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17 July 2016 
St.. Paul’s UMC 
Ordinary Life class 
 
 

Being Worldly 
 

 
I.  Thanks to John Watson for inviting me, and to Holly 
and Wayne for their help in getting organized.  I really 
appreciate being invited to such a great group with a 
wonderful history & tradition here in Houston and at 
St. Paul’s.  
 
II.  Set up:  when Holly sent out an email setting the 
context for the class and the discussion here, the 
guiding question I took from her to ground my talk 
here this morning was one she suggested:  How do 
you understand and interact with the sacred in your 
life?   
 
Answering this question requires that I share with you 
a few important things about my own journey as a 
theologian and scholar in religious studies, and then 
about how that work influences how I live my daily life.    
  
I grew up in a Pentecostal Christian family in north 
Louisiana.  Age 5, age 7, preaching at age 12, 
missionary work through my teens, Oral Roberts 
University, etc. 
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A turning point for me came when I saw more and 
more clearly the man-made nature of religion – and 
then had to choose what impact I would let that have 
on my own theological & spiritual perspectives. 
 
Religion is a human cultural product,– it is man-made, 
human- derived – we create it – all the different facets 
of religion: doctrine, dogma, creeds, scriptures, 
temples, churches, clergy, rituals, ethical systems, 
etc. – all of it – we are the creators of it 
 
Even if we say the scripture is divinely inspired, we 
have written the text – besides that, religions are run 
on human interpretations of the texts, not the texts 
themselves – it is our interps. of the texts that carry 
the day, not the texts themselves 
 
As a cultural product, religion is as much a window 
onto us as it is onto God - a window onto us as 
people – a place where we glimpse and encounter 
ourselves in ways that perhaps we are not 
accustomed to. 
 
What this means is that WE – not God - are the real 
subject of religion at least 99% of the time, esp in the 
Abrahamic traditions and other theistic traditions.   
 
We say we are doing theology, but really we are 
doing anthropology. 
 



 3 

This is pointed out by many thinkers, writers and 
theorists; perhaps three of the most famous, the most 
notorious and, perhaps, the most hated by religious 
people are Feuerbach, Freud, Nietzsche – and I focus 
on them here because my encounters with their work 
shook the foundations of my belief system and forced 
me to rethink everything.  
 
Feuerbach – 19th century German – wrote several 
books analyzing the roots of religious belief – said he 
intended to explain religion not to destroy it, although 
many religious people felt destroyed after reading his 
work. 
 
He argues that the real root of religious belief is not 
the objective existence of the object of worship, such 
as a deity; instead, the impetus for religious belief and 
worship lies in human need and feelings of 
dependence, and the projection of human desires for 
life in the empirical, natural world. 
 
So – religion is a function of projection.  Projection of 
what?  To what? 
 
Well, acc. to Feuerbach in Essence of Christianity, the 
“divine Being” is nothing more than human nature 
perfected.  That is, human nature stripped of its 
limitations and imperfections.  Idealized human nature 
gets abstracted from human beings and projected 
onto an outside entity, which we then revere as a 
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distinct being with its own separate identity and 
nature.  We call this entity “God”. 
 
God, then, becomes the repository for desirable 
human qualities such as goodness, patience, love, as 
well as for those things humans desire for society at 
large, such as moral standards and codes of justice. 
 
In short, the religious beliefs about God say more 
about us than they do about God – they are products 
of our desires, anxieties and fears 
 
Freud – continues Feuerbach’s line of thinking – 
actually says Feuerbach is one of his favorite 
philosophers – he fully seats Feuerbach’s work in the 
discipline of psychology and adds the “family of origin” 
dimension to the analysis of religion. 
 
Like Feuerbach, Freud spends part of his analysis of 
religion discussing the human confrontation with 
nature and the fear and anxiety that come from that.  
He suggests that one of the first steps toward dealing 
with that fear is to humanize nature – and here is 
where religions emerge.   
 
Natural forces becomes personified – angry gods, 
forces, spirits – that can be appeased, bribed, 
negotiated with, etc – this makes us feel better – it 
gives us an explanatory narrative that makes sense of 
the chaos around us.  We don’t know why hurricanes, 
tidal waves, etc come to us – or come to us and avoid 
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others – so we make up a story about God or the 
gods being angry or jealous or something – gives 
order, meaning.  We have a hard time living with 
chaos and superior powers. 
 
Freud says this movement to humanize nature has an 
infantile prototype – that this is exactly what we do in 
relation to our parents, particularly our fathers 
(traditionally conceived) – we are vulnerable and 
completely at the mercy of these more powerful 
individuals who are often stern and scary, but without 
whom we cannot survive. 
 
So – this humanizing of nature into gods or God is a 
reenactment of the relationship the child constructs in 
relation to the father, one of fear, helplessness and 
hopefully trust acquired over time.  All in an attempt to 
make our helplessness tolerable. 
 
Freud says it’s no accident that the most dominant 
images of God in the major monotheisms is of God as  
Father.  This Father God of the Abrahamic traditions 
does what all good fathers do: 
 - protects his children from harm, esp when they 
have been good 
 - punishes those who are bad and rewards those 
who are good, either here or in the next life 
 - upholds the moral order or the rules 
 - watches over us and doesn’t allow us to becomes 
the playthings of pitiless nature – and even when it 
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seems he does, there’s a good reason for it (to teach 
us or punish us) 
 - keeps our concerns and wellbeing close to his heart 
because he loves us, even though he is sometimes 
stern and angry 
 - on and on 
 
 
This is all patently infantile, says Freud.  It’s exactly 
what we do with our parents – God is just a cosmic 
Daddy in the heavens. 
 
So – both Feuerbach and Freud spend a lot of time 
focusing on how our confrontation with natural 
realities and with the fact that our existence in the 
world is quite tenuous actually drives much of the 
religious impulse.  Religion, as a set of beliefs and 
practices, contextualizes that helplessness, fear and 
anxiety in a way that alleviates it altogether, or at least 
minimizes it to a great extent. 
 
In popular language, religion is a “crutch” to hold us 
up when the world doesn’t go according to our 
deepest wishes or plans.  Religion is the template of 
meaning and order that we apply to existence to keep 
in “inside the lines”, to strip it of its uncanny nature to 
us.  Finally, Freud says, it affirms our narcissism – our 
desire for the world to operate with our concerns at 
the center, and according to our rules.   
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Nietzsche departs quite a bit from the 
Feuerbach/Freud line, but maintains it in some 
respects.  Nietzsche is most famous for his idea of the 
death of God – “God is dead”.  He is most 
misunderstood on this particular point.   
 
I think the greatest contribution Nietzsche makes to all 
of philosophy and religion is his insight into the 
mechanism of revenge.  This is a psychological 
insight, one that Freud respected in Nietzsche’s work.   
 
N. sees religion as an expression of humanity’s sense 
of power, of its self-power, of its own strength.  A 
society strong and healthy in itself will posit gods in its 
own image – strong, powerful, dominating perhaps, 
but also noble, honorable, strong enough to be 
merciful, gracious.   
 
For a strong healthy people, their religion is simply a 
mirror of themselves.  They need it mainly as a 
structure for gratitude and worship of life itself, for 
themselves, for the gift of life and their own lives.  In a 
famous line, N says, the strong and powerful needs 
Gods for no other reason than to have someone to 
whom to say “thank you”.   
 
The weak, however, need religion for quite a different 
reason – and will construct religions for themselves 
with very different goals in mind.  Those lacking self-
power, a sense of confidence and strength in 
themselves, those lacking self-worth, those racked 
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with fear, those jealous of others who are confident, 
strong, spontaneous and empowered will create a 
religion to justify their own bad feelings and invalidate 
the existence of the strong. 
 
So – religion for the weak looks like the weak – no 
self-esteem so lots of talk about selflessness and 
meekness, these become the highest values – no 
power, at least on the surface, so lots of teaching 
about submission and service – unable to lose 
gracefully, so teachings about how they will be 
vindicated in the end, that those who are powerful 
now will be weak in the end, and vice versa. 
 
N. says the motive of revenge then comes to infect 
religion, and becomes its main reason to be.  Love of 
the neighbor, turning the other cheek, forgiving – all 
these becomes covers for the deep desire that one’s 
enemies burn in hell forever.  So – this deep desire 
for revenge appears as rigid doctrines of eternal 
reward and punishment – one can love one’s enemies 
now because in the end they will all burn in hell.  God 
will see to it.  We win in the end.  Underneath all the 
language of love, purity, holiness, peace is really a 
bloodthirsty desire for revenge on ones enemies by 
someone ultimately too weak to do anything about it 
in life.  God turns into the hit man in service of the 
revengeful and weak. 
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This is pathetic in N’s view.  And it is this God that N 
says is dead, or at least he hopes is dead, that if it’s 
not dead, we should kill it. 
 
So – in all 3 of these views, we see religion as the 
cultural product that it is, reflecting our deepest selves 
back to us.  We see religion as a vehicle through 
which we live out many of our deepest desires, 
vanquish our deepest anxieties and fears, and live out 
some of our darkest fantasies against other people. 
 
We see that what has passed as THEOLOGY is really 
ANTHROPOLOGY.  We say we are talking about 
God, but really we are talking about ourselves and 
giving it capital letters. 
 
I summarize these critiques here because I think they 
matter for the theological enterprise in the 21st 
century.  These critiques matter not because they are 
completely “true” or “right” in their analyses of religion, 
but because they together reflect a fundamental 
challenge to all religions in the modern period:  
dealing with the fact of being a human cultural 
product.   
 
Theologians must give sufficient attention to the idea 
that the religions bear the marks of their “creators” 
which are human beings themselves, in all their 
social, emotional, cultural, gendered, psychological 
complexity.  To say that all religion can be reduced to 
projection, wish fulfillment or revengeful wills to power 
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is a gross overstatement and wrong.  However, those 
theologizing within the religions must be able to give 
an account of their tradition that shows it to be 
something other than a construction derived from 
hidden fears, drives, desires and neuroses within the 
human self.   

 
One of the primary challenges of contemporary 

theology – perhaps the fundamental challenge – is to 
generate a legitimate theology instead of mere 
anthropology pretending to be theology.  In other 
words, theology needs to be developed or “sourced” 
from something other than the solely human in order 
to count as theology at all, and to have a chance at 
surviving the significant and sometimes searing 
critiques of religion offered by people like Feuerbach, 
Freud and Nietzsche. 

 
Where might we go to find anything authentic or 
not “man-made” about God?  Where is God – not 
us dressed up as God - in religion or anywhere? 

 
Classical western theology talks about God’s “two 
books” – the two books in which one can see God’s 
nature and reality:  the book of Scripture and the book 
of Nature.  These two books serve as the grounding 
for two stores of theology – that from revelation and 
that from nature.  Revealed theology and natural 
theology.   
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Revealed religion offers to help to me here.  So, I’m 
left with nature.  And here is where I begin to explain 
what I mean by “being worldly”. 

 
Nature – the natural world of the earth and the larger 
cosmos - is the one reality humans can point to that 
exists prior to human existence, is not a human 
creation, will exist after humans go extinct, cannot 
ultimately be controlled or managed according to 
human moral norms, and to which we human beings 
are subject regardless of our wishes or preferences.   
 
To be sure, we only understand our perceptions of the 
natural world, not the natural world itself.  This fact, 
however, does not undermine the “otherness” of 
nature with regard to the theological project and the 
challenge of theologizing from something other than 
the solely human.  Despite our human perceptions, or 
misperceptions, nature regularly exhibits itself on its 
own terms, “breaking in” to our notions of it and its 
workings.   
 
Simply stated, the natural world is not only an object 
of observation and study, although we certainly 
observe and study it as a “separate” and distinct 
entity; it is also the larger reality in which all beings 
exist, including the human.  Ultimately, we are not 
separate from it.  To use scriptural language, in 
nature we live and move and have our being.  Thus 
positioned, it is not possible for us to eclipse nature 
completely, as it exists in itself, by veiling it with the 
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shades of our limited perceptions – at least not if we 
take an honest look at it as it clearly and consistently 
reveals itself. 
 
The natural world is the one source of power and 
authority in existence that is not ultimately subject to 
human wish or whim, and does not answer to human 
moral judgment.  It is not a human construction; rather 
it is the grounding context and condition for all life, 
including the human.   
 
In short, it is the closest thing to a “God” that we have 
access to rationally, empirically and without 
necessary recourse to our own neuroses.  If anything 
in our reality can tell us about the “power that is” in 
the world and in all existence, surely nature itself can 
since it contains that power and perhaps is itself that 
very power. 
 
So, being worldly, for me, is not going out dancing, 
smoking, drinking and sinning, as it is often explained 
in traditional theology. 
 
Being worldly in this context means living conscious 
of the source of my existence, conscious of the place 
I and my species holds within larger reality, and 
conscious of the principles that ground all of 
existence, including mine.  Being worldly demands 
that I cast aside the false dualisms of traditional 
religion which claim that I am ultimately not of this 
world – that my true home is somewhere else, in a 
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heaven of pure spirit or a realm of disembodied, non-
corporeal truth.  No, my home is here, on this earth, in 
this body or in some other body.   
 
Being worldly means I say “Yes” to the world as it is, 
and to my place within it. I am a human animal 
alongside all the other animals, living and dying, 
eating and being eaten. I accept this reality; I accept 
my place within this reality.  
 
Being worldly means I am not willing to estrange 
myself from the world by morally condemning it as 
fallen or sinful or somehow “not true” or not ultimately 
real.  It means I don’t adopt a perspective that would 
have me trying to escape it.  It means that I 
acknowledge the earth and its systems as my true 
home, and acknoweldge myself as having been 
birthed from them. From dust I was fashioned and to 
dust I will return. 
 
How do I live this out?  What does this mean for 
my day to day life? 
 
Quite simply, it means I hunt, fish and grow food in 
my garden – and I spend as much time outside as 
possible. 
 
Hunting and fishing – and gardening - in this context, 
are intentional acts of both resistance and affirmation 
for me.  First, in not eating meat from the meat 
industry and eating mainly from animals that I myself 
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or my friends have killed, resists the idea that I must 
eat what big corporations provide for me to eat and in 
the manner in which they provide it.  

More deeply, hunting and fishing are forms of 
predation that keep me mindful and affirming of my 
worldliness. As I see it predation is hardwired into 
existence. It is not merely a behavior pattern that 
appears in nature in isolated cases, or in only certain 
animals. Rather, predation is a fundamental 
mechanism of existence on the earth, a grounding 
process of life and death in this world. Some things 
die so that other things may live. Whoever or 
whatever set up the world – we could call this power 
“God” if you like - designed it to run on this principle. 
And nothing is exempt from it, not even the 
herbivores. They, too, kill and eat microscopic 
creatures along with the living plants they kill and 
consume. Herbivores, carnivores, and omnivores 
alike serve as living hosts to numerous parasites and 
other living organisms who feed on their host’s skin, 
blood, or tissue. Once dead, those same hosts will 
serve as composting meals for additional legions of 
creatures. Everything turns in to everything else. This 
is the way of all things, as the Taoists say. 

Hunting and fishing are forms of predation that keep 
me mindful of my place as a human animal in the 
world. I am not exempt from the deep processes of 
life and death through which everything eats and is 
eaten. No one is. As a conscious predator, though, I 
live with this awareness more than I would otherwise. 
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Hunting, fishing and vegetable gardening cast me as 
an intentional actor in the play that has been running 
on our globe for as long as any of us have been here. 
I kill, I eat. Something else will kill me—a virus, 
another predator perhaps—or maybe I’ll get lucky and 
die of old age. Either way, I’ll be food for something. A 
critic might ask incredulously: How would YOU like to 
be eaten? Well, I will be eaten, hopefully after I’m 
dead and not while still alive. I’m not sure how I’ll like 
it, but—like it or not—it’s part of the contract of life on 
this marbled planet. 

When I take to the field with my shotgun to hunt, or 
head to the water with my rod, or step into the garden 
to pick vegetables for the day, I say “Yes” to the world 
as it is, and to my place within it. I am a human animal 
alongside all the other animals, living and dying, 
eating and being eaten.  I and my species are not the 
center of reality.  The powers that be in the world are 
not oriented around me and my species alone, above 
all others.  The powers that be in the world do not see 
every hair on my head and are not preparing a place 
for me at a banquet table or on a street with many 
mansions.  It is not preparing a place of suffering for 
my enemies or for those who do bad things.  We all 
come from the same place, we all return to the same 
place.  And the world moves on, turning and turning – 
and will continue to do so, with or without us as a 
species. 

I accept this reality; I accept my place within this 
reality. I am not willing to estrange myself from the 
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natural world by morally condemning it, by pretending 
that I’m not truly from here, or that I and my species 
are somehow “better” than the fundamental 
processes like predation that ground our larger 
existence.  

To morally condemn predation would be to condemn 
the whole world. I can’t bring myself to do that. I love 
the world too much. 
 


