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UU East Address  7/14/13 

How Humanists Are Good Without God 

By Dan Blinn 

Humanism is a progressive philosophy of life that, without theism or other supernatural beliefs, 

affirms our ability and responsibility to lead ethical lives of personal fulfillment that aspire to 

the greater good of humanity.  

Anyway, that’s the text-book definition.  And, I’ll admit, it does sound a little technical.  And, 

that’s a problem for Humanists.   People ask me all the time, “So, what is a Humanist?”  And, if 

you’re having quick conversation by the coffee machine, sometimes the technical definition 

isn’t good enough.  For one thing, it is hard to remember that whole spiel.  The American 

Humanist Association distributes little cards for just that reason.  But, that never seemed like an 

adequate solution to the problem either.  “So, what is a Humanist?”  “Well, let me find one of 

my little cards; I think I’ve got one in my wallet . . .” Sorry, but that just is not going to work.   

That is why many in the Humanist community recommend that all Humanists should always be 

ready to give our own quick and dirty definition.  Some of us call it our “elevator definition”, 

something short enough to spout out during a short elevator ride.  So, here’s MY elevator 

definition: “Humanism is a way to live a good life and a happy life without believing in God” The 

American Humanist Association has an even shorter elevator definition:  “Good without a god”.  

You may notice that they left out the “happy” part – I’ll come back to that later. 

“Good without a god?”  Does that mean that I’m an atheist?  That’s a fair question.  Many 

Humanists are atheists.  And, most of the Humanists that I know fit the classic definition of 

atheist, that is, someone who does not believe in God.  And, yes, that definition does apply to 

me so, technically, I am an atheist.  And, I am not afraid of that label.  But, I do not usually call 

myself an atheist, because atheism is not a value system.  It is simply a lack of belief in God.  

Many atheists embrace Humanism as their value system – whether they call it that or not.  But, 

an atheist can also be a fascist, a nihilist, an objectivist, or just about any other type of “ist” you 

can think of – any “ist”, that is, except a “theist.”    

I am a Humanist, and that means that I seek to live a life that is personally fulfilling, a life that is 

ethical, and a life that aspires to the greater good of humanity.  I believe that I can be “Good 

Without a God”.  When my conscience speaks to me – when I hear that small inner voice that 

tells me right from wrong – I believe that voice comes from my own nature and values.  I 

believe that morality comes up from within and that it is a natural part of the human 

experience. 
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Of course there are many who disagree with me.  They believe that God determines what is 

good and, without God, there can be no good or evil.  They believe that morality comes down 

from above.  While I see my conscience as the manifestation of something that comes from 

within myself, they see God’s work in their own inner voices.     

So, the question before us this morning is this: does morality come down from God, or does it 

come up from our human nature?  

This question has intrigued great philosophers from Socrates to . . . .Jay-Z.  Yes, Jay-Z, the rap 

artist.  He phrased the question in a recent hit: "Is pious pious 'cause God loves 

pious? Socrates asked whose bias do y'all seek."1 My son is a Jay-Z fan, and he was very 

surprised and a little impressed when he caught me listening to that while I was preparing this 

talk.  Yeah.  I’m a cool Dad!  But, that went out the window when I started talking to him about 

Socrates and Plato.  You could see his eyes start to glaze over.   

But, the question asked by Jay-Z is a very old one.   Does God love something because it is good, 

or is something good because God says that it is good? Some might view this as a sort of 

“chicken and the egg” question.  But, another way to look at it is: Do we need God to tell us 

what is good and what is bad?  Or, are we able to determine for that ourselves?   This is the 

story of how I came to find the answer to that question that is right for me. 

While I never believed that the bible was the literal word of God, there was a time in my life 

when I thought that all of the world’s religions might be different expressions of a universal 

truth.  And, I thought that this truth might have some relationship to a higher power.   I was 

open to the concept of divine truth, and I believed that different religions offered different 

paths to that truth. 

I was always at least a little skeptical about God’s existence.  I don’t remember a time when I 

ever really believed that bible stories about the Garden of Eden, Noah’s Ark, or the Exodus from 

Egypt were literally true.  But, I still believed that all of it was important because it provided us 

with guidance on how to live our lives.   I grew up in a Jewish family, and my parents made sure 

that my brothers and I went to Sunday school and that we went to religious services.  At least 

once in a while.  And, when my wife Linda and I had a family of our own, we also joined a 

synagogue so that our children would feel a connection with these family traditions.   

 

                                                           
1 “No Church in the Wild”, 2012,  
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Yet, I had a spiritual need that was not being satisfied. It just never felt “true” to me.  So, I dug 

deeper into the history and traditions of Judaism, hoping to find some answers there.  I read 

the entire the Hebrew Bible - the Old Testament.  Now, there had always been aspects of 

Jewish religious services with which I disagreed.  But, the services that I attended mostly 

focused on a loving God and the importance of Tzedakah and Mitzvot, charity and good deeds.  

But, now, I was digging deeply into the unedited ancient texts and there were some things in 

there that I knew deep in my heart were very, very wrong. 

Many people share my feelings about some of the things in Leviticus and elsewhere but who 

nevertheless recognize that this is an ancient document that has to be understood in the 

context and the morality of the time.  They focus on the many positive messages contained in 

religions.  The beauty and the wisdom in Ecclesiastes; the emphasis on love and compassion in 

the Beatitudes in Matthew and in Luke.   There is much that is beautiful and good in religious 

tradition, and I have no quarrel with people of faith who share my values and who focus on the 

many positive expressions of their holy texts.    

But, for me, the answer to the question asked by Socrates was clear.  Something is not pious 

because God says that it is pious.  We need to figure out what is good based upon what is good 

for us, what is good for society, what is good for other living things, and what is good for the 

planet.  I think that is when I became a Humanist.  But, at that time, I did not even know what a 

Humanist was! 

The story of how I first learned about Humanism is, well, a little embarrassing.  I have never 

spoken about this before.  Although culturally, I am still a Jew, I could no longer identify with 

the Jewish religion.  Yet, despite my lack of belief in the supernatural, I still felt a strong spiritual 

need.  So, I searched.  On the Internet.  I think I entered a Google search along the lines of 

“what religion am I?”  That led me to the beliefnet.com website.  They have a quiz on that site 

called Belief-O-Matic. 2   The Beliefnet people claim that: “Even if YOU don’t know what faith 

you are, Belief-O-Matic knows.”  I took the test.  And, Belief-O-Matic told me that I was a 100% 

match for Secular Humanism.   

 

                                                           
2 http://www.beliefnet.com/Entertainment/Quizzes/BeliefOMatic.aspx 

http://www.beliefnet.com/Entertainment/Quizzes/BeliefOMatic.aspx
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By the way, the Belief-O-Matic quiz is still on-line today.  I retook the quiz last week.  Turns out 

that I am still a Humanist.  Good to know! I also scored a 91% match for Unitarian Universalist.  

An A minus; not too shabby!   

Anyway, a 100% match is a hard thing to ignore, so I started to read up on this Humanism thing.  

I found a Humanist group in Hamden.  They had an active book discussion group, and I started 

to read their books.  And, those books led me to other books.  I read about evolutionary 

biology, neuroscience, and physics.  I read about behavioral science, anthropology, and zoology.  

I read about philosophy and ethics.   I read about the religions of the world, religious history, 

atheism, and political science.  I even enrolled in the Humanist institute, a graduate-level 

program to train Humanist leaders. 

So, what did I get from all of this reading?  My study of Humanism has strengthened my 

confidence that humans are, by their very nature, mostly good.  Evolutionary biologists, 

neuroscientists, and behavioral psychologists agree that we are empathetic beings and that we 

have an innate sense of fairness and of right and wrong.  But, there is a significant limitation on 

our innate goodness:  Sometimes we do not treat people who are outsiders very well. 

Whenever Humanists get together and talk about why people do the things that we do, the 

conversation usually turns to evolution.  We’re big on that.  If there is one person whom we 

revere above all others, it is probably Charles Darwin.   And there is a good reason for that, 

because evolution by means of natural selection offers explanations for both why we are 

usually good and why we sometimes are not.  Evolutionary theorists and anthropologists 

believe that our ancient ancestors lived in small groups of about 150 individuals.  Those groups 

that managed to cooperate with each other and that supported each other did a better job 

competing for food and territory than groups that did not.  So, we evolved to be altruistic and 

to be empathetic.  By caring for each other, our tribes prospered. 

But, this “love thy neighbor” gene only works in our own neighborhood.  Life was brutal, and 

competition was fierce.  Violence against outside groups was, unfortunately, part of life. 

 And, there is another nasty side to human nature.  Sometimes, people will cheat even within 

their own groups.  But cheating was not too much of a problem when we were in small groups, 

because everybody knows everybody else.  Get caught cheating, and you might get thrown out.   

But, as we started to build bigger societies, we found ourselves in larger groups.  Now people 

are interacting with strangers or near-strangers on a daily basis.  So, societies developed two 

institutions to help ensure that people worked cooperatively and to encourage them to be 

good. 
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One of these institutions is government.  We need the Leviathan for without it, as Thomas 

Hobbes wrote, life would be “nasty, brutish, and short.”    

The other institution that we developed, of course, is religion.  Whether God is the source of 

good or not, there can be no doubt that belief in a judging God can be an effective incentive 

and an effective deterrent.  As Voltaire said, if God did not exist, we would have needed to 

invent him. 

But, Humanists do not look to God to determine what is good.  We determine what is good by 

reference to what is good for society.  And, we are not good because of any hopes or fears 

about an afterlife.  We are motivated to be good because that is where we find community and 

that is how we find happiness and fulfillment in our lives. 

Let me share a few personal examples.  When I was a student at NYU in 1985, I organized a 

blood drive at the law school.  I worked a shift to sign-up students for appointments.  I met a 

first year law student who had volunteered for the same shift.  She had the greatest smile I had 

ever seen in my life.  That law student was Linda, and we were married less than a year and a 

half later.  By living Humanist principles, I met my closest friend and the love of my life. 

A few years later, I volunteered for the Big Brother’s program, and I was matched with a young 

boy whose father was completely removed from his life.  Today, my little brother Andrell has a 

family of his own, and he recently sent me a letter thanking me for helping him to become the 

man and the father that he is today.  I knew when I signed up for this program that I could 

make a significant difference in a young boy’s life.  But, this was not a one-sided transaction, 

because it is difficult to put into words the happiness and joy that I received from volunteering.  

By living Humanist principles, I have found fulfillment. 

One final example.  Many years ago, I signed up for the bone marrow donor registry.  Nearly 20 

years later I received a phone call informing me that I might be a match and asking for my 

consent to do further testing.  I agreed.  After I hung up the phone, I realized that I was crying.  I 

was completely and utterly overwhelmed with joy because it was possible that I might be able 

to save the life of a stranger.  Does anybody still doubt that we can achieve happiness and 

fulfilment by doing good deeds?   
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This connection between being good and personal fulfillment is a major theme of a document 

called “Humanism and Its Aspirations.”3  It is a manifesto of Humanist principles.   

It holds that knowledge of the world is derived by observation, experimentation, and rational 

analysis. 

It holds that we are an integral part of nature, the unguided result of evolutionary change. 

It holds that ethical values are derived from human need and interest as tested by experience. 

It holds that life's fulfillment emerges from individual participation in the service of humane 

ideals. 

It holds that we are social by nature and that we find meaning in relationships. 

It holds that working to benefit society maximizes individual happiness. 

The Manifesto concludes: 

Humanists are concerned for the well being of all, are committed to diversity, and 

respect those of differing yet humane views. We work to uphold the equal enjoyment of 

human rights and civil liberties in an open, secular society and maintain it is a civic duty 

to participate in the democratic process and a planetary duty to protect nature's 

integrity, diversity, and beauty in a secure, sustainable manner. 

Thus engaged in the flow of life, we aspire to this vision with the informed conviction 

that humanity has the ability to progress toward its highest ideals. The responsibility for 

our lives and the kind of world in which we live is ours and ours alone. 

Humanists can be good without God.  But, it doesn’t really matter whether we are good with or 

without God.  We can all be good – for goodness sake.  We can all help build a more just 

society.  We can all help alleviate poverty, hunger, and suffering.  We can all protect and sustain 

our planet.  And, we can all find happiness and fulfillment in the effort.   

 

 

                                                           
3 “Humanism and Its Aspirations: Humanist Manifesto III”. ©2003 American Humanist Association.  
http://www.americanHumanist.org/Humanism/Humanist_manifesto_iii 

http://www.americanhumanist.org/humanism/humanist_manifesto_iii

