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Please join us for our featured speaker event… 
 

Narcissism Broke Our Democracy.  
Can Science and Math Fix It?  

 
Democracy is about people governing themselves by expressing their 

collective will in elections. But what happens when their votes are driven more 

by intuition and passion than by reason? And what if the electoral system 

responds more to extremist minorities than to the will of the majority? In the 

first part of this talk, I will examine the role of narcissism in some of the 

passions that most easily lead us astray in the voting booth. The bad news is 

that this problem has deep roots in human nature, so it will always be with us. 

The good news, however, is that the wisdom of crowds often works out well 

anyway, but only if our elections truly reflect the will of the majority. 

Surprisingly, science and math have a lot to say about that, as we shall see in 

the last part of the talk. 

John C. Wathey is a retired computational biologist whose interests 
include evolutionary algorithms, the biology of nervous systems, and 
electoral reform. He earned his PhD in Neurosciences at U.C. San Diego 
and has spent most of his career working on computer simulations of 
protein folding. His first book, The Illusion of God’s Presence (Prometheus 2016), explores the evolution 
of the emotions and intuitions behind religious belief. His forthcoming book, The Phantom God: What 
Neuroscience Reveals about the Compulsion to Believe, is scheduled for release in the fall of 2022. It relates 
the motivating forces behind religiousness to neural development, embodiment, mother-infant bonding, 
adult sexual pair-bonding, addiction, selective attention, hallucinations, and many other neurological 
surprises.  
 

When:  Saturday, October 16, via Zoom.  Program begins at 3pm.  
Where:    Zoom link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833. 

 
COVID-19 Pandemic Models Update 

 
Dave Flattery will present an update on the state of the COVID-19 pandemic.  All are 

welcome to attend.   

When: Sunday October 3 at 3pm Pacific/6pm Eastern. 

Where: Zoom link:  https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82598900099 .  
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Non-ordinary Experiences of Non-

Believers: Dr. Ann Taves – 9/18/21 

By Robert Bernstein 

Dr. Ann Taves is professor emerita of Religious 
Studies at U.C. Santa Barbara and Principal 
Investigator of the Inventory of Nonordinary 
Experiences Project. For almost thirty years, she 

has been studying 
unusual 

experiences that 
some people 
consider mystical, 
religious, and/or 
paranormal. 
 
Her books include:  
Fits, Trances, and 
Visions: 
Experiencing 
Religion and 
Explaining 
Experience 

 
Religious 
Experience 
Reconsidered: A 
Building-Block 
Approach to the 
Study of Religion 
and Other Special 
Things 
 

 

 

 

 

Revelatory 
Events: Three Case 
Studies of the 
Emergence of New 
Spiritual Paths. 

 
Here is a summary 
of her talk to HSSB: 
 
Those who are 
called "Nones" are 
the fastest-
growing 
"religious" demographic in the U.S. Humanists 
are the most self-conscious and organized 
subset of the Nones. 
 
Much has been written about what Nones 
believe. But there is very little research on what 
they experience. This is what Dr. Taves studies. 
 
Notably, she is interested in experiences that 
stand out as weird, unusual, significant and/or 
life-changing. These are the kinds of experiences 
that are often contested. They may be 
interpreted as deities or extraordinary abilities. 
They may have a big positive or negative effect 
on the person's life, depending how they are 
interpreted. 

Dr. Ann Taves.   
Photo by Marian Shapiro. 
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Previous studies have used the "Daily Spiritual 
Experiences" scale. One question asked the 
participant to affirm or deny the following 
statement: "I feel God's presence." But, Taves 
points out, this does not ask how they feel this 
presence or how they know it is God. The same 
problem happens for feeling a ghost, apparition, 
or an evil presence. A wide range of bodily 
sensations may be present. 
 
In the Book of Acts, Saul of Tarsus (later Saint 
Paul) is on the Road to Damascus and hears the 
voice of Jesus asking him, "Why do you 
persecute me?" Saul was struck blind and could 
not eat or drink for three days. Those with him 
were struck speechless. 
 
Catholics describe similar experiences. Often, a 
claim is made that the Virgin Mary has visited 
them. There are pilgrimage sites like Lourdes 
where such claims have been made. 
 
Methodist founder John Wesley described a 
feeling that his heart was "strangely warmed". 
Charles Finney described "waves of liquid love". 
Michael James Harner was an anthropologist 
who used Ayahuasca and wrote The Way of the 
Shaman: a Guide to Power and Healing. He 
thought that spirits could leave bodies and 
travel to astral planes as if the dead are still 
living in some sense. 
 
These described experiences inspired Dr. Taves 
to write the 2009 book Religious Experience 
Reconsidered. Religious experiences are not a 
definite thing; they are an interpretation or a 
labelling of an experience. 
 
Taves formed a lab group with Religious Studies 
and Psychology grad students to study this. She 
began to look at existing surveys designed to 
study anomalous, mystical, and schizotypal 
experiences. 
 
She looked at the questions being asked in these 
different surveys of different experiences. She 
noticed a lot of overlap. The questions hinted at 

claims, such as the presence of a god. Psychosis 
researchers asked if subjects sensed an "evil 
presence". There were references to ghosts, 
apparitions, extraterrestrials, elves, and fairies. 
She was not happy about how these terms and 
assumptions were built into the questions. 
 
It took her several years to create a new survey. 
She translated the survey into Hindi for use in 
India as well as providing it in English in the U.S. 
She wanted to study these two different 
cultures. She wanted to be sure the questions 
were understood in both cultures and to make 
sure assumptions were not built into the 
questions. 
 
She developed 42 questions. She is still 
analyzing the data. But she has some 
preliminary results. 
 
The idea is to distinguish between how an 
experience actually feels or seems vs. what 
people believe about it. Putting "seems like" is 
important. For example, "It seems like I left my 
body" vs. “I left my body.” The subject may be 
aware of the neurological basis of those 
sensations. 
 
She separately asked what they believed about 
it, whether the experience was positive or 
negative, and how it affected their life. She asked 
if they thought science could explain it or if 
“something more” was needed. A separate 
question is whether the subject believed a 
supernatural agent was involved. 
 
Someone might believe that an experience was 
spiritual, and still think science can explain it 
without invoking a supernatural agent. 
 
She studied over 840 participants. 247 said they 
were neither religious or spiritual. Of the 
remaining group, half identified as Christian. 
 
Here is where things got very interesting in her 
preliminary results. First, she discovered that 
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non-believers had just as many of these non-
ordinary experiences as believers had. 
 
Her second discovery was that, for positive 
experiences, the effect on the person's life was 
the same whether the person was a believer or a 
non-believer; however, for negative 
experiences, being a believer seemed to 
moderate the impact of a negative experience. 
 
Christians were more likely to view negative 
experiences through a religious or spiritual lens. 
This seemed to soften the impact of these 
negative experiences. 
 
To offer an explanation for why viewing 
negative experiences through a spiritual lens 
might moderate their effects, Taves referenced 
an essay, "Life Without Meaning" by Humanist 
philosopher Richard Norman. She talked about 
how Humanists and religious people get 
meaning from the same sources: 

• Being connected to the natural world 
• Being rooted in a human community 
• Having intimate relationships 
• Being at home in a universe that dwarfs 

our mundane concerns. 
 
Why do humans make meaning? We might think 
it is tied to goal-directed action, but, in fact, we 
perform many goal-directed actions without 
much consciousness. We eat because we are 
hungry. Other animals can have such goal-
directed actions without necessarily creating 
meaning. 
 
We can actually apply Norman's four features to 
other animals: 

• Other animals are connected to other 
living things 

• Other social species are rooted in 
community 

• Other mammals can have intimate 
relationships with offspring. Some may 
also have social groups. 

• Experiencing a universe that dwarfs our 
concerns may be uniquely human. 

 
If Norman is right about this, then positive 
experiences are inherently meaningful. We 
don’t need to spend time thinking about what 
they mean. Negative experiences – experiences 
that disrupt our connection to the natural world, 
our community, or our intimate relationships – 
cause us to struggle to make sense of what has 
happened. 
 
As the responses to the survey suggested, 
religious people may find their beliefs helpful 
when confronted with negative experiences, but 
not always. She noted that "It was God's will" is 
not necessarily satisfying even for a religious 
person during a time of hardship or loss. 
 
She thinks it is more likely that religions offer 
more than beliefs, including deeper roots in 
community. It is that community that may bring 
resilience during hardship rather than the 
beliefs. 
 
She suggested that those who reject religious 
beliefs may not be aware of what else they are 
giving up, which was the case in the non-
religious family in which she grew up. Her 
parents had broken with their Protestant 
background. This also meant giving up the social 
connections and the support system that went 
with it. 
 
She advised Humanists to build secular 
equivalents of these connections and support 
systems. 
 
Taves then took comments and questions. 
 
I asked if she could say something more about 
the nature of these non-ordinary experiences. 
There clearly is a spectrum of such experiences 
and the words used may not clearly describe 
where on this spectrum they lie. I gave the 
example of a person sitting on a mountain top 
saying they felt a great peace and a oneness with 
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everything. It could be a mild feeling. Or it could 
be a life-changing transcendent experience. 
 
Taves said these would be distinguished in her 
surveys under the question of how much impact 
the experience had on their life. 
 
I followed up, asking if she and/or the subjects 
believed that these transcendent experiences 
represented insights into the true nature of 
reality. 
 
She said that some of the subjects definitely felt 
that, but her own feeling was quite different. 
 
She said that some people in the field of 
psychology feel that the field has gotten too 
sterile. Some want to inject a bit of "woo-woo" 
into the field to remedy this.  Her goal is the 
opposite. She wants to inject science into 
Religious Studies! 
 
Humanist Society President Judy Flattery 
shared about training she has received through 
the work of Landmark Education where she 
learned a technique to consciously separate the 
“what happened” of an experience from the 
meaning we seem to automatically apply to that 
experience.   
 
She reported that it seems our human mental 
“machinery” has evolved to automatically 
collapse the “what happened” with what we 
have it mean—and that this is probably very 
useful for many survival situations but can also 
be problematic. 
 
Judy noted that in her experience, for example, 
the “suffering” of an experience is often not a 
result of the facts of what happened but of the 
sad or pessimistic narrative/meaning we invent 
about the experience—then we get upset about 
the sad narrative which we ourselves created!  
 
She gave an example of euthanizing her dog last 
month. The “what happened” is that the vet 
came, administered shots, the dog stopped 

breathing, and the dog’s body was carried away.  
The “what happened” also included body 
sensations Judy experienced (tears in her eyes, 
thoughts that popped up, etc.).  She noted that 
there was nothing inherently upsetting in the 
facts of the “what happened”.  She reported that 
the upsetting part comes from the meaning or 
conceptual narrative which was automatically 
invented to explain the experience (e.g. “He was 
the best dog ever.  I’ll never get to hug him again, 
I’m so sad, etc.”).  Who wouldn’t be upset by a 
narrative like that??   
 
Judy noted that there is good news in this view 
in recognizing that if we are the creators of 
upsetting narratives/meanings of the facts of 
“what happened”, we also can create more 
empowering meanings or narratives.  In the case 
of the dead dog, just distinguishing the details of 
the actual experience vs. the sad narrative 
provides a certain measure of calm.  Then a 
more uplifting narrative or meaning can be 
created, which is no less true. 
 
Taves nodded and added how Buddhism deals 
with such things. They take it as a given that "life 
is suffering". They practice sitting with feelings 
and not adding the suffering on top of it. One can 
use Mindfulness Meditation to achieve this.  
 
Taves also mentioned Byron Katie, who invites 
us to critically examine our problems or 
stressful situations using Four Questions which 
interrupt our usual way of thinking about them.   
 
Katie’s 4 Questions are:  
1. Is it true? (Yes/No. If no, move to question 3.)  

2. Can you absolutely know that it’s true? 

(Yes/No.)  

3. How do you react, what happens, when you 

believe that thought?  

4. Who or what would you be without the 

thought?   

 

See the 4 Question Worksheet for dealing with 

upsetting situations. 
 

https://thework.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/jyn_en_mod_6feb2019_r4_form1.pdf
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Wayne thanked Dr. Taves for putting so much 
thought into her research questions. Others 
applauded this. Taves replied that she wants 
humanities scholars to look at complex issues 
like non-ordinary experiences with scientific 
rigor and not dismiss them. 
 

And On The Lighter Side of Non 
Ordinary Experiences… 

submitted by Judy Flattery 
 
Dr. Taves’ presentation reminded me of one of 
my very favorite recurring Saturday Night Live 
sketches in which three people who have had 
“nonordinary experiences” are interviewed 
about what happened to them.   
 
In one sketch, they were abducted by aliens and 
later returned to earth; in another they were 
clinically dead then brought back to life; in a 
third they encountered ghosts who needed help 
moving onto the next life.  In each case the three 
people are being interviewed by government, 
medical, academic, or church officials to 
document what they actually experienced.  Two 
of them invariably have beautiful, uplifting, 
mystical experiences (being touched by an 
angel, experiencing god, etc.) while the third 
(clearly a nonbeliever!!) has a whole different 
(and typically raunchy) tale to tell.  Below are 
two links to a compilation of these skits.  Enjoy! 
Part 1: https://youtu.be/xNnM4Yyc_C8 

Part 2: https://youtu.be/TKUpo7RrN3E 

The following, submitted by Nan Cisney, is 
reprinted from The Week Magazine, published 

September 3, 2021. 
 

The Ascent of Man 
“A meta-analysis of previous surveys found that 
a majority of Americans (54%) finally agree 
with the statement that ‘human beings, as we 
know them today, developed from earlier 
species of animals.’  Just a decade ago, only 40% 
believed in evolution.” 

 
 

Meet New Board Member, Judy Fontana 
 

 Hi.   Judy Fontana here.  I was born in Stockton, 

California, grew up in Ontario, CA and graduated 

from high school in Forestville in rural Sonoma 

County.  I’m a third generation Californian and my 

grandchildren are fifth generation.  I have lived my 

entire life in the West Coast bubble and, 

notwithstanding a great deal of travel, I have a 

tendency to see any place east of the Sierras as a 

foreign country.   

 

I grew up in a totally areligious household but was 

exposed to a great deal of Christian Sunday school 

by attending various churches with neighborhood 

kids.  I am grateful for the education as I think it 

important to be literate in the prevailing Christian 

culture.  Both of my parents were agnostic liberals 

and active in this humanist society early on and so 

I just followed in their footsteps.   

 

I graduated from UCSB in 1970 with a BA in 

anthropology, from SBCC in 1973 with an 

associate degree in nursing and became an RN and 

then obtained a BS and public health certificate 

from Cal Lutheran in 1982.  I worked in public 

health for a number of years and then as a nursing 

director at Goleta Valley Cottage Hospital.   

Saturday Night Live Skits on Non-Ordinary Experiences of 

Nonbelievers vs. Believers: Three people (Kate McKinnon, 

Cecily Strong, Ryan Gosling) share very different stories 

about their alien abduction.  
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I have been involved in social justice issues since 

high school and have participated in various 

volunteer activities over the years the most 

rewarding having been with SEE International and 

Planned Parenthood.  I currently volunteer for 

Showers of Blessing which provides free showers 

to the homeless in our area. 

 

As many of you know my great interest in life has 

been sailing. I have sailed extensively in California, 

in Europe from Sweden to Turkey, the Bahamas 

and the Caribbean on my own boat and on charter 

boats.  In 2003, Phil Holland, my husband, and I 

purchased a Hylas 46 and for the next eight years 

sailed as far north as Kodiak, Alaska and as far 

south as New Zealand. And of course, a multitude 

of island groups in the South Pacific including the 

Galapagos, Marquesas, Tuamotos, French 

Polynesia, Cook Islands, Niue, Tonga, Fiji, Samoa 

and Wallis.   

 

In preparation I obtained 

my HAM radio 

license and along 

the way my US 

Coast Guard 50 

ton Captain’s 

license.  And 

no, we were 

never concerned 

with pirates.  My 

greatest fear was 

running out of coffee!   

 

Other interests include music, particularly choral 

music, and I am eager to hopefully start choral 

singing again soon.  I am very active in the 

Unitarian Society and the opportunity it provides 

for community and social justice. 

 

I have previously served on the board and am happy 

to be serving again.  Hopefully we will be able to 

start meeting again in person soon and one of my 

goals is to create a greater sense of community 

among our members.  I know that many of my close 

friends and acquaintances are people I met at 

HSSB.  I agree with Hugh Smart, new board 

member, that we should focus more on inclusionary 

Humanism. 

 

 
If Bible Characters Had Smart Phones… 

 
Comedians Trey Kennedy & John Crist perform a 

skit on YouTube imagining how a couple of bible-

era characters with smart phones might react to 

hearing about biblical events on social media. 

 

They order only a couple of fishes and loaves of 

bread from PostMates because Jesus is coming to 

the event. They receive a Venmo request from 

Judas. They chat about Mary & Joseph having 

trouble Price-Lining a nice hotel in Bethlehem and 

having to settle for a rustic barn then complain 

about Noah bragging about his DIY project on 

Instagram.  Very funny.   

 

The skit is available at this YouTube link:        

https://youtu.be/nt5k_tO6768 

 

 

 

From The Week, 10/29/2020 

https://youtu.be/nt5k_tO6768
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Upcoming Events of Interest to Humanists 

All of these events are online except for the UCSB 

Arts & Lectures events: 

 

• October 10: California’s 20th Annual 

Freethought Day. Note: This event is both live, 

at the California State Capitol Building in 

Sacramento; and live-streamed. California's 

20th Annual Freethought Day 

 

• October 10: Julian Castro: Waking Up From 

My American Dream. UCSB Arts & Lectures 

event.  Julian Castro This event is live. 

 

• October 20: Paul Hawken: Regeneration: 

Ending the Climate Crisis in One Generation. 

UCSB Arts & Lectures event. Paul Hawken 

This event is live. 

 

• October 27: Speaking of Humanism: 

Representation Matters: Secular Elected 

Officials Speak Out. American Humanist 

event. Secular Elected Officials Speak Out 

 

• November 2: 2021 Secular Day of the Dead. A 

SoCal Secular Coalition event. 2021 Secular 

Day of the Dead 

 

• November 4: Michael Steele: How to Win 

Elections and Lose the Country. UCSB Arts & 

Lectures event. Michael Steele This event is 

live. 

 

• November 13: SoCal Secular Coalition 

Conference. This is a one-day Zoom event 

where you can learn how you are a part of 

large secular community and can become more 

involved in advocacy. Register here: SoCal 

Secular Coalition Conference 

 

• November 16: Critical Minds: Debunking 

Myths About Poverty in America. American 

Humanist event. Debunking Myths About 

Poverty in America 

 

 

  

 

HSSB Contact Information 
Officers: 

President: Judy Flattery, sbhumanisteditor@gmail.com 
Secretary: Sondra Wikman, sondra.wikman@gmail.com 

Treasurer: David Flattery, 

david.flattery@post.harvad.edu 

 

Board Members at Large:  

Wayne Beckman, Robert Bernstein, Mary Wilk, Nan 

Cisney, Jules Bender, Judith Fontana, Hugh Smart  

  

Newsletter Editor & Submission Deadline 

Judy Flattery, sbhumanisteditor@gmail.com 
Deadline for submissions to the Secular Circular is 
midnight, the last day of each month. Our web site, 
www.SBHumanists.org, archives current and past 
issues of the Secular Circular.   
 

Annual HSSB membership dues: $36 for an individual, 
$60 for a couple, $100 for a Society Supporter, and 
$300 (or more) for a Society Patron. Non-members may 
subscribe to hardcopy of this newsletter for an annual 
fee of $20. E-mail copies provided to members and 
interested non-members at no charge.   
 
To join HSSB: Send your contact information and a 
check for your membership dues made out to Humanist 
Society of Santa Barbara, to Mary Wilk, P.O. Box 30232, 
Santa Barbara, CA 93130. For further membership 
information contact Mary Wilk at mwilk@cox.net.  
 
For more information about HSSB, contact any of the 
officers at the email or P.O. Box addresses shown 
above. 
 
Like our page on Facebook. Join our Facebook Group. 

Watch our videos on YouTube.                              

https://www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/events/280346305/
https://www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/events/280346305/
https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/Details.aspx?PerfNum=4667
https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/Details.aspx?PerfNum=4670
https://americanhumanist.org/events/speaking-of-humanism-representation-matters-secular-elected-officials-speak-out/
https://www.meetup.com/So-Cal-Secular-Coalition/events/280799479/
https://www.meetup.com/So-Cal-Secular-Coalition/events/280799479/
https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/Details.aspx?PerfNum=4676
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZEpdeqsrDMsHtLhCBgGJU_RkDR_Jmbmuo5S
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZEpdeqsrDMsHtLhCBgGJU_RkDR_Jmbmuo5S
https://americanhumanist.org/events/critical-minds-debunking-myths-about-poverty-in-america/
https://americanhumanist.org/events/critical-minds-debunking-myths-about-poverty-in-america/
mailto:sondra.wikman@gmail.com
http://www.sbhumanists.org/
mailto:mwilk@cox.net
http://www.facebook.com/groups/16845096834/
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Humanist Society of Santa Barbara 
P.O. Box 30232 
Santa Barbara, CA 93130 
 
ara, CA 93130 

HSSB Calendar 
 

Sunday October 3, 3:00pm. Dave Flattery. COVID-19 Pandemic Models Update. 
Zoom link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82598900099. 

Tuesday October 12th, 5:00 pm.  HSSB Board Meeting. Join as early as 4:45pm for dinner & socializing. 

Zoom link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667.   Members always welcome to attend. 

Saturday October 16th, 3:00 pm. Dr. John Wathey, author of The Illusion of God’s Presence, speaking on 

personality cults, narcissistic personality disorder (NPD), and the potential benefits of rank choice voting.  

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833. 

Tuesday November 16th, 5:00 pm.  HSSB Board Meeting. Join as early as 4:45pm for dinner & socializing. 

Zoom link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667.   Members always welcome to attend. 

Saturday November 20th, 3:00 pm. TBD. 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82598900099
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667

