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OUR VIEW OF THE CONTEMPORARY TRENDS OF THOUGHT


The human mind makes the man/woman a unique being. Through the mind, man can surpass the limits of his body. Through it, he can deliver the human experiences of previous ages to the new generation in a progressive manner. The mind grants our life its taste and creates very attractive thinkers, who have the power to present either real happiness or mere mental pleasure that may ruin their lives.


We, as believers, experience the words of the apostle Paul, “And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God.” (Rom 8:28). The appearance of trends of thought, whatever they are, encourages us to study and discover a new depth of our faith. This was St. Augustine’s view--even to the heretics.  Discussing with the heretics opens new wide fields to enjoy the mysteries of the word of God with new experiences.

MOVEMENT OF HUMANISM

The term “Humanism” has an attractive meaning. Most people think that humanism means “humane” or to be kind with human beings.

The founders of this movement are not very concerned that their movement is understood as a secular or religious philosophy but are more eager for people to adhere to humanism.  Followers of this movement in the secular and religious groups, signed the Humanist Manifesto I in 1933 and the Humanist Manifesto II in 1973.  It is their opinion that the roots of this movement date back to ancient Greek mythology.  Even the god Zeus, in all his power could be mistaken and Socrates could have died for the rule of law and for human rights rather than for the truth.

Philosophers, ever since Plato and Aristotle, have written on the subject of humanism. Later writers include French revolutionaries such as Rousseau, Engles and Karl Marx.  Growth of the concept was slow for the first few thousand years of recorded history, until French and European philosophers accelerated growth through the theory of evolution.

We can even say that this trend of thought started with the beginning of human life itself.  In the Garden of Eden, our first parents found a deep response to the word the serpent, “Your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Gen. 3:5).  After the flood, men attempted to build the Tower of Babel to identify themselves against God. “And they said, Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose top is in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” (Gen. 11:4).

HUMANISM IN LINES

Proponents of Humanism claim that their movement has the following attributes:

1. It works towards fulfilling the personal and social needs of man: The preface of the Humanists Manifesto II states, “As in 1933, Humanists still believe that traditional theism, especially faith in the prayer-hearing God, assumed to live and care for persons, to hear and understand their prayers, and to be able to do something about them, is an unproved and outmoded faith.” Humanists believe God does not exist because His existence cannot be proven.  Therefore, there is no need to believe in the presence of God.  Even if He does exist, they would rather have Him stay in His heaven, away from those on earth. There is no need for faith or divine revelation to reveal supernatural matters. They also deny divine providence and the will of God. 

2. A Philosophy of Freedom: Man is free to think, to express his thoughts and to live by his own ideals.  He may use all his energy, feelings and emotions in a way that pleases him without being bound by religious or social boundaries.

3. A Philosophy of Realistic Life: Humanists also reject the concept of heaven by teaching that the only life is here on earth. It is a philosophy of “the here and now” for those who are in love with the glamorous life of this world.  The Humanists Manifesto II states, “Promises of immortal salvation or fear of eternal damnation are both illusory and harmful. They distract humans from present concerns, from self-actualization, and from rectifying social injustices. Modern science discredits such historic concepts as the "ghost in the machine" and the "separable soul." Rather, science affirms that the human species is an emergence from natural evolutionary forces. As far as we know, the total personality is a function of the biological organism transacting in a social and cultural context.  There is no credible evidence that life survives the death of the body.”

4. A Philosophy of Unbounded Imagination: Humanism argues that man does not need to run and follow the Truth, but he may let his imagination run in all freedom to avoid being confined, so as to enjoy life.

5. A Philosophy of Compassionate Love: Humanism can be the answer to all the questions and needs of everyone.  It is also concerned with equality between man and woman, giving the woman full rights that man enjoys.

6. A Philosophy of Pleasures: As the Humanists Manifesto II states, “Human life has meaning because we create and develop our futures. Happiness and the creative realization of human needs and desires, individually and in shared enjoyment, are continuous themes of humanism.” Neither the State nor religion has the right to implement any rules to place boundaries regarding sexual activities as long as those who practice them are in mutual agreement.  According to Humanism, what occupies a person is his human rights and his humanistic pleasures with all its varieties. 

7. Embracing Modern Science, especially the theory of evolution and reject any miracles that contradict science. The Humanists Manifesto II states, “We believe, however, that traditional dogmatic or authoritarian religions that place revelation, God, ritual, or creed above human needs and experience do a disservice to the human species. Any account of nature should pass the tests of scientific evidence; in our judgment, the dogmas and myths of traditional religions do not do so. Even at this late date in human history, certain elementary facts based upon the critical use of scientific reason have to be restated. We find insufficient evidence for belief in the existence of a supernatural; it is either meaningless or irrelevant to the question of survival and fulfillment of the human race. As nontheists, we begin with humans not God, nature not deity. Nature may indeed be broader and deeper than we now know; any new discoveries, however, will but enlarge our knowledge of the natural.” 
8. Separation of Church and State: Humanists refer to Tertullian who says, “What has Jerusalem to do with Athens?”  They advocate the complete separation between government and religion. 

9. Spreading the Idea of Unitarianism and Universalism: Humanism seeks all the religions of the whole universe to unite together, even the atheists!

10. Believing in the Human Will: Humanism teaches that it is immoral to let God work in the life of man or the society. Man should practice his own will, for he is capable of ceasing the wars and crimes. He can find a solution to the Aids crisis, which is thought by some to be "God's punishment of homosexuals." In other words, man is the almighty god in his will and his actions. The Humanists Manifesto II states, “But we can discover no divine purpose or providence for the human species. While there is much that we do not know, humans are responsible for what we are or will become. No deity will save us; we must save ourselves.” Thus, there is no need for a Savior or a Redeemer, since man can save himself. 

CHRISTIANITY AND HUMANISM

Christianity presents to us the realistic evangelic view concerning humanism; fulfilling all the aspects of man’s needs: physical, psychological, scientific, social and spiritual. St. John says, “Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers” (3 John 1:2). The Church’s message is to guide man to discover the reality that he is the greatest being on earth and that God Himself regards him as His dearest creature. Therefore the Church as a mother cares about man’s success and continuous progress in every aspect of his life.

This thought is based upon a living, continuous and strong foundation that remains unmoved in the face of tribulations and difficulties, even death. Man can live as the happiest person on the face of the earth, both now and throughout all the ages. He sings, “whatever he does shall prosper” (Ps 1:3).

FREEDOM OF BOUNDARIES

It is good that the Humanists are concerned with human affairs; but a Christian person enters into the depth of these affairs without the boundaries of time and space because he realizes two things:

First; he is more than just a body and a soul; he is a great being. He is a being that can challenge time itself, that can cross over with his thought, his heart and all his being into the eternal life. The Christian person is lifted up from the boundaries of time and space to the reality of eternity that grants him the spirit of hope and joy in all circumstances.

Secondly; he is not just a person among billions of human beings who came into this world by chance. Instead, he is personally beloved by his Creator who is not concerned with anyone, in heaven or on earth, more than with him. He is the happiest being on earth; for he finds the One who truly loves him and has set a plan for him before all ages (2 Timothy 1:9). Christianity loves the practical life. In it, man sees the whole world as a beautiful and divine gift. Man uses this life as a bridge under his feet to cross over to what is more beautiful and eternal.

FREEDOM AND HUMANISM

The Humanists request complete human freedom, so that man may live without being restricted by any chains of religion or society. However, how can a disabled person practice his freedom? St. Paul says, “For the good that I will to do, I do not do; but the evil I will not to do, that I practice” (Rom 7:19). For true freedom, is not experienced except by one who has a strong will, good reasoning and energy to work.

The Christian faith is in God; not in a Master who wishes to move the world as if it was a chess piece--as it was viewed by Aristotle or other religious thinkers who believe in predestination. The Christian faith is in the Living God Who finds pleasure in seeing each little child being nursed with freedom. We speak, not only, about Christ Who became a slave to grant man the practical and powerful freedom, but also we speak of a human personality, St. Paul the Apostle, who by his own freewill found his joy in being enslaved to all as he says, “For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win the more” (1 Cor. 9:19). What freedom is there that is more pure than this? For a person chose to be a servant of all by his own will, so that he might set all free. 

INDIVIDUALISM AND HUMANISM

The Humanists Manifesto II states, “The preciousness and dignity of the individual person is a central humanist value. Individuals should be encouraged to realize their own creative talents and desires. We reject all religious, ideological, or moral codes that denigrate the individual, suppress freedom, dull intellect, (and) dehumanize personality.” The Humanists emphasize upon the importance of “self” as the their theme. They believe that individualism is the way for individual liberty and happiness. The Humanists Manifesto II states, “…individuals should be permitted to express their sexual proclivities and pursue their life-styles, as they desire.” 

Christianity realizes personal liberty and happiness, not by revolting and fighting against the society, especially the parents and leaders. Christianity reveals man as the king of the whole world, for whom the Creator of heaven and earth incarnated and offered a self-sacrifice on his behalf.. St. Paul says, “…who loved me and gave Himself for me.” (Gal 2:20). Even all the heavenly hosts are interested in every person as the Lord says, “I say to you that likewise there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine just persons who need no repentance.” (Luke 15:7). At the same time every member finds his liberty and happiness in the progress of other members, “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others.” (Phil 2:3-4). 

Christianity glorifies every obedient man, even a single child. For the obedient person never suffers from the feeling of inferiority; rather, he is proud of sharing with Christ His obedience. It is an honor and glory to share the Son of God His characteristics.

TRUTH AND HUMAN LOVE

The Humanists do not wish for a person to be concerned with the Truth as a doctrine or a philosophical thought; but to be converted with all his being towards life and work, especially love, kindness and compassion. The basis of the Christian faith is not just a mere idea for one to believe in, but God who is not isolated from us. He is the Divine Truth, the Eternal Word, who became Man; so that love and truth have met in Him in the human person. Thus the believer partakes of His characteristics and becomes an icon of Him, and there can be a place for each person in his heart. Then a person will not become egocentric; thinking of himself and being occupied with issues such as segregation or defending the rights of women, children, the disabled, third world citizens, or a specific race or group such as the African-Americans or. He should be busy with all his might to die with his Savior so that all humanity may live. His blood may be converted into love--even to those who persecute him--finding his joy in sacrificing himself for the sake of each single person. He becomes compassionate even towards the animals, plants and even towards the natural resources and matter. If such a person is squeezed, he may bring forth rivers and even oceans full of love!

Which philosophy can grant man the ability to practice what the apostle experienced joyfully as he said, “Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I do not burn with indignation?” (2 Cor. 11:29). “Remember the prisoners as if chained with them- those who are mistreated- since you yourselves are in the body also” (Heb 13:3).

CHRISTIAN WORSHIP AND HUMANISM

The Humanists also believe that worshiping God deprives man of freedom and that Christian believers worship to fulfill mere formalities. However, Christian worship is not a rigid law; it is an opportunity to enjoy communicating with God Who truly loves man. Worship is a living experience that the Christian believer inhales with every living breath in order to attain perfect joy.

Through worshiping, every feeling of isolation and/or inferiority will be demolished because man is the dearest being and beloved by God, His heavenly servants and all the faithful since the beginning of creation. The Christian believer realizes that he, while still on earth, is joining the congregation of the heavenly hosts, awaiting with great joy, the day when he will be amongst them in the bosom of our heavenly Father. 

As an example, in all of the Church Sacraments, the Christian believer prepares his body, soul and spirit for the heavenly and spiritual wedding, living with a joyful heart; challenging sin, evil, Satan, and all of the powers of darkness! This worship is the fountain of true happiness; which most all philosophies seek; but is performed outside and away from its real source.

HUMANISM AND HUMAN SATISFACTION

Humanism seeks fulfillment by the utmost release of bodily lusts without control. Who can fill all the desires and aspects of a human’s life? Whenever he acquires something, he then requests more and cannot stop. At the depth of every person there is a longing for the infinite. For if the soul is unlimited by the body, then it will not find satisfaction even if the whole earth is given to it! Therefore the believer focuses his attention on the opened doors of heaven; realizing that the heavenly life is an infinite experience giving him the spirit of joy, and filling his deep inner being! 

Without the opened and eternal heaven, both the bird, which flies freely between the trees, and the animal, which lives freely in the desert, are better off and happier than the human being. Heaven is the answer of fulfillment for human being and his eternal happiness.


As the Psalmist says, “As for me, I will see Your face in righteousness; I shall be satisfied when I awake in Your likeness” (Ps. 17:15) and “You open Your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing.” (Ps. 145:16).

HUMANISM AND SEXUAL PLEASURES 

Under the title “A New Bill of Sexual Rights and Responsibilities” the following statements appeared in The Humanist of January/February 1976). “Traditional religious and social views have often condemned pleasures of the body as "sinful" or "wicked." These attitudes are inhumane.” “The joy of touching, of giving and receiving affection, and the satisfaction of intimate body responsiveness is the right of everyone throughout life.” “At this point in our history, we human beings are embarking on a wondrous adventure. For the first time we realize that we own our own bodies. Until now our bodies have been in bondage to church or state, which have dictated how we could express our sexuality. We have not been permitted to experience the pleasure and joy of the human body and our sensory nature to their full capacity.” “We believe that freeing our sexual selves is vital if we are to reach the heights of our full humanity. But at the same time, we believe that we need to activate and nourish a sense of our responsibilities to others.”
St. John says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.”(John 1:14). Thus, He restores our concept of our bodies, for He shared us our body, to glorify it.

· We are proud of our bodies but are not involved in its carnal desires. 

· As our Lord is the Holy One, we, the members of His body, ought to be holy in our spirits, souls, bodies, feelings, senses and energies. St. Paul says, “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you should abstain from sexual immorality.” (1 Thess. 4:3).

· Sexual feelings must neither be oppressed nor loosened, but directed by the Holy Spirit.

· Since our bodies will be eternally glorified with our souls, we should never belittle our own bodies or those of others.

King Solomon considered carnal desires as source of happiness: “Whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them. I did not withhold my heart from any pleasure, for my heart rejoiced in all my labor; and this was my reward from all my labor.” (Eccl. 2:10).  After many years he reached the following conclusion, “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: fear God and keep His commandments, for this is man's all.” (Eccl. 12:13).

THE LIVING FAITH AND MODERN SCIENCE

Once a person asked the Lord Christ to judge between him and his brother, for his brother had cheated him in the inheritance. He said, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.” (Luke 12:13).  The Lord, with all honesty, told him that this is not His message saying: "Man, who made Me a judge or an arbitrator over you?” Thus, He offered to the Church a living example for her mission.  The Church is a community of love whose role is spiritual salvation.  She is involved in sanctifying all, without putting her nose in what does not concern her. Then, politics remains with the politicians, academics for the scholars, judgment for men of law, military affairs for the militarists! The work of the Church is to sanctify all so that everyone may work according to his talents and in seriousness.  We must work with a strong spirit for the benefit of all, with the spirit of love that is not separated from the Truth.

Our Lord Christ asks us to “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” (Mark 12:17).  And St. Paul asks us “Render therefore to all their due: taxes to whom taxes are due, customs to whom customs, fear to whom fear, honor to whom honor.” (Rom. 13:7).  This affirms the position of the Church; not interfering in politics, academics and the military etc. She is the mother of all, a servant to all, encouraging each person to grow without limitation of his mind!

THE LIVING FAITH BETWEEN TRUSTING GOD AND SELF-CONFIDENCE

The Humanists think that religion creates a lack of self-confidence. Therefore, they want to stress the human role in realizing his personal and social needs. The Christian faith is based on the incarnation of the Logos such that He accepted to become man with flesh, a soul, mind and feelings confirming His respect to the human being.  He did not become man to destroy the human will, but to grant man a renewed will and a greater potential as St. Paul says: 

· “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.” (2 Tim. 1:7).

· “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” (Phil. 4:13).

· But we have the mind of Christ.” (1 Cor. 2: 16).

THE ECUMENICITY OF FAITH

The Humanists repeatedly announce that those of any religion or scholarly opinion may unite under one roof.  Even though they describe their philosophy as Unitarianism and Universalism, all of their solutions for the numerous social and humanistic problems are impractical.  For man is unique, created by God to rule over the whole earth.  He is in need to control his will, his freedom, his happiness and his fulfillment through his unity with his brethren.  Unity does not stand alone on happiness, satisfaction and freedom, but on having an open heart, filled with a love that is not separated from the truth and a mutual respect towards others.  Man can enjoy everything around him, while his heart ascends to heaven, where the heavenly beings are united with the earthly beings forever. 

THE CHURCH FATHERS’ FOCUS ON THE HUMAN BEING

The Church Fathers wrote about the true “humanism” that is bound to its source, the Creator.  As an example, St. Gregory of Nyssa defended human freedom.  In his fourth homily on the book of Ecclesiastes, he presents a theological foundation to resist slavery that can be summarized in the following points:

1. If a human being thinks he is superior to his race, then he disassociates himself from his race (as if he is from a different nature than his fellow human beings).

2. God created human nature as free to enable each human being to make his own decisions.

3. There should be a differentiation between possessions and irrational creatures, and between God’s image and His example of the free human being.

4. The impossibility of enslaving the human being who is the free image of God as a man cannot pay the price of his fellow man.

5. Who are you to think that you are a master to another human being?

From the words of St. Gregory of Nyssa:

· We all are equal by nature.

· It was not the nature, but the wish of authority that divided humanity into slaves and masters.

· God has granted the human being self-autonomy (the master should not control the life of a slave).

· Those who submit to you by ranking is equal to you in nature.

· Human beings were created to complement each other. Each one has the authority to lead his life without master or sorrow; therefore any human who is led is a slave.

· What price have you paid to buy your slaves? 

I acquired for myself slaves.

Tell me with what price? What did you find equal to human nature?

What price can you pay in lieu of the mind the slave?

God says: “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.” (Gen. 1:26).  If man is the image of God, the master of all earth possessing a God-given authority over all the creatures of earth, then who can be his purchaser or his seller?  This authority is only for God.  Even God will deny this authority because His plenteous gifts will not be refunded.  God does not want to degrade the human race to slavery.  He, when we became slaves to sin, willingly granted us freedom.  Therefore, if God does not enslave those who are free, who can have any authority above God?
 

HUMANISM AND DISCOVERING THE MEANING FOR LIFE


Humanists try to discover a meaning for our lives apart from God.  King Solomon was trying to do the same thing.  He says, “And I set my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all that is done under heaven.” (Eccl 1:13).  Although they may have good intentions, they struggle for truth apart from God, the Source of real wisdom.  He says, “For My people have committed two evils: they have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters, and hewn themselves cisterns- broken cisterns that can hold no water.” (Jer. 2:13).

HOW WE FACE HUMANISM?


Humanism, as we have seen, is a polite term of atheism. This trend, as well as some contemporary trends of thought, is a contrary response of misunderstanding and bad practice of religion, in a way or another.  Humanism provides an opportunity for us to discover, practice and witness the richness of our Christianity and to correct its concepts in the minds of the nominal Christians and the non-Christians.

1. God, His heavenly hosts and the whole Church are interested in every single person in the whole world, regardless his beliefs, behavior, nationality, his gender, education, talents and gifts, etc.  We respect him as a person with his own identity without isolating him from the whole Church. He is a member of the Body in which none is an appendix. The Body is in need of every member, which gives its special beauty and purpose (1 Cor. 12).

2. Through faith, we not only rejoice unceasingly but also share the nature of our Lord Jesus Christ as the Source of joy, happiness and peace to others. The Church, as the unique Bride, and every man, are icons of the ever-joyful heaven.

3. For the believer, the beautiful world, the temporal life, the3 mind and the body are divine gifts. He is proud of his actual life that leads him not to naught but to eternal life. He feels as a king who rules his life, his body and his mind.

4. Virtues in the eyes of the Christian believer, even humility and modesty, lift him up as an icon of God, who is united with Him and abides in Him. He never suffers of the feeling of inferiority or isolation.

5. Christianity is neither a series of dogmas, a set of rituals we have to fulfill, nor some laws we have to obey. Christianity is a personal contact with the Holy Trinity, and attaining the sweetness of the church life as a pledge of the unceasingly joyful life. Christianity is practicing the blessedness of the heavenly life.

6. Eternity is not just a life that we are expecting in the future but an actual life that we experience through our pledge now. Christ came to us to attract our sight to our inner man; to discover eternity and the Kingdom of God. He says, “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; nor will they say, 'See here!' or 'See there!' For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.” (Luke 17:20-21).  Solomon says, “He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also He has put eternity in their hearts.” (Eccl. 3:11).

7. Because man is created in the image of God, he never feels satisfaction regardless of what he receives.  He always feels is in need of something.  The whole world cannot satisfy his heart, for he can only satisfied by the Infinite One. St. Augustine summarizes his experience after his repentance and attaining the fellowship with Christ, “You created us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in You.”

CONCLUSION

Although Humanism deals with all aspect of man’s freedom as limited to his time, Christianity grants man freedom beyond time and space to eternity.
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