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Toward Thinking Freely: Propositions (More and Less True) Concerning Humanism 
and Freethought 

(in no particular order) 

One believes in existence;  
Another says, "There is nothing!"  
Rare is the one who believes in neither.  
That one is free from confusion.  

Ashtavakra Gita 18:42 
(500 BCE) 



85

* * *

There are many ponderous tomes concerning Humanism. Some are worth the time. 
Many are not. In the following pages I intend to be pithy, not ponderous, concerning 
living a life of humanistic freethought.  

* * *

Keep in mind that there is no single Humanism. There are many human expressions of 
a life well-lived that can be termed Humanism. 

Hereafter, when I use the term, I mean a particular type of Humanism from a particular 
tradition. However, humility teaches of other ways and places of being  across 
borders and boundaries of time, place, and culture. 

* * *

There is no one way to be a Humanist or freethinker. Your viewpoint begins with your 
standpoint.  

* * *

Some argue that the concept of the human has changed so much in the last century 
that it’s time to move from “humanism” to “post-humanism” as a way of signaling this 
turn of thought. I’m good with that.  

* * *

Freethinkers and Humanists usually adopt a naturalistic and materialistic worldview. 
This worldview implies that there is no difference between body and mind (all 
thought is embodied thought) and that human beings are each a temporary 
congeries of matter that has before and will later appear in a different congeries.  

* * *

A naturalistic and materialist viewpoint implies that all matter everywhere is of equal 
worth and importance, whether that matter appears as a human, a squirrel, a cloud, or 
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a rock. Materialism also implies that the “boundary” we perceive between ourselves 
and “things” is an illusion. A useful illusion at times, but an illusion.  

* * *  

Here is the first proposition of Humanism: Every person deserves to be an end in 
themselves, not a means. Not a cog in a machine or a tool. Every person deserves the 
chance to freely choose a life of meaning and purpose.  

Yes, that’s an ideal. No, no society manages it. But the process toward that goal is the 
highest calling of Humanism.  

* * * 

To repeat and rephrase: The first Humanist value is that no human being should ever 
be treated as a means rather than a free end in themselves—that’s the inherent worth 
of every individual.  

* * * 

The Bulgarian philosopher Tzvetan Todorov concisely summarizes Humanist 
philosophy: “the autonomy of the I, the finality of the you, and the universality of the 
they.” 

* * * 

Commitment implies vulnerability. Vulnerability is love.  

* * * 

 The purpose and end of reason is to find the limits of reason. 

* * * 

Basic question: Are you going to pray about it or do about it? No, these are not 
mutually exclusive. But choose: which matters more? Seriously. Choose. Clarify your 
values.  

* * * 
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Humanism stands or falls on the principle that each human being has worth and 
dignity merely by dent of having been born. Other living things and the planet itself 
also have worth and dignity and deserve consideration and respect. Consider: what if 
all are the same? 

* * * 

The foundations of Humanism can be summed up in three propositions: 

1.  Everything is connected. 

2.  Everything changes. 

3.  Therefore, we must care for each other. (“Other” meaning all living things, 
and the planet.) 

Think of them as the Three C’s: Connection. Change. Care. 

* * * 

Humanists replace the perception of divine command with pragmatic behavior and 
altruism.  

* * * 

Awakening from superstition is not enough; we also must awaken to values.  

* * * 

Here is my shot at a definition of religion: “Religion is a set of shared practices and 
ethical commitments grounded in a worldview.”  

In this definition, non-theistic traditions fall into the category “religions.” Humanism, at 
the least congregational humanism, is therefore a religion. 

* * * 

Why “shared” in the above definition? Because philosophical and religious ideas are 
necessarily processed in a subjective consciousness, but I’m not sure anyone can 
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create a new religion whole-cloth. Many if not most of us cobble together a little of 
this and a little of that—eclecticism. Bricolage.  

This rule pertains even to those who may think they are “purely” one religion or 
another. Syncretism is everywhere.  

* * * 

A question: What are we doing when we do religion? The answer to that question is 
not entirely clear, and it isn’t agreed upon across cultures and governments.  

* * * 

In accepting the Nobel Peace Prize Albert Schweitzer said, "Humanism, in all its 
simplicity, is the only genuine spirituality.” 

* * * 

Naturally, all of us wish to escape time and chance. This is not possible. Thus time and 
chance are the very marrow of living.  

* * *  

The study of being is called ontology. Being is not static; being is both dynamic and 
relational.  

* * *  

Here’s the real, the ontological point: you live in reality. You exist. You breathe. You 
think. You struggle and live in your truth.  

Still, it’s difficult to brush  that underbrush away. It’s difficult to pull the weeds back 
from the stone and read the letters.  

* * * 

Embrace darkness. Embrace confusion, delusion, and convolution. Embrace, warmly, 
what it means to be. What it means to be alive. What it means to be human.  

* * * 



89

What has not been questioned has not been considered. 

* * * 

Find the essence of reality for you; then, go deeper. Nature is how things are; morality 
is how things ought to be. 

* * * 

Living authentically in intellectual integrity. That’s a virtuous goal.  

Living authentically is grounded in a sense of belonging; a focus on promoting the 
flourishing of living things; and the goal of building and sustaining communities of 
association.  

* * * 

“Integrity” is the match between inner convictions and outer actions. Integrity is our 
actions in honest relation to our experience. 

* * * 

The first question of human freedom—free will—can be philosophically challenging 
from an academic or philosophical viewpoint, but in practice—in practical philosophy—
we know that all of us make choices; we also know that we often believe we have no 
choice when actually we do have choice; we also know that all of us think we are 
making choices when we are not.  

These quandaries, self deceptions, and illusions are as true for the convict serving 
time as for the rulers of nations.  

This complexity gives rise to ethical questions and thinking. 

* * * 

The pragmatist William James once said, “My first act of free will shall be to believe 
that I have free will.” 

* * * 
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We’re not the same and that’s OK. 

* * * 

Existence is co-existence. 

* * * 

Having a philosophy is not optional. You have one and you are acting on it right now. 
The question is how well and how ethically you are doing those actions. Ask yourself: 
how well am I doing life right now? 

* * * 

Humanism is communal liberation. Freethinking. Forward thinking. Humanism is an 
invitation to conversation. Humanism is a turn of mind; a product of the skeptical 
spirit.  

* * * 

Humanists say, “We are in this together—we are all we’ve got.” 

 * * * 

Humanism is an invitation to a conversation about the ongoing human projects of 
freedom and responsibility. 

 * * * 
   
Humanism is not about finding ultimate reality but is about lived experience—how to 
live ethically here, now . . . because that’s the duty of a human being who has been 
given the gift of life. 

As Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius put it: “What nature requires, take, as long as 
that allows you to remain a rational animal, remembering that you are also a social 
animal.” 

* * * 
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Trusting as we do in science, most Humanists let go of the comfort provided by a 
dualistic world view—body/mind, science/religion, head/heart, and so on. Rather, 
Humanists commit to the difficult work of seeing reality as a continuous whole, each 
“part” dependent upon all.  

* * * 

Who you are and what you should do in the world . . . 

Let’s face it, there are lots of models and paradigms. A myriad of traditions.  

Choosing one has a lot to do with the social norms one lives in. Human beings, 
however, are capable of re-thinking who we are and what we should do in the world. 
Ideally, every person should be given the tools and chance to do that.  

* * * 

In his book Thus Spoke Zarathustra, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote: 

. . . do you call yourself free? I want to hear your ruling idea, and not that you 
have escaped from a yoke. (chapter 17, “The Way of the Creator”) 

Humanists answer Nietzsche’s call.  

Yes, we freethinkers have escaped from the yoke of many popular dogmas. And we 
have a ruling idea: human beings can solve human challenges.   

* * * 

There are militant theists; there are militant atheists. A militant Humanist is a 
contradiction.  

* * * 

Though most Humanists are not theists in any traditional sense, we have not rejected 
faith. Humanists know that faith cannot be forced and should not, generally, be faked. 
We respect the faiths of others. We ask only to be respected in our lack of traditional 
faith.  

* * * 
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It’s not that Humanists don’t relish speculating about deities, it’s merely that we don’t 
speculate about them when we consider ethics and morality. Religious traditions yes, 
deities, no.  

* * * 

One thing I know about “the examined life”—it’s rife with contradictions. 

* * * 

Every philosophical or religious tradition builds both cairns and walls.  

The cairns guide us to that tradition’s insights and truths. The walls say “this is in,” this 
“out.”  

But who gets to decide?  

* * * 

There are many Humanisms and many ways to be Humanist. You choose. 

* * * 

"My religion is to seek for truth in life and for life in truth, even knowing that I shall not 
find them while I live.” ~Miguel de Unamuno  

* * * 

Subjectivity is not the answer. 

* * * 

Remember: There is no “view from nowhere.” Each of us must come to terms with 
what this means if we are to be free and ethical agents in the world.  

This does not mean that we should not have a viewpoint but that we must 
problematize that viewpoint by considering as fully as possible the viewpoints of 
others. The phrase “nothing about us without us” well summarizes the challenge.  
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* * * 

You want to find the truth? Check the moment. Check yourself. When you are in the 
moment, you are nearly always in the truth. 

* * * 

Humanism is hard work. Humanism is accepting the hard work of seeing the 
immensity of reality in its immensity.  

* * * 

Always: get back to first principles.  

* * * 

When we speak of our deepest being, our first commitment is not to speak of truth; 
or to speak truth; but to speak to today. Now.  

We—all of us here—are here now. This is the meaning. The purpose. How to live into 
the next moment. Committed to those things beyond ourselves that deserve our 
commitment.  

* * * 

The meaning of being alive. Here—fill in the blank of your you society _____. Fill in the 
blank of all the labels you carry and all the labels forced upon you. And then? What is 
left? 

* * * 

Your experience is your truth There are so many truths. They wash across the dams 
and beat against the beaches. We toast each: To truth. To truth! 

In this wash, this tide of time, we feel the sand—as if at a beach—slipping away.  

* * * 

St. Augustine of Hippo wrote:  
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Bad times! Troublesome times! Everyone is saying this. Let our lives be good; 
and the times are good. We make our times; such as we are, such the times 
are. 

Ever it is thus.  

* * * 

Each life is a riddle that cannot be solved.  

* * * 

We are not broken. Because there is no wholeness. Perhaps, in the womb, for most 
unborn babies, all is well for a time. But the moment we hit the air . . .  all bets are off.  

* * * 

We can think about our thoughts.  

* * * 

Sometimes saying nothing is the most eloquent thing of all.   

* * * 

Liberation—whether of nations, groups within nation-states, or self-liberation—is never 
elegant nor straightforward. 

The philosopher Franz Fanon explored the topic of liberation in considerable depth.  

Might oppressed peoples find “collective catharsis” in bloody revolution? 
Interestingly, Fanon thought so, while at the same time facing his own PTSD from 
experiences while with Algerian freedom fighters.  

* * *  

Although Humanism is often equated with scientific thinking, we must remember that 
the term’s nearest cousin is “humanities.” The humanities. Poetry. Music. Fiction. 
History. Art of all kinds. Religions use the humanities, but Humanism is the humanities.  
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* * *  

Might we create a nation free of its post-colonial past? Free of its oppression and 
violence? Free to reimagine itself? 

* * *  

If you take the gods seriously, you off-load at least a part of human responsibility.  
To be Humanist is to take responsibility.  

* * *  

Not worshiping the sacred in nature restricts the vision.  

* * * 

If you don’t have freedom and rights, I don’t have freedom and rights—all that is is 
domination. And domination isn’t freedom or rights.  

* * *  

Being exists because of being-with. Meaning that I exist because you exist as a free 
agent in community exactly as I do, and visa-versa. That’s community. That's freedom. 

* * *  

Read the poet Nizar Qabbani. 

* * * 

Isn’t philosophy merely pie-in-the-sky nonsense?  No. Every day we make 
philosophical assumptions and decisions. Decisions based on a worldview  

Every day, these decisions and assumptions must the examined and questioned. 
Otherwise, the abyss. 
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* * * 

Too often we live on adrenaline and confused emotions. A lover of wisdom will 
explore ways to stop and center. Will find ways to live leaning forward, in aspiration 
and hope.  

* * *  

How many of us have a clear answer to “What do you want to do right now?” I seldom 
have an answer to that question. Not until I remind myself to calm down and center. 
That’s the point of what are known as “spiritual practices.” 

* * * 

The fact of being is the fact of being interrelated and in relationship.  

* * * 

Humanists agree to be present with each other and with the world as we experience 
it.  

* * * 

Humanism is not a set of doctrines but a frame of mind. A frame of mind that seeks 
wisdom in human thought, whether that be in science or the arts; cutting edge or 
prehistoric. 

* * * 

Humans are social by nature and find meaning in relationships. Humanists long for 
and strive toward a world of mutual care and concern, free of cruelty and its 
consequences, where differences are resolved cooperatively without resorting to 
violence.  

* * * 

The joining of individuality with interdependence enriches our lives, encourages us to 
enrich the lives of others, and inspires a hope of attaining peace, justice, and 
opportunity for all. 



97

* * * 

Working to benefit society maximizes individual happiness. We work to free humanity 
from the brutalities of mere survival and to reduce suffering, improve society, and 
develop global community. We seek to minimize the inequities of circumstance and 
ability, and we support a just distribution of nature's resources and the fruits of human 
effort so that as many as possible can enjoy a free and fulfilling life. 

* * * 

The mistake of much Western philosophy is the goal it sets—happiness. This was an 
unattainable ideal. The idea provided a template to strive for, which is the why of 
models, but it sets people up for failure.  

* * * 

We live for the most part in the heat of the fray, the middle of the storm. Most of the 
time, rather than asking “how should I live my life?” we are asking ourselves, “what 
next?”  

* * * 

“What next?” in both an existential sense: What’s going to happen next? and in an 
ethical sense: What should I do in this sticky situation? I’m angry; I’m frightened; I may 
look like a fool. What do I do?  

* * * 

In this breathless spot, we need a peg to grab; a place to hang our hats; a lifeline and 
a safety belt. That’s what Humanism provides—a way forward. 

* * * 

Let’s be real: in moments of stress or danger, our first thought is protecting ourselves. 
That’s natural, normal human behavior. We can’t help ourselves—often our first 
reaction to a situation is fight or flight. Fear or anger.  
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The thing to do is not to beat ourselves up about feeling fear or anger. The thing to 
do is to realize that what we do next is in our power to decide. And we don’t have to 
do the same thing as we did the last time . . .  

* * * 

Ethics comes in when we ask ourselves: When am I protecting myself when I’m not 
actually in danger? When am I reacting with a stress response when such a response 
isn’t needed? Isn’t even sensible? 

* * * 

Humanists take into consideration the human capacity to heal, and the human 
capacity to hurt. Given those capacities, what is best now, in this situation? 

* * * 

Humanists ask, What is required of me in this situation? We have that imperative: We 
must always treat others as ends, not means. Other people and things have worth and 
dignity. We don’t trample on that for our own purposes.  

* * * 

Humanism isn’t about what you don’t believe. Or do believe, for that matter. 
Humanism is about actions and commitments. Central concerns. Humanism is about 
taking ownership of choices and consequences. 

* * * 

Your story is not my story. My story is not your story. That’s OK. 

* * * 

It is important to remember that the concept of “religion” is a Western construct. For 
example, the Japanese had no word for religion until they were forced to find one 
when Westerners arrived and imposed Western notions in 1853.  

* * * 



99

Your religion or your philosophy is the heuristic device you use to navigate your 
reality.  

* * * 

You can’t be Humanist alone. Not for very long, anyway. Humanism is about 
conversation, relationship, nurturing, and community. Even the sometimes solitary 
production of art and thought is ultimately about sharing.  

* * * 

Preoccupation with the self results in misery. 

* * * 

Be grateful to everyone. Seriously. That’s grace. 

* * * 

Focus, try hard; shoot for being wise.  

* * * 

The less you grasp and obsess, the more free you are.  

* * * 

Not knowledge but wisdom; not knowing but being.  

* * * 

We don’t discover reality. We discover how we feel about particular facts. These can 
be abstracted. It’s not the happenings but how we view the happenings.  

* * * 

US society is utterly drenched in theological thinking. Much of it reactionary; much of 
it damaging to a large percentage of the population. Though many don’t know it, the 
populace cries out for a positive theology.   
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* * * 

Rituals are everywhere in human life. Ritual for mind and body and both. Ritual is 
centering and regenerative. 

* * * 

The dismissal of ritual is part of the Western move toward “rationality.” It began in the 
Protestant rebellion against Roman Catholicism. Yes, too far is too far, but isn’t the 
wholesale dismissal of ritual a distrust of certain aspects of being human? 

* * * 

First and foremost humanist ritual must not reproduce old systems of oppression such 
as patriarchy, colonialism, economic oppression, and on. 

* * * 

Is it possible to penetrate to the heart of truth? Plato thought so. And he thought that 
ultimate truth waited in a pure reality separate from the fallen world we experience. 
Early Christians adopted this idea, opining that the ultimate truth lies in the mind of 
the monotheistic god.  

Needless to say, neither philosophers nor theologians have ever gotten close to 
articulating what ultimate truth might be. That’s because there isn’t one.  

* * * 

“Truth” is not fact. Facts are discoverable and measurable anywhere and everywhere, 
though understandings of facts change with time.  

“Truth” is subjective, even when it is inter-subjective—held by many people. Truth 
changes. 

* * * 

Scientists, too, have often fallen under the spell of an ultimate truth being “out there.” 
Sure, appearance and reality often are not the same thing. This does not imply that 
there exists an ultimate reality that is truth. Scientific inquiry finds facts, not truths.  
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* * * 

If you haven’t, read up on the Dunning-Kruger effect. 

* * * 

The Temple of Apollo at Delphi, Greece famously sported an inscription, “Know 
thyself.” This maximum has been much repeated, and self-knowledge has become an 
obsession in the Western world.  

There were, however, two other inscriptions at Delphi: “Nothing too much” 
and “Surety, then ruin” 

“Nothing too much” hasn’t been as popular over time as the first statement.  

Diogenes Laertes, a 3rd century CE biographer of philosophers, thought that “surity, 
then ruin” refers to a skeptical frame of mind: “beware false certainty.” 

* * * 

Competing world views cannot be reconciled by argument. A worldview—what Paul 
Tillich called an “ultimate concern”—feels true to the person who believes it.  

* * * 

Like a pancreas, everyone has an ontology and an epistemology; a worldview and a 
theology. Unlike a pancreas, these can be worked on without anesthesia. 

* * * 

Competing world views cannot be reconciled by argument. Competing world views 
can, however, be understood through conversation: listening.  

* * * 

The nineteenth century pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce defined a 
belief as a “habit of action.” That definition makes a lot of sense. I sit in a chair, and my 
habit is to believe the chair will hold up my weight. I go to a dentist believing that the 
hygienist and the dentist are competent in their crafts. 
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I believe that the sun will rise. Habits of action.  

* * * 

Pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty added that the first question to ask of our 
beliefs is if they are the “best habits of action for gratifying our desires.” 

* * * 

But beliefs are also cliched assumptions. And herein lies a challenge.  

* * * 

The simplest check on irrational thinking is to interrogate our assumptions for any 
whiff of a teleology—a belief in a logical end. Apocalypse of any sort is probably an 
overstatement and a reach for meaning that isn’t there.  

* * * 

Reason creates constructs; imagination creates constructs. Some constructs we call 
technology. Some constructs we call art. We need all sorts of constructs. 

* * * 

When I claim that Humanism demands both bodily and mental/spiritual freedom, I 
am making a large and very political claim: that governments owe mental/spiritual 
freedom to individuals. What does mental/spiritual freedom entail? Beyond the 
physical, it requires safety, education, and leisure.  

* * * 

What is a spiritual/mental practice and what is not? For example, how about 
bicycling? Walking? Journaling? Listening to a motivational speaker? Is spiritual/
mental practice what’s being done or the attitude concerning what’s being done? 

* * * 

Birds appear to be free, but they are not. They are constrained by the necessities that 
nature defines—from calories required to wind velocity. What human animals mean by 
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“freedom” is much more than nature’s necessities. For us, “soaring” means much more 
than velocity, drag, and wind speed.  

* * * 

Turning entitlement into gratitude is not an easy thing. 

* * * 

What is often called “mysticism” is a reliance on spontaneity and intuition. Not bad 
emotions to rely on much of the time.  

* * * 

Reason is a slower, more deliberative sort of emotion.  

* * * 

One purpose of reason is to question the results of spontaneity and intuition. 

* * * 

One purpose of reason is to question reason. 

* * * 

Gods and religions are products of the fruitful human mind. What is more wondrous, 
the products or the producer? 

* * * 

You have already passed the only entrance exam that Humanism has: you’re human. 

We love you for your humanity. 

* * * 

Fundamentalism of any variety is about eliminating doubt. Pluralism is about 
accepting doubt as part of the nature of understanding.  
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* * * 

Doubt isn't a thing to fear but a method. 

* * * 

The time you live in has some very good answers. Remember: all times do. Backwards 
and forwards. Very good answers. Grasp what you can. Leave behind what you must.  

* * * 

When considering a worldview—your own or someone else’s—an instructive first 
question is this: Does this worldview consider that the world is as it appears to be? 

If the answer is no, chances are the person subscribes to some portions of one of the 
world’s religions. So many religions postulate an un-seen world. 

* * * 

If the answer is “no,” the person may subscribe to some of the world’s religions but 
may also be a freethinker. 

* * * 

“God” is a complex answer to a simple question: “What is the purpose of life?” 

A simple answer: “Living life.” 

The purpose of life is sustaining the life of the organism. And, no, that’s not much of a 
purpose. That’s why we search for meaning.  

* * * 

“God” is a complex answer to some simple questions. Questions such as— 

Why are we here? 

What are we? 
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What should we be doing? 

The simple answers are: “evolution,” “primates,” and “as much good for others and 
the planet as possible.” 

* * * 

One question humanity has always faced is: What made me what I am?  

or What made us what we are? 

* * * 

Right, left, or center, theologians characteristically posit a god that wills what said 
theologians find of value—fascism, capitalism, liberalism, justice, and so on. “God” is 
then a list of human preferences, not a deity with super-human agency.  

The god concept is thus very useful in conjoining each person’s subjective wishes 
with some vision of an objective world or community. 

Deities are often wish-fulfillment.  

* * * 

An instructive follow-up questions is: How does reality appear to you? 

* * * 

This question may elicit an extremely subjective response.  

* * * 

An instructive follow-up question is: Is there a method for determining what reality 
appears to be among people? Is there a non-subjective way of determining the 
appearance of reality? 

So, a sequence: 

I reality as it appears? 
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How does reality appear to you? 
How does reality appear to us? 

* * * 

Is there some huge “objective” thing—being—out there that we all must answer to, be 
that one of the gods or science? Or is each of us answerable to our own rather un-
absolute “out there” ? 

* * * 

Even if there does exist some deity, we don’t know what it is or what it wants.  

* * * 

Nature has remained constant. Intersubjective realities have changed over time.  

Can philosophies and religions create an intersubjective reality that will aid in saving 
the planet and its living things?  

Is there anything that might be “wanted” by all of humanity that might save us yet? 

Just asking.  

* * * 

Proposition: Pragmatically, every human-created system ought to promote the 
flourishing of earth and its living things. Wide-spread and fairly-distributed flourishing 
of earth and its living things.  

* * * 

The search for purpose and meaning is natural for human beings. Abstractions and 
projections make it no more or less noble.  

* * * 

The first question of human suffering is “why?” 
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Sometimes the next is “who?” 

Seldom the question is “how?” 

* * * 

A critique of naturalistic thinking is that it leaves no room for mystery. This is an 
erroneous supposition, revealing a very proscribed understanding of what a mystery 
is. Namely, that “mystery” must have something to do with the supernatural. There are, 
however, perfectly natural mysteries.  

* * * 
Keep in mind: Western colonialism forced European science and technology, and 
European metaphysics upon the colonized. Many people had no choice. People need 
choice. 

* * * 

Like democracy in its ideal form, science is a communal project. In both cases, the 
foundational assumption is that we have only partial knowledge at present and that 
future learning may disprove what is currently orthodox.  

* * * 

Human beings are able to say “ought” with some confidence because we can trace a 
history of human morality that posits new areas of compassion.  

* * * 

At present, we are unclear as to how human beings reach this “ought,” nor do we 
understand precisely how human beings developed a moral conscience. At the 
moment, the reason appears to be evolution and the number of neurons in our 
brains.  

* * * 

Several systems of ethics have been proposed over time, including Virtue Ethics, 
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Deontological Ethics, Consequentialism, Ethical Intuitionism (or Moral Intuitionism), 
and Ethics of Care. There will be more, since none of these get it exactly right.  

* * * 

Though denizens of “The West” have claimed that reason and science are the basis 
for a Western understanding of reality, an empirical look at Western actions does not 
bear this assertion out. Many if not most Westerners exist in a world in which they 
assume many things are unexplained and perhaps super- or meta-natural. 

* * * 

Humanists have never excluded the intuitive or the experiential. Except in our 
humanist gatherings. This is a mistake. 

* * * 

The greatest mistake of Christendom when it ruled was to insist that it held absolute 
truth.  

* * * 

Our intuition and our logic often don’t mesh. This is, as the cliche goes, not a bug but 
a feature.  

* * * 

The ability to generalize is important to the way human beings live and develop 
groups. However, generalization has challenges.  

* * * 

The idea of monotheism is an idea of totalization and universalization. These have 
often been damaging concepts. Humanism must deny and resist totalization and 
universalization.  

* * * 

Human beings are more than what we do. There is meaning to our “be.”  
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* * *  

Transcendent theism is intellectual overreach. How might an animal that evolved to 
survive on the savannah of Africa know such a thing as a deity beyond our perceived 
reality? 

* * * 

The above proposition neither affirms no denies the existence of gods. I am merely 
claiming that the gods are necessarily beyond the sensing capacities of Sapiens. This 
stance is often called agnosticism. I am an agnostic. 

* * * 

We know deity through revelation? Why are there so many contradictory revelations?  

* * * 

Overreach and overconfidence are the enemies of wisdom, whichever side of this 
debate one is on.  

* * * 

When the scientific method is used in a neutral and balanced way, it offers a way to 
achieve a communal evaluation rather than a subjective one.  

* * * 

If there’s no death, why bother about life? Life is lively because there is death that is 
deathly. Denial of death is denial of life.  

* * * 

The classic deductive logic example is: Socrates is a man. All men are mortal. 
Therefore Socrates is mortal.  

This can be written out as  
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P = Q 
Q = r. 

Therefore P = r. 

Noticing that “Q” can be removed as in algebra.  

This “proves” that Socrates will die. But notice that we already knew that.  

* * * 

“Sacred" texts are generally stories, whereas theology is speculation about those 
stories that often makes truth-claims. Therein is the challenge.   

* * * 

Neither theology nor science is going to set you free. Only you. Only you. It may be in 
a mathematical formula; perhaps a poem; perhaps a concert. Whatever. 

What shall set you free? And what will you do with that freedom after you realize it? 

* * * 

It’s relative. It’s relational. It’s real because it’s what’s happening as best we can figure. 

* * * 

What matters to you is what feels urgent to you. Money? Time? Family? Love? Health? 

What do you prioritize? “Sooner rather than later”? 

Examine your priorities.  

* * * 

Inhabit the question—live in the question. 

* * * 
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What is at stake? For some, only an addiction to hurting others.  

* * * 

Let’s face that you have the freedom to be irresponsible. You can hand your car keys 
to the first person you meet in the street. That’s one kind of freedom. What 
philosophers call “natural freedom.” And at one level such a thing can be liberating. 
“Natural freedom.” Then there’s this other thing . . .  .  Many call it spiritual freedom.  

Mental/spiritual freedom is about the big questions—why should you—or shouldn’t 
you—give your car keys to the first person you meet? 

* * * 

Normative behavior or instinctual behavior. They aren’t always the same. 

* * * 

What if societal pressure to “pursue happiness” is a form of oppression? 

* * * 

Deny . . . whatever . . . all the time you like. Then look—why is . . . whatever . . . so 
desirable? 

Now consider the desire for the religious, the mental/spiritual . . . 

* * * 

The desire for immortality is not a desire for immortality. The desire for immortality is a 
desire for life, which is emphatically not immortality.  

* * * 

All we know is bounded in time because time is all we know.  

* * * 
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When I was a kid, the questions about immortality were things such as “How old will I 
be in heaven?” “Will I recognize people in heaven?” “Will people be married in 
heaven?” 

All time-bound questions. 

* * * 

Several religious systems tell us that an afterlife would be a good thing.  

But why . . .  

Why would a life after this life—a consciousness after this consciousness, be a good 
thing? A thing to be desired?  

Rather, isn’t the finality of our finitude time enough? 

* * * 

Talking about the next world is talking about surviving, not liberation 

* * * 

One positive thing that a life after death could do: Right the scales of justice. That’s an 
appealing thought, but unlikely, unfortunately . . . because it is wish fulfillment.  

* * * 

To put it another way:   

When Frankfurt School philosopher Max Horkheimer was asked about the existence 
of God, he said, “without the ‘totally Other’ in the end the murderer triumphs.” My 
parents could never formulate that remark but I think that’s why religion was so 
important in their lives. And why it is so important in the lives of so many poor, 
disempowered people.  

* * * 
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Let’s be real: Nothing—no human idea—will save you from the pain of loss.  

Deny loss. Or take it in.  

Denying it is to embrace the supernatural or the unknowable; accepting it is to 
embrace nature and the natural.  

* * * 

Notice how much and how little you notice. I suggest that we all find methods for 
noticing more.  

* * * 

There is always something we want, even if what we want is to break free of the bonds 
of desire . . . 

* * * 

Bob Dylan sang it: “Don’t hate anything except hatred.”  

Yes, we exist in a hall of mirrors.  
Strive to enjoy mirrors. 

* * * 

To get at how things are, we often have to leave questions hanging and 
contradictions unresolved.  

Love those mirrors! 

* * * 

Call it “compassion.” Call it “tolerance.” Call it “love.” What the world needs—and 
always has needed—now is a positive theology, philosophy, whatever. Positive. 

* * * 

How about the first leap of faith being toward compassion? 
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* * * 

Look closely at any scripture you wish—notice that there’s a very short list concerning 
what god is. Or how reality works.  

* * *  

Many Christian theologies trace the philosophy and science of the Western world. 
That’s their first mistake . . .  

* * * 

Theologian David Tracey, one of my teachers,  said, “Christian theology began when 
Greek questions were asked about a Hebrew narrative."  

* * * 

What if “truth” is charity—compassion—rather than some sort of observable reality? 

Remember: a fact is observable; a truth is subjective, even when it is inter-subjective 
among many people or across much of a nation or continent.  

* * * 

Humanism is about constant reevaluation, revolution, and liberation.  

* * * 

Buddhism is there to teach us that addiction to ego is the most dangerous of 
addictions.  

* * * 

Contextualization isn’t explanation. But it explains a lot.  

* * * 

Religions objectify. But each of us lives in subjectivity. Religions are about institutions 
and politics and society. Big things. This is both the glory and the horror of human 
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religions: they are strong but we are weak, as the children’s Sunday school song 
phrases it.  

* * * 

Unitarian Universalism is always in extreme tension because the “prophethood of all 
believers” is almost a reality there. Face it: If everyone in the church basement is 
Moses, and there’s nobody circling the Golden Calf, what’s the narrative? 

* * * 

But if everybody’s Moses coming down the mountain, each of us must be careful not 
to hurl those stone tablets too far. Lest we hurt each other deeply.  

* * * 

What is “the truth that shall set you free?” (John 8:32)  

What is truth?  
What is free?  
Who decides? 

* * * 

It is fairly clear that living in cliche and illusion can be rewarding. 

* * * 

Frames of meaning—heuristics from religions to philosophies to the rules of games—
are chosen illusions and inherently false. Some appear healthier than others.  

* * * 

When you see an illusion, express your disillusionment.  

* * * 

What if secularization is religion’s ultimate purpose? Religion’s aim. Religion’s 
conclusion.  
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What if secularization is the fulfillment of religion’s urge and drive throughout human 
history? 

* * * 
The idea of the gods is that they somehow underwrite or underpin the structure of 
reality.  

* * * 

“Evil” occurs in the realm of human action, not natural forces. A serial killer or dictator 
are evil; an earthquake is tragic but “natural.” This is an important distinction.  

* * * 

The Spanish philosopher George Santayana said, “My atheism, like that of Spinoza, is 
true piety towards the universe and denies only gods fashioned by men in their own 
image, to be servants of their human interests.”   

* * * 

Human nature and the nature of being human—all the time, we are learning how to 
human.  

* * * 

Knowledge comes from nature—those DNA and gene and anthropology things.  

 Knowledge come from philosophy, and religion, and poetry, and song, and . . .  

Humanism springs from all these. From open-ended questions and from artistic 
human pursuits—the humanities. 

* * * 

Frames are how we . . . frame our attempts to understand reality. Frames are how we 
process what we already know and also how we approach what we don’t know.  

Religions produce frames. Political agendas produce frames. People are good at 
producing frames, even when the frames are harmful to many. Or just plain wrong. 
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* * * 

I have absolutely no fear of being dead whatsoever. I do, however, worry about 
getting dead. This can be a challenge.  

* * * 

Unfortunately, it’s a rule of thumb that liberation movements turn into their opposites. 
Christianity. The rise of the idea of the middle class. And on.  

* * * 

The poet William Blake said, “Opposition is the greatest friendship.” I’d add that 
continued questioning is the greatest honor for any concept.  

* * * 

Even though the human imagination appears to be limitless, thinking has limits. 

* * * 

“Idealism” is about finding cohesion in abstract propositions. Unfortunately, idealism 
tends to stay abstract. And only a proposition.  

* * * 

Obsurantismo. Scientismo.  Ismo, ism, whatever—it’s always too far and always across 
the bounds.  

* * * 

Something—Wittgenstein called it a picture—something holds us all, each of us, 
enthralled. Each of us is locked. In language. In metaphor. In stories. Pictures of reality.  

* * * 

Superstition. Prejudice. Feed those, and stay in your past. Starve those; feed reality, 
and advance. Grow up!  
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* * * 

We can draw new pictures. And we are able to color outside of the lines. 

* * * 

Our pasts. Our authorities. Each has feet of clay.  And hearts of stone. Clay feet and 
hearts of stone.  

The human past—clay feet and hearts of stone.  

* * * 

What is left? Is that your being? 

* * * 

There is expression. There is interpretation.  

* * * 

Experience. Being here, now That, the experience, is. The interpretation . . .  that is 
altogether something else.  

* * * 

What if we cannot express but only interpret? 

* * * 

Centrally, freethinkers are naturalists. We look to how we human beings communally 
perceive the world as a place to begin our speculations and our relationships. 
Subjectivity is great, in the arts. But not so fine in politics.  

* * * 

Prioritizing and codifying commitments—this is what religions and philosophies are 
about. What is most important and why? 
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* * * 

Knowledge is accumulated, but its application takes wisdom.  

* * * 

Knowledge solves problems. Wisdom accepts problems.  

* * * 

Are you telling your story, or is your story telling you? We do well to stop and ask 
ourselves this question from time to time. 

* * * 

Philosophy and theology are always a mess—a broken down old mansion in 
metaphor. How to fix the Addams mansion? That’s always the question.  

* * * 

One way of “knowing” a god is through the scriptures that have grown up around that 
good. Another way of knowing a god is looking at the traditions that have grown up 
around that god. The scriptures and the traditions are not always the same. And thus 
yet a third way of knowing a god is by looking at the societies that grow up around 
that god.  
* * * 

Look closely at what you depend upon.  

* * * 

Do I write my own contract for reality or does reality hand me a contract to be  
signed?.  

Or more realistically, is it something between? 

* * * 

Nothing is a-historical. Everything. Everything is within time. This is a basic 
commitment for those who claim to be secular. Every view is a view from somewhere.  
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* * * 

Paradoxically, we often have nostalgia for a time of clear truth and meaning that has 
never existed. Impermanence. Multiplicity. Mystery. This is and has been the human 
condition. 

* * * 

The “problem of subjectivity” is not a problem; it merely is what is at the foundation of 
an individual’s thinking.  

* * * 

Everything you know has already happened. The future is guesswork.  

* * * 

The reluctance to surrender certitude is perhaps the most pernicious vestige of 
Christianity in Western culture.  

* * * 

Some important virtues: 

gratitude 
compassion 
acceptance (meaning forgiveness) 

* * * 

Do rocks stare?  

* * * 

Humanism merely recognizes overtly what theistic religions recognize covertly: that 
the idea of divinity is an idealization of human actions and aspirations.  

* * * 
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Humanism is more than a religion or a philosophy. It’s a way of life. Humanism is a life 
stance that takes what appears at the moment to be the truth about our reality and 
deals with that truth, knowing all the while that—fifty years from now—things will look 
different.  

* * * 

Instead of looking to outside rulers or outside powers, Humanists look inside 
themselves and to each other for sustenance and solutions to the clear and present 
dangers of human existence. 

* * * 

The most difficult thing for anyone to remember is that it’s not about you.  

* * * 

A society that has fallen away from its religious traditions expects more from art than 
the aesthetic consciousness and the "standpoint of art" can deliver. 

* * * 

Some ancient ideas (from the Lojong) slightly updated: 

Remember that life is rare and precious.  

Remember that change and death are inevitable. 

Remember that every action has a result.  

Remember that egotism means pain for yourself and everything you touch.  

* * * 

The difference: “congregational” humanists congregate; “secular” humanists do not 
congregate, at least in any traditionally “religious” way.  

* * * 
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Ideally, the lives of Humanists will show that “the good life” and “the moral life” are 
not dependent upon traditional theistic beliefs.  

* * * 

Deny less. 
Embrace more. 

* * * 

Connection. Change. Care. 

* * * 

Everything is connected. Everything changes. You've got people. 

* * * 


