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No ultimate purpose

"I do not know why we are here, but I’m pretty sure that it is not in order to enjoy
ourselves."[1]

These are the words of influential philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein.  Like many philosophers, he
did not have an answer to the question: What is
the purpose of life? But he did indicate that life is
not just a game.  Other people, however, have
argued that the question is false.  There may be
nothing we should be bothered about.  We
should carry on living and not worry about why
we are here.  The Nobel Prize winner Albert Camus explained this attitude in the
following way: "You will never live if you are looking for the meaning of life"[2].  Camus
was basically saying that the important thing is to live a life that works for you,
regardless of any truth behind your existence.

In light of these differing views, we must ask: is it reasonable to believe we have a
purpose? To help answer this question, let us take the following illustration into
consideration:

You are probably reading this book sitting on a chair, and you are wearing some
clothes.  So I would like to ask you a question: For what purpose? Why are you wearing
the clothes, and what purpose does the chair have? The answers to these questions
are obvious.  The chair’s purpose is to allow us to sit down by supporting our weight,
and our clothes fulfil the purpose of keeping us warm, hiding our nakedness and of
course making us look aesthetically pleasing.  Our clothes and the chair are lifeless
objects with no emotional or mental abilities, and we attribute purpose to these.  Yet
some of us do not believe we have a purpose for our own existence.  Naturally, this
seems absurd and counter-intuitive.
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Having an ultimate purpose for our lives implies that there is a reason for our
existence—in other words, some kind of intention and objective.  Without an ultimate
purpose we have no reason to exist, and we lack a profound meaning for our lives.  This
is the perspective of naturalism.  It dictates that we merely spring from prior physical
processes.  These are blind, random and non-rational.  The logical conclusion of this
indifferent view on our existence is that we are riding on a sinking ship.  This
metaphorical ship is our universe because, according to scientists, this universe is
heading towards its inevitable demise and will suffer what they call a ‘heat death’. 
Human life will be destroyed prior to this heat death as the Sun will eventually obliterate
the Earth.[3] Therefore, if this ship is going to sink, I ask you, what is the point of
reshuffling the deck chairs or giving a glass of milk to the old lady? The Qur’an
represents humanity’s intuitive stance on this issue:

"Our Lord! You have not created all this without purpose."(Quran 3:191)

Nevertheless, various disputes emerge from this discussion.  First, an atheist can argue
that the absence of any reason for our existence gives us more freedom to create
purpose for ourselves.  To further explain, some of the existentialists have argued that
our lives are based on nothing, and from this nothingness we can create a new realm of
possibilities for our lives.  This rests on the idea that everything is intrinsically
meaningless, and therefore we have the freedom to create meaning for ourselves in
order to live fulfilling lives.  The flaw with this approach is that we cannot really escape
meaning.  Denying purpose for the basis of our existence while attributing some made-
up purpose to our lives is, by definition, self-delusion.  It is no different in saying, "Let’s
pretend to have purpose." This is no different from children who pretend to be doctors
and nurses, cowboys and Indians, or mothers and fathers.  However, we must all grow
up and face the truth that life is not just a game.

Another disagreement consists of the Darwinian claim that our purpose is to propagate
our DNA; as the famous atheist Richard Dawkins proposes in his book, The Selfish
Gene, our bodies have developed to do just that.[4]  The problem with this view is it
relegates our existence to a random accident via a lengthy biological process.  This
renders the human nothing more than a by-product, an incidental being that emerged
via the random collision of particles and the random rearrangement of molecules.

Islam’s view on the purpose of our lives is intuitive and empowering.  It elevates our
existence from products of matter and time to conscious beings who choose to have a
relationship with the One who created us.  Atheism and naturalism provide no ultimate
purpose for our existence.
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