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The spooky truth is that your brain constructs reality, visual and otherwise. What 
you see, hear, feel and think is based upon what you expect to see, hear, feel and 
think. In turn, your expectations are based upon all your prior experiences and 
memories. What you see in the here and now is what proved useful to you in the 
past. You know that shadows fall in a certain way depending on time of day, that 
faces are normally viewed in an upright position, and that gravity exerts a 
predictable influence on all things. When these predictions are violated, your brain 
may take some time to process the data, or you may focus your attention on the 
violation. But when everything sails smoothly along, with no surprises, your visual 
system will miss much of what is going on around you. 


INTRODUCTION


“These aren’t the droids you’re looking for” Obi-Wan Kenobi says in the original Star 
Wars movie. Our heroes have just been stopped by Stormtroopers. 


“These aren’t the droids we’re looking for,” a Stormtrooper proclaims, and our heroes 
continue unimpeded on their quest. 


Luke is understandably amazed by this sequence of events and asks what just 
happened. “The Force can have a strong influence on the weak minded,” replies Obi-
Wan Kenobi. And thus was born a slang phrase, “these aren’t the droids you’re looking 



for,” meaning roughly what “barking up the wrong tree” indicates. (BTW, I looked this 
up on Wookieepedia. So, it has to be true.)


Without the Force, the Star Wars franchise just wouldn’t be all that interesting, would 
it? Telekinesis. Clairvoyance. Mind reading. “Psychometry”—which is reading the past 
of an object by touching it (I looked that up). 


And then of course there is the Force’s dark side that gives Darth Vader that cool ability 
to strangle people at thirty paces. “Anger, fear, aggression! The dark side of the force 
are they,” Yoda sagely, if backwardsly, explains. (Which, if you think about it, pretty well 
sums up the power of some of our presidential candidates! Perhaps all American 
voters need to watch Star Wars  to see how that works out!)


These powers aren’t new in the human imagination. The Oracle at Delphi in ancient 
Greece is an example; and vampires . . . “You are getting sleepy. Yes, sleeeeepy.”


And you can see why these things are popular: all of us are sitting around with a brain, 
and we know how powerful our brains are. Our minds—that thing our brain does is 
called the mind—our minds easily make us do what we don’t want to do; our minds are 
chock-full of intuitions and empathy and scary, terrifying  images. If only we could 
harness that vast energy . . . 


I. 


Nowadays Sir Arthur Conan Doyle is best known for creating that master of logic and 
forensics Sherlock Holmes, a character currently staring in not one but two different 
incarnations on British and American television. 


Doyle trained as a physician—not a surprising preparation for the creator of Sherlock 
Holmes. What is perhaps surprising is Conan Doyle’s belief in spiritualism. 




Conan Doyle’s second wife, Jean, was a spiritualist of the type popular at the turn of 
the Twentieth Century. She claimed to have the ability to conjure up and speak to the 
dead. 


The story goes—and it may be apocryphal, but it’s a good story—the story goes that 
the famous magician and escape artist Harry Houdini once attended one of Mrs. 
Conan Doyle’s seances. Now, Harry Houdini was a mama’s boy—and he never 
recovered from his mother’s death. He was intensely interested in hearing from his 
dear-departed mother. 


Lo and behold, at the seance Harry’s mom spoke through Mrs. Doyle: “Harry, don’t 
worry, I’m alright! Always be a good boy, don’t never play with guns . . . ” (No, I added 
that last bit.)


But Harry had a couple of problems with this mother’s assurance: first, his mother only 
spoke to Harry in German; and, second, Harry Houdini’s real name was Ehrich Weiss—
he was an immigrant from Budapest by way of Appleton, Wisconsin.


Now, whether or not this story is true, it is true that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Harry 
Houdini were friends for a time and that they had a falling out concerning magic and 
the supernatural. Houdini tried to convince Conan Doyle that magic is about technique
—Houdini would perform magic tricks, then showed Conan Doyle how he had done 
the trick. But Conan Doyle persisted in his belief in the supernatural, insisting that 
Houdini indeed had supernatural powers but was pretending not to. 


It’s also true that Houdini was a member of a committee sponsored by Scientific 
American that promised a cash prize for demonstrated spiritual abilities that could not 
be disproven.


All of this may ring a bit of a bell because the contemporary magician James Randi, the 
Amazing Randi, long offered a million dollar cash prize through the Committee for 



Skeptical Inquiry for any magical or supernatural feat that could not be debunked. (You 
may also know that the prize was never collected.) 


Also, by the way, the Amazing Randi coined the term “woo woo.”


The Amazing Randi had a running battle much like that of Conan Doyle and Houdini 
with a magician named Uri Geller who claims he can not only read minds but also bend 
spoons telekinetically. There have been suits and counter-suits about all this, with 
some even claiming (as Conan Doyle did of Houdini) that the Amazing Randi actually 
has supernatural powers but is pretending he doesn’t. 


Which leads me to ask a question: Why all this insistence on mind reading and magic 
and fortune telling and the supernatural when so many practitioners of magic say it’s 
not true? That it’s not real? 


Penn and Teller are the most recent incarnation of debunking skeptics. Their most 
recent book is titled, Every Day is an Atheist Holiday. 


Let me ask that question another way: Why are some magicians so put off by claims of 
the supernatural while others embrace and propagate them? And why do so many 
people continue to believe that magic is . . . magic-al?


Here’s more trivia: The first expose of magic was written by an Englishman by the 
name of Reginald Scot who published a book titled The Discoverie of Witchcraft, 
wherein the Lewde dealing of Witches and Witchmongers is notablie detected, in 
sixteen books . . . whereunto is added a Treatise upon the Nature and Substance of 
Spirits and Devils. This work was published in 1584. Reginald Scot’s motive was to 
show that magic was a technique—not supernatural— and thereby stop the 
persecution and killing of people accused of being witches, which tended to be the 
sick, the old, and the most vulnerable in the population. 




BTW: A plagiarized chapter of Scot’s book became the first book on juggling. When 
King James of Scotland, who was a fan of the supernatural, became King of England in 
1603, he ordered all copies of the book burned. 


II.


The reading this morning comes from a book called Sleights of Mind by Stephen L. 
Macknik and Susana Martinez-Conde, two neuroscientists who are also magicians. 
They study magic because of what it reveals about the nature of human cognition. 


The spooky truth is that your brain constructs reality, visual and otherwise. What 
you see, hear, feel and think is based upon what you expect to see, hear, feel and 
think. In turn, your expectations are based upon all your prior experiences and 
memories. 


One author, Stephen Macknik, is Director of the Laboratory of Behavioral 
Neurophysiology at the Barrow Neurological Institute. The other author, Susana 
Martinez-Conde, is Director of the Laboratory of Visual Neuroscience at Barrow 
Neurological Institute.


These scientists are interested in how magicians trick the perceptions of people 
watching them—people who are being told up-front that they are about to be tricked. 
Fact is, magicians over generations have become very good psychologists, using the 
propensities of the human brain to trick us. We easily fall victim, for example, to 
“directional invisibility,” an inability to see something right under our noses because we 
don’t expect the object to be there.


I’ll ask that question I asked earlier yet another way: which is more amazing—that 
someone has accessed some mysterious power from somewhere that makes certain 
seemingly-impossible actions totally easy; or that some person has taken hours and 
hours and hours of time practicing to make something excruciatingly difficult look 



easy? (One of my kids is a street performer of magic in Chicago. I’ve seen how hard 
she works. Magic is pure technique learned by endless hours of practice.)


OK: I’m revealing my Humanist bias here. Because I think this persistent insistence that 
magic is “magical” is a good metaphor for religion. There are those who insist upon 
believing that priests and preachers are somehow magical, and there are those who 
insist it’s all technique. I have before defined Humanism as “Religion without the snake 
oil.”


One of the oddities about my position as a minister here is that a lot of people I meet 
know up front that I’m a Humanist. Therefore, some folks come loaded for bear, in 
other words, and I have been more than once surprised to hear early in conversation 
with people, “I KNOW there’s a God!” 


It’s a bit difficult to know what to say in response. Mostly, I try to get across that 
Humanism isn’t about that. 


There is a fear out there that Humanism is a corrosive force that must be contained, a 
genie in a lamp that must be kept bottled up at all costs. I’m not Houdini or the 
Amazing Randi—I don’t want to convince Sir Arthur Conan Doyle or anybody else that 
the supernatural doesn’t exist. It’s just that I have chosen to live my life as a skeptic. 


As a skeptic, I think this: We don’t get to choose what’s a mystery and what’s not. 
Whether or not a god exists is a mystery; how magicians saw women in half in boxes is 
not a mystery . . . King James can burn all the books he wants to, but the facts don’t 
change. 


As I’ve said many times from this podium, the power of Humanist ideas is that we 
know that we don’t know a whole lot of things, and we’re good with that, which helps 
with that valuable virtue called humbleness. Humanists don’t claim to know what we 
don’t know.




As I’ve said before, my pledge to you is that as a Humanist I will never say anything to 
you that I don’t reasonably think is objectively provable. Now, you may be able so say 
that, oh, you know, Yoda doesn’t get his telekinetic powers until  . . . whatever . . . I’m 
often wrong on the details. But my pledge is that I’m not going to claim anything is the 
truth that isn’t objectively provable. That’s Humanism. 


Perhaps the best summary of humanist thinking is in a song from Radiohead: “Just 
because you feel it, doesn’t mean it’s there.” 


That doesn’t make me—or Humanism—a corrosive force to be contained, or Mack the 
Knife hanging out in dark alleys waiting to pounce. It merely means that some of us 
won’t believe that bending a spoon is caused by anything other than a common form 
of human agency until we see something that convinces us that our view is wrong. We 
understand that our brains construct reality, including visual reality, and we know that 
we can be wrong. 


I don’t feel defensive about not implicitly trusting what I see or what I feel. I don’t feel 
that I have to apologize. It’s merely that I choose to think that bending a spoon with the 
mind is not as likely as an amazing and elaborate and much-practiced technique to 
bend a spoon. I prefer to see the amazing in the human rather than elsewhere . . .  But, 
you know—I also know I may be looking at one thing and missing something else . . .


CONCLUSION


Fact is, I can read your mind. And you can read mine. Not because any of us are 
picking up cosmic vibrations or mystical messages, but because we are all human. 


Good magicians have learned human nature and how to trick it.




I can read your mind and you can read mine. And all of us can learn if we choose—to 
some level of proficiency—both empathy and that bending-the-spoons trick. Fact is, 
I’m convinced that, despite all the history and the killing and the PR, the supernatural is 
not the “droids we’re looking for.” Rather, the words from the reading today remain 
true:


The spooky truth is that your brain constructs reality, visual and otherwise. What 
you see, hear, feel and think is based upon what you expect to see, hear, feel and 
think. 


So, the simple conclusion: Know what your expectations are. When I do this . . .  
chances are you’re going to look over here and something else in plain sight becomes . 
. . invisible. 


Our brains evolved to see patterns. This is a good adaptation for survival. But we are 
also apt to create meaning where there isn’t any. We are unfortunately apt to create 
stories that confirm our prejudices. 


Humanism is here to tell us that when we don’t look for that man behind the curtain, 
we are very likely to believe in the magi-cal rather than magic.


Humanism is here to remind us to take a second look at those droids. 


 


