O wccks before last Chns(mas I

received a telephone call from a
former studeipf mine. He called to wish
me "Merry; stmas" and. to ask for ad-
vice and on behalf of his son. I
believe the latter was the real purpose of

his call. Shouting, "praise the Lord" down _-

the phone, I asked the man at the other
end to send the boy down to me. But he
deflected the subject of the conversation
and expressed happiness that I had now
drawn "closer" to God. I asked what he
meant and he replied that my "praise the
Lord" was a sign that I was now nearer to
God, going by the radical ideals 1 held
and espoused when I was his teacher. I
laughed and told him that all the ideas,
beliefs and commitments I held while I
was a university teacher are not only in-

tact but also stronger and more robust
having been fed by more knowledge,
more experience and greater power of in-
trospection. I asked how many people in
Calabar he had presented his boy's prob-
lem. He replxed that I was the only one. I

exclaimed, "not even your pastor?" For

the man and his family ardently wish to

be seen as very religious; they literally
worship the pastor, and would do any-
thing the "man of God" commands. He
replied: "No; that is not the type of prob-
lem I can take to him. We discuss only
spiritual problems". I terminated the con-

versation but not before I reminded him
to send the boy to me.

My response tc my caller's problem was
an instance of what I call "automatic and
unconditional solidarity" with the op-
pressed, the cheated, the needy and the
wretched of the earth. It had been one of
my 1deolog1ca] canons for many years;
and in the year 2002 I made it one of my

Iiglous’\'behefs. lt any. I discuss religious
statements in secular contexts. I did not
tell my former student that 1 made and re-
peated the exhortation "Praise the Lord" to
bring out the hypocrisies and contradic-
tions in his usually noisy profession of
faith: Knowing where to go to obtain max-
imum material assistance even if the
source is, according to his doctrine, not a
son or daughter of God, and dancing round
the town in religious processions shouting
the need to be "born again" and the prom-
ise of "deliverance from seductive, but evil
forces".

Here was a man who, without notice,
presented me with a case of injustice
whose resolution would demand time, en-
ergy, tenacity, material resources and
above all, courage. Here was I automati-
cally offering my assistance. And there
was the man, again appearing to rejoice at
what he believed was a departure from the
radical orientation which made it possible
for me to offer him automatic solidarity.

Latter that day, I decided to go back to the
resolutions which appeared a year ago in
this column under the caption Three hu-
manist resolution (The Guardian, January
17, 2002). They were: Love for all; unin-
hibited and fearless criticism and self-
criticism; and automatic and unconditional
solidarity with the oppressed the wretched
of the earth, and victims of injustice.

On love, I quoted copiously from the
thirteenth chapter of Apostle Paul's first
letter to the Christian Congregation in
Corinth: "I may be able to speak the lan-
guages of human beings and even of an-
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all secretes; I may have all the faith needed
to move mountains - but if I have no love,

I am nothing. I may give away everything I
have, and even give up my. body to be -
burnt - but if I have no love, this does me
no good... Love is patient and kind; it is
not jealous or conceited or proud; love is
not ill-mannered or selfish or irritable; love
does not keep record of wrongs; love is not
happy with evil, but is happy with the
truth. Love never gives up; and its faith,
hope and patience never fail".

There is nothing really to add to Saint
Paul's exposition, except to underline the
fact that the apostle told us what love is as
well as what it is not. And the critical point
is what it is not: for a good understanding
of what love is not will strengthen your
understanding of what it is. In this regard,
what strikes me most forcefully in this re-
view is Paul's categorical statement that
even if you give away everything you
have, including your body, but have no
love, your generosity is nothing. But then,
love is generous. What Paul intended by
this maximalist statement is that although
generosity is an integral part of love, that
alone does not constitute love. Put differ-
ently, even if I am generous up to the limit
that i1s humanly possible there is still some-
thing I must possess to be able to claim
that I love. This links up with my other
two resolutions.

Solidarity is unconditional when its char-
acter and content are not shaped by the
knowledge of the character of the recipi-
ent. In other words if someone who had

Page 45 ¥

A —— SRS

miliated, enslaved, abandoned and de-
spised”. You should compare what Saint
Paul- said about 2,000 years ago and what

Karl Marx said 1,800 years later.

becomes himself or herself a victim of
injustice, you must forget about the past
and extend solidarity to him or her. Simi-_
larly, solidarity is said to be automatic if a
request or need for it does not meet with
the response. "Okay, I shall think about
it"; rather, it follows the maxim offered
by an African leader about a decade ago:
"if you see an injustice being done, you
must try to stop it; if you don't have, the
power to stop it, then speak against it; if
you cannot even do that then at least
show your anger or dis-approval”. In
other words there is always something
you can do, even if it is merely symbolic,

In conclusnon 1 would ask all Christians
‘to go back to the 13th chapter ‘of Saint -
Paul's first letter to the people of Corinth.
And most of my friends, comrades and
_colleagues, as well as my extended fami-
lies and neighbours, are Christians.” After
reading Saint Paul, they should turn to
The Gospel According to Saint Matthew,
Chapter 5 to 7. The three Chapters were a
continuous public sermon delivered by Je-
sus Christ. It is commonly referred to as
The Sermon on the Mount. After absorb-
ing these two passages, Christians should
reflect on the situation where a beneficiary
of love (in the sense of Saint Paul) is hos-

whenever and wherever you meet with a
situation requiring solidarity. My concep-
tion of automatic and unconditional soli-
darity is therefore consistent with love in

the sense of Saint Paul. But this concep-
tion is not only humanist; it is also Marx-

i1st and communist.

tile to criticism, talk less of self-criticism;

think of a situation where some actual or
potential beneficiaries of love believe it

should be exclusive to them or their fam-
ily or group; think of a situation where a
beneficiary of love believes that he or she
deserves it, but is not obliged to extend

My other resolution which is also Marx-
ist, communist and humanist, relates to
criticism and self-criticism. It is also con-
sistent with Saint Paul's maximalist con-
ception of love. Hear Saint Paul; "Love is

not happy with evil, but is happy with the

truth; love never gives up' and its faith,

hope and patience never fail". And Karl

Marx: "Since it is not for us to create a
plan for the future that will hold for all
time, all the most surely what we contem-
poraries have to do is the uncompromis-
ing evaluation of all that exists, uncom-
promising in the sense that our criticism
fears neither its own results not the con-
flict with the powers that be". This is an
aspect of what Marx called the categori-

same, even in a modest form, to others;
think of a situation where a beneficiary of
love either sincerely believes, or hypocrit-
ically claims, that even if you posses all
the attributes of love ( in the sense of
Saint Paul and Karl Marx) you are des-

tined for hell unless you join a noisy reli- A

gious gang or a mesmerised and docile re-
ligious congregation; and conversely le-
gards a member of such congre

eminently qualified for paradise even if he

or she lacks all the attributes listed by

Saint Paul and Karl Marx.

But the test of a resolution is in the u'ila
its execution generates. In execution, the
three humanist resolutions inevitably
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gels, but if I have no love, my speech is no

erate crises. They should emerge

New Year resolutions. But the whole dis- cal imperative for humanists, namely,
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