




















86

THE NEED OF REASON

both representing a greater luxury for human beings struggling with the
exigencies of nature, may for various reasons be missing here and there.
Yetwe consider the ability to produce them part of being fully human, and
they are not missing entirely in any culture. Our culture today places the
greatest emphasis on what was foreshadowed in the tool: technology and
the natural sciences that serve it. Tools, which—of the three—bestserved
the purposes of biology and its dynamics of selection, first appeared in
response to the constraints of nature. Continually surpassing themselves
with their undreamed-of successes in recent times, they now completely
dominate our entire external existence, overshadowing cverything else
that distinguishes us “from all beings that we know” (Goethe). In spite
of this, let us not forget that those other human creations pointing
beyond the animal—even including the field of metaphysics, in such
disrepute today—although less amenable to progress, still belong to the
total picture of man.

Translated by Hunter and Hildegarde Hannum

The Burden and Blessing
of Mortality

ince time immemorial, mortals have bewailed their mortality, ha

longed to escape it, groped for some hope of eternal life. [ speak,

course, of human mortals. Men alone of all creatures know that th
must die; men alone mourn their dead, bury their dead, remember the’
dead. So much is mortality taken to mark the human condition, that tl
attribute “mortal” has tended to be monopolized for man: in Homer
and later Greek usage, for example, “mortals” is almost a synonym fi
“men,” contrasting them to the envied, ageless immortality of the goc
Memento mori rings through the ages as a persistent philosophical ar
religious admonition in aid of a truly human life. As Psalm 90 puts
“Teach us to number our days, that we may get a heart of wisdom.”

Over this incurably anthropocentric emphasis, not much thoug’
was spent on the obvious truth that we share the lot of mortality with o
fellow creatures, that all life is mortal, indeed that death is coextensi
with life. Reflection shows that this must be so; that you cannot have tl
one without the other. Let this be our first theme: mortality asan essenti
attribute of life as such—only later to focus on specifically human aspec
of it.

Two meanings merge in the term mortal: that the creature so calle
can die, is exposed to the constant possibility of death; and that, eve
tually, it must die, is destined for the ultimate necessity of death. In t}
continual possibility I place the burden, in the ultimate necessity I pla
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