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The Great Partnership

Kﬁn”’g Of a System

' €1
Ludwig Wittgenstein wrot

: ide the world. In the
1d must lie outside t worg
The sense of the wor

. s as it is and happens as it does happen. In j; there
everything 18 d if there were, it would be of no value. If there
an

.is no V?lue\;/_hiCh is of value, it must lie out.side :jtll happening
is ; l:ra. ue so. For all happening and being-so is accidental. Wh,,
an emg-so.

ccidental cannot lie in the world, for otherwjs,
non-a

makes it ' . :
his would again be accidental. It must lie outside the world.
tnis

There is a marvellous scene in Pete.r Shaffer’s PII?Y Ifio);‘;i Izunlt of
the Sun in which Pizarro, the Spanish explorer, hands ahua pl?,
the Inca god-king, a Bible. Gingerly Atahualpa stares at 1t3 smells
it, feels it, licks it, puts his ear to it and evenufally tosses It away,
He thinks of it as a fetish, perhaps with magical properties. He
has no conception of a book. Imagine what it woul.d take to
explain what a book is. The explanation would have little to do
with its physical properties and everything to do with the history
of writing, the development of the alphabet, and so on. Meaning,
when it comes to artefacts or institutions, has little to do with
the physical properties of things and everything to do with the
way they symbolise and ritualise aspects of the human condition.
Meaning is a phenomenon not of nature but of cultyre.

Imagine what it would take to explain to Someone who had
10 conception of money, what js involved jn withdrawing cash
from a dispensing machine, He might watch t

credit card and the dispensing machine, byt still K
what had taken place. Explaining the trq

hisu‘)ry of the division of labour, exchange
Precious metals g currency, the shift from real to
represented by 4 banknote, what a bank is
drawals and credit are, and so forth.
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The Meaning-Seekin . o
g Animal \

Take a game like football. Some hypothetical vis; s
Jand to which football has not yet penetrated wants t:tord from a O
this strange ritual which excites so much passion,. Youl::n 6l:rtc'tamd
cules of the game, what counts as a foul, what constitu)t(: o the
and so on. ‘Fine,’” says the visitor, ‘I now understand thsea v
What I don’t understand is why you get so excited about it ’gi—lme.
you might have to launch into some larger reflection about. a e
a5 ritualised conflict, and the role of play in rehearsin gslrz'lfls
needed in actual conflict. You might even suggest that ritiali;ecsl
conflict reduces the need for actual conflict: the football pitch as a

substitute for the battlefield.

There is an internal logic of the system — the laws of banking
the rules of football — but the meaning of the system lies elsei
where, and it can only be understood through some sense of the
wider human context in which it is set. To do this you have to step
outside the system and see why it was brought into being. There
is no way of understanding the meaning of football by merely
knowing its rules. They tell you how to play the game, but not
why people do so and why they invest in it the passions they do.
The internal workings of a system do not explain the place the

system holds in human lives.
The meaning of the system lies outside the system. Therefore,

the meaning of the universe lies outside the universe. That was
the revolution of Abrahamic monotheism.

Monotheism was not a mere mathematical reduction of many
gods to one God. That might have economised on temple build-
ing, but it would not have transformed the human condition.
What did transform it was the discovery of a God beyond the
universe. This idea, and this alone, has the power to redeem life
from tragedy and meaninglessness.

People err in thinking that polytheism and monotheism are
two species within the genus religion, variants of the same thing.
That is not so at all. The gods of polytheism, in all their buzzing,
boisterous confusion, were within the universe. They were subject

29
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The Great Partnersbip

They did not create it. Th.ey may hth? beey, st
to nature. beings. They were certainly longer liveg, the e
Fhan hunllagut they were within Fhe um'verse,. and theref(,r‘:
1m.mc?rta .h could not give meaning to the Universe,
prln;lplea:n:yis true for science, whose SUbjCCt 18 the intefre]a.
tio:s}(:ilsa of things within the n.aFural W();Id. Tilerfe is Brey
deal of difference between. giving a Imatologicy] expl,
nation of rain, and explaining that. rain is the. work (.,f the
Aztec god Tleloc, the Persian god Tishtrya, Takl-Ts‘u~H1k0.in
Japan, Imdugud in Assyria, and so.on thr(?ugh ar? lmpr‘eSSlVe
cast list of gods and goddesses of inundation. Sc1ence': is ot
myth, myth is not science, but they are both explanationg of

S
i

But neither yields meaning, since meaning is only provided by
something or someope outside the System. So, the rain falls on
the righteous and wicked alike The Innocent and the guilty starve

together in times of drought, and drown together in a flood. In
ancient times the gods were at begt indiff

; . . €rent, at worst actively
hostile to humanity, Scientigtg like Jacqueg Monod and Steven
Weinberg say the same aboy Natyre

*oday, and wigh; ir own
terms of reference they ar % and within the

€ right. Ny, . . .
: Ure 1S g fer.
ent to who we are ang What we deserye ublimely indif
about it; it carries No mean

Ing with: . . LO€re jg Ing moral
Ing Within j, nothing

different ways tel] yg how the Parts gy | lY and science i their
' e
us what the totality meaps. ated,

€y cannot tell
Only something o SOmeone outsig,

meaning to the universe, Only belief -
render human existence Other thay, agic, Ny Ndent,) God can

within a tragically configured Univer, ndjy;
> Mg
life as a whole does not. Bertrand RUSSe]] N
of the equation, and we are left with Viely

n
he was more honest than most of his St
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The Meaning-Seeking Animal

Can we prove life has a meani.ng? Clearly not. Imagine two eopl

reflecting on the course of their own lives. One looks back an ple
a mere series of events, with no connecting thread. The otherr1 S;esez
coherent narrative. Her life has a meaning. It can be told as a story.
To be sure, she .knowis that.there were distractions, setbacks, false
turns, long periods in which nothing significant happened. But
looking back, she can see that she was drawn to a calling, f.alter-
ingly at first but then with ever-increasing confidence. The two
people inhabit the same world, but they live different kinds of lives.

Almost none of the things for which people live can be proved.
Consider trust. There are people whose attitude to the world is
confident, positive, hopeful. They trust others. From time to time
that trust is betrayed. They learn to be more circumspect. They
find that certain individuals and types are best avoided. But they
see these as exceptions. They do not lose their fundamental trust
in people. Equally, though, we can think of people who, perhaps
never having had in childhood a loving, stable relationship, see
every human interaction as a potential threat. They view others
with suspicion. Their assumption is that human beings are unreli-
able. They let you down. It is always wrong to trust and danger-
ous to love. All the proofs in the world will not get them to change
their mind. For them to be able to trust will require not evidence,
but healing — something not unlike a religious conversion.

That is at a personal level. The same applies across a broader
canvas. Take history, for example. There are those who see no
meaning in history whatsoever. They see it in terms of Joseph
Heller’s graphic description, ‘a trash bag of random coincidences
torn open in a wind’.”® But there have been others — notably
Tolstoy in War and Peace — who believed that beneath the 51'1rface
of events a larger plan was unfolding, of which the participants
in history were unaware.’* The prophets believed history was a
drama about redemption. For Christians it Was about salvation.

For the heroes of the Enlightenment it was a narrative of progress.
acts of history. They are

These are not disagreements about the f |
f the facts of history.

disagreements about the interpretation 0
14
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We ¢

ahnot prove that life is meaningful and that G, ex;

neither can we prove that love is better than hate, altru,'ssrs' b
selfishness, forgiveness than the desire for Ievenge, Zthan
Prove that the hope is truer to experience than the tragjc snnot
of life. Almost none of the truths by which we [jve o

. | aI€ provap,
and the desire to prove them is based on a mony

]
_ menta] copp,
sion between explanation and interpretation., Explanatio,
be proved, inte

§ cap
Ipretations cannot. Science deals in
Meaning is 4]

explanatj,
to the

optimism against pessimism, S(fience
poetry, courage against a play-it-safe,
to life.

But the idea that it df)es n_Ot matter whijc}, we choose could
not be more wrong. A .hfe w1th.out trl:lSt' or Jove IS, most of -
would feel, an impoverished thing, missing oyt

on 3
periences that have been held by poets anqg phi] range of
ex

l 4 . eI t e

s mea s .
Albert Camus, who belieyeq that L Ning jg 4
ful prospect. p there vya¢ 1o
feartu d that life is absurd, argued in Tp, Myepy op s,
uestion of phllosophy is, wnl SESyphuys
damental g : i ¥ sh
de>) It is pOSSlee to hve WIthout mean-‘. OUId I
li.ve without music, a. seénse of hy Ou;ng, juse
. But it cannot seriously be argueq > Or the
risk.

t .
courag€ ¥ . s notaloss
Of meanlﬂg *
loss

that the fundam
mmlt Sulcl
ible to

*
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The Meaning-Seeking Animal

he is also aware of the taskmaster, the source of his mission.

that
housands of years that source has been called God.*®

Fort

To find meaning in life is to find something we are called on to
do, something no one else can do. Discovering that task is not
easy. There are depressive states in which we simply cannot do it
on our own (‘A prisoner cannot release himself from prison,’ says
the Talmud about depression*?). But once we have found it, our
life takes on meaning and we recover the will to live.

Frankl’s psychotherapy is part of a wider conception I call
the ethics of responsibility*® The word ‘responsible’ is related
to response. It is an answer to a question posed by another.
Responsibility is not something that comes from within, but
is always a response to something or someone outside us. In
The Responsible Self, Richard Niebuhr writes, ‘Responsibility
affirms: God is acting in all actions upon you. So respond to all
actions as to his action.”** He adds, ‘We are most aware of our
existence in the moment, in the now, when we are radically acted
upon by something from without, when we are under the neces-
sity of meeting a challenge with an action of our own, as is the
case in every important decision.’?* The responsible life is one that
responds. In the theological sense it means that God is the ques-
tion to which our lives are an answer.

Frankl rescued lives by helping people find a reason to live, a
reason that comes from outside the self. This is, if you like, a
secularised version of Abrahamic monotheism, which began with
a divine call. Frankl’s faith, which is mine, is that the search for
meaning constitutes our humanity.

So, to summarise: Science is the search for explanation. Religion
is the search for meaning. Meaning is not accidental to the human
condition because we are the meaning-seeking animal. To believe
on the basis of science that the universe has no meaning is to
confuse two disciplines of thought: explanation and interpreta-
tion. The search for meaning, though it begins with science, must

37
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go beyond it. Science does not yield meanings, nor does i Prove
the absence of meanings.

The meaning of a system lies outside the system. Therefore the
meaning of the universe lies outside the universe. The belief jp ,
God who transcends the universe was the discovery of Abrahamic
monotheism, which transformed the human condition, endowing
it with meaning and thereby rescuing it from tragedy in the name
of hope. For if God created the physical universe, then God is
free, and if God made us in his image, we are free. If we are free,
then history is not a matter of eternal recurrences. Because we
can change ourselves, we can change the world. That is the reli-

The Great Partnership

gious basis of hope.
There are cultures that do not share these beljefs. They are,

ultimately, tragic cultures, for whatever shape they give the powers
they name, those powers are fundamentally indifferent to human
fate. They may be natural forces. They may be human institu-
tions: the empire, the state, the political system, or the economy.
They may be human collectivities: the tribe, the nation, the race.
But all end in tragedy because none attaches ultimate significance
to the individual as individual. All end by sacrificing the individ-
ual, which is why, in the end, such cultures dje. There is only one
thing capable of defeating tragedy, which is the belief in God who
in love sets his image on the human person, thus endowing each
of us with non-negotiable, unconditiona] dignity.

17
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