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The Meaning of Human Life

M.J. Langeveld

[t is an old saying in european philosophy that man is a “rational
animal”. If it is right to call man this, I am inclined to say that this
means that man is no animal but a self-made rational ‘‘creature”. But I
also want then to say that being rational is not enough for being
“human’”. Man may be “rational”, but ... is he reasonable? It is
rational to see the limits of man's ratio, man's intellectual, cognitive,
logical thinking. It is more than that to be reasonable and that would
mean in this context: to develop humility and to consider other aspects of
man'’s soul than his evenrual rationality. Man might ask whether he can
really know and understand everything in the activity of human ratio
only. Does he make his life in Jove and devotion, in moral truth, in the
beauty of arts, in the reliability and responsibility of humanly social
relationship, in the knowledge of rationality only? Or is there another
aspect of man’s person, of man's mind and man’s ““heart’”? Is there not
only “rational intelligence’’ but also “‘sensitive intelligence’'? Is there not
only rational thinking but also wisdom? Not only the truth of rational
arguments but also the truth of sacrifice, of faith, of faithfulness, of
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loyalty? The “truth’ of beauty in nature, in arts, in the history of man’s
life? Is in the culture of the Greeks who invented the idea of man’s being
a “rational animal”, not also the truth of the great tragedies of their
great drama-writers, and the truth of epics of their great poets?

Is it perhaps justified to say as I allowed myself to say a long time ago
already — that the end of Christianity began in the year 325 after Christ,
when a council of Christian theologians came together and formulated
the dogmas of Christian theology and of what they considered to be
Christianity in such a rational way that from then on dogmatization
became too rationalistic a process? Too rationalistic to be compared with
human dignity.

The Greek tradition in philosophy as well as the Latin tradition
became from early on a strong rationalization, which in spite of later
Protestant ideas, in spite of a growing process in human sciences, is
strongly supported by the development of the sciences of nature and of
mathematies. And from these rationalities hiuman dignity does not take
its origin.

Man, from very early periods in the history of all culture we know of,
reaches further than ratio, than rationalization: he sees over the bridges
of his rational mind into the world of things hoped for, into the evidence
of things not seen, into the world of religion, into the world of the un-
understood, into the world of faith, the world of sacrifice, the world of
mystery, the world of love and unselfishness, the world of beauty, the
world of human devotion to goodness and honesty. Man sees those
bridges to man’s highest dignity and to man’s deepest failure.

From now on it is evident that man's most triumphant realization of
man'’s life will never reach man’s highest vision of what he and his world
could be: — if man could not really pass over these bridges the mind can

see, the heart can know. If ever man could reach this in complete reality,
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he himself and his world would be perfect. ‘‘Perfect”: that means
completed. They could not be better.

Well, ladies and gentlemen, pardon me: but it is my sincere con-
viction that no purely-and-only rational creature could ever believe that
man could make himself and his life and his world *“perfect” in the sense
I tried to indicate. — Bur: at the same time it is my sincere conviction
that man in his deepest humility and highest devotion has to try to go
this way to the world of the more-than-human, the more-than-rational:
the world of the Absolute Value. And we know how in the old Latin
language it was already very clearly said, that things have their value by
quality not just by quantity or rationality. -

And now let us direct our attention to man: of everybody there is only
one. Of every child there is only one. So we must say: be that one. For
that means: be your real quality. Only then we can live our life, when the
other humans are directed to the World of Quality. And rationality may
serve us, but we will not direct our soul to this only: it may help. To give
it its instrumental place. As we are doing at this very moment, we meet
in a place where we planned to be: a rational decision. And we use a
language for our contact which by competent help serves us on both
sides. I try to explain my thoughts in a rational way. And even on this
way it becomes evident that human reason by being rational opens our
eyes to the borders.

So, ladies and gentlemen, when we ask ourselves the question, what
the meaning of human life could be, we have to go through a difficult
problem. First of all: life has not just a meaning for the living person
himself only and he must realize that. What does my life mean for my
parents? For the person to whom I am married? To my children? To my
friends? To my colleagues? etc. etc. But there again there are several
meanings also in the same relation: a person may be positively accepted
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for his personal qualities of various sorts but he may not be positively
accepted in his qualities as a craftsman or as a citizen, etc.

Now you know: man is a vulnerable creature, and therefore: thereis a
division in tasks, not only biologically as between man and woman, but
also between labour-tasks, between crafts, etc. and between helping and
leading, between the helping and the helpless, etc. Man’s life is con-
sequently based on all these different tasks. Being an effective, a
competent helper for the vulnerable human being then must be one of
the essential meanings of his life. And although no helper never will need
help himself, as he is a human being also, his primary task will be not
only to be a good and reliable helper but also: not to create himself as a
person who would need more help than the strictly inevitable help
everybody might need. So man has to be able to help himself and he
must be prepared to help his fellow-human beings.

And here a whole set of answers and tasks of man are showing up:
responsibility as well as attention for man and mankind, willingness as
well as competence to help, show themselves. But man has to accept a
good deal more, when these many facts will realize their real value. So he
has to work together, to co-operate not only in groups but also his atti-
tude of willingness, his social co-operation show themselves as inevitable
values. And we may not exploit other peoples’ willingness to help and co-
operate. But the helpless: the young child, the old person, the invalid
and so on, they must be safe in our world.

One thing we must not forget, I believe, namely that man is not called
into life by himself. The responsibility hegan with his parents. And
education had to teach him two facts: the one is that he has gradually to
take the responsibility for himself, and the other is that kis children are
born to his responsibility. And “responsibility” is a good word: it says
that we have to respond, to give an answer. Well this answer must be
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reliable, true, honest — for otherwise no person could live in human
relationship. We must see human life first as the meaningful answer to
its real fulfilment. Man’s life is not just only a biological process, a
mechanism of living, it is a realization of man’s best possibilities.

All too often we see that man is not devoting himself to his best, his
highest, his most urgently needed possibilities. All too often he is neither
active at the basic nor at the highest tops of his valuable possibilities. He
profits from other peoples devotedness. This may be his privilege in love
or in powerlessness. But he has always and primarily to offer his own
availability, his own competence. And so he has to try to develop his
competence. And in education we have to educate, to form his com-
petence. In his creativity he is not dreaming away into the empty air but
he is making, stimulating, supporting or leading this creative availability
from the simplest service up to the highest moral, religious, esthetic,
social values. All this is not rational, or not just only rational, it is
making man'’s life of a growing value or of the highest value. We can live
in the merely biological sense on a much lower level of achievement and
it can be inevitable to accept it sometimes, but we must try to go over the
bridges into the world of the higher, the better, the more valuable.
Man’s life now grows from a mechanic or a minimal process into his
highest fulfillment. His responsibility for his own life as well as for other
peoples’ life and for the life of his children now grows into its best and
highest values. We have several times used the words “meaning™ and
“value’ and we must now give some attention to the fact that something
very remarkable is happening, when man is directed towards meaning or
value. He then leaves the boundaries of the body. Let me explain this.

When I point with my finger to the sun, the person who understands
the meaning of my pointing finger, looks away from the finger and
follows with his eyes the direction towards the object [ am pointing to.
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This object itself is a visible object, namely the sun, butsois my finger —
in between is the unvisible line, the unvisible meaning of my pointing
finger. So is the meaning of words an abstract way sometimes referring
to most concrete things, sometimes referring to most abstract ideas, to
most difficult notions — so when I speak of “God” or of the beauty of a
piece of music or to the complex construction in mathematics. Man
breaks out of the limits of his body in the meaning of the many things
which he can indicate with his words, with his singing voice, with the
hands or the arms expressing respect or religious meaning. But he makes
himself understandable by his fellow-men through the words he uses, the
pictures he paints, the music he produces. His fellow-men can often find
their way to the deepest meaning, to things they never thought of
themselves. The expression of his face or his eyes explains much of what

he does not say.
But, ladies and gentlemen, what we call “cultural life” and its

“history” are two ways of indicating great products of man’s building up
of the human world in its deepest, most impressive as well as most tragic
meaning. The great as well as the tragic products of man’s worlds of
meaning have their cultural and their historical context. They give man
their specific replies of their specific worlds of meaning: each cultural
world, each cultural aspect offers man impressive products. These
products of culture have their meaning for a community as well as fora
history as well as for individual persons. And in a time like our own we
see that in many parts of the world the cultural contexts have fallen
down, have lost their dominant meaning for many persons. Man in our
times has often lost his openness to — for example — religion, his
openness to arts of his own country in former periods, his understanding
of other aspects of arts or his openness to the history of his own country.
And — ladies and gentlemen — it is not so difficult to take away from
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man what has made him happy or what has opened for him his entrance
to the deeper problems of mankind. But when we have spoiled this for
man, what can we offer him of an equally high quality? In our times we
may say that all too often we do not give him back anything of a high
quality or of a deep wisdom. We leave nowadays only a short period to
the young people to learn the deepest or the highest — and then: we are
astonished to see what takes its place: the immature opinion, the
aggressive annihilation, the increasing delinquency, the pretentious and
rigid opinions in the fields of society, economics or politics.

Yet — all this has a long story. Already a long time ago, in the
eighteenth century there was a new word made in which man’s risk of
losing his understanding of himself was expressed: *‘alienation’. A long
time later, the western philosophers had formulated the problem of man
losing his religious understanding of his world. In the early nineteenth
century, they said *‘the God was dead”, “Gott ist tot” and a politician
and economist somewhat later, a certain Karl Marx, spoke of the
“Entfremdung’ — again the “alienation” of man: man who had lost the
understanding of himself. And more and more man begins to go back to
the purely rationalistic attitude: he believes again and more and more
that the rational will solve the problems of his existence. Our times show
again this overestimation of the rational only. Soon we’ll play in the
lottery and find the most immediate person we love by a statistic gamble
only. In that way we'll forget more and more completely that the
profoundest creation of man is his discovery of the meaning-and-value of
his life in love and devotion, his completest self-surrender to the sincere
safety of man in the world of man. Safety in life, in weakness of the
child, the old, the invalid, the poor, the helpless. ““Safety”, however, not
to spoil him as a spoiled child whose character and personality are
ruined by indulgence, by giving free course to all his wishes, passions
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and pleasures. No, safety also implies the safety of man for his own self-
indulgence, his ego-centric self-centered primitivity, childishness and
arrogance. Safety is also the safety of man against despair and
hopelessness. We, human beings, realize the aim of man’s life only in the
safety of our fellow-men. Not only in physical safety but also and most
essentially in our respect for man's creation of the simplest up to the
highest values in the meaningful action, service, creativity in all fields of
human possibility. So we might say that it is the deepest sense of man’s
life to be available, not just as a servant or as a master but as person who
helps the helpless. And the person who says that he loves another human
person, has made it most concrete in reality that he from now on realizes
the touchstone, that by which he will be measured: not in quantity butin
quality.

And how do we define his “quality”? By his reliability, his being
trustworthy. Even Christ on the Cross lost his belief when he said that
God had left him; “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani”: “My God, my God, why
hast Thou left me?”” When we find these words in an old book, so holy
for so many people, we must realize that the person who spoke those
words has found the love of many generations of human beings. They
must have meant that the deepest despair of man was expressed there
and they wanted to stand at the side of this person in his deepest despair:
this person killed by other human beings, this person betrayed by man,
this person who even understood his experience of being killed as a
decision of his God.

1 do not mention this as a kind of preaching, of religious preaching. I
only mention it to show how deep this problem of reliability and human
despair is connected with man’s deepest convictions in a particular
religion. It is only used here to illustrate that we are speaking about an
aspect of man: his vulnerability, his need of reliability in help, in sup-
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port. Man, this creature which has such a high opinion about himself as
the most rational animal, is the being that should know deeply also of his
weakness, his helplessness.

And so, ladies and gentlemen, the aim or the aims of life must be seen
in this light of man’s helplessness. Don't let him over estimate himself!
We, human beings, need one another. And so reliability is a primary
aim. But what would this imply? If a person is reliable he must also be
competent. And these two are immediately connected with man’s under-
standing of his responsibility. For reliable competence produces new
discoveries and new presuppositions of responsibility.

When I bring reliability, competence and responsibility together in
man’s most evident and man’s deepest helplessness, I wonder whether I
could bring together these three aims in this specific relation to man’s
helplessness in one word. If there is one idea, one reality of this quality,
we must — I believe — say that the aim of man’s life is love.

Love, not necessarily “sex”’, not necessarily “falling in love”, but the
unselfish, deepest devotion to man, expressed in being available in
responsible, competent and reliable realization.

When we speak of (1) reliability, (2) competence, (3) responsibility as
indispensable presuppositions for the realization of the aim of man’s life,
we bring these conditions together under the name of “love’ in the
meaning of man’s unselfish devotion to man.

In order to make it clear that we do not mean man’s egocentric self-
concentration, we also add the quality of his availability. So we come to
an attitude of human active life in a unit of four qualities: reliability,
competence, responsibility and availability.

We might now add some remarks to specify somewhat the meaning of
these words and the consequences of this meaning. May I first of all say
something about competence. Those who would ever call themselves
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“competent”’, should also think of very simple tasks. For such simple
tasks may help man to become a person who can achieve the most
primary tasks of life: he can eat his own food, he can keep his own body
clean, he can go on his own feet, say his own words, etc. However the
demands of competence grow with the years — and so the limits of his
competence come nearer in many respects. This has the consequence
that the surrounding world must be helpful first on an elementary level,
then on an ever growing complex level of required capabilities. This
implies that the growing child is more and more dependent on the
educating world around him for growing up into a less incompetent
human being. And it is an aspect of adulthood that we recognize in many
respects our dependency on other peoples’ competence. So competence
and modesty, modesty and co-operation go together. This presupposes
our reliability in offering our competence and in inviting co-operation at
the right moment for the right task. The reliable person not only knows
what he can but also what he cannot do. And here his responsibility
shows up clearly: it is evident that the reliable person, understanding his
competence as well as its limitations, is responsible for his intervention
as well as for his call for help.

But responsibility is a much more complex attitude than expressed
only in this co-operative process, for we act in many most essential cases
or we neglect our action in most essential cases, where we take the
responsibility — for example — for human life or death, without being
able completely to understand what we are taking upon our responsi-
bility. And so the competence also becomes more and more many-sided.
The pretention to be a competent adult requires more and more the
confrontation with the many tests-of-life. For man and his society
nothing is more dangerous than this uncontrolled test. And so from the
first moment on, the responsibility is of highest importance as an aspect
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of education as well as an aspect of the self-education of man. Every
aspect of man's life's aims calls up this question of competent-
responsibility as a basic aspect of man's reliability. And nobody is
available in a responsible way who is pretentious in these respects. His
reliability is presupposed. Only the reliable person lives, loves and works
in competent availability.

So here we may say: in this unity which implies our complete personal
devotion I see the aim of man, the aim of education and the essence of
being an adult.

When we analyse the meaning of human life and come to the con-
clusion that responsibility, reliability, capability are of highest value for
man, we also have discovered at the same time a few more things: man's
vulnerability, man's sensitivity, man's rationality. And we see his tasks
in these matters as his most essential aim in education and self-
formation. Otherwise he would not be really available for his life-
commitment.

We now could say that these seven aspects are brought together in a
creative process:

the creation of the human self and the human world;

the creation of a living together on common as well as on personal

responsibility;

the creation of the world of expression and communication in the

human person and his moral values, in religion as a living world

concept, in the arts, in the human relations.
And all this brings us back to man’s breaking out of the body: in his
intentions, in his language as expression and as a means of breaking out
of his limitations as a personal subject who expresses and who un-
derstands. In his intentions, in his meanings he breaks out of his body in
creating meaning as well as in understanding meaning, and in his in-
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tentions and all their possibilities of expression as well as impression, the
values of positive as well as of negative quality are discovered and turned
into reality or refused.

To the many prerequisites here belong — as we said already —
human language, human expression. This presupposes the human body.
But — as we have seen too — man can break out of this body and this is
in one way a most simple but only human capacity (e.g.: language), in
another way this is man's highest possibility (e.g.: his deepest con-
viction). There, his many aspects are brought into the unity of his /ife-
realization in his highest intentions, surpassing the limits of his body,
that is: of his life.

Man offers this discovery to himself, to his fellow-men in different
forms: in religion, in love, in arts, in wisdom. He can lose his trust that
he will ever realize anything of all this. Our answer is: come to meet what
we can offer and what we canaccept. May we call it Love? Must we call it
“More than that”'? But, we pray one another: offer it and accept it in
your highest response, in your completest reliability of honesty and
unselfishness. The symbols and images of this are manifold, but You,
Man: You an unique. You are Yoursell. Make it justified that you are
available: in all modesty and reality. This means the reality of your
choice and judgement of being available not for the bad or the worthless
but for what you understand honestly in its value. Your offer of your
availability shows trust and faith and it offers hope. Then you create

both: faith and hope. And your highest offer is available.
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