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 Why on earth would anyone in his right mind want to give a talk on 

Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche in a free-thinking, religiously liberal, Unitarian-

Universalist Church like ours?  This a man whose name is a by-word for Nihilism, 

which is the belief that all values are baseless and that nothing can be known or 

communicated; it embodies extreme pessimism and radical scepticism about 

existence.  Nietzsche is a man whose ideas, according to Steven Aschheim, 

Professor of History at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, have been blamed for two 

World Wars.  He is the man who invented the term the Will to Power, a term taken 

up enthusiastically by the Nazis, as they did with his idea of Ubermensch 

(Superman). He is a philosopher without a systematic philosophy, a man with 

contempt for all religions, but most of all for Christianity, which he repudiated in 

all its forms. He is the man who said that “God is dead”, earning the undying 

hatred of the established religious powers-that-be.  He allegedly hated liberal ethics 

and detested democratic ideals.  Nietzsche is a man who is famous for being 

notorious, a man who is likely to have been insane, or at best on the brink of 

insanity, when he wrote his most famous work, Thus Spake Zarathustra.  He was 

so hated by certain people that on his death it was immediately asserted without 

any evidence that he had died from tertiary syphilis, although it is much more 

likely that he died from the same heredity brain cancer that killed his father.  Some 



of what is said about Nietzsche is true - some of it is half true - some is not true at 

all.  As Nietzsche himself said:  There are no facts, only interpretations. He was 

speaking at the time only in the context of religion, but it is very apropos for the 

moment. He seems a very strange choice for a Sunday morning, but the fact is that 

he said, or rather wrote, some very interesting things in the course of his life, many 

of which will, perhaps surprisingly, resonate with this congregation. 

 He was an aphorist, that is to say someone who speaks the truth in short 

pithy sayings. Let me give you the first of a number of examples I am going to use.  

This is Nietzsche addressing the topic of religion. 

 You have your way.  I have my way.  As for the right way, the correct way 

and the only way, it does not exist.   

 I doubt that there are many in this church today who would disagree with 

that statement, which agrees so closely with our Fourth Principle, A free and 

responsible search for truth and meaning.  It affirms in the strongest terms that 

established religions, those that do not allow for free thought but require that their 

adherents, (literally those who must adhere to the prescribed way) have always 

been on the wrong side of the religious argument, of history.  For many people in 

this church, I know it has always been a source of puzzlement, maybe even 

amazement, that the dozens or more Christian sects, never mind the hundreds of 

other religions, all proclaim that they have the one way, the only way, the true and 



absolute way.  They can’t all be right.  Nietzsche said in fact that they are all 

wrong.  The multiplicity of faiths proves the point, in an unintended way.  For 

example, it has always amused me that in Scotland the Free Church splintered in to 

first the Wee Free Church of Scotland and then in to the Wee, Wee Free Church, 

split over arcane points of doctrine, each new church claiming to have the one and 

only correct answer, but with smaller and smaller numbers of true believers.  If you 

follow the schismatic process to its logical, if absurd conclusion, then everyone 

will have their own religious way, I will have mine and you will have yours, just as 

Nietzsche suggested.  In this, our non-creedal church, there is no right way, no one 

way. We each of us search for truth independently, in our own way.  It is the 

method, the fact that we search, not the content of our religion that matters, that 

counts.  We are in that sense, a Nietzschean Church. 

 I’m not sure that Nietzsche would be pleased at this turn of events.  He 

didn’t particularly care for religious people.  He once said: After coming in to 

contact with a religious man, I always feel I should wash my hands. However I 

think he would make an exception for us, as we do seem to have the same view of 

the established denominations as he did.  Amongst other things, he was troubled by 

the concept of Faith.  He defined Faith as:  Not wanting to know what is true. He 

also argued: That fear is the mother of morality. Or, as Hamlet put it: Conscience 

does make cowards of us all.  



 He preferred the Arts to Religion, and indeed saw the Arts as the 

replacement for Religion.  Of all the Arts, Music had a special attraction for him. I 

am sure that our musicians, and all of us who love music, would agree with his 

view that: Without music, life would be a mistake. 

 While on the topic of music, it interesting to note that he was at one time a 

great friend of Richard Wagner, but they had a falling out.  It seems that they had a 

sharp disagreement about two topics, anti-Semitism and Christianity.  Despite the 

way his ideas were adopted and perverted by the Nazis and used to justify the 

Holocaust, Nietzsche was a life-long opponent of anti-Semitism, which Wagner 

was not.  As regards Christianity, about which I will have more to say in a 

moment, Nietzsche was disgusted by the opera Parsifal, which he regarded as 

propaganda in a sickly sweet version of supposed Christian values.  In any event he 

and Wagner had a falling out and if you fell out with Nietzsche, you really fell out 

with him, and he let you have it with both barrels.  This is his broadside against his 

former friend: 

 Is Wagner a human being at all? Is he not rather a disease?  He 

contaminates everything he touches – he has made music sick. 

 But he could be light-hearted and had a good sense of humour. In March 

1883, Nietzsche sent off the manuscript of the first part of his master work Thus 

Spake Zarathustra to his publisher, Ernst Schmeitzner, but after a month or so 



nothing had happened, no books, no galleys, nothing.  He sent a furious letter to 

Schmeitzner demanding to know what was going on and got an apologetic, but 

vague, reply.  It was only another month later that he found out the real reason for 

the delay.  The printer had received a rush order for 500,000 hymnals that had to 

be delivered by Easter, putting all other jobs on hold.  Now Thus Spake 

Zarathustra included what was, to Christians, the infamous statement that “God is 

dead”.  Nietzsche appreciated the irony of hymn books taking precedence over his 

revolutionary iconoclastic thought and declared the whole episode was “downright 

comic”.  He never married but not for want of trying.  He once proposed to Lou 

Andreas Salome a Russian born author, the first female psycho-analyst and a 

famous proponent of free love. She turned him down.  His comment was: Ah 

women! They make the highs higher and the lows more frequent, 

 It is worth quoting at some length what Nietzsche actually wrote about the 

Death of God in Zarathustra. It is tragic in tone and very serious in intent. 

 God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. Yet his shadow still 

looms. How shall we comfort ourselves, we murderers of all murderers? What was 

the holiest and the mightiest of all the world has yet owned has bled to death under 

our knives.  Who will wipe his blood off us? What water is there for us to clean 

ourselves? 



 These are not the words of someone who came cheerful to his task. There is 

no triumphalism, no gloating, indeed the opposite is true.  He is a man stricken 

with a distressing realisation, the possibility that without God there would be no 

common sense of morality, even though he was an avowed Atheist, a man who 

declared that “I cannot believe in a God who wants to be praised all the time.” The 

great alleged nihilist was thus in mortal fear of nihilism. But he was in greater fear 

of Religion and particularly Christianity about which he had nothing good to say. 

For example, he declared that: The Christian resolution to find the world ugly and 

bad, has made the world ugly and bad.  He further asserted that: In Christianity 

neither morality nor religion come in to contact with reality at any point. And in a 

blow at the entire Christian panoply of saints and cherubs and angels and 

archangels he said that: There is not enough love and goodness in the world to 

permit giving it away to imaginary beings.  

  It is important to affirm the fact that Nietzsche did not kill God, he was 

simply acknowledging the fact that God was dead.  It was an idea that had become 

increasingly acceptable throughout the Nineteenth Century, although no one before 

him had been blunt enough or brave enough or foolhardy enough to announce it.  

Religious scepticism and anti-clericalism had been growing for a long time, from 

the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries at least, and had reached almost tidal 

wave proportions in the Nineteenth.  Indeed, as Jane told us, Matthew Arnold in 



the poem Dover Beach spoke of “the melancholy, long, withdrawing roar” of the 

sea of faith.   A.N. Wilson once referred to “Doubt” as The Victorian Disease, the 

title of his book. 

 Of course, Nietzsche, as a Classical scholar was undoubtedly aware of 

ancient forebears such as Lucretius, Epicurus and Marcus Tullius Cicero, who had 

cast doubt on the existence of God or gods, but to those worthies we can add 

Voltaire, David Hume, Thomas Paine, Jeremy Bentham, Goethe, Hegel, 

Kierkegaard, Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lord Byron, 

Schopenhauer, Shelley, John Stuart Mill, George Eliot, Susan B. Anthony, Charles 

Lyell, T. H. Huxley, Robert Owen, Walt Whitman, Andrew Carnegie, Mark Twain 

and Thomas Hardy, to mention just a few.  And, of course, there were the hammer 

blows of Darwin and Wallace who made a scientific case for the non-necessity of a 

God who created heaven and earth and all upon it. 

 I mentioned that Nietzsche was a Classical scholar and this leads us neatly in 

to a brief consideration of his life. He was born on October 15th, 1844 in Prussia to 

a Lutheran pastor and his wife.  His father died when he was four years old and I 

am enough of a Freudian to believe that Friedrich Wilhelm never got over it.  He 

once wrote that: Whoever does not have a good father should procure one, and on 

another occasion: When one has not had a good father, one must create one.  If 

one equates God with God the Father, perhaps this explains some of the stress 



amounting to agony that he displayed when pronouncing that God was dead.  Was 

he in part re-living the death of his own father?  That is just a thought.  In any 

event he proved to be a precocious, indeed a brilliant student, of Latin and Greek, 

and this was sufficient to earn him a place at an academically superior boarding 

school, where, notably for his future, he wrote an essay entitled Faith and History, 

in which he argued, in the tradition of Germanism, that is German Biblical 

Criticism, that Christianity did not stand up to the demands of historical research. 

He graduated from high school and entered the University of Bonn in 1864 to 

study theology and classical philology, but after one semester he lost his faith, a 

momentous event as it turned out, and left, attending instead the University of 

Leipzig, following one of his professors, Friedrich Wilhelm Ritschl.  (They 

apparently had a serious short supply of first names at the time, as it seems that 

every boy had to share his name with the contemporary King of Prussia, F-W IV).   

 In 1867, for an unknown reason, he joined the army, but was badly injured 

jumping on a horse and after a few months when he was finally able to walk, he 

returned to the University.  This was the beginning of a long period of decline in 

his health.  It was also when he met Wagner.  In 1869 Professor Ritschl 

recommended him to the Chair in Philology at the University of Basel in 

Switzerland, even though he had not completed his doctoral thesis.  Basel not only 

gave him the Professorship, the youngest man ever to occupy the position, at the 



tender age of 24, they also gave him his doctorate.  The other thing that occurred in 

1869 was that he renounced his German citizenship in favour of becoming, not a 

Swiss, but a Polish citizen.  He declared that he was a pure-blooded Polish 

nobleman without a single drop of bad German blood in his veins. However, when 

the Franco-German War occurred in 1870 he joined up as a medical orderly.  This 

was not perhaps the wisest of moves, because almost immediately he contracted 

dysentery and diphtheria.  He returned to the University but ill health forced him to 

relinquish his duties, although it was not until 1879 that he actually resigned, with 

a six-year pension of 3000 Swiss francs per year.  One of his most famous 

aphorisms: That which does not kill us, makes us stronger, unfortunately did not 

apply to him.  

 He was a sick man for the rest of his life and suffered a great deal.  He once 

wrote: To live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.  He 

apparently did find some meaning, some purpose, because in the decade from 1879 

to 1889 he produced much of his most important work.  Building on the success of 

The Birth of Tragedy, which extolled the virtues of Early Greek Drama and 

nominated Wagner as the person most able and most likely to revive its principles 

and purposes, then The Case of Wagner, in which he reversed himself and 

excoriated his former friend, he produced The Anti-Christ, The Gay Science, and 

his final publication The Twilight of the Idols.  All of these works reflected the 



conclusions that he presented most emphatically in Thus Spake Zarathustra, 

published in four parts between 1885 and 1889.  I said early in the talk that he was 

not a systematic philosopher, he was too emotionally charged for that.  He 

produced literature rather than philosophy, although he apparently thought of 

himself as a philosopher.  He asserted that the central task of philosophy is to teach 

us to become who we are.   

 His core insight and probably the most dangerous from the point of view of 

Christianity was that: There does not exist any perspective external to or higher 

than life itself. [Note that this is close to Einstein’s General Relativity, which does 

not allow for outside observer or external clock because there is no ‘outside’, there 

is only the Universe] This means that there cannot be any privileged viewpoint, 

any abstraction or force outside the world as we know it; there is nothing beyond 

reality beyond life itself, there is no transcendence, nothing metaphysical, no ideal 

Platonic world, no Christian Heaven.  It follows that we can make no judgements 

on existence that are universally valid or objective.  Indeed he argued that: All 

things are subject to interpretation.  Whichever interpretation prevails at a given 

time is a function of power, not truth.  In his time and in his culture, Christianity 

had all the power and, among other things, had given humanity a hidden prejudice 

in favour of ‘the beyond’, at the expense of ‘the here and now’.  In Nietzsche’s 

view this must be changed and that can only be done by the Will to Power, which 



alone can overcome the pernicious doctrine of Original Sin. (Incidentally it is 

interesting to note that in stark contrast with that idea, Confucius believed that 

humans were born good). 

 Much has been written about The Will to Power, almost all of it negative, 

but analysed carefully it is much closer to Abraham Maslow’s concept of Self-

Actualization than anything else.  It is in Nietzsche’s view the latent power in all of 

us to overcome what he called the slave mentality induced by adherence to 

Christianity and instead become who we really are.  It is the original source idea of 

the whole Self-Help movement.  Catastrophically, least importantly for his 

reputation, it was an idea taken up by the Nazis and perverted out of all 

recognition.  The blame for this turn of events can be laid squarely at the feet of his 

sister Elizabeth and her husband, who were both virulent anti-Semites.  As is well 

known, Nietzsche went mad in 1889 and was in a virtual catatonic state until his 

death on August 25th 1900.  He was nursed though this terrible ordeal first by his 

mother, until she died, and then by Elizabeth.  The consequence was that Elizabeth 

became his literary executrix and was able to do whatever she liked with his entire 

body of work.  She and her husband used it to promote their own evil ideology, 

taking particularly the idea of Ubermensch and using it to argue for the racial 

superiority of the so called German race.   



 There is so much more that could be said about Nietzsche, both for and 

against. Scholars will continue to argue over his contribution to thought for 

decades to come, just as they have in the 116 years since he died.  I would love to 

share more of his aphorisms with you and subject them to more detailed analysis 

than is possible in the time available. I will close with a brief comment on his 

influence.  Influence is sometimes hard to establish.  Unless an author directly 

states that he read X, or corresponded with Y, or co-operated with Z, it is often 

difficult to prove influence.  This is not the case with Nietzsche.  His influence 

even during his lifetime was enormous and well attested, and has grown ever since.  

A partial list of individuals he influenced has to include Carl Jaspers, Martin 

Heidegger, Carl Jung, Sigmund Freud, Thomas Mann, William and Henry James, 

W. B. Yeats, Karl Mannheim, Bertrand Russell, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 

Beauvoir, Michel Foucault and in general terms all the Existentialists and Psycho-

analysts of the last century and this.  Then of course there is the current crop of so-

called New Atheists, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens, and 

Richard Dawkins.  There is, of course, back-lash, as there always has been.  The 

God-is-Back Movement has plenty of adherents, and we barely need reminding of 

the Fundamentalists in Christianity, Islam and Hinduism, just to name the most 

obvious.  But I leave you with the first Nietzschean aphorism I quoted at the 



beginning of this talk. You have your way.  I have my way.  As for the right way, 

the correct way, and the only way, it does not exist. 

Thank you. 

 


