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2 February 2020 

READING 

Viktor Frankl was an Austrian Jewish neurologist and psychologist arrested by the 
Nazis in 1942. From 1942 until the end of the war in 1945, Frankl survived various 
work-camps and concentration camps, including Auschwitz. After the war, 1946, he 
published the book Man’s Search for Meaning, in which he describes how he survived 
and his insights into the human psyche that he learned during those years. Since 
1946, the book has never been out of print. Frankl writes:  

It is well known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, 
can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only 
for a few seconds. … The attempt to develop a sense of humor and to see 
things in a humorous light is some kind of a trick learned while mastering the 
art of living. Yet it is possible to practice the art of living even in a 
concentration camp, although suffering is omnipresent. 

[…] 

But what about human liberty? Is there no spiritual freedom in regard to 
behavior and reaction to any given surroundings? … Most important, do the 
prisoners’ reactions to the singular world of the concentration camp prove that 
man cannot escape the influences of his surroundings? Does man have no 
choice of action in the face of such circumstances? 

We can answer these questions from experience as well as on principle. The 
experiences of camp life show that man does have a choice of action. … Man 
can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in 
such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress. 

[…] 
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Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human 
freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to 
choose one’s own way. 

INTRODUCTION: Playing the Glad Game 

I will make my intention for today crystal clear: I want you to leave this room today a 
Pollyanna.  

The original young adult novel with that name was published in 1913 by Elenor H. 
Porter, but the book and subsequent movies have been so successful that the most 
recent Pollyanna novel was published in 1997, even though Ms. Porter died in 1920.  

And, no, it doesn’t appear that Elenor Porter is one of the un-dead. Rather, at least 
three other writers have stepped up over the years to continue Pollyanna’s brave 
assault against those silly-pants pessimists and Eeyores of the world.  

The first film adaptation appeared in 1920 starring Mary Pickford, who had bought 
the rights to the book. Pickford hired one of the few female screenwriters of the day, 
Francis Marion, to write the screenplay.  

Both Pickford and Marion detested the saccharine optimism of the book, but they 
could see the marketability of the story, and the film defined Pickford’s career and 
grossed what would today be about fourteen million dollars on its premier.  

The film opens with the death of Pollyanna’s father. It goes . . . downhill . . . from there.  

But Pollyanna was taught by her father to always play the “Glad Game.” If you’ve ever 
kept a gratitude journal, you’ve played the Glad Game.  

Pollyanna wishes for a doll for Christmas. Instead—due to complex circumstances—she 
receives crutches instead. Instead of being disappointed that her Christmas present is 
crutches rather than a doll, she plays the Glad Game and realizes how fortunate she is 
to not need crutches.  

Later, Pollyanna does need crutches, after she is hit by a car. But—spoiler alert—her 
good attitude leads Pollyanna to walk—nay, run!—again. Right into the arms of her 
beloved. At least in the movie version. In the book she writes: 
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Oh, I'm so glad! I'm glad for everything. Why, I'm glad now I lost my legs for a 
while, for you never, never know how perfectly lovely legs are till you haven't 
got them—that go, I mean. I'm going to walk eight steps to-morrow. 

“With heaps of love to everybody . . .” (Chapter 32) 

There’s even something today called the “Pollyanna Principle.” This is also called  
“positivity bias,” and that’s what I hope to call to our attention today. And perhaps 
even infect you with it.  

ONE: Post Traumatic Growth 

The news the past several days has been . . . what? “Disturbing”? “Disquieting”? 

The death of Kobe Bryant and his daughter.  
A major earthquake in the Caribbean.  
The outbreak of a new and very contagious disease.  
The impeachment trial.  
The stock-market plunge based on news of the coronavirus . . . 
The list goes on.   

“Disturbing”?  
“Disquieting”? 
And it’s updated in real time, 24/7. 

I have to admit that I’m a cynical, pessimistic person. I attribute that to growing up 
poor. When you’re poor, things usually don’t work out. Hopes generally get dashed. 
And so, you learn to protect yourself by cynicism, pessimism, and a dark sense of 
humor. As Viktor Frankl wrote: 

It is well known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, 
can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only 
for a few seconds . . . 

From my dirt-farmer forebears I learned that keeping death in mind everyday leads to 
a deeper enjoyment of this bittersweet existence. It also makes a person sort-of 
morose.  
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I’ve been lucky. I don’t need to be cynical and pessimistic nowadays, but it’s difficult to 
get over.  

When I think back on my childhood—which I am careful not to do all that often—I 
remember guns and axes and snakes and killing animals and putting rings in hog’s 
noses and bull’s noses and cutting off sheep tails. I just wasn’t suited to the life I was 
born into. Fortunately, I’ve been able to afford therapy. 

We’ve all heard of PTSD—Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Here’s the thing: Seventy 
percent of people experience at least one extremely traumatic event in their lifetimes. 
But, contrary to popular perception, only about twenty percent of people who 
experience a traumatic event will develop PTSD. 

So, one bad thing about bad things is that the majority of adults have suffered at least 
one traumatizing event. That’s bad. 

So, we hear about PTSD. But how many of you have heard of PTG—Post-traumatic 
growth? It’s far more common than PTSD. 

PTG—Post-traumatic growth. 

If you imagine a box, the spectrum of human responses to trauma, and to lesser 
adversity, includes in one corner . . . giving up. “I’m done!” 

The corner across from that one is surviving but with a diminished quality of life. “I will 
go on, but my life is diminished.” 

Now, to the more positive responses. One is resiliency. Resiliency means returning to 
a baseline equal to a way of being before the event. “That was terrible, but I survived.” 

And then there’s the most positive response to trauma: Thriving. Life actually 
improves after the trauma. “It didn’t kill me. I’m stronger. I’m seeing life in a new way!” 

And you know what? Believe it or not, this last is the most common response to 
trauma: thriving.  

The Pollyanna response is actually the most common human response to trauma.  

The good thing about bad things is that the bad things usually lead to good things.  
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TWO: Accentuate the Elastic! 

Resilience is our theme for the month of February.  

The English word “resilient” comes from the Latin resilire, “to leap back.” In Spanish, 
the cognate is elástica. 

Resilience isn’t a bad theme for one of our more dismal months of the year here in the 
north. And not a bad theme for one of the more dismal political seasons of recent 
years.  

Oh, and, as Jim discussed, today is Groundhog Day! And you know what that 
means . . . .  (Well, actually, I don’t know what it means. I can never remember which 
way it goes—sees his shadow; doesn’t see his shadow . . . ) 

Is there a mnemonic device for that?  

But, why bother, since Punxsutawney Phil has only a 47% accuracy rate?  

As far as predicting the future goes, I have a suspicion that our best bet is to lay 
money on “bad times ahead.” (Which is also why I suggest that we all become 
Pollyannas.) 

After all, St. Augustine—who died in the year 430 of the common era—wrote this:  

Bad times! Troublesome times! Everyone is saying this. Let our lives be good; 
and the times are good. We make our times; such as we are, such the times 
are. 

If my math is correct, St. Augustine died 1602 years ago. So, that’s a boatload of bad 
times! 

But, yes, in Augustine’s time, the non-metaphorical Vandals were attacking. The non-
metaphorical Huns were attacking. All kinds of intrigue was going on in the Roman 
Catholic church . . . 

As I’ve said before, the world is always on fire.  



Page 6

It’s hard to go wrong predicting that “there’s a bad moon on the rise.”  

But here’s a fact Pollyanna knows: the human brain is wired to look for threats—snakes; 
briars; helicopters crashes; earthquakes; disease outbreaks . . . and then we forget 
about all the bad stuff that happened this week, because we’re all worried about the 
next “now, now, now.” And on. That’s the bad thing about bad things. 

But here’s the good thing about bad things: wonder of wonders, when we look back 
at what happened this week, chances are we’ve forgotten all the bad things and 
remember mostly good things.  

That’s how nostalgia sets in. And why we see a golden past and a terrifying now. 
Pollyanna says, “if the news is getting you down, play the Glad Game, and don’t be so 
glum!” 

THREE: Touching the Future 

As I mentioned in the Welcome, at noon today  Rev. Jim will be asking the question, 
”What Kind of Humanist Are You?” 

There are lots of humanisms out there. Jim lists several- secular, ethical, religious, 
African-American, atheism, agnosticism, naturalism . . .  

I spent last week teaching a class at Meadville Lombard Theological Seminary, the 
Unitarian Universalist seminary in Chicago. I graduated from there. Rev. Jim 
graduated from there. Our last intern, Rev. Jane, graduated from there.  

I have been working for some time with the American Humanist Association 
Education Committee to develop a concentration in humanism for the masters 
degree programs at Meadville—one masters program is designed specifically for 
people planning to become congregational ministers and chaplains; the other 
program is for those who plan to lead other sorts of groups, including secular 
humanist groups.  

We have developed a humanist track so that those ministers and chaplains and 
leaders who wish to focus on humanist groups can gain the knowledge and 
leadership skills to develop strong ministries and strong organizations. And 
organizations ready and willing to cooperate with other groups. 



Page 7

We developed the program not only to offer expertise to developing Unitarian 
Universalist ministers but also to pull together developing leaders in the wide array of 
humanist movements: that’s why I’m working closely with the American Humanist 
Association and other groups. We had students from the American Humanist 
Association, and the Ethical Culture movement—that’s the movement our summer 
intern Je Hooper is training for—and also the Humanistic Jewish movement. There was 
also a Muslim woman from Namibia, in Africa, interested in furthering the native 
African form of humanism, called Ubuntu. (Nelson Mandela talked a lot about 
Ubuntu. I’m working with a scholar from Botswana on the same idea.) 

There was a student who is training as a Christian Science military chaplain who wants 
to learn about Humanism because that’s a fast-growing segment in the US military.  

I have to say that I feel like Pollyanna after my teaching experience this past week. 
There are lots of young, dedicated, people interested in humanism in its many 
varieties and in being leaders in the various traditions of Humanism. This program 
raises awareness of Humanist thought in students, and it also pulls our various small 
movements together into a larger movement.  

Also, the Meadville library is developing an archive to preserve the history of 
Humanism. The African American scholar Christoper Cameron spent several weeks in 
that archive when he was working on his recent book, Black Freethinkers: A History of 
African American Secularism. That book starts 400 years ago and ends with the 
organization started by friend of FUS Mandissa Thomas, Black Nonbelievers. 

Sometimes there is good news! That’s long-term good news. 

FOUR: What’s the Alternative? 

One Humanist philosopher/theologian that I taught this past week is the work of 
Anthony Pinn, who many of you have heard speak here. FUS was the first place Dr. 
Pinn spoke after he came out as an atheist.  

Dr. Pinn’s recent work has focused on the implications of a 1955 essay by the 
Algerian-French philosopher Albert Camus called “The Myth of Sisyphus.”  

You may remember the myth: Sisyphus is condemned by the gods to an eternity of 
rolling a boulder up a hill each day, only to have it roll back down at night. Camus 
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took the myth and meditated on it in the essay as a way of exploring meaning and 
purpose in human life.  

Dr. Pinn focuses on the last sentence of Camus’ essay, which goes like this: “one must 
imagine Sisyphus happy.” 

“One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” 

Pollyanna would like that. Camus was playing the Glad Game when he wrote those 
words. We can make meaning, even in the most disastrous circumstances.  

I had the honor of meeting the Dali Lama a few years ago—me and 300 of my friends—
and someone asked him how he kept up his hope—there are so many problems in the 
world, Tibet may never be free again. How does he keep up hope?  

The Dali Lama answered, “There is no alternative.”  

“There is no alternative.”  

And I think that even the pessimists among us can see the wisdom in that. There is no 
alternative to holding onto hope. 

“One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” 

CONCLUSION: On Not Borrowing Trouble 

The bad thing about bad things is that our brains are designed to overreact. “Danger, 
Will Robinson!” even when the danger is actually half-way around the world. Focusing 
on the bad and the dangerous in the here-and-now helped our ancestors stay alive in 
a very hostile world.  

But nowadays we are able through media to “borrow trouble,” as the old saying goes. 
We borrow trouble that is far away. And when we do that, we get the stress—we get 
the trauma—without getting the growth involved in overcoming personal trauma.  

It’s difficult to bounce back from a trauma that actually has little or nothing to do with 
us personally. Trauma that we personally can have very little effect on. (I’ll be talking 
about “effective altruism” in a couple of weeks.) 
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Viktor Frankl took his personal trauma and the trauma he observed in horrific 
conditions and created a way of thinking that has helped millions. He’s a ghost 
whispering to us out the the tragedy of the Holocaust: Everything may be taken from 
us except for one thing:  

the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances, to choose one’s own way. 

Sometimes, we can only respond by “being responsible.”  

In these dark days, I plan to be like Pollyanna, not like Eeyore. When I hear about yet 
another crisis, yes, I’ll do what I can to help, but all the while, I’ll be playing the Glad 
Game. The gratitude game. As I said earlier, I want you to leave this room today a 
Pollyanna. Here’s her last works in the novel:  

Oh, I'm so glad! I'm glad for everything. Why, I'm glad now I lost my legs for a 
while, for you never, never know how perfectly lovely legs are till you haven't 
got them—that go, I mean. I'm going to walk eight steps to-morrow. 

“With heaps of love to everybody . . .” (Chapter 32) 
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