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Just in Time for Halloween… on Zoom! 
 

The Phantom God 

 
Our Program: Does neuroscience have anything to say about religious belief or the existence of 
God? Some scientists have tried to answer this question, but in doing so, many have strayed from 
the scientific method.  
 
In this talk John Wathey argues that religious feelings arise not 
from the direct perception by the brain of some supernatural 
realm, nor from the pathological misfiring of neurons, but as a 
natural consequence of how our brains are wired. He suggests 
that the feeling of God’s presence is spawned by innate neural 
circuitry that, in infancy, compels a baby to cry out for its 
mother. In an adult, this circuitry can be activated under 
conditions that mimic the extreme desperation and 
helplessness of infancy, generating the compelling illusion of 
the presence of a loving, powerful, and all-knowing savior.  
 
When seen from this perspective, the illusion also appears 
remarkably like one that has long been familiar to neurologists: 
the phantom limb of the amputee, spawned by the expectation 
of the patient’s brain that the missing limb should still be there.  
 
Our Speaker: John C. Wathey is a computational biologist 
whose research interests include evolutionary algorithms and 
the biology of nervous systems. He got 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 was The Illusion of God’s Presence: The Biological Origins of Spiritual Longing, which 
explored the evolution of the emotions and intuitions behind religious belief. His latest book is The 
Phantom God: What Neuroscience Reveals about the Compulsion to Believe.  
 
He enjoys hiking in the wilderness and occasionally blogging about science, religion, and voting 
algorithms at www.watheyresearch.com.  
 
When: Saturday October 15, 3:00 p.m.  

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

Please join us! 
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The Dangerous Battle for Reason in India 
Babu Gogineni 

9/17/2022 
Summarized By Judy Flattery 

(Missed it? You can watch the talk at this link.) 
 
Babu Gogineni spoke to HSSB via Zoom from 
Australia. Babu is an internationally known 
humanist and rationalist. He was Director of the 
London-based International Humanist and 
Ethical Union (now Humanists International) 
for 17 years and the editor of the quarterly 
International Humanist News in English and in 
French.  
 
He is also Founder of the South Asian Humanist 
Association and of Science for Society. For the 
past fifteen years Babu has been active in the 
Indian sub-continent and has had an impactful 
presence on television screens in South India, 
advocating for Humanism, promoting science, 
debunking many charlatans and frauds, and 
exposing their claims. He has also worked on the 
ground fighting witchcraft murders and related 
violence. He was invited to Celebrity Bigg Boss 
Reality show to participate as a Humanist and 
Rationalist and stayed there for 63 days 
watched every day by millions of viewers and 
journalists. 
 
We watched a portion of a short video compiled 
by some of Babu’s fans of some of their favorite 
Babu TV moments: 
- In December 2017, Venuswamy, an 

astrologer with an extensive list of celebrity 
clients debated Babu on live TV. After about 
an hour, his arguments defeated, and his 
predictions shown to be incorrect, an 
exasperated Venuswamy admitted that his 
astrological predictions are all wrong and 
what Babu says is 99% correct. 

- A “Pranic Healer” claimed to repair the 
special aura surrounding individuals to 
return them to good health. Babu challenged 
him to heal himself and cure his own 
hypertension on live TV by pulling out a 
blood pressure monitor from his bag. The 

Pranic healer’s blood pressure did not drop 
during the session but instead increased 
from 185/103 to 208/108. So much for 
Pranic Healing. 

- Mr. Raju, a member of Indian parliament is a 
supporter of the untested claim that an egg, 
standing on end, cannot be crushed, not even 
by an elephant. Babu proved him wrong by 
easily crushing the egg with his bare foot. 
The MP then claimed it must not have been 
from a native Indian hen. “How do you 
know?” “Because the egg got crushed. An egg 
from a native bird would never get crushed.”  

- An Indian astrologer and medium, , Srinija, 
known as ‘Diversion Aunty’ claimed to have 
premonitions of impending deaths and the 
curious ability to divert the death from the 
intended person to another. She was invited 
to join a debate with Babu on live TV— but 
didn’t show up. Babu quipped, “Maybe she 
does indeed have some powers. Maybe she 
knew I was coming and got diverted.” Then 
joked, “Last night I dreamt that she would 
not come.” 

- Eclipses are feared in India and even highly 
educated people believe that watching a 
lunar eclipse is dangerous and eating during 
an eclipse is harmful. On January 31, 2018, 
Babu and several companions ate samosas 
beneath the lunar eclipse on live TV above a 
“LIVE: Breaking News” banner. 

 
Babu began his talk by expressing his 
appreciation for HSSB’s wonderful Zoom 
production of Inherit The Wind.  He remarked 
that efforts like this can be a great way to reach 

https://youtu.be/4PVSRnW-wZU
https://youtu.be/Vyj1OqcQtWU
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out to the general public. Sometimes stories and 
art reach people in a way logic and reason might 
not. 
 
He then remarked about menu items from our 
planned dinner at Masala Spice to demonstrate 
the broad-based cultural roots and influence of 
India: biryani is originally from Iran, dosa, 
originally from Indonesia, was adopted and 
adapted after the Indian army occupied 
Indonesia 1000 years ago. Idli are from 
Malaysia. The rich history of India encompasses 
much more than what is on the current map: 
Culturally it includes Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
India, Kashmir, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Sri 
Lanka. 
 
Babu reviewed the long and rich atheist and 
humanist traditions in India.  He spoke of Panini, 
the great Afghan Sanskrit Grammarian who 
defined atheism in the 4th century BCE. Panini 
wrote that atheists are those who do not believe 
in the hereafter.  
 
Babu said that Panini was not the first. In 600 
BCE, a contemporary of Buddha said there was 
no afterlife and that we would all return to the 
elements.   
 
There were centers of learning advancing 
arguments for and against the existence of god.  
There were those who denied the authority of 
the Vedas who participated in an active vibrant 
tradition of critical thinking, denouncing 
superstition, and rejecting the illogical 2700 
years ago. And, he continued, that was founded 
on philosophical traditions of disputation from 
300-400 years earlier, which means that at least 
3000 years ago there was active discussion of 
atheism and rejection of revelation in India. 
 
And then there was Siddhartha Gautama, the 
Buddha. Buddha provided secular ethics for 
those who did not believe in god. Babu said that 
the Buddha provided ethics based on 
compassion, acceptance of all without divisions 
or discrimination. Indian humanists and 

rationalists are inspired by this tradition. 
Buddha’s 8-fold path and Noble Truths include 
no reference to gods.  
Babu stated that some historians and 

archeologists even say it is likely that the Indus 
Valley civilization did not worship a god. They 
have not found places of prayer and all 
statuettes seem to be capturing human 
figurines, not godly figures. 
 
In 600 BCE, the Charvaka school of philosophy 
was founded in India. Charvakas advocated a 
philosophical school of thought stressing 
materialism. Materialism holds that perceivable 
matter is all that exists; concepts such as the soul 
and any other supernatural entities or planes of 
existence are simply inventions of imaginative 
people. Tenets of Charvakas holds that the 
ultimate good in life is pleasure; the only evil is 
pain and that pursuing pleasure and avoiding 
pain is the sole purpose of human existence. 
 
The Charvakas advised the king not to conduct 
wars because war creates misery for all. They 
were given the death penalty. They advised on 
how to govern to keep everyone happy. They 
stood for critical thinking and the rejection of 
dogma. They used powerful logic and had a 
mischievous sense of humor. They invoked 
common sense. We don’t find equivalents to 
these people in other civilizations at that time. 
Charvakas are important and precious in the 
history of atheism. 
 

https://www.worldhistory.org/Charvaka/
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Babu went on to state that, unfortunately, this 
long and rich tradition of critical thinking, 
freethought, and rationalist principles is 
seriously threatened in India today. 
 

Mention of the Charvaka 
traditions disappeared in 

the 1500s. Mughal 
emperor Akbar 
called for debates of 
the religious vs. 
non-religious ~500 
years ago. Apart 
from this, damaging 

critiques of the 
atheist viewpoint 

appeared in the 
opposition literature of 

religious groups. We have 
reconstructed their thoughts based on the 
attacks on them in the religious literature. 
 
Babu said we know that the non-religious have 
been around at least as long as the religious 
because of hostile mentions of the non-religious 
in religious texts. The religious texts promise 
hell on earth and in the afterlife for non-
believers. 
 
Gogineni explained that not just in the past, but 
today it is once again a tough time for humanists, 
rationalists, freethinkers, and atheists in the 
Indian sub-continent. They are also not safe in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan where blasphemy 
laws stipulate a mandatory death penalty if the 
blasphemy involves the prophet, Mohammed.  
 
In Bangladesh 17 freethinking science bloggers 
were murdered by the Al Qaeda of Bangladesh. 
Taslima Nasrin, a Bangladeshi author was 
threatened because she dared to speak of 
human rights. 
 
Babu stated that humanism is about human 
rights. It’s not just about denying god, but of 
affirming human dignity, and standing up for 
human rights. This includes the right to think 

religiously or not. Authoritarian approaches 
should not interfere with the conscience of 
people. This is our work.  
 
The videos presented showed some of Babu’s 
work on Indian TV. These shows have high 
viewership with 1-2 million views per day. It is 
a way to get through to people. 
 
On TV Babu and his colleagues expose 
charlatans. Although people learn in school that 
the earth is nearly spherical, they go on to 
believe in Indian geomancy which is based on a 
flat earth. Houses are built and demolished to 
suit Indian geomancy. American realtors 
learned this and profit from it: they will sell their 
Indian clients an east facing plot for a sizeable 
premium. $ 75,000 dollars is a big premium for 
not listening to your school science teacher. 
 
Astrology requires an earth centric universe. 
People have studied this in school. They know 
the earth is not at the center of the universe; 
they should know better than to believe in 
astrology. Many people of Indian descent have 
moved abroad but still believe this stuff and they 
continue to fund these beliefs back home from 
their earnings. It is important to challenge the 
spread of falsehood at the popular level. That’s 
why Babu participates in those TV shows.  

Quotes by Bangladeshi author, Taslima Nasrin 

Quotes by Bangladeshi author, Taslima Nasrin 
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The right-wing government in India today is also 
a problem for rationalists. The prime minister 
claimed that techniques of complicated plastic 
surgery were available in ancient India because 
in mythology, an elephant head was 
transplanted onto the body of a beheaded child: 
Lord Ganesh. Babu calls this both irritating and 
humiliating because 
the applause and 
wonder for imagined 
techniques is universal 
whereas they fail to 
see in the same story 
the murder of a child. 
Religion and 
superstition thus 
deadens basic human 
sensitivities.  
 
Gogineni continued that when we don’t live by 
reason the damage can be immense. Take COVID 
for example. At first Indian authorities said that 
COVID was a Chinese problem not an Indian 
problem because Indians are special; some 
spiritual leaders who had no business in the 
matter claimed that Indians are vegetarians, and 
don’t eat bats so will be ok. All this put people 
off-guard. 
 
Then some opinion makers said that the special 
energy vibrations of holy India will protect India 
from COVID. The Prime Minister invited 
everyone to join hands and become one; to bang 
pots and pans and hold a candlelight vigil. 
Politicians and monks joined to sing Go Corona 
Go!  They fought a major calamity with bottled 
cow urine distributed as a hand sanitizer.  
 
People went to Hare Rama Hare Krishna 
temples and were sprayed with cow urine. They 
held cow urine parties, thinking “We are special, 
we have a destiny. We have special powers and 
energy.” All a farce, a great drama. An immense 
tragedy. 
 
Quacks emerged from the woodwork offering 
concoctions. Masks were said to be useless. 

Hundreds of interventions were made having to 
explain how a mask works; pleading with people 
to get the vaccine and use masks while the 
alternative medical system ministry of the 
government of India promoted homeopathy and 
ancient Indian remedies to fight virus. They 
were not stopped by colleagues. Ancient 
medicine had no idea of microbes or of viruses. 
 
How did India pay? Over 5 million deaths so far 
due to COVID which is a million more than the 
entire population of Norway. 
 
Babu pointed out that rationalists fight pseudo-
science and promote legitimate science. In the 
past 75 years Indian life expectancy has 
increased from less than 40 years to 67 years 
due to the widespread deployment of medical 
science. Yet the Indian government promotes 
nonsense in parallel to modern medicine. But 
pseudo-scientific concepts are taking over even 
mainstream medicine. As a result, all Indians 
know someone who died in the Corona tragedy. 
So many deaths were preventable; the 
government could have done so much more to 
help.  
 
There are real dangers for rationalists fighting 
against traditional medicine and untested 
assumptions about the great powers of 
believers of “Holy India”. The right-wing 
government encourages this myth and if 
someone speaks up against these traditions, 
they are labeled as anti-national.  
 

Cow urine hand sanitizer marketed to fight COVID. 
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This means rationalists have to defend not only 
their loyalty to the nation, but their worth as 
humans, and their honesty. They are labeled as 
being untrustworthy and “funded by the 
Pharma industry”: which creates an image 
challenge on top of the real work to be done. 
 
Before the pandemic four high profile rationalist 
colleagues of Babu Gogineni were assassinated:  
- Dr. Dabholkar, who waged a 20-year 

campaign pleading for laws to punish those 
who were deceiving people (e.g. witchcraft 
black magic). He was shot.  

- Mr. Govind Pansare, a man in his 80s was 
shot; they also tried to kill his wife.   

- Prof. Kalburgi, a retired University vice-
chancellor , shot because of a book he wrote.  

- Mrs. Gauri Lankesh, an outspoken journalist 
and proponent of rational thinking and of 
fighting fascism. 

 
These were targeted killings spread over a 4-
year period. The assassins used the same gun for 
all four murders. The state did not seek to arrest 
the perpetrators nor prevent future rationalist 
murders. 
 
These assassinated rationalists were working to 
protect victims: 3 billion rupees are spent on 
one kind of astrologer, plus there are victims 
being taken advantage of by geomancers, 
numerologists, and palmists. Rationalists’ work 
to stop these frauds is now being described as at 
the instigation of foreign interests. 
 
Babu said that the Indian constitution speaks to 
the fundamental duties of citizen to promote the 
scientific temper. Humanism and social reform 
are mentioned in the constitution as duties. Yet, 
people doing this are being targeted.  
 
Blasphemy does not exist by name in the Indian 
penal code; but provisions exist for “hurting the 
religious sentiments of people.” There is a very 
high threshold for conviction. There have been 
perhaps 1 or 2 convictions vs. thousands of 
cases filed. Vigilante groups use this to harass 

the rationalists. They file a case, then there is an 
inquiry, time spent at the police station, getting 
caught up in an inefficient process: the process 
itself is the punishment. It can take 10-15 years 
or more to resolve litigation.  
 
Babu says that rationalists and humanists are 
defenders of human rights who advocate for 
reason and freedom even for religious people. 
New laws have been introduced in India which 
restrict the freedom of people to change their 
religion. Some states require permission from a 
government officer to convert your religion.  So, 
a citizen can vote for Prime Minister at 18 but 
can’t choose their own god. Some states impose 
punishment for changing without permission. 
 
When a rationalist works for religious freedom 
for others while not being religious themself, 
people don’t know what to make of the stance 
because they think humanists/rationalists are 
simply atheists. “Humanists are atheists with 
morality, with a conviction in the defense of 
human rights, the advancement of human 
freedoms, the promotion of reason, the 
dissemination of science, but identifying us as 
anti-religious is part of the campaign against the 
humanists.”  
 

In some Indian states being 
a humanist or rationalist is 
an even tougher challenge. 
Many of Babu’s  colleagues, 
coworkers, and friends are 
in danger and in all those 
countries the movement 
itself is in danger.  
 
Gogineni mentioned that 
the day of this lecture, 
September 17th, 2022 is the 
143rd birthday of Periyar 
Ramasamy. Ramasamy left 
the caste of his birth and 
challenged people of higher 

castes. UNESCO called him 
the ‘Modern Socrates.’ He 

Statue of Periyar E. 
V. Ramasamy in 

Vaikom 
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promoted the principles of rationalism, self-
respect, women’s rights, and eradication of the 
caste system. Political parties inspired by him 
were founded on atheistic principles throughout 
Tamil Nadu.  Statues of him include quotes such 
as “There is no god, no god, no god. He who 
promotes god is a cheat. He who believes in god 
is a naïve person.” His statues, in place since 
around the time of his death in 1973, are being 
vandalized.  
 
Tamil Nadu introduced a restrictive religious 
freedom bill and it is no longer clear if one can 
speak about atheism freely despite being 
guaranteed this right in the Indian constitution.  
 
Courts have consistently upheld the rights of 
non-believers but the grueling process and 
expense of a formal trial is still a heavy price to 
pay, particularly considering that being a 
rationalist and fighting for these rights and 
freedoms is not a paid position. The people who 
are fighting for these rights and freedoms are 
doing it in their free time as an act of conscience 
and moral outrage. The past 15 years have been 
very challenging. 
 
The terrorist organization that planned the 
killing of Dr. Dabholkar thought Humanists 
would step back but instead they declared a 
national day of atheism, rationalism, and 
freethinking. They responded by bravely 
organizing  meetings all over the country.  Their 
attitude was “We are not scared of your hell, or 
your gods, and we are not afraid of you or your 
threats or your guns.” The rationalists came 
forward with renewed energy.  
 
All of the incidents shown on TV that were 
shown at the beginning of the presentation 
happened after Dr. Dabholkar was assassinated. 
 
Babu said that in the face of this crisis, they lived 
true to the spirit of the humanist rationalist 
tradition that started in the region. There have 
been countless victims due to the intolerant 
nature of the religious society around them, 

however, not everyone is a fanatic. Babu said 
that without resistance, people can adopt these 
intolerant attitudes or turn silent like happened 
in Germany in the 20th century.  
 
Consider the diversity of India: India was born 
as an independent country when 650 
principalities and British India came together as 
a secular country. There are over 700 languages 
spoken, 15 of which are printed on the currency. 
Imagine 1.4 billion people coming together! A 
great experiment in democratic cohabitation for 
one sixth of humanity.  For India to flourish the 
principles of reason, rationalism, and humanism 
are necessary. Religions are divisive. 
 
India was born after the disastrous partition of 
India. Babu asserted that Pakistan wanted to be 
a country for the Muslims while India wanted to 
be a country for all. 500,000 people died in the 
partitioning. India was resolute in being secular 
until just quite recently.  
 
He said that young people are being influenced 
by a false image of a glorious past. They are 
being made to believe that India’s glorious past 
was militaristic and aggressive.  
 
In contrast, the world recognizes India’s 
glorious past for creating some of the first 
scientists, for independent thinking, for 
advancement of math, for great linguistic 
insights, for its architecture and for governance. 
The Charvakas who proposed that evidence and 
inference was a way to knowledge also 
anticipated Hume 2400 years before he 
published his ideas. The first evidence of an 
animal hospital was in India ~300BCE. Two 
thousand years before Machiavelli, the great 
treatise of Arthashastra was written. The work 
is a comprehensive understanding of statecraft 
which enables a monarch to rule effectively. 
Edicts of the ruler Ashoka instructed people to 
treat each other with kindness. These are 
elements of a glorious past. The present is quite 
different. 
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At a recent parallel session of the Indian Science 
Congress a statement was made that India had 
motorized flight 2500 years ago powered by a 
strange mixture of cow urine and herbs.  
 
Indian space research is truly inspiring: India 
sent a Rover to Mars for less than 1/10 the cost 
of the U.S. Mars Rover mission. India also landed 
a rover on the moon which detected evidence of 
water. Yet, some of those same leaders of the 
Indian space research organization insisted on 
launching satellites in auspicious times 
according to astrological texts. The pioneers of 
Indian space science were not doing this; it is a 
recent development. They hold government 
jobs, they are tuning into the politics of the age. 
And they ignore India’s secular constitutional 
identity. 
 
Babu says that it has been widely reported and 
widely believed in India that pressure waves 
from the sun translated through algorithms 
sound like the holy sound, “Om” and Hindus 
conclude that this means the universe is 
confirming the validity of Hinduism. This false 
and ridiculous claim is attributed to a finding of 
NASA!  As is also a mythical bridge between 
India and Sri Lanka supposedly built by an army 
of talking monkeys. It is in fact one of several 
hundreds of sand reaches around the world.   

 
“This is a nation 
enthralled by false 
accounts of its history 
ignoring what really was 
great in the heritage of 
the land.”  
 
People are now working 
against minorities; 

threatening and saying they want a Hindu 
nation.  
 
Social media has been very damaging. 
What’sApp, and to a lesser extent, Facebook, 
have been used for the promotion of hatred until 
very recently. Riots and attacks against 

minorities were organized using WhatsApp. 
These apps have become tools in the hands of 
the majoritarian rulers of India. The Apps are 
willing tools. One of the top leaders of Facebook 
in India had to resign after her instructions to 
staff not to come down heavily on right wing 
hate posts was revealed.  
 
Here is one example: In 2015 a rumor was 
spread at a Hindu prayer meeting that a Muslim 
man, Mr. Akhlaq, had beef in his refrigerator. A 
mob of one hundred people went to his home 
and killed him. Police came to investigate and 
took samples of meat from his fridge. Babu 
asked if we understood how absurd this was. A 
man was killed by a mob in his own home and 
the police investigated by collecting a sample of 
meat?!? The police declared it was cow meat, 
then a few months later, said it was actually goat 
meat. A cow to a goat in a couple of months! 

Gogineni also mentioned the death of the 22-
year old Kurdish woman, Mahsa Amini, the day 
before, detained by the morality police of 
Tehran for the crime of wearing her hijab 
incorrectly. This death has since resulted in 
massive protests in Iran.  
 
Another example: a few centuries ago, Nepal 
was a Hindu kingdom. The law stated that 
someone would have to kill 7 untouchables 
before it would be considered a murder of 1 

Relatives mourned Muhammad Ikhlaq after he was 
beaten to death in 2015 Bisara, India. Credit: Manish 
Swarup/Associated Press 
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human. Killing a brahman or killing a cow was 
the highest sin one could commit.  
 
Punishments are prescribed in religious texts 
from up to 2000 years ago. People are beginning 
to praise these books again and are seeking 
justification for the caste system through the 
study of genetics at a couple of universities. 
Statues of the ancient law givers have been 
erected in some state High Courts. 
 
Gogineni asserted that globally, the worst 
discrimination is implicit in the hierarchical 
discrimatory system of caste. Politicians find it 
useful e.g. “What does this caste want? What do 
we need to promise to get their vote?” This 
solidifies these caste identities.  

 
Developments which run counter to civilized 
society are happening by reviving ancient 
superstitions, beliefs, and injustices through this 
glorification of an imagined past.  
 
Anyone who points out the inconsistencies is 
seen as anti-national. For example, in some of 
the old texts, eating beef is celebrated; pointing 
this out is seen as anti-national. Genuine 
scholarship is conned and defeated; authors are 
attacked for the books they write. 

Salmon Rushdie has been such a victim of 
Islamic fundamentalists.  
 
Gogineni noted that the 1.4 billion people of 
India outnumber the total population of the 57 
countries of the Organization of Islamic States.   
 
He cautioned 
us to pay 
attention to 
what is 
building up in 
India. 
 
Mahatma 
Gandhi, a devout Hindu, revered around the 
world, was assassinated by a right- wing Hindu 
militant fundamentalist. In some parts of India, 
Gandhi’s assassination is celebrated with 
reenactments where an effigy containing a 
balloon filled with red ink is shot.  Gandhi’s 
assassin Godse (who did receive the death 
penalty) is now called Mahatma Godse by some 
who celebrate him as a martyr, while others are 
outraged. Mahatma means a great soul; he is 
considered a martyr now. A few film makers are 
making films of Godse the patriot.  
 
Gogineni made the point that it’s not just the 
assassination of Gandhi that is being celebrated 
but the assassination of secular thinking and of 
rationalist activism when Hindu nationalists are 
given free reign. He noted that he is only one of 
a cadre of many activists who together have tens 
of thousands of followers—but even with this 
support, it is a very challenging and dangerous 
time. 
 

Where Do We Find Community? 
Submitted by Wayne Beckman 

 

We often here that religious affiliation provides 
people with a significant source of community. 
The Edelman Trust Barometer surveyed 1000 
U.S. workers this summer and found that 
religious affiliation was well below other 
significant sources of community. It was lumped 
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together with athletic, humanitarian, and 
alumni organizations and achieved a positive 
response of just 53%. One wonders how low 
religious organizations would rank if 
respondents were asked about them 
specifically. The most trusted organizations 
were employers. 
 

 
 

Why Pastors Are Burning Out 
By Judy Flattery 

The New York Times 
published an opinion 
piece on August 28 by 
Tish Harrison Warren 
about the stress felt 
by priests and pastors 
over the past few 
years in dealing with 
the pandemic and 
with political 
divisions within their 
congregations. It reported that 42% of pastors 
considered quitting full-time ministry during 
the past year.  
 
Top reasons reported for clergy burn-out were 
stress, loneliness, and having to navigate the 
deeply polarized opinions among their 
congregants, brought on by the 2020 election, 
disputes over race after the murder of George 
Floyd, and arguments over the best way to carry 
on the work of their church during the 
pandemic.  
 

Pastors also had to build a digital ministry 
overnight, and deal with all the special needs of 
congregants with dementia, children who 
struggled with on-line church and with wearing 
masks, COVID deaths, and job losses within their 
congregations.  
 
Michael Keller, a Presbyterian pastor in New 
York City was quoted as saying, “We’ve become 
less of a forgiving culture… [People] are leaving 
churches not because of theological differences, 
not because of scandal, but because of political 
and pandemic-related conflict and policies that 
people don’t agree with, and they don’t know 
how to handle it…Anything you said, someone 
was about to leave your church, and that’s really 
demoralizing.”  
 
The article stated that “Ministry in America is 
not sustainable if nearly half of younger pastors 
feel burned out and are considering leaving 
their jobs.” Another pastor commented that this 
discouragement and weariness is mirrored in 
other helping professions. The author advised 
congregants to give their pastor a break. 

 
American Evangelical Heresies 

By Judy Flattery 

An article published September 19, 2022 in 
Christianity Today shared results of the current 
State of Theology Report released by Ligonier 
Ministries and Lifeway Research. The report 
noted that U.S. adults are moving away from 
orthodox understandings of Christian scriptures 
and are espousing heretical views.  
 
- 53% now believe Scripture “is not literally 

true,” (up from 41% in 2014).  
- 73% espouse Arianism (the heresy that Jesus 

was created by god and not “eternally 
begotten”).  

- 57% of evangelicals and 66% of U.S. adults 
subscribe to Pelagianism which is a form of 
heresy that denies the doctrine of original 
sin and believes that people are “basically 
good”. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/28/opinion/pastor-burnout-pandemic.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/28/opinion/pastor-burnout-pandemic.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/28/opinion/pastor-burnout-pandemic.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2022/september-web-only/state-of-theology-evangelical-heresy-report-ligonier-survey.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2022/september-web-only/state-of-theology-evangelical-heresy-report-ligonier-survey.html
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- 43% of U.S. evangelicals now believe that 
Jesus was not a god. 

- 56% (up from 48% in 2016) believe god 
accepts the worship of all religions including 
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 

 
From a secular humanist perspective, this is all 
good news indicating perhaps that people either 
are not aware of strict interpretations of 
scriptural doctrine or perhaps are feeling more 
free to think for themselves. 

 
Upcoming Events  

of Interest to Humanists 
 

• October 11: David Gergen: Hearts Touched 
with Fire: How Great Leaders Are Made. UCSB 
Arts &amp; Lectures event. David Gergen  

• October 16: Kenny Biddle: Bridging the Gap 
Between (Some) Paranormal Believers and 
Skeptics. Center for Inquiry West, Los 
Angeles. Proof of vaccination is required to 
attend. Kenny Biddle 

• October 20-23: CSICon 2022, Las Vegas, NV. 
CSICon is back! Speakers include mentalist 
Banachek, Susan Gerbic, Richard Dawkins, 
Eddie Tabash, Julia Sweeney, and many 
more. CSI Conference 2022 

• October 28-30: Freedom From Religion 
Foundation National Convention, San 
Antonio, TX. Speakers include author John 
Irving, Texas commentator Jim Hightower, 
abortion rights advocate Amy Hagstrom 
Miller, and many others, FFRF Convention 

• November 3: Jack E. Davis: The Bald Eagle: 
The Improbably Journey of America’s Bird. 
UCSB Arts & Lectures event. Jack E. Davis 

• November 19: Ian Bremmer: The Power of 
Crisis: How Three Threats – And Our 
Response – Will Change the World. UCSB 
Arts &amp; Lectures event. Ian Bremmer  

  

HSSB Contact Information 
Officers: 

President: Judy Flattery, 

sbhumanisteditor@gmail.com 

Secretary: Diane Krohn, DJKrohn1@gmail.com 

Treasurer: David Flattery, 

david.flattery@post.harvad.edu 

Board Members at Large:  

Wayne Beckman, Robert Bernstein, Mary Wilk, Jules 

Bender, Judith Fontana 

  

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.  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 or Donate to HSSB: Annual Membership dues 
are $36 for an individual, $60 for a couple, $100 for 
a Society Supporter, and $300 (or more) for a Society 
Patron. Dues payments and other donations can be 
made via PayPal (Paypal.me/SBHumanists) or check.  
Include your name and contact information when 
submitting payments. Make checks out to Humanist 
Society of Santa Barbara and mail to Mary Wilk, P.O. 
Box 30232, Santa Barbara, CA 93130.  For further 
membership information contact Mary Wilk at 
mwilk@cox.net.  
 
Join our Facebook Group. Watch our speaker videos 
on YouTube.   Subscribe to our Meetup page to be 
notified of upcoming events. 

                               

https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/events-tickets/events/22-23/david-gergen/
https://cfiwest.org/event/bridging-the-gap-between-some-paranormal-believers-and-skeptics/
https://csiconference.org/
https://ffrf.org/outreach/convention
https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/events-tickets/events/22-23/jack-e-davis/
https://artsandlectures.ucsb.edu/events-tickets/events/22-23/ian-bremmer/
http://www.sbhumanists.org/
mailto:mwilk@cox.net
https://www.youtube.com/humanistsocietyofsantabarbara
https://meetup.com/humanist-society-of-santa-barbara/
http://www.facebook.com/groups/16845096834/
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HSSB Calendar 
 

Tuesday October 11, 5:00 p.m.  HSSB Board Meeting. Join as early as 4:45pm for socializing. Zoom link: 

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

 

Saturday October 15, 3:00 p.m. The Phantom God: What Neuroscience Reveals about the Compulsion to 

Believe. Dr. John C. Wathey, computational biologist. Wathey Research. Zoom link: 

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

 

Saturday November 12, 9:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. Southern California Secular Coalition Conference on 
Incarceration Reform. Hybrid event hosted in several live locations and on Zoom. Registration Link 
 

Tuesday November 15, 5:00 p.m.  HSSB Board Meeting. Join as early as 4:45pm for socializing. Zoom link: 

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

 

Saturday December 17. Noon – 3pm. HSSB Solstice Picnic at Stow Grove Park. HSSB to provide spiral ham, 

sandwich makings, and beverages. Attendees to provide starters, side dishes, and dessert. $5 donation requested. 

 

 

 

 

Humanist Society of Santa Barbara 
P.O. Box 30232 
Santa Barbara, CA 93130 
 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYoc-yvqjMsGNJ9MjcMjlTzOSoj-Tz0j2bF
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/83592300667

