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Join us for our May Speaker Meeting at Valle Verde

Ashleigh Brilliant:

Support Your Local God
Originally from London, local skeptical resident, Dr. Ashleigh
Brilliant, is our featured speaker this month. He is the author
of several books and writes a popular, long-running column
for The Montecito Journal. His syndicated “Pot-Shots”
cartoons appear daily in the Santa Barbara News Press. His
skepticism and wit is evident in his essays.
Join us to hear what he has to say.

When: Saturday, May 19, 2018
Where: Valle Verde. 900 Calle De Los Amigos, Santa
Barbara, CA.
Parking: Please park at Veronica Springs Church, 949
Veronica Springs Road. Free shuttle to and from meeting.
No parking at Valle Verde (except for handicapped
parking)
Time: Doors open at 2.30 pm. Program begins promptly
at 3.00 pm
Donation: $2 members, $5 non-members. Students with
ID are free.
Optional Buffet Dinner: After the Meeting at Valle
Verde, $25. Reservations required. RSVP to Nan Cisney
at cisneynan@gmail.com by noon Wednesday May 16.
Shuttle also available after dinner.
For More Info: Call 805-769-HSSB (769-4772)

Good News from Roger!
I know that many of you have been concerned that the parking shuttle might not
be available when you need it. That problem has been resolved. The shuttle
driver now carries a dedicated cell phone at all times so that you can call him when
you need a ride. The phone number is 805.679.3660. Please put this number in
your phone directory right now while it is on your mind.
As a reminder, those people with valid handicapped parking placards can use the
designated handicapped parking spots at Valle Verde.
Also, I know that some of you are still parking in the area prohibited by Valle
Verde’s Conditional Use Permit (CUP). I learned last week that the city of Santa
Barbara has put Valle Verde on notice for violations of their CUP. I do not want us
to cause Valle Verde to no longer host our monthly meetings as well as other
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The President’s Column
The Humanist Robot – Part 3
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A conviction that dogmas, ideologies and
traditions whether religious or social, must be
weighed and impartially tested by each person
and not simply accepted on faith or the say-so
by authorities.
There will, of course, be attempts to
incorporate various social mores of their
creators into robots.
One, admittedly
extreme, example would be the requirement
that all robots in Saudi Arabia wear a burqa.
Since robots can now dance, would some
Pentecostal sects object? Thus, this principle
would serve to keep them free from dogma
and irrationality.
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A constant search for truth, with the
understanding that new knowledge and
experience constantly alter our imperfect
perception of it.
In the context of robots, especially when
combined with artificial intelligence (AI),
robots could help us make major strides in
our understanding of the universe and
humanity. Roboethics that derive from this
principle could help prevent robotic use to
obscure important insights into humanity’s
relation to others, including other robots.
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A search for viable individual, social, and
political principles of ethical conduct, judging
them on how they impact human well-being
and individual responsibility
This Humanist concept will need to be
reformulated to encompass robots. For
example, we should enlarge this principle to
include robotic responsibility and even, as
the field advances over the centuries, robotic
well-being. In the long term, I think robots
will become so completely enmeshed in
society that to not think of their well-being
will become as outmoded as to not think of
our pets well-being in today’s society.

By Roger Schlueter
In the first part of this series we noted that
attempts to formulate “laws” or rules for robots
go back for at least a century but these efforts
were little known because robots themselves
existed more in the imaginary world than in the
real world. Now, however, robots have become
almost ubiquitous, leading to some very real
concerns as we discussed last month. Thus the
field of "roboethics" has become far more active
and urgent.
In fact, there really is no one field of roboethics
but rather a plethora of established scientific,
cultural and governmental resources combining
to contribute to the field, so much so that it is
hard to encapsulate in summary form all that is
being done. However, the problem was neatly
summarized by Mitchell Waldrop in the 1987 AI
Magazine article, "A Question of Responsibility":
“However, one thing that is apparent from
the above discussion is that intelligent
machines
will
embody
values,
assumptions, and purposes, whether their
programmers consciously intend them to
or not. Thus, as computers and robots
become more and more intelligent, it
becomes imperative that we think
carefully and explicitly about what those
built-in values are. Perhaps what we need
is, in fact, a theory and practice of machine
ethics, in the spirit of Asimov’s three laws
of robotics.”
And this is where I think Humanism could - and
should - play an important role. For what better
basis to formulate a “code of ethics” for robots
than the basic tenets of Humanism. Of course,
some of the concepts will need careful
reconsideration in light of the innate differences
(so far!) between humans and robots but let’s
take a look at some examples:
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I would like to close with a broadening thought.
As we ponder such deep questions about robots
and AI there is no reason not to include them in

The HSSB Secular Circular – May 2018

the discussion. After all, as AI tools expand to
access all of mankind’s history and knowledge,
they may well have a lot to offer to “we simple
human beings”. I hope Humanists are in the
midst of it all to welcome our new neighbors to
Trans-Humanism.

Participation & Leadership
Opportunities
By Roger Schlueter
Our Society’s fiscal year begins July 1st each year
and elections are held from late May to early
June for all elected positions for the upcoming
fiscal year. There are currently open positions
on the Board of Directors plus a number of nonBoard opportunities to assist in making our
Society successful. Most of these roles require
only a few hours per month of your time PLUS
you get to work with some very interesting
people and have fun in the process. Contact me
or any Board member if you are interested.

Speak Out!
By Roger Schlueter
Our Society has several ways to communicate to
our membership: the monthly Secular Circular
newsletter as well as announcements from the
podium at our general meetings.
We also want to hear what you, our members,
have to say that may be of interest to the rest of
us, whether it is feedback on HSSB, an issue you
deeply care about or an expertise you have to
share.
Write a Letters to the Editor of the Secular
Circular if you would like to address an issue
that might be of concern to our members. Do
you know of a meeting or event of interest to
Humanists? Write a note to the Editor. Think
that an editorial by the President misses a large
issue? Write a rebuttal.
We also allow time at our general meeting to

3

allow members to “Speak Out!” where anyone
can talk about any issue that is on her or his
mind. There are only a couple of rules:
o Let the President know before the meeting
that you want to speak your mind. I will
ask what you want to discuss but I will NOT
be censoring topics unless they are
pornographic or illegal.
o Limit your remarks to 3-5 minutes. Full
stop. No exceptions.
Please take advantage of these opportunities to
express yourself.

Summary of Our 4/21/18 Speaker,
John C. Wathey: The Illusion of God’s
Presence
By Robert Bernstein
Imagine if we could
get parents to teach
children science and
reason from an early
age
instead
of
religion. How many
think religion would
fade out after a few
generations?
Computational
Biologist John Wathey
asked
this
of
Humanist Society attendees and about a quarter
raised their hands.
Wathey thinks there is an illusion of God's
presence that exists apart from religious
indoctrination.
Science so far has primarily studied religion as
social behavior:
 Divine Judgment
 Cooperation
 Tribalism
 Sacrifice
 Group Rituals
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He calls this the Social Root of religion. But the
"Illusion of God's Presence" interests Wathey
even more. This image illustrates the feeling.
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illusion occurs when the internal neural model
differs from reality.
The Ames Room (shown below) gives a
powerful visual illusion of distorted size.
Another example from Wathey’s book is this
diagram which shows two tables.
The
parallelograms that form the surface of each are

Image provided by John Wathey.

The feeling of God's presence can be "gradual
and persistent" as quoted from Andrew Sullivan.
He said he has never doubted God's existence
from the earliest age. It was never a matter of
finding faith or being taught it.
Or it can be "sudden and transient" as in the case
of someone who is exhausted and despairing. At
wit's end, the person finds the most wonderful
sense of God's presence.
William Lane Craig knows Christianity is true
"by the self-authenticating witness of the Holy
Spirit."
Francis Collins, Director of the Human Genome
Project, asks, "Why do we have a 'God-shaped
vacuum' in our hearts unless it is meant to be
filled?"
The feelings are real. Wathey admits that he has
April HSSB Meeting. Photo by Robert Bernstein
had them, too. It cries out for an explanation. He
starts with examples of visual illusions. A visual

Images provided by John Wathey.

identical in size and shape. Despite the fact that
one can trace, measure, and even overlay them,
it’s still difficult to reconcile this fact with our
perception of the apparent differences.
In many such cases, knowing the "trick" does not
diminish the illusion. He calls this "cognitive
impenetrability".
The Thatcher Effect Illusion is another case. If
the eyes and mouth are turned upside down on
an upside down face, the face is perceived as
normal. Inverting that image to right the face
produces a grotesque effect. Learn about the
Thatcher
Effect
at
this
website:
http://thatchereffect.com/
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Mooney Faces are highly degraded images of
real faces. When they are presented upside
down they appear as random blobs of black and
white. When presented upright, most people
will see faces even though very little information
is present.
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What does any of this have to do with
experiencing the presence of God? Wathey
hypothesizes that the brain is wired to expect
something God-like just as it is wired to expect
faces. He hypothesizes it is not actually God that
is expected: it is our instinct at birth to expect
“Mother”. Mother is the figure that is there to
help us when we are powerless.
Wathey also hypothesizes that although this
Mother-seeking phenomenon is normally
dormant in adults, it can be aroused at times
under conditions that mimic the helplessness of
infancy.

Newborn infants have some holistic face perception: they
prefer an upright Mooney face to one that’s upside down.
From Leo I, Simion F (2009) Newborns’ Mooney-Face
Perception. Infancy 14(6):641:653

Wathey wondered if this is innate or learned.
Twin studies found a strong genetic
contribution to holistic face perception:
Face vs. House Recognition
39% genetic
Face Inversion Effect
25% genetic
Composite Face Effect
31% genetic

He provided a related example in the behaviors
of herring gulls. The mother has a red spot on
her bill and newborn chicks are wired to peck
that spot to be fed. It is possible to make a
"super-normal" stimulus that is even more apt
to cause pecking than the real bill of the mother.
Wathey says God is a "super-normal" stimulus
like that: a figure that is omnipotent, omniscient,
perfectly loving and answers prayers… like a
super-mother.
He compares the phenomenon to the phantom
limb sometimes experienced after amputation.

Wathey notes that face recognition occurs in a
very specific brain area: the fusiform gyrus. If
this area is damaged, no other brain area can
take over… not even if that area is damaged in a
one day old infant. Although the brain is a
learning engine, some areas are uniquely
hardwired for specific kinds of learning.
The human visual system is strongly wired to
see faces even where no face is present. He gave
the example of the "face on Mars" seen in a 1976
Viking Mars image. And, of course, the numerous
sightings of Jesus or the Virgin Mary on a frying
pan or on a piece of toast, but only if the "face" is
presented in an upright orientation.

The phantom limb happens because the brain of an
amputee expects the missing limb to be there.
Provided by John Wathey.

Knowing that the limb is gone does not diminish
the powerful sense of a phantom limb. Wathey
explains that the God of unconditional love is a
super-normal phantom just like that.
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God is not a supernatural spirit: "God's
presence is a phantom presence."
Wathey identifies the temporoparietal junction
as the source of both phantom illusions. It
interprets a sensed presence.
The orbitofrontal cortex is associated with
reinforcement learning in monkeys. It is
activated only if the goal is reinforced with a
tasty treat. Humans need this area throughout
their lives to reinforce learning proper social
behavior.
Damage to the orbitofrontal cortex leads to
acquired sociopathy: while other cognition is
fine, the person cannot feel the emotional
consequences of reward and punishment. They
lose “gut feelings”.
They make terrible
decisions. Most are not criminal, but they may
be pathological liars, acquire bizarre eating
habits or choose highly inappropriate mates.
(At this point an audience member shouted out
that it sounds like President Trump).
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The Social Root at its extreme can allow parents
to say that it is better for their child to die than
to lose faith in God. It can lead to suicide
bombers and religious wars. It’s what leads
“good people to do bad things.”
The second Root he calls the Neonatal Root. It is
that Mother seeking we experience at birth. In
general, women are more religious than men.
This is seen across families, communities, and
societies. Wathey hypothesizes that being more
caring and nurturing may lead to being more
religious due to this Neonatal Root.
Astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson has noted
that a surprising seven percent of elite scientists
believe in a personal God. They are the ones we
should study!

As with the fusiform face area, the orbitofrontal
cortex is a learning machine that is very specific.
No other brain area can replace its function if it
is damaged.
Neuroscientists recruited Carmelite nuns in
Montreal to scan their brains when they claimed
to be feeling the presence of God. Indeed, it
turned out that this brain region was activated
during this experience. They were feeling God's
presence. Infinite love. Plenitude. Peace.

The Royal Society of London studied this among
its elite members. It turned out that childhood
religious upbringing was not significantly
related to current religious belief.

But why is God two-faced? On the one hand he
is offering infinite love. On the other hand he is
willing to condemn his creations to infinite
torment in hell. At this point Wathey brings
together the two Roots of religion: the first is the
Social Root mentioned at the start of his talk.
This is what scientists have mostly studied:
Divine Judgment, Cooperation, Tribalism,
Sacrifice, and Group Rituals.

Wathey writes in the first chapter of his book
that a recent Harris poll reported that for
Americans “’belief in a personal god is more
common in women than in men, more common
in older adults than in younger adults, more
common in blacks than in whites and Hispanics,
and more common in those with no college
education than in college graduates. Religious
belief is more common in nonscientists than in
scientists, and, among members of the National
Academy of Sciences, more common in
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mathematicians than in biologists. Perhaps the
most surprising education-related asymmetry is
that between physicians, most of whom believe
in God, and non-physician biologists, most of
whom do not.”
Eugene Cernan was the last human to stand on
the Moon. In the documentary film "In the
Shadow of the Moon" he expressed this feeling:
"There has to be somebody bigger than you and
bigger than me. And I mean this in a spiritual
sense, not in a religious sense, there has to be a
creator of the universe who stands above the
religions that we, ourselves create to govern our
lives.
It all comes down to feeling that there are things
that are beyond science. That there is somebody
bigger than ourselves. Wathey calls this the
innate model of Mother. And that creates the
phantom presence of God.
Former Humanist Society
President
Ron
Kronenberg asked why
God
is
commonly
portrayed as male. This
varies by religion. The
Social Root gives a male
god. We get this especially
from Wahhabism and ISIS;
however, Sufism within
Islam is dominated by the
Neonatal Root.
There is a constant tug of war between these
roots just as there is a constant battle among
religions. Wathey grew up in a religious
household with a Catholic mother and a
Presbyterian father. He realized as a teen these
religions could not both be true. Perhaps none of
them are true.
The values we teach in the Humanist Society are
compassion and scientific reasoning. Wathey
notes that these values do not come naturally.
But we see that in Scandinavian countries
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teaching these values does in fact reduce
religious thinking.
As in the case of visual illusions and phantom
limbs: Can humanity get to the point that when
we sense the phantom presence of God, which
our brains are hard-wired to expect, we
recognize we are just experiencing a powerful
illusion?

Who Said It? And When??
“The strange alchemy of
time
has
somehow
converted the Democrats
into the truly conservative
party of this country - the
party
dedicated
to
conserving all that is best,
and building solidly and
safely on these foundations. The Republicans,
by contrast, are behaving like the radical party –
the party of the reckless and the embittered,
bent on dismantling institutions which have
been built solidly into our social fabric…”
- Adlai Stevenson, 1952
Report From LogiCAL-LA 2018

How Do You Talk Logic to Those Who
Don’t Use It?
By Diane Krohn
Brian Palermo is an actor and communication
specialist. He was, as accurately described, an
entertaining and interesting speaker.
There are many challenges to communicating
facts. These include:
 Lack of effective training;
 The information can be complicated;
 The fallacy that “talking” is the same as
communication;
 Prejudicial stereotypes of “smart
people”; and
 The idea that a stated theory has to have
lots of popular support.
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Palermo explained that the skills taught in
improvisational theater are necessary for
effective communication. Improv teaches to
communicate the connectivity between people.
The skills include active listening, focus on the
other person, and validation of the other
person’s concerns before you try to change
minds.
Palermo demonstrated the listening technique
called “Yes, and…” in which one builds
connectivity with the other person. It works
better than the usual technique, which is “Yes,
but…” where the listener may be more focused
on how they are going to respond rather than
really listening to what the other has to say.
Scientific speakers are trained to be nonemotional. But emotion makes us more human
and relatable. Some emotions that should be
considered when engaging with another person
might be: wonder, passion, caring, regret,
sympathy, compassion, respect, and motivation.
Positive emotions tend to get better results.
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and Diana return to England and he is initially
given only 3 months to live, and then a year.
Stuck in a hospital with other polio victims,
Robin wishes that Diana would turn off the
respirator so that she can start a new life. Diana
is only 25 years old, and pregnant with their son.
Diana refuses to give up on Robin. With the help
of friends and family, and against the advice of
Robin’s doctor, she takes him from the hospital
and gets him settled into a house – one that she
bought with the idea that Robin could live there
while using the mechanical respirator.
Despite his limitations, Robin and Diana are
social and adventurous. A friend, Teddy Hall, an
Oxford University professor, develops a
wheelchair with a built-in respirator, so that
Robin can leave the house. Later, Teddy helps
with the construction of a special van. Robin,
Diana, and their son also travel abroad. Their
travel is for fun and adventure, but they also
advocate for increased mobility for polio
survivors and other disabled people.

By Diane Krohn
Breathe (2017) is a biographical movie about
Robin Cavendish, who contracted polio and
became paralyzed from the neck down.

Breathe is a story of a family and friends
working
together
under
challenging
circumstances, and without any religious
blather! Robin Cavendish was a life-long atheist
who refused to accept limitations on his
condition. He spit in the ear of a priest who
came to pray for him, but thrived because of the
real help he got from creative humans.
On a personal level, he and his wife had a huge
circle of friends and acquaintances. One friend
described him as such: “He had a natural
graciousness: his lack of evident resentment at
his own condition made helping him a positive
pleasure.”

The movie begins in 1957 England as Robin
meets his future wife, Diana. After they marry,
they move to Kenya, where Robin has a teabrokering business. While in Kenya, Robin
contracts polio and becomes paralyzed. He
requires a mechanical respirator to breathe. He

This movie is highly recommended! Besides
being unsentimental, it is a fascinating story
about someone I had never heard of before, and
about
the
Cavendish’s
influence
on
improvements of mobility for people with
disabilities.

Haven’t we all had moments where we felt that
we had the better argument for our position
(because we are smarter, or better-educated, or
have the evidence on our side) yet did not shift
the other person’s view? Palermo reminded the
audience that a satisfying catharsis does not
change anyone’s mind.

Movies for Humanists: Breathe
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Non-HSSB Events of Interest
Upcoming Events in California:






May 19: Dr. Kenneth Miller: The Human
Instinct – How We Evolved to Have
Reason, Consciousness, and Free Will.
Skeptics Society Salon, location at a
private home in Pasadena.
https://www.skeptic.com/sciencesalon/upcoming/
May 20, 2pm, Sheila Lodge: An
UnCommon Place American Town, the
history of Santa Barbara planning.
Alhecama Theatre
June 10: SkeptiCal 2018: Northern
California’s Science + Skepticism.
Speakers include Robert Lustig, Carrie
Sager, Laura Sydell, and Seth Shostak.
Berkeley.
http://www.skepticalcon.com/

Upcoming Events Outside of California:






May 17-20: American Humanists
Association 77th Annual Conference, at
the Flamingo Hotel and Casino, Las
Vegas. Speakers and schedule to be
announced. Las Vegas, NV.
https://americanhumanist.org/events/a
has-77th-annual-conference/
July 15-August 2: Skeptics Society 2018
Grand Irish Odyssey Geology Tour.
https://www.skeptic.com/geology_tour
s/2018/Grand-Irish-Odyssey/
August 18-19: Robert Green Ingersoll
Birthplace Museum Silver Anniversary
Celebration. Speakers include Tim
Binga, Robyn Blumner, Sue Boland, and
Roderick Bradford. Syracuse, NY.
https://freethought-trail.org/latestnews/article:ingersoll-museum-silveranniversary-conference-registration-isopen/
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HSSB Contact Information
Officers:
President: Roger Schlueter, drrogers@cox.net
Secretary: Suzanne Spillman,
urbanfollies@gmail.com
Treasurer: Neal Faught, nfaught@verizon.net
Board Members at Large:
Wayne Beckman
Diane Krohn
David Echols
Judy Flattery
Mary Wilk
Pat Ward
Clover Brodhead Gowing
Newsletter Editor & Submission Deadline
Judy Flattery sbhumanisteditor@gmail.com
Deadline for submissions to the Secular Circular is
midnight, the last day of each month.
HSSB meetings are held on the 3rd Saturday of each
month at 3:00 pm, (doors open at 2:30pm) usually in the
Theater Room at Valle Verde, 900 Calle De Los Amigos,
Santa Barbara.
Note: Parking (with free shuttle service 805.679.3660)
is at Veronica Springs Church, 949 Veronica Springs
Rd., Santa Barbara. No parking at Valle Verde unless
you have a handicapped parking placard.
Check our web site: www.SantaBarbaraHumanists.org
for past issues of SC At meetings, a donation of $2 from
members and $5 from non-members is appreciated.
First-time visitors and students with ID are welcome on
a complimentary basis.
Annual HSSB membership dues are $36 for a single
person, $60 for a couple, and $100 (or more) to become
a Society Supporter. Non-members may subscribe to
hardcopy of this newsletter for an annual fee of $20. Email copies provided at no charge.
To join HSSB, please send your contact information and
a check for your membership dues to HSSB, P.O. Box
30232, Santa Barbara, CA 93130, Attn: Mary Wilk. For
membership information contact Mary Wilk at
mwilk@cox.net.
For any information about HSSB, call 805-769-4772.
Copies of this and past newsletter are posted on the
HSSB website.
Like us on Facebook

Humanist Society of
Santa Barbara
PO Box 30232
Santa Barbara, CA 93130

**SAVE THE DATE**
HSSB Summer Solstice Picnic
June 16 at Stow Grove Park

HSSB Calendar
Tuesday May 15: Board Meeting. 5:30 p.m. Home of Mary Wilk. Members are invited to attend.
Saturday May 19: Monthly Meeting 3:00 pm. Speaker: Ashleigh Brilliant, a skeptical columnist, cartoonist
& author speaking on “Support Your Local God”
Tuesday June 12: Board Meeting. 5:30 p.m. Home of Mary Wilk. Members are invited to attend.
Saturday June16: ***SAVE THE DATE*** Summer Solstice Picnic Gathering Stow Grove Park, 580 North
La Paterna Lane, Goleta, CA 93117. Picnic Area 3.
Tuesday July 17: Board Meeting. 5:30 p.m. Home of Mary Wilk. Members are invited to attend.
Saturday July 21: Monthly Meeting 3:00 pm. Speaker: TBD. Location: Valle Verde Theater, 900 Calle De
Los Amigos, Santa Barbara

