THE SEARCH FOR MEANING:
HOPEFUL OR HOPELESS?
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A HOPELESS QUEST?

The question of meaning seems to be one of thogeaatical questions reserved for philosophers
and religious thinkers that have nothing more irtgoaror more urgent to do. To ask “Is life worth
living? [is] ...a rather obvious, overserious, bluspphomoric Victorian sort of thing [but]
...Victorian sophomoric questions usually turn ouwwever, to have been vital ones, and to have a
post-Victorian life.* And the question really will not go away. In timekcrises, dangers, failures
everyone is bound to ask the question of “the nrgpnf it all”. Even all the history of philosophy
and history of religion can be viewed as the goeagst to find meaning of human life or meaning of
existence in general. At the same time, obviougdyane no closer to finding it than Plato was, if we
are not farther from it, now. The question is — tvheeaning can we find in this failure to find
meaning? Or are we simply to dismiss the quest®m anistaken “language game”? That this is
hardly possible is confirmed by the numbers of rmblications on the topicdespite the “final”
negative pronouncements of some philosophers otofhe’

THE MEANING OF MEANING IN THISESSAY

It is obvious that we can use the word meaningewvesl ways. First, we can use the word
meaningin a relative way (eg. as “meaning of a sentencehjs the area of the field of linguistics
about which we can “...take it for granted that wonplsrases, and sentences have meaning, that for
each meaningful expression there are correct asswéhe question "What does it medhPhis does
not mean that this is an “easy” thing to defineerghare philosophical difficulties even with the
everyday idea of meaning, and philosopher Quins:sdyhe notion of meaning is stubborndibes
not submit readily to satisfactory scientific forlaion, and yet it is deeply rooted in everyday
discourse and not easily dispensed with.”

Although the title of this article suggests the ersanding of meaning that is not confined to
linguistics it will be useful to get some tastetloé complications related to the definition of therd.
Within the linguistic boundaries we can find di#et uses for meaning of language. It has been
suggested to divide the functions of language “.0.tmto groups, theymbolicand theemotive Many
notorious controversies in the sciences it is ellecan be shown to derive from confusion between
these functions, the same words being used attonoakestatementsnd to excitattitudes [italics
added]®. The first confusion related to the search for miegican be traced to this simple distinction.
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Wheg searching for meaning — are we to look fetaaemenbr do we want to excite attitude— or
both*

But then, we can use the wamkaningin a non-linguistic way. We can talk about the meg of
a work of art, eg. a painting or a musical compositin this sense “...meaning is not the preserve of
the philosophy of language — not, at any rate, amlthe term “language” is used in a peculiarly
extended way so as to allow for “the language ofifp“the language of dress” and the like."

Our focus in this article is th@eaningtaken in the ultimate way. In this sense we c#ingbout
the meaning of life, the meaning of existence, rrepaf history or “meaning of it all” etc.

If we divide the notion ofmeaninginto the following fields® (1) Affectivity, (2) Intersubjectivity,
(3) Narrativity, (4) Beauty, (5) Theory, our areqdiscussion will be mainly in the fifth “field”,q.
theory Additionally, maybe it is useful to point out,aththis talk aboutiltimate meanings not so
much about meaning in the sense of informatiom@aigh it has to be based on it) but about meaning
in the sense dignificance orimportance In this article, then, we will talk about the ¢iimeaning —
here we are not concerned about the meanings térsms or particular events in history. We talk
about “the meaning of it all”, the meaning of e&iste or the meaning of human life.

BUILDERS AND DEBUNKERS

Roughly, philosophers can be divided into two catesy — the philosophers that build big all-
encompassing systems and try to argue for the mganfiexistence, human life, human history etc.
and the philosophers who debunk the very possibdft finding any coherent system behind the
phenomena.

Philosophers who believed in the possibility ofdfimy the ultimate meaning of existence were
usually builders of big philosophical systems beeait is the relatedness of things that gives them
meaning and significance. On the top of such aesystsually there was a divinity, humans possessed
eternal soul and the life on earth was somehow neeaor punished in some sort of afterlife.
Platonism, German idealism or Process philosoplwdcserve as examples of this sort of systematic
thinking.

Philosophers who denied the possibility of findimganing or purpose in human life or in the
existence of the world usually spoke negativelyutlyeliability of human knowledge were doubtful
or agnostic about existence of God/gods and exgeuidife after death. Their philosophy consisted
mainly in pointing out inconsistencies in the phdphical systems and sometimes in ethical and
survival advice. Here we can point to the Sophists)ism or pragmatism.

Great expectations were being placed in the pds&biof science to discover/give meaning and
significance to human life but it looks as if theaet opposite has happened: While in medieval times
it was “...thought that nature was full of speciajrs revealing divine purpose, for us to guide our
earthly lives by; the natural world was full of Heh meanings; ...science took away this ultimate
meaning of existence. Today, in the age of scientieere are no special signs, just inert matter
Materialism for some thinkers is the only logicainclusion from the findings of sciericeThe
Darwinian theory of evolution is probably the maeason that contemporary materialists deny the
existence of transcendent meaning, and to the Wrashning” they ascribe only limited meaning:
“The theory of evolution might truly be said to oirahe world of transcendent or ultimate meaning,
but it does so only if meaning is equated withregjuired to rest on, intelligent design or the\aés
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of a God. Evolution says there is no need for aatoreGod who stands outside the universe,
organizing it, endowing it with meaning and purpoaed perhaps also planning for our heavenly
afterlife — once, that is, we've shed our nonesakmnimal part.”2 Just a few lines before these

words, the same author calls the above-mentionadoop‘a common mistake”. But the meaning and
purpose he talks about is not the ultimate or tendent meaning that we are after.

In his bookThe Meaning of LifeTerry Eagleton in a Wittgensteinian way suggekbeg the
question ‘What is the meaning of life’ is a pseupestion, the same way as the question ‘How come
Being?’ is. Just to say “Wow!” would be more appiate to the attitude expressed by the question.
For some philosophers “...semantic terms like “meghimemain “unintelligible” or thoroughly
“opaque” unless reduced to or replaced by non-sémanes congenial to natural sciencé."

Here we find how the problem of meaning is clos@lated to the problem of ontology. If we
reduce all reality to one kind of being (monisnhg telation of the universe (everything) to anyghin
other is unimaginable, so the question of meaniagolmes a pseudo-question. But | agree with
Thomas Nagel who says that we easily succumb td tdaa&alls "...reductionist euphoria" and that
"...philosophers share the general human weaknessxfdanations of what is incomprehensible in
terms suited for what is familiar and well undeestpthough entirely different.

Some scientists and thinkers express sadness #ii®igss of meaning in the univerSeyut they
are firmly persuaded of the truth of their positféin postmodernism this idea of meaning is even
more under attack, but what we have said shoufitsub make the point.

We have to mention here that the answer of sormegamhers to this predicament is that we must
createour own meaning. The well-known answers in thissseare for example those of Heidegger
and Sartre. In Heidegger we find meaning of Being/hat he calls “authentic being towards de#th”
in Sartre it2 0is my absolute freeddfthat gives me possibility/necessity of creating amn meaning
for my life.

Philosophers who search for meaning that wouldstend personal satisfaction, or Freudian
unconscious purposes (unknown to the person to wthegnbelong), look for ways to get beyond the
limits of time, space or human capacity for knowgednd relate the finite to infinity. It is as Radbe
Nozick said: “The problem of meaning is creatediinjts, by being just this, by being merely thfs.”
This step seems quite logical. If we accept theahohy of things that involves such general
principles as, eg., “a more permanent thing is odater importance than a transient thing”,
“knowledge that contains more information is moreamingful than less informed knowledge” or “an
entity that sustains greater number of other @stits more significant than an entity that sustains
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lower number of other beings”, this will necessatiéad us to the notions of “eternal duration”,
“infinite knowledge” and “the encompassing beingThese notions of “eternity”, “infinite
knowledge”, “encompassing being” are some of thendary ideas between philosophy and religion.
Christian theology based on propositional revetaipeaks here of “eschatology”, “omniscience” and
“God”.

Some philosophers tried to access the infinitetniugh reason, but through &ft'...it is self-
evident that art is at once the only true and elesrgan and document of philosophy, which ever and
again continues to speak to us of what philosopuynot depict in external form, namely the
unconscious element in acting and producing, amdiggnal identity with the conscious®lt is true
that it is possible to find meaning of life in &ftSuch devotion to art that transcends reason and
words of language has unmistakable religious catiwots like “mystique”, “transcendence”,
“ecstasy” and the like.

Religious ideas have been a part of philosophyt ighm the beginning. Pythagoras founded a
religious community, Socrates claimed he had a daiom that warned him (although his knowledge
was not from it) and Plato’s highest good was divim modern times Hegel, Whitehead or physicist
Capra also use religious terms as key ideas im theught. W. Weischedel in his bodke God of
the Philosopherscanned the history of philosophy to show that/@od is the central idea of all
philosophies. In some sense this is in agreemetft thie opinion even of some atheistic thinkers:
"Not a few studies have argued, after all, thaigieh can indeed satisfy the desire for pleasure
(Freud), consolation (Marx), revenge (Nietzschejneaning (Frankl, Berger, Shermef).This sort
of religious thinking need not be “religious” inethcommonly accepted sense of the word that
includes worship rituals, community of believemgr®d writings or a code of ethics.

The use of religious ideas in the philosophicardedor meaning may be applied if meaning is
understood as a relation: a “meaning fdrThe obvious religious use of this understanding of
meaning is the idea of deriving meaning of lifenfrthe existence of God:the meaning of my life is
hidden the meaning of God who created it.

For Kierkegaard the truth is in subjectivity. “...tpassion of the infinite is precisely subjectivity,
and in this way subjectivity is truth. ...It is thegsion of the infinite and not its content that is
decisive...”®

Karl Jaspers has (philosophicdgith for the central idea of his philosophy. He speaksut
“cyphers of transcendence” that communicate meawitigout use of word$’ It is obvious though
the he relates what he catlas Umgreifendéthe Encompassing) to the old notion of God.

22nArt more than reason, remarked Schelling “brings man to . . . knowledge of the Highest"." (CPER, D.
Meaning p. 108.)

23 SCHELLING, F. W. J.System of Transcendental Idealjs@harlottesville : University Press of Virginia,
1978, p. 231.
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| think we need not to give more examples of “rieligin philosophy” — | think it is safe to say that
“religious” reasoning is used often enough in tearsh for meaning by philosophers.

To summarize what has been said above: Some ppiies® insist we do not need to search or
even should not expect meaning from the outsidewf own personality. Owen Flanagan, for
instance, says that “...we have to find and makenmeainings and not have them created and given to
us by a supernatural being or foré@ Even a theologian can say: “Religion is not neagsto give
meaning to life ...A human life can have meaning waithan objective purpose, value or pattern. We
can construct our own values in a morally pattasigorld.®

Other philosophers/theologians require or at lesste use of “religious” ideas to find meaning:
“To experience meaning in life, after all, requite humble submission of our minds and lives to a
value that pulls us out of ourselves and givesameshing noble to live for*® For Einstein “...to
answer this question at all implies a religidhEven Freud, an atheist, sald:.only religion can
answer the question of the purpose of life. Onelzadly be wrong in concluding that the idea of
life having a purpose stands and fails with thigielis system**

The discussion ends in stalemate.

MEANING BEYOND PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION

In one sense the stalemate is here to stay, betlaeissthanges required to get beyond it are too
radical. But there are steps we can take to impuooderstanding between the "camps of meaning"”.

First of all it is important to make greater allawas for what the word “meaning” signifies. Even
the most precise definition may evoke quite différattitudes that are deep down at variance with
each other. “Meaning” as “fulfillment” must depead personal likings, values or worldview. In this
sense “meaning” really cannot come from outsidéyeimposed on the individual.

Another important step is to recognize the digoityhe individual. | think V. Frankl is right when
he says: “...it is impossible to define the meaniridife in a general way. Questions about the
meaning of life can never be answered by sweepatgraents* An individual human being is “co-
creating” himself/herself by choice he/she makdgsE choices necessarily include the choice of the
meaning of life.

On the other hand, the commonly accepted religisearch for ultimate meaning is often
encumbered by faulty definitions of theologicaihter The same can be said about the arguments that
reject religious descriptions of the ultimate maegniTake for example the following reasoning:

“We should not identify the meaning of a persoiféswith purposes or goals, whether they are
God's or those of the person herself. Neither dssgof a finite or an infinite being can consetut
the meaning of a life. .l.shall argue that fulfilling either cosmological @ur own parochial goals
cannot be the meaning of life, because identifyimganing with a goal turns the valuable into a
mere instrument>

At first sight this argument looks very plausibMe really should not make of humans just
instruments of some “higher” goal. The problemasviwe can live without goals. It is an analogical
problem with self-awareness and intentionality. Alental states are object-directed, and in an
analogical way all meaning in life is derived fragoals (“intentions”). Another problem here is
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putting the purposes of God in the same categorgrasto purposes/goals of humans. If God’s
purposes are infinite and motivated by sacrifitiale toward mankind, to derive meaning from his
goals leads to our highest fulfilment, becabsegoals arais

Christian theology teaches that “God is love” amal this love is expressed on the cross of Jesus
Christ. If Christ found the meaning of his humda In self-sacrificial love to humankind why should
love to God and living for God be less than thémdte meaning of human life? It seems to me, that
the very notion of religion is almost thoughlesstnsidered a human creatirif we return to the
understanding of the word “God”, we must carefudlyoid the mistake of making God an “inert
object” of our thought. If “God is God”, any trutlifthought about him is dependent on his activity
and guidance. If the existence of the world, huriity and our thinking is independent on his
upkeeping word and Spirit we are not considerirgliving God, but a pagan deity that is dependent
on matter and shows itself when invoked or worstipe

Another example from the author quoted aBbvs a commentary to philosopher Nozick’s
statement: “The value of a person's life attachbeis within its limits, while the meaning of hiddi
attaches to it as centered in the wider value cokeyond its limits.*

The commentary says this:

“Is this true? This automatically rules out thaiei that the meaning of life is in the living of
it. It also rules out the idea that meaning might be aialpkind of intrinsic value. These could be
two reasons for being suspicious of this way ofuding the distinction.*

But again, is this really so? If the meaning of i§ received from God who supremely cares about
our wellbeing and is the infinite source of all mewg and all values — surely it is not logically
impossible that such life has both intrinsic vainetself and wider meaning in being related to the
purposes of God.

This is why we have to begin with ontology and witiderstanding of God as God, even if we do
not believe in him. Often God is attacked as thev@rbial “straw man” — we do not care to really get
hold of what it means that God carries everythinghe power of his word. This means that ontology
comes before ethics and we have to work with cordedinitions before we can talk about the
ultimate meaning of things that is based on tfiem.

In a similar way the authority of God is misundecst: “However, the problem with the idea of
basing the meaning of life on God's commands becaiklis authority is that values are not based on
authority. Statements about what is valuable atdroe or false by the decisions of some authority,
because we can logically assess the decisions atitority as being good or bad and true or false.”
Yes, values are not based on authority by whichmean some finite authority. But Christian
theology teaches that God’s attributes cannot éxgteéd separatelimplicitas deis a controversial
doctrine, but should be at least considered, bef@ealismiss God’s authority as one of the (finite)
authorities.

3" “This account, however, may suggest that religiopurely a matter of human development and disgove
What has happened to the idea of revelation, wifigauinas saw primarily as the communication of
information by God in Scripture and Church teacRihg(WARD, K. Religion and Revelatign
Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1994, p. 15).

% The arguments of this author represent commordgmted ways of contemporary thinking about religion
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“L “Philosophy cannot enter upon practical tasks aithknowledge of being as such. For the tasks thies
grow out of a total datum of existing realitiesdahese must be understood and penetrated to dhéefore
man can venture to shape them according to hissgo8HARTMANN, N. New Ways of Ontology
Chicago : Henry Regnery Company, 1953, s. 4). @fsm there are philosophers, especially of théyima
tradition, who vigorously oppose this, notably Hid&PuTnNAM, who gave a series of lectures with the title
Ethics without Ontology (PUTNAM, H. Ethics without Ontology Cambridge, Massachusetts : Harvard
University Press, 2004.)

*2 THOMSON, G.On the Meaning of Life. 17.



Does all of this mean, that we can “find ultimateaning” for all? Far from it!

If we “let God be God” we cannot sit in his placedareveal meaning that would be valid for
everybody. The very word “God” evokes very diffeareasponses from different people, how much
more his address! If it is true that he has dealingh all men, how can we project our understagdin
of him on others without his cooperation? Not athlgt, if “God is God”, he must always be first and
take initiative in any realistic, not just imaginedlationship and the other side of the relatignshn
only respond to him. In this way meaning comes friv@ “irrupting God”, like the surprise of a
lifetime. The people that have received this comication from God can speak about it to others as
one speaks about “epistemically private statédilichael Dummett insists that communication of
private meanings is impossible. And this is exatiily situation of those who say (of course they by
mistaken) they received communication from God.

The communicability problem is further complicatedthe fact, that not only the insight of the ubit@
meaning depends on God' taking initiative, butifamans to be able to accept a radical epistemalbgic
change is required. Jesus calls this chamgévoia, “change of mind” andtoAtyyevecia “regeneration”
or “new birth”. The reaction of modern man is inngiple expressed by the words of RousséHuthe
eternal truths which my mind conceives could bedirgd, there would no longer be any kind of
certainty for me, and far from being sure that gpeak to me on behalf of God, | would not even be
sure that He exists” Although our “certaintie$® are quite different from those of Rousseau, the
logic is the same — if the “godspeak” used by peaphiming they have “heard” or “met” or “had
communication” from God is not in agreement wited@é certainties, it is dismissed as “god” of some
Jungian psychological projection or Freudian angmdle can see an example of such rejection in
Sartre. As theologian Keith Ward says about SafiMhen Sartre rejects God, it is that perverted
vision of God that he reject§®”

In conclusion:

For several reasons given above we can say thaetreh fooneultimate meaning is hopeless. If
by "meaning" we mean "personal fulfillment", indivial differences lead different people to very
different pursuits in their life that give them maazg.

If by "meaning” we mean finding the overall plantbé universe and fitting our life into it, this
presupposes in-depth changes not only in worldview in the epistemological abilities. These
changes cannot be realized be giving scientifiormftion or devising a scientific method. If “...it
must be admitted that we can neyeove the existence of things other than ourselves and ou
experiences;” how can we expect to show to others what the meaofiit all is?

Is it then hopeless? Christian answer is paradbxicaight in the place where we admit
hopelessness of our searching, we can expectddiipefulness, because in our hopelessness God is
addressing us giving us hope in his meaning fosterce.

“3“The epistemically private is defined as whatesan in principle be known to one person only. Theeds 'in
principle’ are intended to exclude all cases incihsomething is in fact known to only one persbough it
could be known to more.” (CRAIG, EPrivate States and Languagén: Routledge Encycloedia of
Philosophy New York : Routledge, 1998, CD-ROM).

* ROUSSEAU, J.-Emile, New York : Basic Books, 1979, p. 301.
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which, except for relatively short periods of tinme particular circles in particular countries, hasn
universal acceptance. This is equally true of psitppnsabout philosophy — about its subject-matter, its
methods, its objectives. Are these two facts, t@onily invoked by internal or external critics mtiilosophy,
of any real consequence?” (PASSMORE,Cantemporary Concepts of Philosophn: FLOISTAD, G.
Philosophical Problems Today, Val8ew York : Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2005, fr).1
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