
Psychology and the Church
Christ the Saviour, Ealing Broadway

This has been an exhausting and emotionally 
draining year. I don’t know what your politics are, 
but I found myself on the losing side of two 
elections: first, it was Brexit, and then, last night, it 
was Trump. 

I came to speak with you in my capacity as a 
psychologist and as a priest, and I still intend to do 
so. This is as good a place to start as any.

When most people hear the word “psychologist”, 
they think of a therapist, maybe with one of those 
couches you lie on, who asks you questions about 
your relationship with your mother. Or they might 
think of someone who provides cognitive 
behavioural therapy in cahoots with a psychiatrist, 
who supplies the meds. I’m neither of these things, 
though they certainly are psychologists. There are 
different kinds. I’m what’s called an experimental 
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psychologist. This sounds a little bit insidious, but all 
it means is that I run experiments on humans to try 
to figure them out. I guess that description doesn't 
really make it sound any less sinister… 

So, psychologists like me try to figure people out, we 
try to understand the causes of human experience 
and behaviour. We want to know why people do the 
things they do, believe the things they believe, feel 
the things they feel. We want to discover the nature 
of emotions, the motivations behind our actions, the 
sources of our values. 

The great peril of being a psychologist is that 
everyone thinks they’re an expert in the subject. We 
feel like we understand ourselves: after all, who else 
could, if not us? Surely, no one else has access like we 
do to our innermost thoughts and feelings. Surely 
only we can know our own motivations and other 
causes of our actions. It turns out that this is false—
our introspective powers are much weaker and more 

 2



misleading than we might think—but we’ll get to 
that in a little while. 

Psychologists try to discover why human beings do 
the things we do. This is a broad topic. My own 
background is more specific. I am an experimental 
social psychologist. I am interested in social attitudes, 
feelings, and behaviours. This too is a broad topic, 
but it’s narrower than all of psychology. In my career 
so far, I have done research on a variety of things 
including romantic attraction, humour appreciation, 
group bonding, religious belief, and the fear of 
death. Why do we find some people attractive, but 
not others? How to jokes work? How do strangers 
get together and form groups? Why do people 
believe in gods? Are people afraid of death? These 
are the kinds of questions that I find interesting, that 
take up most of time at work. 

All academic disciplines have histories, and social 
psychology is no different. We were not always 
interested in god and death and sex, hard to believe 
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as that might be. One way to narrate the origin of my 
discipline is to begin at the Holocaust. In the wake of 
this horror of seemingly incomprehensible 
magnitude, there was a desperate need to 
understand how such a thing could have happened, 
not least so that we might be able to avoid it 
happening again. Human nature had to be revisited, 
re-interrogated Questions demanded answering, 
about whether we were inherently good or, 
tragically, inherently bad. And so, by accidents of 
political and intellectual history, it fell upon the 
Jewish diaspora, particularly in the United States, to 
pick up this mantle. They took it upon themselves to 
investigate the issue: thus was born a field obsessed 
with such dark matters as intergroup conflict, 
stereotyping, prejudice, ostracism, and 
dehumanization. The tragedy is that these 
psychologists—my intellectual forebears—have, in 
the past seventy or so years after the War, found time 
and time again how terribly commonplace, terribly 
normal this darkness is among and within us. We 
are, all of us, prone to inhumanity. This is not to say 
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that we are, all of us, inherently evil, but that the 
capacity for evil is one that we all share and that may 
rear its ugly head given the right circumstances. 
Criminals, even murderers, even Nazis are not—for 
the most part—radically different from us, from you 
and me with our day jobs and children and hobbies. 
There but for the grace of God go I, is the epigram of this 
line of social psychology. 

+++

Brexit. Donald Trump. Ask any social psychologist, 
and they’ll tell you how perfect these events are as 
illustrations of the basic principles of our discipline, 
those hard won insights of those Jewish American 
emigre and subsequent generations of researchers. 
Just a month ago, before the election, I was just 
speaking to a few colleagues about teaching an entire 
course on social psychology revolving around the 
Trump campaign as our case study. 
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There are two ways to tell the story of what 
happened here in the UK and across the atlantic in 
the US. In one telling, the “people have spoken”: a 
majority of a large collection of individuals decided, 
out of their own free will exercised their democratic 
right in an informed and reasoned way, and voted 
the UK out of the EU and Donald J Trump into the 
White House for the sake of some abstract ideal: 
freedom, sovereignty, prosperity. That’s one story. 
The other version of this tale rejects the theory of the 
human being as an autonomous individual acting in 
perfectly rational self-interest. Homo economicus. 
Here, circumstances—social and economic—
converged to form the perfect environment of 
insecurity for the stirring of our basest instincts, 
which turn out to be reactionary in multifarious 
ways. 

+++

Why does racism exist? Sexism? Xenophobia? 
Jingoism? To the social psychologist, these are really 
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the same phenomenon. First, we start with a basic 
tendency to categorise individuals into groups. Life 
would be impossible if we didn’t lump things 
together. These sorts of things are humans, we learn. 
Those sorts of things are cats and dogs and parakeets 
and paramecia and tables and chairs and thuribles 
and chasubles. We are incorrigible categorisers of 
things. It helps us navigate the world by simplifying 
it, so we don’t have to learn how to interact with an 
object all over again whenever we encounter a novel 
example of its kind. 

We categorise things, and that includes 
ourselves. I am an individual, but I categorise myself 
in many ways, I belong to many “groups”: 
psychologist, priest, man, Chinese, Malaysian. You 
categorise me in these ways too. You see how I am 
dressed, and you mentally put me in the category 
“priest”, and this generates certain expectations 
about me in your head. If you saw me in a church, 
you might expect to be able to ask me questions 
about the church. This happens to me sometimes 
when I’m travelling, and I don’t actually know 
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anything about the place, but it’s an understandable 
and harmless mistake. Conversely, you would be 
surprised if you saw me in a restaurant, and I 
walked up to you to take your order. I’m the wrong 
kind of thing to be playing that role: I’m a priest, not 
a waiter. In other words, we categorise each other 
and then stereotype each other. This sounds like a bad 
thing—and it can be—but it’s something we all have 
to do in a complex social world. 

Stereotypes can be useful, even essential, but 
they can also be misleading and damaging. The 
expectation that I will be able to answer your 
questions about a church or that I won’t come up 
and ask you about your entree preferences, these are 
not value judgements. But some of our stereotypes are 
value judgements. The expectations that I am a 
helpful person, or a kind person, or a wise person, for 
example, are value-laden. Similarly, the expectations 
that some others might have of priests as being 
deceitful or stern or abusive are value-laden in the 
opposite direction. It’s not just as a priest that people 
stereotype me. Much more commonly, people get 
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stereotyped by their ethnicity and nationality and 
sex. Chinese people are good at maths. Black people 
are hostile. The Germans are humourless. Women 
can’t drive. These are all stereotypes. 

In a perfect world, all our stereotypes would be more 
or less accurate, and we would hold them only 
because they are accurate. And we probably do 
assume that our stereotypes about other people are 
accurate. But this is a dangerous assumption. In 
actual fact, we stereotype other people to make 
ourselves feel better about ourselves. We categorise 
ourselves and others, and so we create groups to 
which we belong and groups to which we do not 
belong. I am a priest and not a waiter. I am Chinese, 
and not White. I am a man and not a woman. We 
have a basic drive to feel good about ourselves, and 
one way we achieve this is to puff up our groups and 
poopoo other groups. Priests are diligent, waiters are 
lazy. Chinese people are smart, White people are 
dumb. Men are brave, women are cowardly. And the 
crazy thing is that we’re very, very good at 
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selectively finding evidence for our stereotypes. We 
are good at noticing diligent priests, and ignoring 
lazy ones. We remember dumb White people, but 
conveniently forget dumb Chinese ones. Our 
perceptions and judgements are biased by our prior 
beliefs. And so, we end up being utterly convinced of 
our rightness and thus, of our groups’ superiority. 

We do this all the time. The research literature on 
social categorisation and self-esteem and ingroup 
enhancement and confirmation bias is massive, 
spanning thousands and thousands of studies across 
the decades since WWII. 

We do this all the time…but we don’t feel racist or 
sexist. We feel like decent folk, fair-minded folk, 
whose beliefs about others are perfectly sensible. 
And certainly, we do not think that our behaviours—
political or otherwise—come from such ugly places. 
But the research literature on the limits of 
introspection also span decades. We feel like we 
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know ourselves, but we are wrong so often in so 
many ways. 

Some of this is related to self-esteem. We need 
to feel decent and fair-minded to protect our self-
esteem, and so we do, even when it’s not true. If you 
ask a whole bunch of people about how nice or 
clever or good looking they are, if you ask them to 
categorise themselves as average, above average, or 
below average, most people will say that they are 
above average. If you ask them how nasty or dumb 
or ugly they are, they will say they’re below average 
in dumbness, stupidity, and ugliness. But this is, of 
course, statistically impossible: by definition, 50% of 
the population is above average and 50% is under 
average. The fact that most people think they’re 
above average for good things and below average of 
bad things shows that they’re biased about 
themselves. We are also bad at predicting our own 
future feelings. If you ask people how happy they’d 
be if they won a lottery, for example, they’d say 
they’d feel very happy, but they actually end up 
feeling less happy than they expect. Similarly, if you 
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ask people how sad they’d be if their spouse died, 
they generally overestimate their grief. In my own 
line of research, we see similar things about our 
feelings toward death. Actual dying people are much 
less scared than we might expect, if we just thought 
of ourselves dying. 

Even our memories are fallible. It is 
remarkably easy to modify our memories, and many, 
many psychology experiments have shown this. 
Sometimes, this can lead to disaster. Eyewitness 
testimony in criminal investigations, for example, 
have been shown to be very, very unreliable. And in 
the 1980s and 1990s—you might remember this—
there were a whole bunch of criminal investigations 
based on so-called “repressed memories” that 
suddenly reemerged. People began remembering 
vividly that they were abused and that their parents 
or schoolteachers were Satanists. They were utterly 
convinced that these memories were real, but they 
weren’t. 

It’s not just memories too. It is also really easy 
to trick people into telling themselves falsehood 
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about their own behaviour. We are biased to think that 
we have much more free will than we actually do. 
There are many studies in which psychologists set 
up a task so that you have to behave a particular way, 
but they make you feel like you’ve chosen your 
responses. They then ask you why you behaved that 
way, and what happens is that you make up all kinds 
of reasons and justifications for your behaviour. 
Furthermore, you actually end up believing these 
stories you made up about yourself. We call this post 
hoc confabulation.

That’s not all. Even our own descriptions of 
our personalities are inaccurate. You know those 
personality tests that we sometimes do? Myers-
Briggs. Enneagrams. That kind of thing. We answer 
these questions and then we get these scores or we 
get put into categories, and then we read the 
descriptions of INFJs or ENTPs or whatever, and we 
think to ourselves “OH, yes, that sounds like me”. 
These tests make us feel like we know ourselves. 
Now, most of those tests are totally worthless, in the 
sense that how we score on these tests don’t predict 
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our behaviour or our performance in the real world. 
Not all tests like that are worthless, but many of 
them are. IQ tests, for example, do predict 
performance. And some personality tests actually do 
predict behaviour. But just because a test makes us 
feel like we know ourselves, doesn’t mean it’s real. 
You know what else makes us feel like we know 
ourselves? Horoscopes. It’s crock, but churches and 
other organisations keep wasting time and money on 
these tests. All they do is trick us into thinking that 
we know ourselves.

Another thing that’s quite popular now is 
“learning styles”. A lot of people feel that they learn 
better visually or verbally or kinetically. This is also 
nonsense. Researchers have run many studies, in 
which they ask people, at the beginning, about what 
they think their learning styles are or what learning 
styles they prefer, and then at the end, they measure 
how well people learn. There is no evidence that 
matching people up to what they think their learning 
styles are have any impact at all on their actual 
learning. And yet the government spends millions 
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on this kind of thing. All they do is trick us into 
thinking that we know ourselves.

So, we don’t feel racist or sexist. But we don’t 
know ourselves. In the 1960s or so, psychologists 
began devising techniques to assess our prejudices 
without directly asking. Over the decades, we find 
over and over again that we are more prejudiced—
more sexist and racist and xenophobic and 
nationalistic—than we think we are. We did all kinds 
of things. In the early days, psychologists asked hotel 
owners about their attitudes toward Chinese people, 
and they would always say, “Yea, Chinese people are 
great”. But then then the researchers sent Chinese 
people to turn up at the hotel to book a room, they’d 
be turned away much more often than when White 
“customers” were sent instead. Or, in another classic 
study, White people were asked about their attitudes 
toward Black people, and they all said, “Yea, great”, 
but then when they were asked to sit down on a 
bench, they sat further away from a Black guy than a 
White guy. In some more recent studies, 
psychologists show people images—really quickly, 
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just flashing—of White or Black people holding 
various objects, and people kept “seeing” the Black 
people holding guns, when they weren’t. Black 
people are also seen as more hostile and aggressive, 
even when their body and facial language is neither 
of those things. We can and have shown all these 
things in the countless studies, in research groups all 
around the world. We call this “implicit bias”, and it 
affects us all. 

+++

Let’s get back to Brexit and Trump. 

We don’t know our own biases.
We don’t know the causes of our behaviours and 
attitudes.
We believe—often wrongly—that our behaviours 
and attitudes are the product of clear-minded 
reasoning. 
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I manipulate people for a living. I put people in 
different situations, and watch them respond. And 
very often, the situation makes a lot of difference to 
their behaviour, even if they don’t realise it. 

Governments and capitalists pay good money for 
our expertise, to manipulate you. Supermarkets and 
departmental stores are designed, at least in part, to 
keep you in them for longer, and to make you spend 
more money. The absence of clocks, the arrangement 
of items on shelves, the size of shopping trolleys: 
these all affect your behaviour, whether you know it 
or not. The presence of mirrors or even pictures of 
eyes reduce theft. You might notice them around 
more now that I’ve told you this. 

So, what affects our social attitudes? Our racism, 
sexism, xenophobia? Lots of things. 

Self-esteem threats do. If I make you feel bad about 
yourself, you lash out at other groups. 
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Material  threats do. If I limit your resources, you 
lash out at other groups, even if it doesn’t actually 
help you gain resources.

Thoughts of death do. This is my direct area of 
research. Over five hundred studies have shown that 
if I just briefly remind you that you are mortal—if I 
just get you to think a bit about your own mortality
—you become more racist and xenophobic and 
nationalistic and intolerant. The first study ever run 
on this was in the 1980s. The researchers approached 
US municipal court judges, and asked them to 
evaluate a candidate for bail, to set a bail price. The 
candidate in question was a prostitute: all the judges 
were given the same case. Half of those judges were 
first asked to think about their own death first. Those 
judges set the bail at, on average, 10 times higher 
than the others. Ten times.  

Various kinds of threats and insecurities have this 
effect. Now Brexit and Trump don’t seem to 
surprising. 
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Now, the threats and insecurities don’t even have to 
be real. Donald Trump has been telling people that 
the crime rates are increasing and the economy is 
tanking and the immigrants are taking over, but none 
of these things are true. The crime rates in the US 
have declined steadily for decades. The economy has 
been steadily improving since 2008. There has been 
zero net illegal immigration in the US for years. All of 
Trump’s descriptions about how terrible things are 
are false. They just feel true. But our feelings are very 
poor indicators of the facts. As I have been saying, 
we can’t even trust our intuitions about ourselves, let 
alone about the real world. 

+++

I realise that a lot of people will find everything that 
I’ve said utterly unpersuasive. Maybe not in this 
room, but out there. The zeitgeist on both sides of the 
Atlantic is anti-establishment and anti-intellectual; 
there is a distrust of experts. And here I am, 
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appealing to you as a scientist, coming to you from 
Oxford, with my facts, obtained via experiments. But 
you might prefer to trust your gut, even though I 
have tried to convince you that the research shows 
that your guts have shit for brains. Mine too, by the 
way: it’s not just you. Everything I am saying applies 
to me and you and the people who voted and didn’t 
vote in this and every election. But you might not 
believe me, because I am an out of touch academic. 
And if that’s your view, then nothing I say will 
convince you. No study I can point to, no evidence I 
can adduce will change your mind. And so we are at 
an impasse. It is like we are living in different 
worlds. 

This is currently how I feel about the state of public 
discourse and, by extension, politics. We live in a 
post-truth world, in which the “facts” are under 
suspect as having a “liberal bias” or something to the 
effect. As a scientist, this is dismaying. As a priest, 
this may be even more depressing. 
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This thought first occurred to me when I found out 
that my diocese was paying good money to give 
people that Myers-Briggs test that I spoke about 
earlier. I was outraged because to me Christianity is 
about the truth. It’s not a matter of opinion. It’s not 
just a choice I make, though of course, every 
morning, I choose to don this collar and head off to 
church to say my prayers, and sometimes, this is 
more difficult than other times. But I am a Christian 
in large part because I think Christianity is true. And 
therefore the truth is important. A respect for the 
truth is important. I don’t get to make it up any more 
than I get to make up the teachings of the Church. 
For this reason, I was incensed at the thought that 
the Church would use scientifically debunked tools. 
Of course, my secular friends just think this is par for 
the course, because Christians are idiots who don’t 
care about science and facts. But that’s more reason 
for me to be upset. 

I find our culture’s cavalier attitude toward the truth, 
toward facts and reasons, to be very disturbing 
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indeed. And I find it particularly disturbing as a 
Catholic. The idea that we can decide for ourselves 
what the facts are, what the truth is, what reality is, is 
just so Protestant in the worse possible way, in the 
sense that we are just making Popes of ourselves, just 
relocating the Magisterium into our cranium. 

This was meant to be a talk about psychology and 
the Church, and so, it is. I have given you a picture of 
the limits of human cognition as discovered by 
psychologists over thousands of studies from 
decades of research. And I have argued that we 
ignore these facts about ourselves at our peril, 
because doing so leaves us unaware about our own 
prejudices, the dark and unsavoury underbellies of 
some of our more important moral and political 
choices. 

What is true of us as members of the secular polis is 
true also as members of the Church, which 
necessarily functions in the real, empirical world. We
—as individuals, as communities, and as national or 
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international bodies—make decisions and take 
actions, and we had better do so equipped with facts, 
and not just our gut instincts. 

We have all kinds of moral and political views that 
could be with some fact-checking. 

Our views on poverty, for example. Questions about 
the effectiveness of giving cash to panhandlers or 
fairtrade labelling or donating to the Red Cross 
should not be left unanswered. Otherwise, our 
charitable giving is for us, is to assuage our guilt, 
and not for the betterment of others. If we don’t care 
whether our charity works, then we should not 
deceive ourselves into thinking that our acts are 
anything but selfish. 

What about our views on abortion, to take up the 
controversy a notch? Questions about which policies 
reduce abortion rates can be addressed with empirical 
research. Is it more effective to teach abstinence only 
or to teach about birth control too? Does the slashing 
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of public funds for women’s health affect abortion 
rates? Does the refusal to provide parental leave 
dissuade people from keeping their pregnancies? 
These are all questions of fact, and cannot just be 
answered by gut instinct.

What about mission? The Church of England 
produces a whole bunch of statistics that help us link 
activities to church growth. I know, I know. You 
don’t care about “bums on pews”. But that’s 
nonsense, of course. Of course you care about bums 
on pews. And empty church would entail empty 
coffers, which would in turn entail the firing of 
clergy or the reduction of fine vestments and incense, 
not to mention the parish’s charitable giving. Let’s 
not get self-righteous about the evils of utilitarianism 
as a meta-ethical theory. One doesn’t have to be Peter 
Singer to think that outcomes matter, at least a little 
bit. And if outcomes matter, then facts matter. This is 
not to say that facts are easy to obtain. But obtain 
them we must. 
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+++

You might have been able to tell, but I had planned 
to give rather a different talk, perhaps in a different 
tone. This talk, I wrote in the morning after the US 
Presidential Elections, having stayed up all night, 
and then slept for all of two hours. I am cranky and 
emotionally and physically exhausted. Nevertheless, 
I hope something of what I’ve said made some sense, 
and that we can have a fruitful conversation about 
these and related things. Fruitful conversations. So 
rare these days.  
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