeper and you will see that the self-esteem concept is deceptive because it is self-centred, not God-centred. 
Adam and Eve became self-conscious, looked for knowledge and finally fell into a sinful state of self-consciousness. They were not suffering from low self-esteem but from a guilty consciousness. They did not own up personal responsibility but blamed the other nearby. So God did not restore them to their state of happiness that they had before. Our true parents had lost their dignity as children of God and lost self-respect in that sense. But the truth is that they had sinned and lost their true dignity. Loss of self-esteem was not the issue in their case but loss of dignity as children of God through sin. Sin pulls us down, but we can rise with hope and feel happy because God forgives. We need to be God-centred, not self-centred. Being happy with a good conscience justified by God is sufficient. Self-esteem is not the answer. 

Mr. Alex: Fr. Samuel would you have anything to add to what Rev. Powel has said?

Fr. Samuel: He has come very close to what the Catholic Church teaches, that is, returning to God through repentance and the sacrament of reconciliation and rejoicing in the Spirit because you are a child of God with renewed dignity. We need to understand the real meaning of dignity as persons, as children of God, as his people of God called to live according to his calling. God is the true reference point to discover if we have dignity or not. That’s possible only if we are in communion with him, through his Son Jesus Christ.  

Mr. Alex: How would Dr. Johnson react to this?

Dr. Johnson: In psychology we develop human concepts, human solutions and tools to solve human problems. Self-esteem is one of the most powerful concepts now circulating in educational and managerial institutions for solving personality deficiencies, disorders and building up persons for a new society. Self-esteem is too wide a concept to be analysed well here in this forum. However I can give a few tips that are commonly recommended everywhere: Have a productive personality; have a healthy self-concept; be creative; be neither too independent nor too dependent on others; be altruistic; look to the future with excitement; be dreamers and be goal-oriented with a sense of balance. All these tips and more can be offered and still self-esteem is not exhausted. We know that kids with low-self esteem can be problems unto themselves and to others. In psychology we help them to recover self-esteem that is potentially present in them. Otherwise they will turn out to be criminals.

Mr. Alex: That’s a lot of good tips to build up self-esteem. Does that impress you Rev. Powel?

Rev. Powel: That does not take me very far. There are many questions still to be answered. Can we build anything on persons suffering from deep hurts, or from acquired criminal or evil tendencies without healing the wounded area or without cleansing the sores and removing the sinful roots? 

Mr. Alex: Fr. Samuel, what would be your opinion on this?

Fr. Samuel: I too feel that the tips on self-esteem are quite superficial and can be better replaced by our Christian virtues. But it could be at the same time appealing to those who are tired of the Christian Catechism and want a new software package to “feel good” in their lives. But deeper problems, they cannot tackle without God’s grace. I know even criminals and those who live a sexually disordered life, have a certain sense of self-esteem and “feel comfortable” in their ways. Many film stars and media attractions live without any moral principles and yet look happy and very comfortable although they are linked to drugs, crimes and occult beliefs. But they seem to be doing well, judging by their smiles and the self-confidence they exude.  What about the gays who are now parading in glory their sexually disordered ways? Don’t they claim to be happy, full of self-esteem? They are all living in an illusion. I would like to ask Dr. Johnson if crimes, suicides and drug addiction have decreased after self-esteem has been introduced in a big in the world of counselling and education. 

Mr. Alex: We are now entering a complex part of our topic. Is the lack of self-esteem the reason why people take to crimes, sex, drugs? This cannot be tackled just now.  I would like to stop here and resume our discussion after a break. Part 2 of this topic we reserve for the next issue of the STREAMS. We will begin with Dr. Johnson and ask him to set the ball rolling once again. Thank you. 

 [To be continued]  

Mr. Alex: Friends, we are back again here after a break. We had been discussing self-esteem and we had left it off when the question was raised about a possible link between low self-esteem and certain social problems like alcohol consumption, drug addiction and crime. The topic at this juncture enters a rather complex phase and so I believe that after the short break we are able to continue more calmly with our discussions.

On the presumed link between low self-esteem and alcohol consumption, drug addiction and crime, I would like the Anglican pastor, Rev. Paul Powel to speak his mind. Rev. Powel, please tell us what you think about it.

Rev. Powel: There has been since some time much hype about the possibility of a link between low self-esteem and a variety of human behavioural evils such as the ones you have just mentioned. In this connection I would like to bring to our listeners’ attention an interesting and well-known fact. A few years ago the California legislature passed a bill creating the California Task Force to Promote Self-esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility. The legislature funded the bill with $245,000 a year for three years, for a total of $735,000. 

In order to investigate this relationship the state Task Force hired eight professors from the University of California to look at the research on self-esteem as it relates to the six following areas: 

1. Crime, violence and recidivism

2. Alcohol and drug abuse
3. Welfare dependency

4. Teenage pregnancy

5. Child and spousal abuse

6. Children failing to learn in school

Seven of the professors researched the above areas and the eighth professor summarised the results. The results were then published in a book titled The Social Importance of Self-esteem. Has this attempt established the relationship between self-esteem and social problems? No, they could not produce any hard evidence to prove that presumed link. 

They could not find the cause and effect link they were looking for. However, more recent studies indicate a definite relationship between violent behaviour and high self-esteem. Nevertheless, faith in self-esteem dies hard and schools continue to work on building high self-esteem. What I say is not my own invention. You can verify this information on certain web sites for example, www.psychoheresy-aware.org that has an article by the title, Self-esteem for Christians? Another web site that could be mentioned is www.bbc.co.uk/health in which a certain Tracy Turner has published an article by the title, Self-esteem. In the article the author reports a typical generalisation that suits the style of psychologists that says, “People who hold themselves in high esteem are less likely to engage in destructive and self-destructive behaviour including child abuse, alcohol and drug abuse, violence and crime”. 

From this can we conclude that low self-esteem is linked to certain social problems? I do not think so. 

Mr. Alex: That’s quite an amazing sort of stuff that you have produced for us Rev. Powel. Thank you so much. Now how about a reaction from Dr. Johnson our psychologist?

Dr. Johnson: One may not find hard evidence to link low self-esteem with social problems because so far the tests available are not foolproof. We can get only trends, which are nonetheless convincing and basing on which we can also draw up action plans. Only for a judicial procedure one needs to have hard evidence. But trends are sufficient for drawing up some policy guidelines and useful action plans. What the California Task force has established is to indicate some trends, which are quite useful. 

Mr. Alex: Any comment from any of the other panellists?

Rev. Powel: Trends need to be established with definite and conclusive results. So far psychology tests have failed to produce any evidence. It seems to me that there is nothing objective or truthful about the research done by psychologists. Their claims may even lack any truth at all. Do they believe in truth?

Dr. Johnson: That question seems to be addressed to me. So I might as well answer it straight away. Truth is a subject that philosophers and teachers of religion claim to know. We psychologists are not dogmatic but according to our findings we arrive at decisions. People believe us because what we say is convincing.

Rev. Powel: We cannot leave philosophy and religion, entirely out of consideration, because we need certain principles that are true. It is religion that tells us what is true as against what is false. Only Christianity has complete truth because the Bible teaches what is true through the Word of God. We Christians do not go by experiments. We know for certain that God gives us the true self-esteem or dignity that mankind had once lost in Paradise and which Jesus Christ restored through his death and resurrection. He gave us the dignity of being called children of God (Cf. Rom. 8: 14-15). Through sin we lose it but we can regain it through repentance. Dignity is the real word, not self-esteem. It is grace that has come through Jesus Christ that can save us and it is grace that can keep us from falling into social evils such as alcohol, child abuse, violence and the like. What psychology advertises is a deceptive web of lies in a fine dressing of sweet nothing. 

Mr. Alex: Here we are entering again into the familiar tussle between psychology and religion. Both Dr. Johnson the psychologist and Rev. Paul the Anglican pastor have produced some good arguments. Could we now hear the opinion of our Catholic priest, Rev. Fr. Samuel on this point?

Fr. Samuel: I see here no point in taking on a psychologist who has no faith. For me faith is the beginning of the search for truth that comes from God. He alone can teach us the truth because he is truth. The truth is, as Rev. Powel has pointed out, that we were made children of God through Jesus Christ. Time and again we lose that dignity through sin but we can regain it through repentance and the Sacrament of reconciliation. Those who do not repent do not admit their fault and continue doing what is wrong. Often, it is not because of low self-esteem but because of high self-esteem or too high a self-esteem which is pride that they continue to do what is evil. 

Rev. Powel: That’s very well said. In fact, I firmly believe that the concept of self-esteem is built on a self-centred approach. What Jesus tells us is to renounce self and take up the cross and following him. It means also a life of humble service. Does self-esteem include accepting suffering, recognising ones sin, humbling oneself before God and others and serving others out of love of God?
Mr. Alex: Could our psychologist, Dr. Johnson answer these questions?

Dr. Johnson: We do not deal with religious terminology but we work on concepts that are helpful for decent living. We find self-esteem to be such a concept.

Rev. Powel: It is a decent word for decent living all right but insufficient in itself because it is quite empty, devoid of truth. So it cannot yield results that will last. To fight some real evils like addictions to alcohol, pornography, sex and violence it is not enough to say, ‘be positive’, ‘think highly about yourself’ or ‘be happy with what you are’. They are just flattering statements. We need to say instead, ‘recognise your mistake’, ‘be sorry but do not be discouraged’, ‘Jesus forgives you’, ‘turn to him with sorrow and resolve to change your ways’. These are statements containing truth, not empty feelings and flattering words like self-esteem. If you try to cure those who seem to suffer from self-esteem with optimism that leads to flattery you will lead them to bigger crimes. In fact many criminals are known to possess high self-esteem to a dangerous degree.

Mr. Alex: Does that make sense to you, Dr. Johnson? 

Dr. Johnson: What the pastors are saying can go well in the Church where they have their flock willing to listen. But their sheep are today looking for better pastures at the door of psychology.

Rev. Powel: There is some truth in that statement because today’s Christians are born and brought up in a consumer ambient, in the comforts of the world which cannot offer the truths that God alone can give. The world can give only soft and deceptive options for which people have enough money to spend. They cannot accept the hard options of life as Jesus offers - sacrifice, humility, service, self-control and renunciation. These virtues or disciplines can be acquired through prayer and hard work through the grace of Jesus Christ. Did Jesus have any self-esteem or did he lose his self-esteem when he voluntarily went to the Cross to win for us dignity as children of God or true self-esteem in the Christian sense?

Rev. Samuel: Here I would like to propose that we use the term “dignity as children of God” rather than “self-esteem” in the sense of the world.

Rev. Powel: I would go along with that proposal.

Dr. Johnson: Such terminology is alien to us psychologists because we set aside God and his truths in favour of human realities that are easily evident to us. We do not humiliate people with miserable and unrealistic concepts like suffering, repentance and salvation.   

Rev. Samuel: That’s where the difference lies. It’s clear that psychology is a man-made science that cannot solve the deeper questions affecting the soul. They set aside God and his revelation that has come down to us through his son Jesus Christ. About the moral problems into which many fall and get enslaved psychologists have no satisfying answer. The answer to all our problems is Jesus who can set us free. It is he who said, “Amen, amen, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave of sin” (Jn. 8:34); “So if the Son frees you, then you will truly be free” (Jn. 8:36). He assures us, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life” (Jn. 14:16).

Mr. Alex: A concern that psychologists often raise is that preaching sin, repentance and confession could paint a pessimistic picture of life. In such a situation, “self-esteem” appeals to people, especially the young. Any comment on this from our Rev. Pastors? 

Rev. Samuel: Truth is at times as unattractive as the Cross is. Saying the truth can be painful. Its presentation from the pulpit can sound pessimistic at times. I also do not deny that sometimes there have been exaggerations in preaching. However, self-esteem is not the real answer though it can please and encourage the listener for some time. There is no harm in using such concepts provided the real truth about sin, redemption and grace through Jesus Christ are not kept out of the reach of those who want real solutions to their problems. 
Mr. Alex: I think our discussion has been extremely useful so far and has exposed both sides of the topic very well. We must now leave the readers the right to choose the correct option. So at this point I think we should wind up our discussion although there seems to be no meeting point between the two types of views. I would at the same agree that psychology does offer solutions that have at least some relevance for a life that is humanly speaking, in need of certain quick-fix solutions. But it seems to me that the Christian solutions go far deeper and give us results that will last though few may be willing to follow the way, which is narrow indeed. It’s the way to true dignity, through repentance from sins. It’s the way that takes us along as we carry our own crosses by the power of the grace of Jesus Christ. That is the power that Jesus brings to us from his Father. That takes us far beyond what self-esteem can give us. 

I do appreciate the great contribution that all the three panellists have so far made to this discussion. So thank you, Gentlemen!
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