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WHY WE ARE FALLING BEHIND
THE PURSUIT OF HAPPIN|
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IN 2 TIMOTHY 3:3-5, THERE IS ALIST OF NEGATIVE TRENDS THAT CHARACTERIZE LIFE
IN “THE LAST DAYS.” PEOPLE WILL BE LOVERS OF THEMSELVES, LOVERS OF MONEY,
BOASTFUL, PROUD, ABUSIVE, DISOBEDIENT TO THEIR PARENTS, ETC. AND THEN
COMES THESE WORDS: “.. LOVERS OF PLEASURE RATHER THAN LOVERS OF GOD.”

Over the past dozen years, our modern pursuie of pleasure
has skyrocketed. Today we are relentlessly pushing the plea-
«uire button in our brains and overloading a system thar 1s not
designed o be conrinuously stimulated. 'The result is anhe-
donia, a condition in which our brains slowly lose the capacity
to give us real pleasure. This is the thesis of my latest book,
Thrilled to Death: FHow the Endless Pursuit of Pleasure s Leaving
a5 Numdb, and is the subject of his article.

The Brain's Pleasure Center

About 14 years ago, I was approached by the Veterans
Administration Hospital of Sepulveda in Los Angeles o
help them determine whether cocaine addicts could actually
recover. They would hospitalize young men, usually affspring
of vererans, for cocaine addicden. But after six months of
treatment, they were released, and wichin one day were
re-addicred!

The question they asked me and a colleague in the field of
brain research was whether there is some way to tell, afrer rwo
or three weeks of treatment, if a patient Is recnwering. So we
began our research, snd this is how 1 began to understand thi
pleasure system of the brain.

There is, in the brain, a pardicular poine—ir's called che
locus acumbenmi—rhar allows us o experience pleasure. Most

peaple refer to i as the pleasure conter. There is no pleasure -

humans experience that doesn’t come from this small, special-
ized area of the brain. It is not the locus for bagpines, Tr takes
the whole brain, not just one area, w give you happiness, That
is an imporwnt ditference,

There is 2 tendency in Christians, particularly evangelical
Christians, ww think that happiness, joy, and pleasure are ail
in the mind, por the brain, They scparate the mind and che
brain.

“We can't do that—it creates a false dualism. Tr is, in fact,
a heresy that goes back to New Teosrament times, when it was
lenown as Gnaosticism, The Cinostics were dualistic and John
had to write his epistles to condemn their teachings because
Christians do have a tendency ro think thar way.
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Respecting Qur Limitations

God designed the human body with physical limits. We have a
limited amount of scength. We have a limited amouat of time
that we can go without sieep or food. We must live within those
firnits. If we seep ougside of them, we're in trouble.

Philippians 4:7 tells us, ... the peace of God, which rran-
scends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
rinds in Christ Jesus.” Bur T doubt whether most of us often
experience that kind of peace. That's because we so often live
“outside the box” of nur buman limirations.

lustead, we need to learn to live “inside the box” of our
human limitations. One of life’s great paradoxes is that true
happincss and maximal pleasure are derived by honoring our
limits and living inside the box! T'he pleasure system is inside
that box, and when we abuse ir, over-stimulate it or tax it
bevond its capabilities, we should not be surprised il we begin
o have difficulty finding real joy in anything,

[ can hear some people protesting, “But the Lord gives us
His joy. We don't generare it ourselves—He gives it to us.”

True, but we need the brain to appreciarc it. When our
bruins are abused with over-stimularion, we cannor fully expe-
rience the joy that comes from God. We have to live within
the box if we are going to live a happy life. God does nort give
us happiness ourside of our brains. It doesn’t work that way.
We need a healthy pleasure center to be happy.

Today we are caught up in 2 world thar is pushing the
brain’s pleasure buttan oo fast and oo often. Simple things,
like just being togerher as a fumily, don’t give people the plea-
sure it once did. You'll often hear young people say, “Tm
hored” ‘They could just as easily have said, “I'm feeling a liccle
anhedonic right now.”

It isn’t just the children though. Not long ago, T had 2
conversarion with 2 pastor during a break art a conference. He
admitced, “1 can’t find pleasure in anything anymore. 1 used
to enjoy preaching, but I just don's find pleasure in it. My chil-
dren don't give me any pleasure anymore. And just recently,
I've noticed that I'm not even experiencing any pleasure with
my wife. And what scares me most of all is chat T don't seem
to be able to rake any pleasure in God anymore.”

My response: “Join the club.”
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. TODAY WE ARE CAUGHT
. LPIN AWORLD THAT IS
- PUSHING THE BRAIN’S.
- PLEASURE BUTTON TOO
FAST AND TOO OFTEN.

- \WE HAVE QUICKLY
DEVELOPED A 24/7 SOCIETY
THAT BEGS FOR, AND .

- DELIVERS, A CULTURE OF
. CONSTANT STIMULATION.

TRAGICALLY... LITTLE
THINGS OF LIFE CAN NO

~ LONGER GIVE US PLEASURE.

Causes of Anhedonla

The major causes of anhedonia, which
shurs down a petson’s pleasure system,
are three-fold: they are (1)} depression,
(2) stimulane drugs, and (3) stimularing
behaviors.

Depression today is rypically brought
an by the prolonged stress of an acceler-
ated pace of life. W don’t knuw when 1o
quit. Most of us arc not slecping enough
and donr have enough down time.

For the lasr cencury, the pace of
life has steadily accelerated, but about
12 years ago, it suddenly skyrockered.
Whar was the cause? The loternet!
The Internet opened the door to contin-
uous, relentess stimulation, o steady
abuse of the brain’s pleasure center.
Add to this the advent of a steady
stream of computerized, hyper-realistic
video games that, like the Interner,
devour people’s time for hours, even
days on end, and the opportuaities for
numbing the brain’s pleasure center risc
exponentially.

The second major cause of anhe-
donia is stimulant drugs. The problem
with cocaine, for cxample, is that it
torally hijacks the pleasure system.
In whatever form you take it, once it
reaches the pleasure center, nothing clse
can provide pleasure.

The third cause of ahhedonia is
over-indulgence in stimulacing behavior.
Stmularing behavior can shut down
the pleasure system just as effectively
as depression and stimmlant drugs.
Behavior can be as stimulating as drugs.
The pathways to the pleasure center use
a neuto-transmiter called  dopamine.
In a newborn baby, the pathways to
this pleasure center are unencumbered.
There is, so w0 speak, no grass, no weeds,
and no obstacles in the way—simply
pure joy.

Abusing the System

Have you wartched the joy on a young
baby’s face as it recognizes its mother?
That's the perfect pleasure system. And
it will stay chat way for 2 lifetime if it

isn’t abused. The problem is, faced
with the stress of modern life and the
continuous fow of stimulation, we
are “pushing the pleasure burron” too
frequently. As a result, the pathway
becomes obstructed as if someone is
building a barrier.

‘T'he more we overload the pleasure
center, the higher the barrier goes. So
we scek bigger and more pleasurable
activities to get over that barrier to the
pleasure center. Then, if we just keep
pushing it—cell phone in one ear, iPod
in the othet, eyes fixed on the compurcr
screen, doing homework with one hand
while text-messaging with the other—
this barrier to the pleasure center grows
higher and higher.

We have quickly developed a 24/7
society thar begs for, and delivers,
a culture of constant stimulation.
Tragically, we have developed a culrure
wich such a high barrier to our pleasure
system thar the simple, litde things of
life can no longer give us pleasure.

[ would like to challenge you to think
about this. Think about whar used o
give you joy and pleasure that isn't doing
so anymore. Too much stress, oo much
stimulation, not enough downtime. The
system needs rest, folks. And che trouble
with our modern day lifestyle, and espe-
cially for our teenagers and kids, is that
the pleasure system is not gewing the
rest it needs.

Multi-tasking overloads our system.
Everything in the media—every televi-
sion program, every movie, every music
CD—is designed to give us higher and
higher levels of stimulating responses.
Mone of these exciting chings arc neces-
sarily bad. Whar is bad is that they are
unrelenting,

There is no downtime. Thar's che
problem. The system is even designed
to make ven feel guilty or lazy if you
attempr 1o rest. However, if you abuse
your pleasure system, you reduce the
capacity to cxperience happiness. You
can’t have anhedonia and be happy. It's

impossible.

Chrislian Counsaling lodey vol. 18 Ma, 2



What to Do?

What can we do to help preserve 2
healthy pleasure system? It is a paradox.
Tf you pursue wo much pleasure, you
upset your pleasure system. Excitement
is not happiness. In fact, it is che ulti-
mare drug. It is excitement that people
seek when engaging in any deseructive
or addictive behavior. Today's young
people have the ability to experience
excitement more than any generation in
history with video games, digital music
players, cell phones, personal computers,
and cable and satellire TV and radio, not
to mention designer drugs.

You have to find a way to maximize
your pleasure system without over-
loading ir. Fortunately, there are things
you can do to achieve this. What is
missing is imagination and creativity,
ingredients that are sadly diminishing,

Yer the treacment is obvious. Limic
the amounr of exciternent in your child’s
life. Limit the amount of time spent

Corinthians 5:17

playing video games, the amount of
non-setious television, the amount of
music whose only aim is to excire. [f
they are bored, help them remedy that
by playing with friends and finding a
hobby, Help them learn o engage in
activities such as talking to a family
member, walking che dog, doing chores,
teading a book or magazine, learning a
musical instrument or foreign language,
making something from a kit, wriring a
story, exercising, or just playing simple
outdoor sports... ot just thinking,

[ think the Church is actually
contributing o the problem. There
has been a subtle shift in the last decade
or so toward more of a stimulane-driven
spiritualicy. The Church should pay
particular attention to how the spiri-
tuality of our people is shaped. Youth
leaders can play a significant role in
this. We must shape a spirituality that
preserves the integrity of our pleasure

EVSTCIIL

No spiriruality thar abuses the plea-
surc system can be legitimate—ir cant
be from God. God does not abuse His
OWN Creation.

Tf we wanr to cxperience the joy and
happiness that come of living in Christ,
we have o “live insidc the box” and not
abuse the systems God has given us thar
offer genuine and lasting happiness, 37

Archibald Hare, Ph.D., i1 a
clinieal peycholagice and Dean
Enmevitus af the Graduate
School af Prychology at Fuller
Seminary in Pasadena,
Califormia, He was farmerly
Frecurive Editor and Director
of International Relations for the AACC. For mare
dnformation on the topic of pleasure and happimess,
check out s recently prebhlished book, Thrilled to
Death: How the Endless Pursuit of Pleasure is
Leaving us Numb (Thomas Nelson, 2007).

' Ther efore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone,

. the new has come!
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