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Preface


This is not a book about praising the lord or finding your inner self. It is the distillation of a more than decade-long journey to understanding existence and finding a deep inexpressible joy in it by three steps: acknowledging what we have, resolving to realize the purpose for which we exist, and pursuing enlightenment. Acknowledging what we have is realizing that reality is a much stranger mystery than we usually appreciate, science is just a window to this reality not an answer in itself, and that some appreciation of philosophy can help us understand what it is we are and what a rare and wonderful opportunity life presents us with. It also means acknowledging what created us. We can each decide for ourselves if ‘God’ exists, but either way it means acknowledging life has meaning for each of us if we should choose to realize it. Resolution just means having acknowledged life is worthwhile and has a purpose, we should resolve to pursue it wholeheartedly and without neglect or hesitation. We should resolve to fulfill this purpose, which is to achieve happiness for ourselves and those around us. This doesn’t mean happiness in the ordinary sense; it means happiness in the fundamental sense. A deep and valuable fulfillment of existence. Pursuance is how to do this: how to pursue our purpose in the way we live in the world. How should we live and pursue the happiness that is the purpose of every human life?


It actually doesn’t matter at all whether you believe in ‘God’ or not. What matters is whether you appreciate your existence, what you do with it, and how you choose to live.


What is the point of life? The answer seems straightforward: it must be happiness, since if we’re not happy what’s the point of being alive? But real happiness, a truth more than just temporary pleasure or excitement, is not easy to find. It’s also hard to be happy if you think life has no meaning; that it is without purpose. But that’s what science seems to suggest. The creation of the earth and evolution appear random, meaningless events in a material universe. Physics and biology have demolished all the strange irrational beliefs about nature and creation that used to exist, sweeping away ideas held for thousands of years. The result is a wide range of views on the point of life; what it’s all about. Many think there is no God and life has no ultimate purpose other than to enjoy themselves whilst they’re alive. Life is just about enjoying yourself now, before you die: “There is no meaning because god doesn’t exist, and when we die, we won’t exist anymore either.” There’s no God and there’s nothing more to know. Philosophy has been replaced by science, and anything beyond it is religion which is just a faith in something without proof: ideals we want to believe. Once you realize you’re a creature like any other, created like any other by a blind process of evolution, and the driving force of life is survival and reproduction, where is the ultimate meaning?


But this way of thinking is a limited view of both science and philosophy. It’s taken for granted because science has shown the nature of reality, there’s nothing more to know and believe in. But once you understand some science you can see it’s only a door to understanding a world of more profound and vast complexity than mankind ever conceived possible. And as soon as we consider what science really has to say about the nature of reality it’s clear there’s nothing ordinary about it at all. Likewise philosophy seems irrelevant and displaced by science; by real concrete knowledge of reality. But science is really just a branch of philosophy, not something replacing it.1 ‘Philosophy’ is just applying critical reasoned thought in the search for knowledge and understanding. ‘Science’ is the application of philosophy to the world: the study of what is perceivable to the human senses by observation, idea and experiment. Philosophy is not only able to also consider things beyond science, such as what has meaning and how we should live. It is also able to consider the nature and limitations of perception and knowledge, from which science itself derives. And as any brief study of philosophy will show, whatever ‘ultimate’ reality may be, the only thing we can be sure of is we know very little about it. Most scientists would add we know very little about the reality we see and touch either.


Because religion is so important in people’s lives we often think it must be absolutely true or not at all. But even a short study of the history of any religion shows that religion is not fixed. It has evolved throughout history in thousands of scriptures, teachings and sects as a way of expressing various spiritual and metaphysical2 beliefs that have evolved over time and depended on interpretation. The fact is that reason and faith need each other. Philosophy shows that we must have some faith in the usefulness of our reason; but we must also have reasonable faith, since irrational faith in any religion just leads to confused and contradictory beliefs. We can’t have faith in things that reason and experience contradict, and we should guide our faith by those things they indicate are likely to be true.


We might say the most important thing is love, so we should create it and look after it as much as we’re able and that’s the meaning of life, nothing more. But whilst this is good it’s not enough because there’s nothing transcendental about this view, whereas in reality there is something transcendental about existence and its nature; about the fact we exist. The purpose of life is happiness, and love is essential to it, but it’s not just love or happiness in an ordinary kind of way. In order to get there you have to think and act: to pursue some understanding of the truth and actually live according to it. This doesn’t need great wisdom, obscure practices, or years of living in a monastery; but it does require significant effort from anyone who wants to achieve it. Existence is a strange and phenomenal thing. The meaning of life requires us to both profoundly appreciate it and live our part in it according to the ‘right way’. Practicing virtue: living honestly, working hard and sharing with others, is the foundation of this pursuit.


Many people think there’s no use in seeking the ‘secret of the meaning of life’ because it doesn’t exist: there is no secret. However such a secret does exist. It’s a truth that has run through the heart of all the great religions and the writings of all the great philosophers. The reason it’s never been accessible is because its teachings have often been written in subtle and esoteric terms. Yet the simple essential truth of what it has taught is that people should learn to appreciate existence and to improve themselves morally if they want to seek true happiness. It has never appealed for faith based on doctrines alone; rather it has taught that actual experience and the practice of virtue should be the fundamental basis of all true faith. Accordingly, it has traditionally rejected the need for dogmatic and inflexible rules, but not the need for a structured framework to understanding the world and guiding how one chooses to live within it. This means being open-minded but not ill-disciplined; open to change but not to corruption.


Such ancient teachings do not contradict science. In fact, they embrace it, and provide the basis for living according to an ethics that is both humanistic and transcendental; that is concerned with how you live in the world, and at the same time demands each person should seek the ultimate truth for themselves. Life is a gift that should be lived for the sake of happiness, but this happiness requires hard work and struggle just as we must struggle for our own daily existence. This is how we can realize ‘the point’ for ourselves. Something we are all born with: a happiness and purpose in life undisturbed by life’s turbulence yet rooted in existence itself. The only things essential to achieve this are appreciation of what we have and pursuit of virtue. Knowledge helps to bring appreciation: acknowledgement of what we have. Working with discipline towards virtue brings fulfillment: the pursuance of enlightenment. The reason these are difficult to achieve is because self-improvement requires uncomfortable hard work. It’s easy to preach about self-awareness and self-control from the mountain top: it isn’t easy to get there yourself.


Plato told a famous story about awareness. In it, people are likened to ordinarily sitting in a darkened cave and mistaking the shadows of a puppet-show on the cave wall for what is real. The philosopher is the one who has freed his mind to step out of the cave into the sunlight to see things as they really are; to stop mistaking shadows for reality. This is what it feels like to wake from an existence in which life seems mundane, frustrating and difficult, to one in which it is still frustrating and difficult, but no longer mundane. Something changes that makes each moment of life inexpressibly joyful. Even when you aren’t enjoying yourself you feel free to appreciate the fortune to be alive and be a part of something greater than yourself: that which creates us, binds us, governs us, and gives us the freedom to choose what we become. It is this realization which can help us see that life is hard and short for so many that we should each struggle in our own lives to ensure we live as best we can and help all we come into contact with achieve as much happiness and quality in existence as possible. It’s also the pursuit of this realization that can resolve some of life’s fundamental paradoxes. How can we stay sane when we know we must die? How can we see pleasure and pain equally without being indifferent to living? How can we control desire when it’s desire that drives us to live? How can we be at peace in the midst of uncertainty? And how can we accept our fate whilst also resolving to change it?


The meaning of life: what we think is the meaning of our life, governs all human lives, consciously or unconsciously. There is no proof for God’s existence and there never has been; this is why the question of ‘faith’ arises. The question is then, what do you have faith in? This is a journey from believing the truth to be what we can see and touch, to realizing this is just the façade of something much deeper; a colossal edifice that extends far beyond the power of human sight.


Please refer to the glossary for a guide to some key terms, names and phrases.










Part 1: Acknowledgement


At this time there rose a new faith in reason, freedom, and the brotherhood of all men; the new faith, and, as I believe, the only possible faith, of the open society.


Popper, ‘Enemies of the Open Society’ [‘this time’ referring to the birth of democracy in ancient Greece; the open society being the free democracy vs. the closed society: the tribal dictatorship]










Chapter 1


What is the point?


In the beginning life is quite straightforward, but after a while things change. Time passes, you grow older, and you begin to wonder what it’s really all about. We are born from where we know not, live for a short time filled with much difficulty, and must work most of our waking hours just to earn a living. We eat, sleep, reproduce and chase our desires like everyone else, and then we grow old, decrepit, and we die. A death that is an end in nothingness; we are no more than a decaying corpse, absent from the world and existence. What is the point? Gone in a moment: the time that passes cannot be regained, the people that are gone cannot be recalled. We struggle to live and then pass away. As it is said in Ecclesiastes,




Everything is meaningless. What profit has a man for all his efforts? One generation passes away, another comes, but nothing changes. The sun rises and goes down to come back up again from where it came. The wind flies to the south and the north, twisting continually, but gets nowhere. All the rivers run into the sea, but the sea is never full; then the water returns from where it came. Desires have no end: the eye of man is never satisfied with seeing, nor the ear with hearing. There is nothing new: what has been done before will be done again; whatever will be done in future has been done already.





What is the purpose of such an existence?


The answer often given is that the point is to be happy whilst we live. That there’s so much suffering and hardship in life that to spend one’s brief time unhappy or not living rightly is a great waste, so the point is to enjoy life and live it well. But at first it seems that this isn’t enough, since we’ll still meet the same end whether we’re happy or not. Who cares about being happy if you are still going to grow old and die, and if there is no chance of escape? If you must work to live for a futile existence that will end in extinction and nothingness? Over four thousand years ago the poet of Gilgamesh wrote, “Our days are numbered, our occupations a breath of wind. Where is the man who can clamber to heaven?” There is no man who can clamber to heaven, and if this has always been the fortune and fate of men what is the point; what more is there to know? We are born from nothing, we live, and then we die and return to nothing.


But the real answer is that the point of life is not just to be ‘happy’ in the ordinary sense. It is to be really happy: to appreciate one’s existence and find fulfillment in it. This isn’t a happiness that depends on luck, or changes with the circumstances. It doesn’t come and go, and it isn’t a temporary sensation. It is not enough just to ‘feel’ happy. True happiness can only derive from a conscious fulfillment that is more than just an idea or a feeling of happiness.


Aristotle observed that happiness is the end of all human activities and aims: everything we pursue is to make us happy, but only happiness is pursued for itself alone. When a person achieves real happiness they find there is no need to question the purpose of life for the answer is discovered. This is the point. People spend endless time arguing whether God exists or life has any purpose, but when you realize that you yourself exist, what this existence is worth, and how you may use it to achieve happiness for yourself and others, what need is there to question whether God exists? The answer becomes clear and the question doesn’t concern you any more. But to realize this happiness requires both a change of perspective and a change in oneself, since it’s not something one is just born with.


What is happiness?


The difficulty for most has never really been understanding that the purpose of life is to be happy, the difficulty has been finding it, since many people think happiness lies in many different places. Some are inclined to pursue wealth, power and fame, since it appears this is where happiness is best found and this is what we enjoy the most. But whilst we should seek a little of these; of wealth to support ourselves, fame if we want to be successful, and power if we want to have any responsibility, there is a problem if these are seen as ends in themselves. We want things or do things because we think they will bring us the happiness we seek, but if true happiness is possessed only by a person who seeks nothing more than they have, then it will never be found by someone who makes power, money or fame the ends of their life, for these quests are endless: they have no end but themselves and cannot bring peace of mind.


The usual reality of great wealth isn’t supreme and luxurious happiness, but dissolution and a life dominated by frivolity and waste that always covets more. Rather than finding it brings complete contentment, its most frequent effect is to make people lose so much perspective on what they need to be happy that the more they accumulate the less they are able to find this happiness, until in the end the only distinction between the poor man who spends his days seeking money and the rich man who already has it, is that one has more possessions, though both are as discontented as each other and neither seem to be able to find what they are looking for. Likewise the usual reality of fame isn’t certain and lasting happiness or unparalleled joy, but rather the more famous people are the more insecure, unstable and deluded they tend to become about the value of themselves and others. Similarly, our love of power springs from pride and its delusions of grandeur. From its desire for power and immortality: to have the power to act over others but not be acted on itself. But man is limited to this mortal life like any other creature on earth and cannot transcend the confines of his existence any more than an ant. Wisdom and happiness can only be found in reconciling ourselves to this truth, not in an attempt by the ego to overthrow it by imposing itself on the world or others. We desire power because we think it makes us God-like; that by obtaining it we can somehow transcend mortal limitations. But fulfillment can’t be obtained by creating unhappiness or oppression for others, or by attempting to deny the true nature of reality.


The reason that we seek wealth, power and fame is because we think having power over others, the praise of others, and the means to indulge pleasure are the foundation of being happy. But considered properly one can see that this isn’t the case at all. In the hands of a wise mind wealth or power can be put to a good use; but they do not bring peace of mind, and we don’t find the minds of the wealthy and famous to be a mark of the happiest on earth. Most who obtain them end their existence in the ruin of their body with excess or their mind with vainglory. The life of man is brief. It does not require a great deal to attain happiness while it exists and when it ends it takes nothing with it. It is difficult to think of ourselves no longer existing; that one day we’ll cease to exist in the world. But however much power, or wealth, or glory we may acquire we cannot surpass this reality. We can only obtain freedom by accepting and reconciling ourselves to it, by learning to live well within it, and by realizing a purpose for ourselves in it. Indeed, the great matter of existence is answering this question ‘what is the point?’ for ourselves, since what is realized through our own existence and whether we find happiness depend upon how we answer it.


Believing nothing


It’s often said the logical consequence of thinking about death and non-existence must be to conclude that the purpose of life is to have as much pleasure and enjoyment as possible whilst we live, because we could die at any minute and will then cease to exist. And since the best means of having pleasure are through power and the senses, what else is there to pursue and what else should we follow? What further meaning is there to be found? The wise and the foolish perish just the same, the hard-working and lazy perish just the same. And the only reason most don’t indulge their desires more is because they lack the means to.


The first answer to this however, is that it’s a hopeless and unhappy way to live: to believe that the greatest happiness available is through the indulgence of pleasure and pride, that existence has no real purpose but the dissatisfied and endless indulgence of pleasures and the ego. That life is, in the end, an empty and worthless pursuit. We may be biological organisms and our existence brief, but this doesn’t mean it has no purpose or pursuing an empty kind of happiness is the means to achieve fulfillment from it. It is those who think there’s no more point to life than to enjoy themselves that end up being least happy. It’s also no surprise to find that most who think this way and believe this is the nature of life have a feeling of oppression with reality and frustration at everyday existence, instead of being filled with contentment and joy. There’s much to be said for enjoying life and ‘living for the moment’, but life can’t be lived recklessly or without thought and responsibility, and the best way to make use of every moment isn’t to enjoy ourselves with whatever pleasure we can find. Reality is also deceptive. Many things which appear to give pleasure or be good turn out to be harmful, and the endless pursuit of pleasure doesn’t bring unlimited happiness, but only discontent to body and mind.


It was wisely said “The truth shall set you free,” and understanding the great truth depends only on one’s own mind. When one realizes it for oneself circumstances and possessions become immaterial. Of course the essentials are necessary, but happiness doesn’t need great wealth, fame or power, or any such thing to achieve; and even if you acquire them they may be more of a hindrance than a help. They have some use if they are well used, but they are not the cause or source of happiness, and if used poorly or sought as ends in themselves they destroy it. Many people make a great pretence of being happy, but if we look closer we find that what they speak of is not happiness at all. To be at the mercy of desire is not compatible with happiness; it is to dissipate life, not fulfill it. And to become ruled by the influence of greed and indulgence is not to attain happiness but to squander it.


If we wish to be happy and perceive the joy of life we must learn to distinguish what is good from what appears so, to attain some self-control, and achieve some balance within ourselves and our relation to the world. Then we can be free from confusion and discontent. Learning to have a real appreciation of life, and realizing the importance of virtue, are the beginning of learning to find true joy and purpose in life and not merely the illusion of them. Everyone has the spirit; the gift of a conscious mind and the power to choose what they become. How far happiness is achieved just depends on realizing this and making use of it.










Chapter 2


The problem of evolution


The problem that faces many people is that even though they realize life isn’t worthless and there are some things greater than oneself to be pursued, they also realize that humans are mere products of biological evolution: a blind and accidental process of biology in a chance physical universe. We are descended from a species of single-celled organism and share 97 per cent of our genetic code with the chimpanzee. And as any student of zoology will tell, there often appears little more to nature than a brief and nasty struggle for existence in the aim to survive and reproduce.


Even worse, evolution explains why parents love their children even more than themselves, why men’s chief desire is to pursue as many women as possible and why self-interest is the governing principle of all life. ‘Love’ is just the emotional instinct created to ensure we protect those near to us so that our family genes survive and are carried to the next generation. Whoever carries these genes, and whoever is related to us, it is in our interest to protect so that these genes survive. This is the driving force of all evolution. It’s only because our family, and to a lesser degree our friends, carry the same genes as us that we’re interested in their welfare. It’s why we are so self-interested, and it’s why species of life cooperate with each other until it no longer serves their interest to do so.
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