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Learning Unit

  Context – I see this presentation as one designed for an Adult education class, Social Concerns, or other small discussion group. Possibly it could be adapted to a High School group in connection to a study of Creation.

  Goal – I see the goal of this unit as raising awareness of the major sources of cancer risks and what people can do about lowering their own personal risk factors.

  Materials – There is not a great need for additional materials to present this unit. However, additional information, handouts, or colorful brochures always make a presentation more interesting.

Caring for God’s Temple: the Human Body.


The Bible tells us, in the book of Genesis, that when God created us and our world, He was pleased with His work. “So God created man [humans] in his own image. In the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’… and God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.” (Gen. 1:27-28 & 31a)


Then human sinfulness entered into the picture and into the goodness of creation. This grieved God so much that He even began to regret creating humans in the first place. His regrets continued to increase so much so that eventually He wiped the slate clean and started over with Noah and his family. But human sinfulness continued and eventually He had to send His Son, Jesus, to save us from ourselves. Through all of human history God has shown steadfast love for His creatures and his creation. In a very small way, we can show Him that we appreciate all that He has done and continues to do for us, by being good stewards of the gifts that He has given us.


One significant form of this stewardship of creation can be to take care of our health and our physical bodies so that we might live full, active lives of thanksgiving to God, service to our neighbors, and stewardship of creation. I think this is what is meant by New Testament passage that says:


“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s spirit dwells in you? If any one destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy and that temple you are.” (1 Cor.3: 16-17)


One of the major concerns for maintaining health in today’s society is the noticeable increase in the overall occurrence of cancer and the possible relationship between this increase and the increasing number and volume of chemicals present in our environment. Such concerns are certainly understandable and, possibly even true, in a way, but not necessarily in the way we usually think of it. First of all, science defines the environment differently than we do in the public vernacular. For example, in a book by Sidney J. Winawer, M.D. and Moske Ghike, M.D. they write, “In the field of cancer study, environmental factors traditionally encompass anything in our surrounding that influences the development of cancer, including lifestyle factors such as diet, tobacco and alcohol use, physical fitness and other personal habits.” (Cancer Free, p.44) In other words, the environment, in scientific terms, includes our personal habits and other ways we live our lives, not just the air, land, and water surrounding us.


This fits with the theme of a book, Preventing Cancer by Dr. Elizabeth Whelan. In her book, Dr. Whelan expresses her belief that the effects of the chemicals in the surrounding environment are not as important as the things we deliberately put into our bodies. Her list of the things that have the most impact on an individual’s cancer risk is: tobacco, diet, alcohol, radioactivity, sun, drugs, sex, and occupation.

Winnawer and Shike agree; they write, “Lifestyle factors refer to personal behavior, the fuse that ignites approximately four in five cancers.” (p.44) Their summation of the best approach to influencing an individual’s cancer risk is: “Nothing can be done to reverse your genetic makeup or past medical history, and environmental factors, while alterable, contribute to relatively few cancers. Ultimately, the most effective way to avert this disease is to integrate cancer prevention into your daily life.” (p.44)


Let us look at the cancer risks associated with some common personal behaviors.

Tobacco

Percentage Increased Risk from Selected Causes of Cancer among “Regular” Smokers


Tobacco 
Cigarettes
Pipe

Cigars


Lung

684%

123%

115%


Mouth 

890

200

300


Larynx

709

200

200


Esophagus
317

100

400


Bladder
100

  0

  0


Pancreas
169

  0

  0

    “The figures on cigarettes, derived from an American Cancer Society survey…

The figures on pipe and cigar smoking are derived from a number of studies.” (Whelan, p. 67).

Dr. Whelan concludes the section on the risk factors associated with tobacco use with advice including this key statement; “If you are sincere in your desire to avoid cancer, you must give up cigarettes, and preferably all forms of tobacco.” (p.69) She also has some advice for people who can’t quit smoking and she has several suggestions for minimizing the effects of the smoking. The most important being: “Do not drink alcoholic beverages, even at times when you are not smoking…alcohol enormously enhance the carcinogenic effect of tobacco.” (p.69)

Alcohol

Percentage Increased Risk of Oral Cancer According to Level of Exposure to Alcohol and Smoking







Cigarettes per Day


Alcohol


less than 20
20-39
40 or more
None





52%
  43%
 143%

Less than .4 ounces



67
  218
 225

.4 - .15 ounces




336
  346
 721

More than 1.5 ounces



313
  859
 1,450

  This pure alcohol, 1.5 ounces would be the equivalent of 3.75 ounces of 80 proof liquor. 

   Source: Adapted from Rothman, K.J. and Keller, A. Z. … (p.94)

Dr. Whelan’s advice:

· If you do chose to drink each day, turn down the third one.

· If you do drink every day, try vodka.

· If you must smoke even a few cigarettes each day, do not make things any worse by consuming alcohol, even if you are drinking at a time when you’re not smoking.

· If you do drink each day, make sure your alcohol intake does not interfere with your eating a well balanced meal. (p.98-99)

Diet

Dr. Whelan’s advice for a diet to reduce cancer risks are:

· Limit your use of egg yolks and other cholesterol-rich foods

· Cut back significantly on all high-fat foods -- below 80 grams a day.

· Cut back significantly on your consumption of all fats, particularly whole – milk dairy products, oils and fatty meats.

· Eat more fruits and vegetables, particularly green leafy vegetables.

· Include more cereals, especially crude cereals and enriched rices.

· Limit your consumption of rich, creamy, or chocolate desserts. 

Radioactivity

Dr. Whelan’s advice for reducing exposure is:

· Be an alert medical consumer. Choose your physician and dentist carefully.

· Keep a record of X-rays you’ve had to avoid unnecessary repetition of exposure.

· Before you have a dental X-ray, make sure you are provided with an X-ray protection apron.

· Ask your dentist if he uses “bite wing” or whole – jaw X-rays.

· Do not request diagnostic tests such as mammography … because it may carry some small risk it is not routinely used in women under the age of fifty.

· Unless there is some emergency, do not submit to any type of X-ray, dental or medical, if there is any possibility that you are pregnant, even twenty-four hours pregnant.

· Some medical X-rays in the course of a checkup are essential, and the benefits far outweigh the possible risks. (p. 122-123)


One factor of exposure to radioactivity that Dr. Whelan does not cover is Radon. “Radon, the second leading cause of lung cancer in the United States, is a radioactive gas produced by the natural breakdown of uranium in soil, rock and water.” (Winawer, p.158) The only way to know if it is a concern in your home is to test for the level of radon present. The authors caution to make sure that the test kit used has the words “Meets EPA Requirements” on the package. Depending on the results of the testing, there are levels that are considered safe and no further action is required. On the other hand, if the level is high, various removal systems are available.

Sun

  Dr. Whelan’s advice for cautions exposure to the sun:

· Don’t broil yourself in the sun.

· When you are sitting in direct summer sunlight for more than fifteen minutes, use a sunscreen which contains PABA.

· Minimize your exposure to direct summer sunlight between the hours of 11 A.M. and 2 P.M.


· Beware of cloudy days. Invisible ultraviolet radiation can penetrate almost anything.

· Umbrellas, only block out 55 to 60 percent of the ultraviolet rays.

· Be particularly cautious of the sun in tropical countries, at high altitudes.

· Take sun precautions when you ski. Snow reflects about 80 percent of ultraviolet rays.

· Do not use baby oil, coconut oil, or related materials to promote tanning. Do not use a reflector

· Clothing for protection: light – colored, long – sleeved, tight – weaved shirt and a hat. (p. 130-131)

Sex

Dr. Whelan’s advice on how sexual behavior can affect cancer risk:


For Females:

· Postpone sexual intercourse until age eighteen or later.

· If you have multiple sexual partners, always use a condom.

· If it is practical, have your first child prior to age thirty.

· Maintain high standards of personal hygiene – and make sure your sexual partner(s) does also.

For Males:

· Consider circumcision at infancy to be a routine, desirable form of personal preventive health.

· If you have multiple sexual partners, use a condom.

· Maintain high standards of personal hygiene – and make sure your sexual partner(s) does also. (p. 150-151)

In addition, I recommend caution and awareness of what chemicals are around you. If you work with strong chemicals at your job, in the field, yard, or garden, wear gloves, breathing protection, or other gear as necessary. Be an alert consumer. Avoid products that contain more chemicals than other similar products. Obtain a list of the “Known and Suspected Carcinogens” list. This can be downloaded at: http://ptcl.chem.ox.ac.uk/MSDS/careinogens.html
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Discussion Questions


1 Do you believe that your body is a temple of God?


2. Do you treat your body as a precious gift that has been given to you?


3. Do you think that your body will last a long time if you neglect and/or abuse it?

4. What are the possible connections between health and relationship to God?

Prayer


Heavenly Father, you created the world and all the creatures in it. You gave us those wonderfully complex bodies that function so marvelously well. However, sin exposes us to things, mostly through our habits and vices, that hinder our bodies, wear down our defenses, and subject us to disease and untimely death. Help us to find ways to live healthier lives, so that our joy in You might not be overshadowed and that we might live fuller lives of loving service to one another. In the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.
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