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READING 

A Definition of Religion from High on God: How Megachurches Won the Heart of 
America by James Wellman, Jr., Katie Corcoran, and Kate Stockly. Oxford UP,  2020. 

Religion is  
(1) a social enactment of a desire for the ultimate.  
(2) embodied in ritual practices;  
(3) described by systems of symbols and beliefs;  
(4) developed in communal settings, and often institutionally legitimated.  
(5) Religion interacts and negotiates with powers and forces that are 
experienced as within and beyond the self and group.  
(6) This power or force is most often referred to as god/spirit or gods/spirits.  
(7) The affective experience of ritual and the symbolic, and social boundaries 
constructed in rites, mobilize group identity and bind the group into a moral 
community.  
Last, (8) these moral communities produce networks of solidarity, and carry the 
potential for tension and, more rarely, conflict and violence within and between 
groups.  

  
INTRODUCTION: Don’t Be “That Guy” 

As we’ve explored the theme of resilience this month, we’ve talked about the human 
propensity to notice what is a threat in the moment, but to later forget that we were 
worried about that back then and remember mostly the good things, thus becoming 
nostalgic about a past that actually felt very threatening at the time.  

It’s a human thing! It’s how our brains work. 

I’ve also suggested that we’d all be better off if we were Pollyannas. Pollyanna’s “glad 
game” is a lot like keeping a gratitude journal: “accentuate the positive.” 



As a matter of fact, we ended that Assembly with visiting vocalist Terrie Coates 
singing a song Johnny Mercer wrote in 1944—"Ac-Cent-Tchu-Ate the Positive" 

Eliminate the negative 
And latch on to the affirmative 
Don't mess with Mister In-Between 
You've got to spread joy up to the maximum 
Bring gloom down to the minimum 
Have faith or pandemonium's 
Liable to walk upon the scene 

At the moment, many people are hyper-vigilant: Here a crisis, there a crisis, 
everywhere a crisis-crisis. That’s a classic—perhaps the classic—method for spreading 
fake news, what used to be called “propaganda.”  

Our Active Voices group has been posting quotes from the book On Tyranny by the 
historian Timothy Snyder. Lesson 11 says,  

Find out for yourself. Read reliable sources widely and ask questions. Make sure 
others can ask questions, too. Communicate responsibly with others. Don’t be 
seduced by what appears on your various screens.  

Timothy Snyder created his list of twenty ways to combat tyranny from lessons he 
learned studying twentieth century European history.  

It’s called “Chicken Little Syndrome.” People out to destabilized a society become 
fear-mongers.  

The folk motif of Chicken Little is over 2500 years old. It’s had various names in 
English over time: Chicken Little, Henny Penny, Chicken Lickin, and on. The constant 
in the tale is that it satirizes something human beings are prone to: mass hysteria.  

In most versions of the tale, a group of animals is gathered by all the commotion, 
including a fox, who eventually eats all the animals. 

The first animated version of the Chicken Little story appeared in the US in 1943 (a 
year before that Johnny Mercer song) from Walt Disney Studios. This was the darkest 
times for the US during the Second World War. The cartoon was a warning 
concerning enemy propaganda. (You can find the cartoon on YouTube) 



In the cartoon, Chicken Little is a “playboy and yo-yo champ.” Not the brightest bulb 
in the drawer, in other words.  

Foxy Locksy is out to have a chicken dinner. To achieve that goal, he reads a book. In 
the first version of the film, the book was Hitler’s Mein Kampf. The editors decided 
that was a bit too edgy, so they have Foxy Locksy reading a book on psychology.  

The book asks—“who looks nice and stupid?”  It gives such advice as, “If you tell a lie, 
don’t tell a little one, tell a big one.” And “undermine the faith of the masses in their 
leaders.” 

Foxy Locksy takes a look into the chicken coop and sees someone who does indeed 
look “nice and stupid”—Chicken Little, the“playboy and yo-yo champ.” (He’s also 
described as a “pretty good egg, for a chicken.”) 

Foxy Locksy throws a nut over the fence that hits Chicken Little on the noggin. 
Chicken Little’s unconsidered response is “the sky is falling!” 

Foxy Locksy follows the advice of his book, and . . . (spoiler alert!) eats all the chickens.  

The final image in the cartoon is of rows of wishbones from the devoured chickens, 
looking very much like the gravestones in military cemeteries.  

Walt Disney Studios was not being subtle to audiences in 1943: propaganda is 
designed to cause mass hysteria, and mass hysteria leads to mass death.  

So, Disney engaged in counter-propaganda, and their version is a bit more 
entertaining than historian Timothy Snyders version, but the message is the same: 
Don’t be that guy. 

ONE:  It’s Hard, Not Being “That Guy” 

To repeat Snyder’s advice: 

Find out for yourself. Read reliable sources widely and ask questions. Make sure 
others can ask questions, too. Communicate responsibly with others. Don’t be 
seduced by what appears on your various screens.  

But not being Chicken Little is difficult for us human beings.  



The emotions of fear and panic are our minds on “automatic.”  

Our hearts pump, our hands sweat, and the adrenaline flows . . . we’re ready and able 
to react in fight or flight mode. That’s “system one,” as the psychologist Danial 
Kahnaman calls it: intuition and emotion.  

Fear is a trigger. 

We see a snake and get an adrenaline rush. On the other hand, we drive down the 
highway at 85 miles-per-hour and usually don’t get an adrenaline rush. Speed is more 
dangerous to our health than snakes, but our minds have an under-developed 
response to speed.  

“System two” is our slow emotions, what we call reason and logic. No pumping heart; 
not sweaty hands; no flowing adrenaline. We call that “cool reason.”  

What is becoming clear to neuroscientists is that most of our actions are triggered by 
the fast thinking, the intuition. Only later do we begin to justify our actions with 
reasons. We are, it appears, lawyers arguing our own case, justifying why we have 
already done something. But the fact is, like Chicken Little, we’ve already done 
something before we have done any thinking.  

Propagandists knew this a long time ago.  

An article in Psychology Today titled “10 Ways We Get Things Wrong” offers some 
examples . . . 

One of my go-to stats on this is people cancelling air-travel plans after the 9/11 
terrorist attacks.  

Over a million Americans cancelled their air-travel plans and drove cars instead. They 
opted out of one of the safest modes of transportation and opted into one of the 
most dangerous, thus driving traffic fatalities up by over a thousand.  

Fearing the wrong thing got more than a thousand Americans killed. But death-by-
plane looked so possible, so immediate, as we watched airplanes hitting those 
buildings, over and over and over.  



Part of that decision also lies in the illusion that we are in control when we aren’t. I’ve 
done something: I’ve cancelled my plane ticket; I’m going to drive myself.  

But, actually, you’ve merely run around the chicken yard, shouting “The sky is falling! 
The sky is falling!” 

That’s where the cliche of backseat driving comes from—when we’re in an automobile 
holding a steering wheel, we feel in control; when we’re in an automobile not holding 
a steering wheel, we feel out of control. Studies show that backseat drivers actually 
perceive other cars as closer and faster than drivers perceive them.  

That’s how easy it is to become Chicken Little. 

Our intuitions often lie to us.  

What vehicles are involved in the most accidents in icy road conditions? Four-wheel 
drives.   

What are the safest vehicles on American highways? They’re manufactured, in order, 
by Honda, Hyundai, Kia, Subaru, and Toyota. Notice a couple of patterns there?  

For one thing, they’re small cars. (No, there aren’t any SUVs or crossovers on the top 
ten safest list. SUVs and crossovers only feel safer.) 

What our brains tell us is dangerous is often not dangerous.  

Our minds evolved to survive in jungles and deserts full of dangers. But today, most 
of humanity isn’t wandering around in a forest or a desert.  

Do you know what’s more likely to kill you than Ebola or Coronavirus?  

Chronic stress!  

Chronic stress suppresses your immune system; disrupts your digestive and 
reproductive systems; and increases the risk of strokes and heart attacks and speeds 
up the aging process. 

But, whatever you do, don’t stress about it! 



TWO: Snake! 

A story that goes back to at least the composition of some of the Upanishads, sacred 
texts in Hindu thought—around 600 BCE—warns of mistaking a rope for a snake. There 
are many versions of the story, and it became a popular parable in Buddhism as well.  

Once there was a monk hurrying back to the monastery after sunset, trying to 
get back before complete darkness fell. (This is of course before the invention 
of flashlights.) As he hurries, he is startled to see a coiled snake in the middle of 
the path up ahead. The monk freezes. Is the snake poisonous?  

In his panic, he turns around and runs the other way, spending the night 
sleeping in the forest.  

The next morning after dawn, he walks the path again, only to discover that the 
coiled poisonous snake was actually a coil of rope someone had dropped on 
the path.  

This story cuts several ways. The monk has fallen prey to illusion; he has trusted 
appearance; he has trusted emotion rather than rationality; he chooses fear and panic 
rather than the calm embrace of slow thought.  

Many things initially appear frightening. But we do well to stop a moment and 
consider if our fear may be an illusion.  

How do we do that? 

Practice mindfulness. Find your breath and focus on it for a time.  

Feel it in your body: What am I really feeling? And why? 

Talk with people. As Timothy Snyder puts it,  

Communicate responsibly with others.  
  
Feel it; talk about it; then, breathe for a while; then do something. 



The term krísis“ in Greek means “a separating, power of distinguishing, decision, 
choice, election, judgment . . .” 

It doesn’t mean “run around like your hair is on fire.” 

Our evolved wiring is good at sensing lions but not good at sensing lead in our 
drinking water. It’s good at “fight or flight;” it’s not good at seeing a scary headline 
and considering what the headline really means or if the threat is real.  

In addition to all this, we are discovering that what we call our “minds” are much more 
than the old scientific model of a brain in a glass jar. You know, as in “They Saved 
Hitler’s Brain!” 

Dr. Dan Siegel, a professor of psychiatry at UCLA School of Medicine, has worked with 
physicians, neuroscientists, sociologists, anthropologists, and mathematicians to 
update our understanding of “mind.” Dr. Siegel writes,  

Your thoughts, feelings, memories, attention, what you experience in this 
subjective world is part of mind.  

Hear that?  

See the implications? 

Your thoughts, feelings, memories, attention, what you experience in this 
subjective world is part of mind.  

Right now, your mind extends several feet around you; your mind is interacting with 
other minds. What your mind is telling you, right now, is partially about what you are 
focusing on—me, your smart phone, something . . . You are right now what you are 
focusing on, but your mind is also how you are feeling at the moment. What you’re 
thinking at the moment, yes, but also your mind is your many memories. Your mind is 
creating a subjective reality. The mind next to you necessarily is not thinking what 
you’re thinking.  

Dr. Siegel’s definition of “mind” goes like this:  

the emergent self-organizing process, both embodied and relational, that 
regulates energy and information flow within and among us. 



That’s difficult to catch: 

Emergent. 
A self-organizing process. 
Embodied.  
Relational.  

Your mind “. . .regulates energy and information flow within and among us.”  

That’s a long way from that brain-in-a-jar picture of the mind from the twentieth 
century. You can save Hitler’s brain if you wish, but you can’t capture Hitler’s mind.  

But you know, we Humanists are committed to updating our thinking through the 
latest discoveries in such things as the theory of natural selection, and in brain 
science. Our minds are just not what they used to be. They are an 

emergent self-organizing process, both embodied and relational, that regulates 
energy and information flow within and among us. 

Which brings me to that definition of “religion” that I read earlier, which says, 

The affective experience of ritual and the symbolic, and social boundaries 
constructed in rites, mobilize group identity and bind the group into a moral 
community. 
  

That’s why we “congregate.” The “affective experience” helps focus our minds and 
calm our Chicken Little Syndrome.  

CONCLUSION: Nothing Like the Boston Pops for Undermining Morale    

We are living in a crisis crisis. But human beings have been telling themselves—and 
each other—that tale about Chicken Little for 2500 years because it means something 
to the human condition.  

Movie-goers in the US of 1943 needed to consider that old story. 



The sky was falling! That’s why some writer at Walt Disney Studios thought of that old 
folktale about a panicked chicken and the fox ready to use that panic for his own 
ends.  

“to influence the masses, aim first at the least intelligent.”  
“If you tell a lie, don’t tell a little one, tell a big one.”  
“Undermine the faith of the masses . . .” 

I’m thinking that the people who work for Russian troll farms know all of those points. 

Enemy propaganda, by the way, doesn’t always strike one as dangerous. Tokyo Rose 
was the most famous of the anti-Allies propagandists on the radio during World War 
Two. One of her broadcasts started this way: 

Hello there, Enemies! How’s tricks? This is Ann of Radio Tokyo, and we’re just 
going to begin our regular program of music, news and the Zero Hour for our 
friends—I mean, our enemies!—in Australia and the South Pacific. So be on your 
guard, and mind the children don’t hear! All set? OK. Here’s the first blow at 
your moral—the Boston Pops playing “Strike Up the Band!” (Music) 

Yes, nothing like the Boston Pops to convince you to throw down your weapons and 
run! 

It’s all been done before! 

It’s all been done before. Today the problem is merely that there’s more of it in more 
places. And every nut thrown over the fence just might hit a Chicken Little on the 
head and convince them of something . . . .  

In your order of service this morning is a quote from the sociologist Émile Durkheim: 
“Because society surpasses us, it obliges us to surpass ourselves.” Working together, 
gathered in responsible communities such as this one, we can think for ourselves.   

Remember: Breathe!  

Breathe together! 
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