Introduction to: Man’s Purpose


We enter the world as Sojourners

We are all sojourners, traveling & passing through this thing called “life”.  We know – by our own observation - that this travel has a beginning point and an end point.  The beginning point comes to us, not from our recollection, but from the collected stories of others – the telling of when we were born.  We even observe the beginning of others – the birth of babies.

The end point eventually comes in to view as well.  Someone we know dies, or, we drive by a cemetery & see how life comes to an end to many people that we do not even know.

In between the beginning & the end is what we call our life.  Ultimately, one asks “What is my purpose”, that is, “Why am I here?”  Am I not more than something that simply fulfills needs & wants: eating & breathing and making more little humans (who do the same thing, ad infinitum)?  And if we define ourselves by our jobs / interests / leisure activity / hobbies / we ultimately find these things to be transitory, subject to circumstances.  We wonder if there is anything – as a principle of our life – that is not transitory, not hostage to circumstances.  Are we more than our biological needs & wants: eating & breathing and making more little humans (who do the same thing, ad infinitum)?

Looking around us, we question our collective purpose?  When one enters the community of mankind & asks, ‘What is the meaning of this city?’ what will be our answer?  Will it be that we dwell together only to make commerce?  Is that our collective purpose?  Do we live together because we love one another?  What would be your answer?

So we not only question “what is my purpose” but “what is our purpose”.  Not only “Who am I” but “Who are we?”

The questions cannot be satisfactorily answered until we know what we are for.  In fact, you do not know what anything is, until you know what it is for.  Even knowing what we are made of (electrons, protons, muscle tissue) does not inherently answer what we are for.

Here’s an example: Suppose a man who has never shaved: and suppose that he suddenly discovers a razor. He does not know what it is, but he discovers that it cuts. Whereupon he uses it for cutting wood. He does not cut a great deal of wood and he ruins the razor, leaving it fit only for the scrap-heap. The point is that he has used it without knowing its purpose; and save by accident such use must always be misuse. And in the face of the general proposition that nothing can be used aright until its purpose is known, the man who uses anything at all without such knowledge is acting blindly. He may mean well, but that is no substitute for a knowledge of purpose.

Apply this principle to man himself: we cannot use ourselves correctly, nor help any other man till we know what man is for: we can meddle with him, tinker with him, mean well to him, 

but, exclusive of a limited way, we cannot help him.

Here are some responses

A philanthropist might say: "Whether there is purpose or not, here is a man suffering & I will relieve him".  The response is still the same: if you do not know what men are - that is, are for - how do you know what is good for them? Once healed, what is that man’s purpose?  What is the thing that helps a being to achieve his true purpose.  How can you help men towards that, if you do not know what their true purpose is?

Perhaps one could choose a purpose in life.  Suppose men & women decide for themselves what they will use their life for.  But given the myriad possibilities, the chances are that they will choose the wrong one and so spoil their life: and if they are in a position to control the destinies of others, whether as a king or a dictator or simply as the father of a family, the disaster will be very great: and the more zealous and energetic he is, the greater will be the disaster. 

Perhaps we could determine man’s purpose by studying man’s nature.

NATURE: what we are & what we are able to do.  The nature of a fish allows it to breath under water.  The nature of man allows him to laugh.  A fish can’t laugh & a man can’t breath under water.  They have different natures.

And then, knowing man’s nature, we could then reason as to the particular purpose for which a being of that nature must have been made.

The first problem is that we may end up in error in our efforts to read man’s nature.  Someone may watch the Olympics & determine that those activities are his purpose because we now have an understanding of his potential.  Or listen to a symphony & determine that is our purpose – to create beautiful music. Or see beautiful paintings at an art museum & determine that is our purpose – to create beautiful art.
IS THAT ALL THERE IS?

I recall a Super Bowl where the halftime show was performed by a group called “Up With People”.  It was uplifting, but at the end of it, I was left with the question: Why?  Up with people because they are people?  That doesn’t answer the question why?!!!!

The second problem of determining our purpose from studying our nature is far greater & far more important.  Even if we were to fully understand - with no shadow of error - the purpose of man's life could be deduced from it only if the purpose of man's life were contained in it.

That is, if man's purpose simply meant the highest activity possible to his own nature.

But suppose that the purpose of human life is some activity or state higher than man's nature.  Then we cannot find it simply by studying his nature.  We cannot deduce it from our nature.

An analogy to this might be this: have you ever seen a movie where the thieves enter a building with alarms triggered by ultra-violet light beams.  And the thieves cannot see the light beams without special glasses that they wear in order to see the ultra-violet light beams.  The light beams are impossible to see by our nature – the light waves we can naturally see.  So determining our purpose from studying our nature is like the thief without the glasses.  He would conclude that there is no other light that what he can see.  The person who attempts to determine their purpose from man’s nature cannot conclude a purpose higher than his nature – hwat he can “see”.

When law-makers & people who study ethics approach such questions as birth-control, divorce, the killing of the incurable, and a dozen others, it is beyond their power really to answer the question: What is man for?

For these things are right or wrong according as they help or hinder a man in the achievement of the purpose of his being: and it is not possible to express an intelligent opinion on them except in the knowledge of what the purpose of life is.  When someone is convinced that man is only the matter of his body, his position is easy.  If he has to decide upon the question of divorce, for instance, then for him the only problem is whether an accidental collection of electrons and protons - called for convenience “a man” - will function more harmoniously with that second collection of electrons and protons which it is at present living with, or with some third collection of electrons and protons.  Such a question is simple enough.  Simple because it really does not matter.   Why?  Because if man is an accident, he has no purpose.  Accidents have no reason in & of themselves.  Accidents merely “happen” with no reason at all.  Things done with intention have a purpose; accidents have no purpose.

The Catholic Answer to the question

Obviously the perfect way to know the purpose of the thing is to find out from its maker: any other method leaves too many loopholes for error.

So two questions, then, are to be asked of any religious, social, or philosophical teacher who offers you some system of life for the acceptance of men: The first is: What, according to you, is the purpose of man's life?

The second is: How do you know?

When he answers the second, be very insistent.  Unless he says "God has revealed it," then he is wasting time.  If he says God has revealed it, then he must be prepared to show 

that God has done so.  To both questions the Catholic Church has an answer.

The next 30 weeks will not be a philosophy class (like this one appears to be).  Nor will it be a history class (like the last one appeared to be).  What it will be is an attempt to teach what God has revealed through His Church.  Life, and all the things of life, have a meaning in relation to man, have a meaning in themselves, and have meaning in relation to one another.

What the meaning is, God has told us.

We need to know it: there is no other way of knowing.
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