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I was 32 when I gave up my Christian faith of 14 years and embraced a secular worldview. It was 

2008. I had been researching Al-Qaeda’s militant ideology and propaganda for the U.S. military for 

four years. Five and a half years of active-duty soldiering were behind me, and I was in my first year 

as a civilian contractor. I was part of a team of social scientists even though I had no education in the 

social sciences. My only civilian education at the time was a bachelor’s degree in biblical studies 

from a Baptist university and an associate’s degree in digital photography. While working on this 

team researching terrorist recruiting I confronted two dilemmas that challenged my faith. In 

resolving those dilemmas I let go of my faith, my first marriage, my politics, and many certainties 

and confidences. Nonetheless, and even as the economy was crumbling around the globe, 2008 felt 

full of hope as I entered secular life. 

 

Two years later I spent five months in Afghanistan with Taliban detainees and an Army unit of 

young interrogators trying to understand them—which I never did. I returned home in December 

disillusioned with our wars and with little of the hope from three years before. In June of 2011 I quit 

working for the military and returned to school full time to learn about my new self, my new secular 

worldview, and proper social science. That November I remarried. I turned 37 in 2013 and graduated 

with two new bachelor’s degrees, one in sociology, one in philosophy, and a mind on fire. 

 

A new worldview, new wife, new education, new friends, new politics. Those six years featured 

waves of relief, exhilaration, liberation, and existential anxiety, loss, regret, doubt, insecurity, and 

inadequacy. Particularly acute during the first few years of my philosophical river crossing was an 

overwhelming sense that I was 32 years upstream from my secular peers, that I had missed the boat, 

that I had a voluminous amount of education and knowledge to learn, that I had better get swimming 

or hiking if I were to catch up. 

 

Thanks to the congress-people who passed the Post 9-11 GI Bill, and tax payers who funded it, the 

Army paid for ninety percent of my reeducation. They would have paid for all of it, but when I first 

joined the Army in 2002, they repaid the college loans I acquired getting that biblical studies degree 

years earlier, so not all of my time on active duty counted towards accruing the benefits of the new 

GI Bill. Nonetheless, the Army ended up paying for nearly all the financial costs of my three 

bachelor’s degrees. 

 

I want to explain how all of this happened, but I cannot pin down the exact flow of events that 

eroded my old worldview and watered my new one. The more I learn about myself and about the 

world, the more difficult it is to tell the difference between coincidences and causes, between 

incidental and significant events. However, I will try to unfold this story for you.  
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**** 

 

The piney woods and clay-red rivers of north Louisiana were my childhood playground. I did not 

know it then, but the love of nature that was nurtured inside me as a child would become one of the 

few roots that extended bank to bank connecting both sides of my philosophical transition. An 

insatiable curiosity and compassion for other people would be two more. Those three roots would be 

enough to sustain a handful of familial relationships and friendships through my crossing, but not 

enough to sustain them all. A few sank below the surface. 

 

My mom raised me and my sister in a Christian home. We attended church a couple days a week. 

Our extended family were Christians. The general ambiance of the communities where we lived was 

southern, religious, and socially and politically conservative. But I had no explicit political 

consciousness then. My dad was an overt racist. In spite of this—though my sister may disagree—he 

was sometimes understanding, tolerant, and compassionate with other people, even with the black 

farm hands who provided the manual labor for his pecan harvesting business. His racism was most 

obvious to me in our private conversations. Those took place once or twice a month on weekends 

when he had limited custody of my sister and me. My parents divorced when I was two and my 

sister five. My mom worked as hard in corporate offices as my dad on farms or in the bulldozer he 

drove between harvests. From my dad I learned to love nature and work hard. From my mom I 

learned to work hard, survive, and shop. From both of them I learned to be considerate, careful, and 

compassionate. From local pastors and the printed, staple-bound collection of my great-grandfather’s 

favorite sermons I learned to alliterate three-pointed outlines. From my sister I learned to learn from 

the mistakes of people who went before me. I learned from all of them to enjoy good food, that God 

and the devil were real, heaven or hell is where we would all end up, the Bible was just right, and 

that if the south would have won... 

 

If you instinctively finished that last phrase, then you know we listened to Hank Williams Jr, who 

was also the first musician I saw in concert in high school when I was able to go to one without my 

mom. It was there that I first tried Copenhagen tobacco dip. Minutes later I involuntarily 

regurgitated it into the waiting mouth of the nearest mop bucket in the stadium hallway, and then a 

little more into the bathroom trashcan. When I was too young to choose, I think my mom took me at 

different times to see Barry Manilow, Reba McEntire, Wynonna Judd, and Randy Travis. Vince Gill 

was played at my grandmother’s funeral. Soon after the Copenhagen incident, and thanks to my new 

high school sweetheart, I turned to the likes of 10,000 Maniacs, REM, Pearl Jam, Tracy Chapman, 

and Depeche Mode. This would be the briefest of love affairs with early-90’s alternative music. My 

sweetheart didn’t last too long either. My senior year I decided secular music was immoral and 

turned to Christian music that I didn’t really like. 

 

One afternoon working the sales floor at Sears I felt God calling me into the ministry. This was 

during my first college semester at McNeese State University in Lake Charles, Louisiana. I dropped 

my pre-med major, enrolled at Ouachita Baptist University in Arkansas, where a few months later, 

in January of 1995, I began training for the ministry. 

 

I graduated with that biblical studies degree from OBU in 1998 then worked at a few outdoor 

Christian camps for the following four years. During those years I deepened my faith significantly, 

went on my first mission trip—to convince native people in the mountains of Panama that they 

needed my Jesus—and married my first wife, Christy. We lived in Arkansas where we both worked 
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for Team Trek, an outdoor leadership training facility. We were involved in our local church. I 

preached sermons there occasionally when our pastor was out of town, and we started the church's 

first mission program. In the days following the terrorist attacks of 9/11 I felt that God called me to 

join the military. In March of 2002 I did, and I shipped off to basic training for nine weeks, then on 

to Arizona for 16 weeks of training in intelligence analysis. I finished training in October and was 

assigned to my first duty station, the 2nd Infantry Division in Uijongbu, South Korea. I remember 

Christy crying. 

 

I went ahead. Christy joined me 6 months later. I served at Camp Red Cloud for two years, just 21 

miles southeast of the border with North Korea. As a newly minted intelligence analyst, I analyzed 

North Korean military operations. My second year there we turned to analyzing al-Qaeda in Iraq as 

my unit was tasked to deploy to Ramadi from Korea. When the orders came down I was in a month-

long leadership school. When I returned to my base I was told I would not go to Iraq with my unit. I 

was being assigned to US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) at MacDill Air Force Base in 

Tampa, Florida for three years, the end of which would coincided with the end my Army contract. In 

October of 2004 Christy and I left Korea for Florida. At USSOCOM, I became a terrorism analyst 

for the part of USSOCOM that managed a global network of psychological operations. I researched 

al-Qaeda's ideology, propaganda, and media activities and helped US psychological operations 

forces develop international media campaigns to discredit al-Qaeda and its ideology. Here I began 

working on the team of social scientists. I did this for three years, and at the end of 2007 I left the 

Army when my service contract ended. 

 

I had no desire to re-enlist because I hated the Army lifestyle. However, my office had an opening 

for a civilian intelligence analyst. I took that job. I remained in my same office doing the same thing 

as before but now as a civilian contractor. I did this for two more years, until December of 2009, 

when I quit and took another job, just up the street on MacDill AFB, as a 'human-terrain' analyst for 

US Central Command (CENTCOM). 

 

I started there in January of 2010 as a civilian contractor. CENTCOM was in charge of both wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan. Six months later, on July 2nd, they deployed me to Afghanistan to work inside 

the detention center on Bagram Air Base. The detention center housed Taliban and other insurgent 

detainees. My role was to provide cultural analysis to the interrogators and military leaders at the 

detention center so they could better understand the Afghan insurgents and get better information 

from them during interrogations. Honestly, at that time I had no relevant knowledge of Afghan 

culture, so I just did the best I could. I did that for just over five months and returned to the U.S. in 

December. I continued working at CENTCOM until June of 2011 when I quit my career and 

returned to school full time at the University of South Florida. 

 

My first marriage began crumbling with my faith early in 2008. I was working for the psychological 

operations unit at USSOCOM. By the end of the year I had renounced my faith and told Christy. It 

changed our marriage significantly. We separated. I was firm in my new secular worldview, and 

Christy remained firm in her faith. We remained separated though legally married for about two 

years. During that time Christy wanted to reconcile our marriage, but I had convinced myself that a 

marriage of opposing worldviews was not something I wanted to try. The river between us swelled, 

and I could not see how to live a happy life with us on opposite banks. After six months of 

voluntarily seeing a therapist I began the divorce proceedings in early 2010 once I had arrived at 

CENTCOM. On July 1st, the day before I flew to Afghanistan, I stood in court as the judge finalized 

the divorce. During my year-and-a-half separation from Christy I started seeing Katie. We married 
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in November 2011, eleven months after I returned from Afghanistan, and we couldn’t be happier. 

 

During 2008 my faith dissolved in a way that I never saw coming. Working at USSOCOM fully 

engrossed in analyzing al-Qaeda operations in Iraq, I was regularly watching al-Qaeda propaganda 

videos, and trying to explain to U.S. military forces how and why young Iraqi men joined al-Qaeda 

and adopted a radical ideology. I was working well with the team of social scientists, a few of whom 

were mentoring me in social science research methods. I was growing uncomfortable with the fact 

that my faith was demanding that I deny what science says about evolution and the age of the earth. I 

have since come to believe that faith and science are not mutually exclusive, but back in 2008, for 

me, they were, so I felt an urgency to choose one or the other when my faith was eroding. I was also 

increasingly uncomfortable with my belief in the immorality of non-cis and non-hetero sexualities 

and gender identities. My time in the Army had removed me from the conservative Deep South and 

forced me to work closely with all kinds of people from all over the world—gay, bi, trans, and 

queer. All of these people were wonderful. And I worked with plenty of fucked-up straight white 

people. So I was increasingly frustrated that my religious beliefs were demanding me to make 

unjustified moral distinctions between people based on sex and gender, when there were clearly 

more relevant ways to morally distinguish between awesome people and bigots.  

 

One particular event overtook my faith like a flash flood. This one al-Qaeda propaganda video 

viscerally disgusted me, although I had probably seen one hundred. In most of al-Qaeda's military 

videos I would see and hear young al-Qaeda men excitedly praising God just before ambushing a 

police truck, or torturing a captured U.S. service member, or beheading a kidnapped foreigner. In 

this video, an al-Qaeda member filmed his buddies ambushing a police car in Iraq. They shot the car 

full of holes. The wounded policeman inside opened his door and rolled onto the street into a puddle 

of fuel that leaked from the bullet-riddled car. He and the fuel caught fire as the insurgents continued 

to shoot at him. He tried to get up and run. One leg buckled as if his upper and lower leg were 

connected by only string. He succumbed to the fire and bullets. Meanwhile, the audio contained the 

haunting shrills and shrieks of the insurgents praising God during their attack. 

 

Such a video could have reinforced my Christian faith. But as I was already growing skeptical, I 

asked myself this question: 

 

Why does it disgust me to see terrorists killing their enemies in the name of their God but not disgust 

me to read in the Old Testament about Hebrews killing their enemies in the name of their, my, God? 

  

I reflected on this question for a long time and vowed to answer it honestly, no matter where the 

answer would lead me. As I understood it at this time in 2008, there were two similar scenarios 

before me. Scenario one: a book, with words on a page that described ancient Hebrews killing other 

people in the name of my God. Scenario two: a video, with images and audio that depicted al-Qaeda 

insurgents killing other people in the name of their God. Though thousands of years separated them, 

I was starting to see them as the same. 

 

Why did scenario two disgust me while scenario one fit unquestioned and innocently into the 

narrative of my faith? Was the difference in my response only due to the difference between one 

scenario being text and the other audio/video? Or was the difference in my response due to 

something else? Why was I emotionally attuned to modern terrorist violence but only intellectually 

attuned to Old Testament violence? I was determined to find out. The process of answering that 

question drowned my faith. I'll say more about this later. I first want to say something about the 
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people I worked with and how they helped me understand what science has to say about human 

behavior. 

 

During this time at USSOCOM I worked on this team of social scientists who had degrees in social 

work, clinical psychology, and social psychology. We were trying to understand and write about the 

process of terrorist recruiting and indoctrination. They routinely introduced me to the scientific 

literature on the psychology and anthropology of behavior. As our team developed ways of 

explaining terrorist recruiting and indoctrination, I saw similarities with the way that I had come to 

my own faith back when I was in high school. So, I found myself in another dilemma: 

 

If it was sufficient for me to explain al-Qaeda recruitment and indoctrination according to social-

scientific theories of human behavior, then why should I not explain my own faith story according to 

these same secular theories? 

 

Why should I insist that my faith was due to the intervention of a supernatural being, when I refused 

to allow people of other faiths the courtesy of a supernatural explanation? How could my faith be 

supernatural but no one else's could? So, I ended up with these two dilemmas: 

 

D1: Why did violence in other religions, and in life in general, disturb me, but I counted the 

violence in my own religion as a matter of faith and virtue? 

 

D2: If secular social-scientific theories were sufficient to explain how others came to faith, then 

on what grounds could I insist that my own faith was the result of supernatural intervention in my 

life? 

 

Surely when the Hebrews killed everyone in the towns of Ai and Jericho, among others, they killed 

with passion and excitement just as these young al-Qaeda men did in the videos I watched. Why for 

all these years had I been reading the OT violence as acts of quiet, stoic virtue, when in all 

likelihood, if the accounts are real, the Hebrews killed with similar gusto and excitement as these 

young terrorists? I found in my own military experience that if young men in armies do not kill with 

passion then they do not kill for long. Dispassionate soldiers will move on to other careers, or, get 

killed. Seeing these videos allowed me to really see, smell, and feel the OT in a new way. 

 

I decided there was no reason for me to reject al-Qaeda violence while accepting God's violence in 

the OT. So, I quit viewing the violence in the OT as God-ordained and morally acceptable. I began 

to view violence in the OT as abhorrent and immoral, the same way I viewed al-Qaeda’s violence. 

So, D1 was resolved for me. I began to read more literature in the fields of psychology, 

anthropology, sociology, evolution, textual criticism, and others. I could find no way to explain my 

own faith as being supernatural. I came to feel that my faith was adequately explained by social 

science theories. So, D2 was resolved for me. In short, I could not resolve those two dilemmas in a 

way that would allow me to maintain my faith as I knew it (a fundamentalist and literalist faith). In a 

nutshell, I found that science and a secular worldview offered me more satisfying explanations of the 

world, current events, and my own identity. 

 

Before 2008, my faith was socially and politically conservative, but I was becoming increasingly 

uncomfortable with it. I had come to feel that LGBTQ people should enjoy the same rights as 

everyone else. I felt that the capitalism (and our wars for resources) was requiring more resources 

from the earth than it was sustaining. I felt that women, immigrants, and all other marginalized 
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people were unfairly the victims of a history of privileged white male majorities. I began to believe 

the scientific research that shows that man's activities have contributed to rising average global 

temperatures. And so on. These emerging new beliefs of mine were contrary to the moral views of 

my conservative faith. The new secular worldview I was discovering allowed me to better 

understand my natural and social world and offer criticisms of it that were previously unavailable to 

me. 

 

I discovered a world of other unbelieving people who were happy, fulfilled, engaged with the world, 

making positive differences, all of which, as a conservative Christian, I thought would be 

impossible. In my old faith I thought all unbelievers must be dreadful immoral persons. By 2009 I 

had fully entered my new secular worldview as a godless liberal. 

 

Two years later, in the summer of 2011, encouraged by the intellectual life of my social science 

colleagues, I quit my career working for the military and returned to school full time to study 

sociology and philosophy. At USF I learned the research methods, theories, and history of Western 

thought and culture that I had been missing. I also came to realize that science and reason were not 

the promised land across the river I thought they might be. I learned that science and rational 

secularism were contingent upon their own accidents of history and were not the outcome of a 

predetermined arc of inherent progress. Science depended on presuppositions and had its own 

extreme adherents, some of whom left no room for the humanities of poetry, art, literature, music, or 

philosophy. My new zealotry for science turned out to be a little naive. But science and naturalistic 

philosophy were still far better for me than my old conservative faith. 

 

As I look back at this now, I think many of the complaints I developed with my faith in 2008 had to 

do with my changing moral sentiments and political positions, my becoming uncomfortable with the 

staunch conservative I was at the time. However, back then, my faith and politics were one and the 

same. I could not see one from the other. I was unaware of the existence of liberal believers and 

liberal faiths. So, my conservative politics and conservative faith drowned together.  

 

Eventually, of course, I discovered believers who supported liberal social and political views, which 

raised an important question for me. If science and liberal social views were in fact compatible with 

liberal faiths, was it possible for me to have religious faith again? I could not. However, I have 

gained a new appreciation for religious faiths and religious interpretations of the world, especially 

faiths focused on ethics, such as Unitarian Universalism, that pursue fairness, equality, social justice, 

and reject violence and unjust power. But I now see these liberal faith traditions through secular 

sociological and philosophical lenses instead of through theological lenses. So my current worldview 

is secular, embraces epistemic humility, suspicion, and remains friendly to people of all faiths. 

 

* * * * 

 

Earlier I described how I came to confront the two dilemmas of my faith, but I didn't say much about 

how I actually resolved those dilemmas. In my mind at the time, those two dilemmas were not as 

neatly separated as I present them here. Back then, in early 2008, my mind was racing with all sorts 

of doubts. Nonetheless, I somehow came to a resolution of the second dilemma first, which then 

entailed the resolution of the first dilemma. Here is a more detailed account of how that happened. 

 

As I was working with the social scientists at USSOCOM to analyze and explain terrorist recruiting, 

we scoured the literature on the topic, along with data from our own research, and we came to 
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believe that the best explanations came from the anthropological and psychological theories on small 

group interactions and environmental constraints on a person's intents and behaviors. Basically, a 

young man is involved in a set of close relationships and is exposed to routine behaviors within these 

relationships and within the environment that these relationships occur in. The routinized behaviors 

(personal and family habits, social customs, etc.) and environment (architecture, signs, art, slogans, 

etc.) implicitly communicate presuppositions about the world and how the world works. Most 

children do not perceive or question these implicit presuppositions. For example, imagine a young 

Iraqi boy. Most of a young Iraqi boy's relationships and environmental features implicitly reinforce a 

series of claims about the world: the existence of a supernatural being, that being is Allah, the holy  

scriptures are reliable, Allah intervenes personally in the lives of humans, etc. Of course, these 

claims are not only implicitly reinforced by his relationships and environment, but often these claims 

are explicitly reinforced through teachings, sermons, conversations, books, etc. Because many of 

these claims about the nature of the world are implicit within routinized behaviors, relationships and 

environments, there is very little chance that this young Iraqi boy will recognize them as 

challengeable. These kinds of presuppositions sink into the world around us and sink into us, into a 

deep place that affects us daily but is very difficult for us to identify and examine. For the boy in our 

example, his parents, friends, and environments reinforce these presuppositions in him during his 

youth when he is too young to critically challenge them. There is nothing nefarious about this at all. 

This is just how all people experience the world and their cultures. 

 

Additionally, this boy would risk significant personal loss if he challenged these presuppositions. So, 

as researchers at USSOCOM, we reasoned, most young Iraqi children embrace the Muslim faith 

implicitly at first. There is actually very little opportunity not to. And if they chose not to, they 

would risk great loss in their relationships and social environment. Thus, there is a tendency for 

children everywhere, to conform to the routinized behaviors and environments that surround them. 

Young boys born into Muslim families and cultures usually become Muslims. Young boys born into 

Christian families and cultures usually become Christians. 

 

We found that recruitment into other social groups is similar, such as sports, civic clubs, professions, 

and others, even radical social movements. Young people who come into frequent contact with 

people who have more extreme ideas tend to grow accustomed to those ideas and participate in the 

group. During this research it dawned on me that it is possible to explain my own faith story this 

way. As a child, everyone one in my family and social environment presupposed certain claims 

about the nature of world: 

 

 a supernatural aspect of reality exists 

 that supernatural reality included an ultimate personal being who was perfect and infinite 

 humans can come to know this supernatural reality and this perfect being 

 this supernatural reality is best explained in the Protestant version of the Bible 

 this Bible is without error 

 

All of these presuppositions were, so to say, sunk into the relationships and environment that 

surrounded me as a young child before I was able to critically consider if any of these were true. I, 

like most kids in my local culture, just unconsciously absorbed these presuppositions about the 

nature of the world. 

 

Given that these were the presuppositions that implicitly supported almost all relations and social 

environments in my childhood, the real question is how could it have been possible that I would not 
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acquire these beliefs as a child? I acquired them early enough in life when I had no critical thinking 

skills to investigate them on my own. The stove is hot, cars move fast, God is real. No questions 

asked. As a child I did not and could not question these things. If I had, everyone close to me, and 

even my environment itself, would reinforce that, yes, these things are true and that I am out of line 

for questioning them. 

 

If all of that explains how I came to understand the nature of the world, the next obvious question 

was what explained why, as an adult, I continued to accept those presuppositions about the world? It 

turns out that once I was older and developed critical thinking skills, I only applied them to aspects 

of the world around me that I could recognize as thinkable, as challengeable. They kept me from 

seeing any bridges across the river. Those engrained presuppositions from my childhood did not rise 

in my mind to the level of challengeable facts. As a Christian adult, my logic, reasoning, and faith, 

were all built on top those unquestioned presuppositions. Even when I was thinking critically as a 

Christian, it did not occur to me that I could think critically about those presuppositions. 

 

As these issues surfaced for me in 2008, I decided that I would no longer accept these 

presuppositions without investigating them for myself first and then deciding if I still wanted to 

maintain them. All of those presuppositions seemed to stem from one most fundamental one, that 

there is a supernatural aspect to reality. So, I decided I would no longer presuppose that nature had a 

supernatural aspect until I could investigate it and decide for myself if I wanted to believe it. So I 

crossed the river to explore what was on the secular side. 

 

Well, when I no longer called upon this belief to justify new observations of the world, then what I 

formerly held as evidence for supernatural reality became no longer evidence of supernatural reality. 

For example, when that core presupposition was maintained, finding a lost set of keys meant that 

God had steered me to those keys. On the other hand, when that presupposition was not maintained, 

then finding a lost set of keys was just a result of a natural flow of events. God's voice became just 

personal consciousness, intuition, and the face of other people. God's will became just a sense of 

how my past and relationships, along with the constraints of my environment, were shaping my 

intents and behaviors. 

 

Before, when I presupposed a supernatural aspect of reality existed, all my personal experiences 

drew upon that presupposition to confirm what I already believed. In 2008, after placing that 

presupposition into a default state of skepticism, then no re-evaluation of old observations, and no 

new observations, so far, provide sufficient justification for me to re-assume the existence of the 

supernatural. Belief in the supernatural seemed to be just a choice. I chose to believe it or not, and 

then my personal experiences thereafter in general confirmed the decision I already made. 

 

That is how I worked my way through D2, my second dilemma. The resolution of D2 then 

automatically entailed the resolution of D1. Before the resolution of these, I held as true those 

presuppositions I listed on the previous page. As a result of holding those, any violence commanded 

by God must have been something that ultimately was good. I had no reason to question the violence 

of this perfect God. Further, because the Bible described him as the only God, and Jesus as his only 

son, then followers of other religions were somehow mistaken, so any violence they committed was 

clearly wrong and abhorrent. Before resolving D1, it was perfectly reasonable for me to be disgusted 

by al-Qaeda's violence but not by ancient Hebrew violence. And you can now see that once I 

resolved D2, D1 resolved itself. If there was no supernatural God, D2, I should be equally disturbed 

by violence in my own religion, D1. 
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Once I was firmly on the secular side of the river I pretty gung-ho for science and a little perturbed 

at religion, at least with religion the way I had experienced it. For many years of my life I had 

ignored science, thought it was wrong, and was taught by preachers that knowledge from the world 

was somehow in opposition to knowledge from God. Once I crossed the river, I felt I had been 

cheated out of 32 years of proper education. I no longer blame this on religion in general or on faith 

in general. I happened to come out of a faith tradition that was very conservative, and I now realize 

that not all faith traditions are so conservative. 

 

I realize now that any worldview, even my secular one, ultimately stands on some amount of faith. 

Further, through my studies in sociology and philosophy I came to prioritize ethics over 

metaphysics, i.e., to prioritize how we treat each other over concerns about ultimate truth and the 

nature of reality, i.e., to prioritize behaviors of love over arguments about truth. Here I find myself 

agreeing with philosopher of religion Merold Westphal (1992) when he argues that the task of 

religion—and the criterion of authentic religious experience—is self-transcendence, but not just to 

be free from one’s self, but to go beyond one’s self for the sake of others. In other words, one has 

not experienced God if one has not gotten beyond himself in the service of others. Westphal derives 

this religious application from the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, who argues that in the 

face-to-face encounter with another person, before any awareness of experience, we encounter the 

other as a claim against our own freedom, that we bare a responsibility for the other. 

 

For me, this is consistent with the secular sociological tradition that the self is only constituted by 

others. There is no self-conscious “I” before encountering others. The self-conscious “I” is a 

collaborative social construction, and as so, we bare an enormous debt and responsibility to the 

welfare of others, as they are our co-creators. This debt and responsibility for the welfare of others is 

not modulated by extra-moral religious precepts, for example, the precept that prohibits gay 

marriage. This debt and responsibility for the welfare of others modulates religious precepts. If a 

religious precept harms the welfare of others, then we have moral grounds—and the criterion—for 

doubting the authenticity of that precept. 

 

----- 

 

Merold Westphal, ''Religious Experience as Self-Transcendence and Self-Deception," Faith and  

Philosophy 9, no. 2 (April 1992): 168-189. 


