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Ali Unal, Excerpts from “The Meaning of Existence and Life”

The excerpt from Unal begins by describing the four “classes” of beings in the universe. Of the four (inanimate objects, plants, animals and humans), Islam places the greatest value on human life. Unal hails the human being as a spectacular creation (of which the whole universe exists in service), but makes a point of stressing the subordinate nature of their relationship with God. While animals, plants and other such creatures have “no obligation” to seek what Unal refers to as “perfection,” humans must spend their entire lives learning.

He marvels at the sheer intricacy of human beings as well as the great “expenditure” that God has undertaken in the creation of human life. He emphasizes what humans “owe” God.  And, as our senses and image were derived from God himself (Unal refers to these as “His Names”), Islam dictates that humans hold a certain obligation to serve as God’s reflection, following his will and the “purposes” to which he has assigned us.
Shimon Hurwitz, “The Torah Center” and “The Tzaddik”

Like many of the other traditions described in Voices of Diversity, Hurwitz paints Judaism as a faith with God at its center. Although the individual has value, Judaism emphasizes an acceptance of the Creator as the ultimate, eternal and all-powerful “cause” of the universe and our existence. Being this is an Orthodox account of Judaism, it tends to attack what’s described as the “self-centered” nature of western cultures. A Jewish life is to be spent perfecting this relationship with God, in pursuit of the tzaddik.

The tzaddik, as described in the Torah, is the “model” Jew. The tzaddik is that which all Jews should aspire towards. Among the seven fundamental qualities exemplified by the tzaddik are an adherence to Law, the pursuit of peace, and a “selfless identification with the Eternal.” This orthodox brand of Judaism holds that more selfish ambitions (often associated with western society) are to be replaced by ambitions of becoming the “perfect Jew.”
Paul Kurtz, Excerpt from “The Tree of Life”

Kurtz’s description of “secular humanism” strikes a stark contrast against all other “traditions” described in Voices of Diversity thus far. Secular humanists (a group which holds claim to many non-religious groups such as atheists and agnostics) dispute the existence or plausibility of an omnipotent God or creator figure. As where most other religions assert the creation of man in the image of “god,” a secular humanist claims the reverse is true: that god was created in the image of man for the satisfaction of our own egos.

Although secular humanists tend to dispute the “deliberateness” of our existence, its not to say that they believe life is without meaning. Instead, the meaning with which they imbue life is just that—imbued by their own doing. They treat all the major religions of the world in the same respect: as human inventions that read into their own conceptions of what a proper way of living truly is. Secular humanists believe that life has a  basic intrinsic value and beauty unto itself and should simply be appreciated as such.
