Bedrock Values at the Heart of Humanism       UUCS                      3/4/07

I picked up Kurt Vonnegut’s new book,  “Man Without a Country” (p 70 ) and read this:
  Do you know what a humanist is? 

My parents and grandparents were humanists, what used to be called Free Thinkers. So as a humanist I am honoring my ancestors, which the Bible says is a good thing to do. We humanists try to behave as decently, as fairly, and as honorably as we can without any expectation of rewards or punishments in an afterlife. My brother and sister didn't think there was one, my parents and grandparents didn't think there was one. It was enough that they were alive. We humanists serve as best we can the only abstraction with which we have any real familiarity, which is our community. 

I am, incidentally, Honorary President of the American Humanist Association, having succeeded the late, great science-fiction writer Isaac Asimov in that totally functionless capacity. We had a memorial service for Isaac a few years back, and I spoke and said at one point, "Isaac is up in heaven now." It was the funniest thing I could have said to an audience of humanists. I rolled them in the aisles. It was several minutes before order could be restored. And if I should ever die, God forbid, I hope you will say, "Kurt is up in heaven now." That's my favorite joke. 

How do humanists feel about Jesus? I say of Jesus, as all humanists do, "If what he said is good, and so much of it is absolutely beautiful, what does it matter if he was God or not?" 

They didn’t teach me much about Humanism at Princeton Seminary.  Growing up in an evangelical Christian household, my only exposure to the concept of humanism was as people talked about “secular humanists” who were trying to pretend their faith wasn’t a religion, who were taking over our schools and not letting people talk about Jesus in the classrooms.  

When I became a Unitarian Universalist, I saw that Humanism was a strong influence in our movement, and I wanted to learn more about it.  I started reading “The Humanist: A  Magazine For Critical Inquiry and Social Concerns.”   It was wonderful. Inside there were interviews with people like Alice Walker talking about her spiritual life in connection with nature, with Aung San Suu Kyi, the dissident Burmese  leader. There were articles about social justice, education, global politics.  There was a “Watch on the Right” column in every issue.   


  On its inside cover is a definition of Humanism: “ Humanism is a rational philosophy informed by science, inspired by art, and motivated by compassion. Affirming the dignity of each human being, it supports the maximization of human liberty and opportunity consonant with social and planetary responsibility. It advocates the extension of participatory democracy and the expansion of the open society, standing for human rights and social justice. Free of supernaturalism, it recognizes human beings as a part of nature and holds that values -- be they religious, ethical, social, or political -- have their source in human nature, experience, and culture. Humanism thus derives the goals of life from human need and interest rather than from theological or ideological abstractions, and asserts that humanity must take responsibility for its own destiny.”  


There is a shorter definition on one of the web sites I visited: “ Humanism is a philosophy of joyous service for the greater good of all humanity in this natural world and advocating the methods of reason, science and democracy.”

I have learned that the Humanist Manifesto was written in 1933, and that many of those who signed it were Unitarians.   Humanism was profoundly important in the spread of Unitarianism in the South in the Fellowship Movement. Most of the fellowships started by a man named Monroe Husbands in the ‘40’s and ‘50’s were humanist. A “fellowship” is a Unitarian group without a minister, led by lay people. This church started that way. Some UU churches with ministers still call themselves fellowships these days, as the word “church” has connotations a majority of the members don’t like.  This congregation has a good portion of Humanists, and there is a Humanism discussion held on every third Wednesday that is a lively interchange. 
 
Humanism is  a movement of hope, of good sense, of fresh air clearing away what people felt was the stuffiness, rigidity and destructiveness of superstition and dogma.  One of the major voices of Humanism in the 30’s was John Dewy, who wrote a book called “A Common Faith”   He pointed out, as many have done,  how much damage had been done in the name of religion.  We all know that.  Religious beliefs can cause pain.  People can separate from one another over differences in belief.  There are the fatal hurts like the killings in N. Ireland and emotional hurts like most of us have experienced in our families.   Some of us have had friends and loved ones turn away from us in concern  or anger over our religious differences.   Most of my family is sad about  me around this issue of my being UU.  I know all of you have experiences like that too. 


 What Dewey wanted to do was to articulate a faith that would take the moral and ethical value of religion without the lists of what he called supernatural things to believe.  He said that spiritual renewal is found in human relations, human welfare, and human progress.   There is a religious quality to experience when we feel love and connection, hope, wonder, when we feel part of a larger whole.  You don’t need to postulate a being greater than yourself in order to be a moral and ethical person. 

How can there be a “religious” quality to life if you don’t have a belief in God? That’s a question a lot of people ask, and it’s okay, it just comes from not knowing. “Religion” comes from the Latin words meaning to reconnect. Ligio, ligament, religion… a connective bond.  The whole Buddhist religion began as a practice for life, not as a belief in a god of any kind. 
Dewey called a religious attitude “A composing and harmonizing of the various elements of our being that settles and arranges the conditions around us.”   Having that harmony can bring about a   stance of acceptance so you can be ready and glad to face the circumstances of life. 

Do you just accept the way things are? No, it’s a natural human urge to make things better. The motivating force in Humanism is the tension felt and seen between the ideal and the actual, between how things should be and how they are.   You see how a human life could be lived. You see how you could have responded in a certain situation. Next time, maybe you’ll do better.  If you can’t see, together with other people the way can become clearer.  There is no need for fear of retribution of eternal pain. There is no need for redemption from an external source.   

(p.33)    Humanism frees the human mind to arrive at the truth without having to rationalize and twist to fit religious doctrines.   In Boston there is a statue of birth control educator Margaret Sanger with her mouth taped shut, since the powers that be tried to silence her. She could see that women were dying from having too many children too close together, so she wanted to  start educating them on how to prevent unwanted pregnancies. She came under tremendous fire from the churches of her day.  Things haven’t changed much. So you remember Joycelyn Elders, getting fired because  she wanted to talk  frankly about sex and birth control.    We are required in most states to teach only abstinence as the way to prevent HIV/AIDS.  Tell that to the babies in ICU who have it. Abstinence, y’all.


Humanism suggests we use our intelligence to solve the problems of our society.   We should not wait to be saved by God, for the earth’s problems to be erased by the second coming of Christ. 39 Humanism suggests that Intelligence is open and public. Doctrine is private and limited, and it should not be used to drive public policy.
You should use common sense.  (P.80)  Humanism expresses frustration with the passivity encouraged by waiting to be saved. You all know the story about the preacher who stood in the knee-deep flood waters praying to be rescued.  A guy in a raft rowed over to the Preacher and said "Preacher, Preacher you better get in here before you drown!" 

Despite the second warning the Preacher just stood there and replied "Don't worry God will save me." 

The man then said "Whatever!!" and rowed away in the orange raft. 

The water was now waist-deep and a guy in a power boat came to the Preacher and said "Preacher,Preacher you better get in here before you drown!" 

Despite the third warning the Preacher just stood there and replied "Don't worry God will save me." 

With that the man said "Whatever!" and jetted away in the power boat. 

The water was now neck-deep and a guy in a helicopter came and said "Preacher, Preacher you better get your butt in here before you drown!!" 

The man still just stood there and replied "Don't worry God will save me." And with that the man said "Whatever" and flew away. 

The water then got so deep that the Preacher was sucked under and died. When he opened his eyes he noticed that he was in heaven. He then saw God and asked "God! Why didn't you save me from that horrible flood?" 

God then replied, " I sent you  a raft, a power boat, and a helicopter…. What else do you want from me?"  

The values that should drive public life are those common, naturally obvious values which are held by those of every culture and every faith. Kindness, fairness, decency, health, happiness, respect, compassion.
 


53 Humanism celebrates a sense of awe and wonder in relationship to nature.  Nature’s beauties and terrors are obvious and lead to natural piety and sense of wonder. There is room in humanism for that sense of something larger than yourself – the community, the world, nature.  Some folks call themselves Spiritual Humanists, and they look to celebrate times and seasons with ritual and ceremony.  
 


What do I think? What do you think?    I’m a theist UU.  I’m not sure the world of the Spirit is supernatural. I think it is very much a part of the natural world.  I think there is God in everyone and every thing.   I agree with everything the Humanists say, though, about figuring things out for ourselves, trying to make things better for ourselves and our fellow humans, and not making our religion hurtful.  I think you can be a humanist and be a person of deep faith in truth, of deep faith in action, deep faith that there is an ideal in the heart of things and that effort and will and cooperation can bring it out. Its bedrock values, drawn from human nature and experience, look to me to be: kindness, balancing the pursuit of happiness with a responsibility to the earth and the human community as a whole, using reason and science and the best intention and will to solve this life’s problems in this life, to have free range of thought without fear of eternal punishment, to do your best. 

 I’m not sure how Humanism handles the anguish of trying to be a good person and failing, of doing something awful and destructive and trying to forgive yourself, of forgiving wrongs done to you by others.  I’m sure there are discussions about it, and that a sensible approach like “you just do your best” is in there somewhere. I’m looking forward to learning more.
First, Humanism believes in a naturalistic metaphysics of attitude toward the universe that considers all forms of the supernatural as myth; and that regards Nature as the totality of being and as a constantly changing system of matter and energy which exists independently of any mind or consciousness.
Second, Humanism, drawing especially upon the laws and facts of science, believes that humans are an evolutionary product of the Nature of which we are a part; that our minds are indivisibly conjoined with the functioning of our brains; and that as an inseparable unity of body and personality we can have no conscious survival after death.
Third, Humanism, having its ultimate faith in human beings, believes that we possess the power or potentiality of solving our own problems, through reliance primarily upon reason and scientific method applied with courage and vision.
Fourth, Humanism, in opposition to all theories of universal determinism, fatalism, or predestination, believes that human beings, while conditioned by the past, possess genuine freedom of creative choice and action, and are, within certain objective limits, the masters of their own destiny.
Fifth, Humanism believes in an ethics or morality that grounds all human values in this-earthly experiences and relationships and that holds as its highest goal the this-worldly happiness, freedom, and progress--economic, cultural, and ethical--of all humankind, irrespective of nation, race, or religion.
Sixth, Humanism believes that the individual attains the good life by harmoniously combining personal satisfactions and continuous self-development with significant work and other activities that contribute to the welfare of the community.
Seventh, Humanism believes in the widest possible development of art and the awareness of beauty, including the appreciation of Nature's loveliness and splendor, so that the aesthetic experience may become a pervasive reality in the life of human beings.
Eighth, Humanism believes in a far-reaching social program that stands for the establishment throughout the world of democracy, peace, and a high standard of living on the foundations of a flourishing economic order, both national and international.
Ninth, Humanism believes in the complete social implementation of reason and scientific method; and thereby in democratic procedures, and parliamentary government, with full freedom of expression and civil liberties, throughout all areas of economic, political, and cultural life.
Tenth, Humanism, in accordance with scientific method, believes in the unending questioning of basic assumptions and convictions, including its own. Humanism is not a new dogma, but is a developing philosophy ever open to experimental testing, newly discovered facts, and more rigorous reasoning.

Human beings, using their own intelligence and cooperating liberally with one another, can build an enduring citadel of peace and beauty upon this earth.
Corliss Lamont, from The Philosophy of Humanism, 1990 
