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I once played on a championship bas-
ketball team. OK, it was only a junior
high team, butwedid comeout on top in
the district one year. We thought we
ruled theworld, for aminute. Later in the
1970s, I waited in my car all night to get
in line early for tickets to an NBA game.
Our professional hometown teamwas in
the finals and the whole city was full of
excitement. When our team won, we
waved banners and flags celebrating the
“World Championship.” After watching
highlights of this year’s Super Bowl,
when another of my hometown teams
triumphed, it wasn’t hard to notice fans
holding large banners proclaiming the
team, “World Champions!” As my mind
works, I began toconnect this sports tra-
dition with fan frenzy in religion. I won-
der about some “faith fans” who get
overzealous for their beliefs.
Is there one “World Champion” reli-

gion? I suppose it depends on whether
people believe in a “World Champion”
God. We hear some believers proclai-

m,“Our God rules over All.” In Christian
circles thismay originatewith the apos-
tle Paul’s quote of Psalm 24 in First Co-
rinthians 10: “The earth is the LORD’s,
and everything in it, the world, and all
who live in it.” This carries forward the
verse inDeuteronomy10: “Behold, to the
LORD your God belong the heavens,
even the highest heavens, and the earth
and everything in it.” At times we may
hear a similar message from other
faiths: “WeWin! … and if we aren’t win-
ning right now,wewill, because ourGod
is the Champ.”
There seem to be many who treat re-

ligion like a sport, a competition with
winners and losers.
When I taught courses onWorld Reli-

gions, I often presented three options for
understanding the faiths of the earth. I
called them the “ThreeC’s”: Competitive,
Comparative, Cooperative. The most ad-
vanced or progressive understanding of
religion is cooperative. This framework
presents faith as “one amongmany,” and
encourages a cooperative spirit of col-
laboration, working beside others who
may believe quite differently than we do,
yet perhaps share similar commitments
to thebettermentofhumankind.Cooper-
ative religionnotonlyworkswell inaplu-
ralistic culture, but it’s essential to any
healthy community. Comparative reli-

gion is a good thing, as various believers
learn from those who practice different
faiths. Lastly, and I think at the lowest
level, is competitive religion. Conversion
is central for these folks, because it’s all
about convincing others that they’re
wrong and you’re right, that God is on
your side. Hurray, Your God wins!
I’m writing this as the Winter Olym-

pics are being hosted in Italy. Every
team strives for a gold medal, though
many competitors may only achieve a
silver or bronze (which, like simply par-
ticipating, is still a spectacular achieve-
ment!). “The Games” are a good thing,
when the competition isn’t toonational-
istic. Participants competing on the
snow or ice can be a good way to show
sportsmanship and good will. Could re-
ligions learn something from the Olym-
pics? Exercising supernatural beliefs or
not, a practice of goodwill and mutual
respect can lead to excellence, an eth-
ical life that doesn’t seek to “win,” and
doesn’t look down on “losers.”
Another thought. Does Religion Rule?

That is, does Religion itself intend to be
the reigningWorld Champion over secu-
lar society? There are thosewho talk and
preach this way. “Wewill dominate” they
suggest when they propagate a message
that their religion is supreme and “Our
God Reigns” (we used to sing this song in

church).Do these folks truly seek tocom-
mand control over the culture, the gov-
ernment, the world, your life and mine?
I’m a “champion” of a secular world.

This doesn’t mean I want to eliminate
religion or faith from the earth. Of
course not. I’m a strong supporter of a
“this-world” (secular) response to the
wide diversity of beliefs. What this
means is pretty much what we read in
the First Amendment to theU.S. Consti-
tution, the “no establishment” clause
(“Congress shallmakeno lawrespecting
an establishment of religion, or prohib-
iting the free exercise thereof…”). No re-
ligion can be set up as the supreme
champion — THE American Religion —
no faith is the loser. And Religion itself
can’t be cheered on to victory by its fan
base over non-religion.
A religious tradition can’t really be

the “best in the world,” can it? Maybe
one could be the topwinner – this year –
in the world of competitive “spiritual
sports,” but it can never “claim” the
whole planet, or galaxy. No religion is
the gold medal winner of all time (the
G.O.A.T.). Wouldn’t it be great though, if
a “world champion”was the most hum-
ble, compassionate practice or person?

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).

Are we fans of ‘World Champion’ religion?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Everyonearoundyoubusyaura farm-
ing?Fedupwith the clip farming all over
your FYP? Or are you over the age of 25
and have no idea what any of that
means?
New slang has captured the cultural

zeitgeist − or at least the zeitgeist of Gen
Alpha (born 2010-2024) and some
younger members of Gen Z (born 1997-
2012). One of those terms is “aura farm-
ing,”andit’sbeenmakingitsmarkonthe
internet, the NFL and, if you’re a parent,
probably in the backseat of your car, as
you drive your kids and their friends to
soccer practice.
But “aura farming” − and it’s perhaps

cringier cousin “clip farming” − aren’t
merely terms designed to baffle Millen-
nialsandBoomers (though theycertain-
ly do that, too). According to linguistics
and communications experts, they also
say a lot about the world young people
are coming of age in − andwhatmatters

to themas a result.
“While a ‘new trend’ to some, the

teenage practice of establishing coded
language and terms todescribe lived ex-
periences and social trends is not an
atypical tactic,” says Melvin Williams,
associate professor of communication
and media studies at Pace University.
“Instead, the terms ‘aura farming’ and
‘clipfarming’illustrateGenZandGenAl-
pha’sheavysocialmedia relianceaswell
as digital media’s role in driving nearly
all forms of their sociality approaches.”

Aura farming

No, “aura farming”isnot somekindof
occult ritual. And, to understand it, you
need to knowwhat “aura” is first.
In Gen Alpha speak, “aura” basically

describes that special glow around cer-
tain celebrities, influencers and, well,
cool people in general. If someone has
“aura,” thatmeans they’re cool. Farming
for aura, therefore, is doing things to
boost your coolness. But beware: If it

looks like you’re trying too hard to be
cool,yourisk lookingveryuncool.Got it?
Oneblueprint for aura farmingcomes

courtesyofaviral videoofaboydancing
nonchalantly on a race boat. He’s been
held up online as an example of what it
means to farm aura successfully − and
hismoves inthevideohaveinspiredavi-
ral dance trend aswell.
JeffHancock, thefoundingdirectorof

the Stanford Social Media Lab and a
communication professor at Stanford
University,saysakeyaspectof“aura”in-
volves “cultivating a status or a mys-
tique.”Having aura isn’t just about cool-
ness in the traditional sense; it’s about
being mysterious, inscrutable and un-
derstated. “Ambiguity,” Hancock adds,
“is also really important.”
Timothée Chalamet is oft cited as

someone with aura. So is Frank Ocean.
AndRihannahasbeen laudedaqueenof
aura.
Auradoesn’t justbelongtothestarsof

today either. In old black-and-white
photos, James Dean and Greta Garbo

certainly ooze aura, too,Hancock says.

Clip farming

Similar to “aura farming,” “clip farm-
ing” is doing things specifically to get at-
tention and go viral. And like aura farm-
ing, it’s not exactly neweither.
SincetheadventofTVandradio,pub-

lic figures have concocted deliberate
soundbites tostickoutandpersuade the
public. “Clip farming” is basically the
modern-day, TikTok version of that. It’s
doing or saying something, usually on
camera, in order for it to become a mo-
ment that turns into a viral clip. As with
“aura farming,” it risks looking gauche −
like a too obvious bid for attention.
If these phrases make you feel out of

touch,well, that’s kind of the point.
Hancock says these ever-evolving

phrases might make parents feel like
their kids are speaking another lan-
guage. “But they’re not alone in feeling
left out,” he adds. “And that’s on pur-
pose.”

An explanation of the ‘aura farming’ trend
Charles Trepany
USA TODAY

Ashley Madison, known for its ta-
gline “Life’s short. Have an affair,” is re-
branding from a company synonymous
with extramarital affairs and a scandal-
causing, documentary-worthy data
breach to one focused on “discreet dat-
ing.”
The online dating service announced

the rebranding Feb. 24 in a news re-
lease, saying its “new direction reflects
the company’s changing membership,
along with a cultural shift prioritizing
discretion.” According to the company,
its internal signup data revealed that in
2025 more than half (57%) of all new
members identified as single, signaling
that the brand’s “community already
has transformed the platform into a
place for those who value privacy, re-
gardless of their dating status.”
“In an age where our lives have been

constantly put on public display, priva-
cy has become the new luxury,”Paul Ke-
able, chief strategy officer for Ashley
Madison, said in a statement. “We are
offering ethical discretion to our mil-
lions of members. Whether they are
single, separated, divorced or non-mo-
nogamous, our community is united by
a desire to keep their private lives ex-
actly that – private.”
According to Ashley Madison, its

new tagline is “Where Desire Meets
Discretion.”
Here’s what to know about Ashley

Madison’s rebrand and its scandal-
filled past.

Ashley Madison experienced
a data breach in 2015

In July 2015, a still-unknown person
or group calling itself “The Impact
Team” threatened to publish data it said
it stole from Ashley Madison, which
was billed at the time as a website for
extramarital affairs. It released the in-
formation of 2,500 users to underscore

its demand that the site be shut down.
In August 2015, it released an additional
60 gigabytes of data publicly, including
information about who had attempted
to pay the website to remove their in-
formation after the initial leak.
Public fallout ensued, with lists and

websites being created to track celebri-
ties, politicians and other powerful
people who appeared in the data. Fig-
ures fromChristian reality TVpersonal-
ity Josh Duggar to former Florida State
Attorney Jeff Ashton released public
statements taking varying degrees of
responsibility. Both Hulu and Netflix
made documentaries about the data
breach.
The fallout from the data breach in-

cluded the company’s then-CEO, Noel
Biderman, resigning and its parent
company, Ruby Life, agreeing to pay
$11.2 million to settle claims.
After 2015, the name “Ashley Madi-

son” and the word “scandal” became in-
extricable. Now the company sees an
opportunity to separate itself from its
past.

Why is Ashley Madison
rebranding?

The rebranded Ashley Madison sees
itself as an answer to apps like Bumble,
Tinder andHinge that are predicated on
“curated profiles,” Keable told USA TO-
DAY. These other dating platforms, with
varying options for profile and privacy
customization, don’t offer the same lev-
el of “discretion” that is built into Ash-
ley Madison’s DNA, he added.
“The real reason I think for our suc-

cess up until this point is we had a very
defined position in the marketplace,
we’re offering a place where, you know,
married people can come together with
the intent of obviously expanding their
version of monogamy – you know, mar-
ried, dating, affairs, all that,” Keable
said. “But at the core of that, the reason
why people felt comfortable doing that
was that there was this aspect of dis-

cretion thatwe offered that other dating
apps didn’t.”
According to Keable, the discretion

that Ashley Madison offers “became a
very attractive prospect because people
are fatigued from digital life,” including
women, who, he added, have been es-
pecially interested in a heightened
sense of security.
“A woman will sign up to whatever

traditional dating app ... and she puts
out whatever pictures she thinks she’s
comfortable with. But then she goes to
the office on Monday, and somebody in
accounting sees that picture andmakes
a comment. Even if it’s in jest, it makes
her feel awkward. It makes her feel like,
‘oh, I’m the product, I’m on display,
whereas I don’t want that,’” Keable said.
“And I think that’s where we’ve decided
to pivot towards because people want
discretion, not because they’re embar-
rassed about what they’re doing, they
just don’t feel it’s anybody else’s busi-
ness.”

‘Blessed are the discreet.’
No affair needed?

With adlines and public relations
campaigns featuring terms like “ethical
discretion” and “blessed are the dis-
creet,” the Ashley Madison team has
made a point of cultivating a sense of
enhanced security, privacy and protec-
tion. But what tools and features does
the brand believe will better protect
daters’ information?
Profiles that don’t inherently center

around, or even include, pictures are
one protective feature. Instead, users
on the app may see someone’s inter-
ests, age and basic attributes, accom-
panied by a blurred or silhouetted pho-
to. Users can then share their “private
key” with another to allow them to see
more of their profile. Screenshotting or
screencapturing is also disabled, mean-
ing users can’t take pictures of a profile
to share outside (or at least not as easi-
ly).

When signing up, new users are met
with their “discreet match options,”
where they can select from amenu that
communicates to the site and other us-
ers how low-profile they want to keep
their dating life. On one end, “curious”
means you’re “cautious and feeling
things out,” whereas “adventurous”
means you’re “comfortable being seen
and expressing your identity freely.”
Other features, like the option to dis-

guise the app’s appearance and notifi-
cations on your phone, seem to toe the
line between the website’s new and
original missions.
Even as the company rebrands itself

as a website populated mostly by sin-
gles and people in consensual non-mo-
nogamous marriages (the latter ac-
counts for about 20% of users, per Ke-
able), it seems hesitant to let go of the
multi-partner shtick entirely.
According to Fox Business, a recent

Ashley Madison member survey found
that 49% of respondents “seek out ad-
ditional relationships in addition to
their primary one” during times of
stress. Another 41% said that “having
multiple partners who offer a variety of
positive attributes would better help
them through a difficult time.”
As of Feb. 24, Ashley Madison cur-

rently sits at No. 113 in social network-
ing on the Apple App Store and No. 17 in
Dating on Google Play; however, it re-
mains to be seen if its rebrandwill man-
age to elevate it to the popularity of Tin-
der, Bumble or Hinge, currently ranked
7, 5 and 15 under the lifestyle on the Ap-
ple App Store, and 1, 2 and 3 under dat-
ing on Google Play.
As for any lingering privacy con-

cerns? Keable said that while security
was once seen only as the concern of
the security team before, it is now “ev-
ery single person’s job.”
“If anyone understands the impact

of data loss, it’s us, you know, what we
went through,” he said. “It informed us
in ways that no other dating app really
can probably truly grasp.”

Ashley Madison is rebranding from ‘affairs’ to ‘discreet dating’
Mary Walrath-Holdridge
USA TODAY


