The Texts of the Convivium

A  MORE  DEEPENED  IMAGE  OF  GOD

FOR  A  MORE  ADULT  RELIGIOSITY

By his very nature, man is opened to an experience of the absolute, where it is certainly God who reveals himself; but this does not warrant us that such a revelation is wholly adequate.  

Man certainly grasps, in some way, the divine revelation in itself, but as far as he can receive it, that is to the extent of his inner maturity. 

Man grows up just like any living being. At first he passes through the phases of infancy and adolescence, where maturation reveals itself to be a process of growth, but still far from its goal. 

In the first phase of gestation the new individual forms one  being with his mother. Then, when he is born, he detaches himself from her, but nevertheless he remains dependent on her for all his necessities. The attention of this new being is all con-centrated on this sweet maternal figure, from which the child is expecting everything.   

As he has got over the infantile stage, the individual is more independent; but he cannot yet do everything himself, so he shifts his attention to the figure of his father, who becomes his hero and model. 

It is the figure of the chief, who establishes the law, to whom all obedience is due. This is the figure from which an individual who has just got over the infantile stage but is still immature waits for both approval and reproach, prize and punishment for acts which he feels able to perform, but not able to regulate. 

A regulation of his own behaviour would be possible only to a person who understood the exact function of any particular act of his in order to achieve his ultimate goal. Only the person who has a clear idea of the reason and finality of each single action could state what has to be performed, and what has to be avoided, with a full awareness.  

How does this father hero, legislator and judge characterise himself? Certainly not as an innocent, mild and good being, loving and suffering beyond any limits for his unlimited love. Certainly not as a weak person, who is not even able to make himself respected. On the contrary, he will appear as a powerful and dominant lord, who imposes his law and makes everybody observe it by virtue of his own force. Law is such, only because it springs from the will of such a lord, who is not tied by any other principle or rule.  

The father is loved and feared at the same time, without any contrast, just because the boy needs a chief to be feared and venerated and imitated at the same time as well. A boy who doesn’t succeed in seeing in his father that hero whom instinctively he waits for, a boy who is disappointed by a father who is not able to make himself respected and appreciated, a boy who even goes so far as to contest his father, looks for another chief, and can find him either in a teacher who has prestige and is estimated even if severe, or in another boy of a stronger personality.    

Not only the individuals, but the peoples as well, have their infancy and pre-adolescence. In certain stages of their history, analogously to the individuals, also the peoples aim more to a power policy, where power can appear the supreme motive of prestige either in their eyes or in the eyes of their neighbours. Also the religiosity of an individual or people is influenced by its infantile or pre-adolescential mentality. 

I am certain that these introductory considerations can offer a key to explain the heavily infantile or pre-adolescential character  that human religiosity assumes even too often. 

Why do I prefer to mention pre-adolescence rather than adolescence? This one already brings something to maturation, whereas my purpose is, here, to focus just on the phase of the greatest immaturity of any individual who is in the process of growing.  

In the immature human being, whether it is a man or a woman, there is a psycho-logical need not only of having somebody who protects and defends it from any evil, but also of obtaining instantly all good things: everything at once!

It is a typically infantile need, just like that of being reassured at all moments and at all costs. The need of concealing the terrible reality of evil from oneself, appears to be of the same psychological nature. Such an attitude is connected with the incapacity of facing evil in a determined and strong way, confronting it just as it is, calling it by its proper name. And it is also connected with the incapacity of assuming one’s own responsibilities.      

The responsibility which one agrees to assume is by no means that of autonomous creative initiatives (although, of course, finalised to ultimate ends according to the divine will): it is the simple responsibility of obeying precise rules, which are imposed from above, it doesn’t matter for what reasons. It is the pure and simple responsibility to obey orders without questioning them.     

Maybe one doesn’t understand at all why and how such accomplishments can open a way to those highest goals. It doesn’t matter. The essential thing is that one obeys that rule because it is an expression of the divine will. Only for this reason. Looking not at its spirit, that is at its purpose, at its “why”, but only to its literal formulation.   

The chief, who is strong and imposes his law, wants it, and that’s enough. And we, faithful subjects, must obey him in sign of respect. Our obedience will be rewarded. On the contrary, all disobedience will be inexorably punished. 

Our responsibility is to obey without asking for explanations for it. Only obeying, without wondering whether the commands attributed to the Divinity are for the sake of our health (like those of a medical doctor), or for the development of our personality (like those of a teacher), or more generally for our good and happiness (as those of the parents).  

A God conceived in such a way, as many boys see their heroes and maybe their fathers too as far as these adhere to that model, such a God appears to be very similar to a great barbaric king.

As it was already hinted at, whoever obeys such a powerful God is rewarded with all good and luck, whereas whoever disobeys him is punished with all evil. However it is what decidedly does not happen to poor Job, who complains about all his troubles in extremely grief-stricken terms.  

Three friends of his substantially agree in giving an explanation of this kind: “You are punished in such an atrocious way because you are not a righteous man, but, on the contrary, a great sinner”. Nevertheless Job insists in professing himself to be innocent and just, unworthy of such a reward. 

Finally it is God in person who intervenes. He has nothing to object to Job’s innocence. Why God appears to be so unjust is a question which God anticipates with another one: “How can a creature judge its Creator? What can it know of his real thoughts and projects, of his most inscrutable mysteries?” 

Here is, again, a God who in  front of us affirms the superiority of his power, which acts hidden within his mystery and doesn’t want to listen to any reasons. “So one wants, where one can / what he wants, and don’t inquire anymore” (Dante’s Inferno, III, 95-96).   

Two requirements are put in silence here: that of having an idea of God in more general terms, by deepening a metaphysical-theological research; and that of having a more specifically moral idea of Him, so that we may conceive Him as a good God. 

The baby adores his mother, who constitutes for him the ideal figure of an omnipotent being, from whom he can obtain everything by simply asking for it. 

The little boy admires and venerates his father. He sees in him a sort of hero, a chief, a powerful being who reigns, legislates, judges, awards and punishes as he likes, only, or mainly, because of his strength: of a strength which constitutes the supreme value according to the immature mentality of those boys and, unfortunately, of so many adults as well. 

It is true that, in such a vision which the child, or the little boy, has of his own father, other motives of superiority begin to make their way, among which there are goodness, righteousness, a sense of justice and so forth; however it is a fact that the motive of admiration which largely prevails is the prestige of his strong personality.  

God is the Supreme One, the Greatest One. The concept we humans have of God is largely influenced by our idea of what the supreme value is. For the baby the supreme being is his mother, who gives him everything, on whom everything depends, and the maternal tenderness is the supreme value and comfort. 

But let us pass, now, from the infantile stage of the cult of the Mother to the pre-adolescential one of the cult of the Father. However I must admit that the ideal of the strong man is widely spread. It is an ancient cliché, fed by the cycles of legends and myths of the most different peoples, and then by the novels, and still now by a large film production and, more generally, from the media.    

It is very true that a strong man can also be generous and beneficial, until he becomes the protector of a whole town, as, for instance, Batman. However the idea that mainly attracts, the central one, is that of the pleasure, of the sense of fullness  that power in itself, power as such can give, when used to dominate others, and, in certain situations, to treat them in the most brusque and visibly destructive way.      

Hitting, wounding, beating somebody to jelly, even killing him if possible, and breaking, shattering, splitting everything all around: what a passion, what a pleasure, all this “is beautiful”. 

Those films which consist of a progressive breaking and wreaking here and there must satisfy a demand of the audience; otherwise one could not understand by any means why such a frenetic destruction is performed in addition to the cost of a normal production which, already as such, is anything but light. 

In short, there is an age in which we like all this. Generally speaking, we like to live all this: even if not always in person, at least seeing it at the cinema. There are men who go beyond that phase of growth, and there are others who stay there notwithstanding the years which pass ageing their aspect without adding anything in terms of mental age.  

I hope that nobody will deny the statement that there is in man a very strong trend to admire that model of a hero as the most sublime creation in which the human inventiveness is able to express itself, and that such a model of man has even influenced our image of God.

The Eternal is therefore represented as a very powerful king. His manifestation is roaring, even if it doesn’t appear to be so actually in all instances.  

A famous passage of the first book of the Kings (19, 11-13) expresses an aspiration to deepen things, to go beyond. Here God is compared to a strong wind which shakes the mountains and breaks the stones, then to an earthquake, then to a fire; but, set in front of such a succession of spectacles, the prophet Elias realizes better and better hat God is neither in that hurricane, nor in that earthquake, nor in that fire, but in the whisper of a light breeze which is finally perceivable in a less resounding and more discreet but substantial way.    

Anyway the Deuteronomy (5, 22) offers us an extremely roaring representation when, at the end of the Decalogue, it comments: “These are the words which Jehovah, on the mount [Sinai], in the midst of the fire, of the clouds, and of the nimbus, with his powerful voice has addressed to your assembly”.      

The many images the prophets propose of God when they speak about the advent of the day of the Lord are extremely powerful and roaring as well. Here too the type of man that the mind of the prophet spontaneously choses as a figure of God is that of a warlike powerful king.    

But is there anything more that one can and must say about the supreme Deity, through human figures which in some way symbolise it? First let us consider that idea of the maternity of God, of which the Second Isaiah (c. 66) offers a significant suggestion: well, we can say that God is for us not only a Father, but a Mother as well. He is both a Father and a Mother for us, that’s right, but in the sense that all life which comes to us from such a Being helps us to live, helps us to realise ourselves in a more and more autonomous way. 

God is a Mother who supports our first steps so that we learn to walk by ourselves as soon as possible: God is a Mother who wants each of us to be an adult. He creates us so that we learn to co-create the universe till its ultimate completeness.  

We need God, and He needs us as well. In the development of the creative process we are called to assume our responsibilities. 

The highest model of humanity which is proposed to us is decidedly virile. It also fits women, if it is true that “donna” (Italian for “woman”) comes from the Latin “domina”, which means “lady”, who decidedly dominates the situations, in a very different way from the “femina” who even too much allows herself to be carried away by her moods and visceral shakings. “Femina” is a word which rather indicates the female of an animal, and, in human terms, a week and mean woman. So “vir” is to “homo” (who can be “human too human” also in the most low-grade sense) as “domina” is to “femina”.    

The highest model of humanity is decidedly that of an adult humanity, in which also religiosity is worthy of mature women and  men and not of children and boys with their head full of strange fantasies, ill-bred by bad examples, bad teachings, bad speeches and sermons, bad readings, and bad films. 

An adult mentality discerns good from evil. And defines both of them as realities that are such in themselves: not because of some will (human or divine whatever), which decides arbitrarily what is good and what is evil. 

But is not God omnipotent? He is certainly such in some way, but He cannot contradict his own nature. God is the Supreme Good, He cannot do evil. Nor can He permit it, according to the well-known distinction, not exempt from a subtle hypocrisy, that so many theologians make.   

God is good and wants all good because it is good. And what is good, in concrete terms? It is truth, as the finishing line, as the ultimate goal of all forms of knowledge: of the scientific knowledge, of the historical, philosophical, religious, and mystical one. Good is also each form of creativity, art, and beauty. It is also that domination of matter that is obtained by the technologies and is crowned by the psychical techniques which cooperate to spiritualise matter at any level, at an inner level too. It is the religious and moral experience, it is goodness, it is wisdom, with any attainment which may be defined an affirmation of spirit.   

To what type of human being may we assimilate such a God, at least in order to create a figure, a symbolical representation of Him, even though inadequate? If we live and conceptualise Him in the most profound way, we could assimilate Him to positive human figures among the most various ones, taken by themselves inadequate but, when taken all together, all complementary to each other.  Such a God is Father and Mother in some way, and in other aspects also King and Lord. But he is Doctor and Master. 

If we conceive Him in the whole extension of his attributes, God is also definable as the Supreme Artist of creation. If we consider his omnipotence, we can assimilate Him to the strongest Technological Realizer that human fantasy can imagine. As the Omniscient, He is the ultimate goal of everything man can ever desire and hope to know – in the most adequate, direct, immediate and lively way – by disclosing the range of the most disparate forms of scientific, historical metaphysic and mystical knowledge.  

Finally we may identify another human figure of God with the figure of a saint: a saint who not only lives his relationship with Deity at all levels with the highest possible intensity, but is good and compassionate with men, taking part in their problems and aspirations and being solicitous of the good of each of them. 

If we want to rise to a deepened and adequate consideration of God, it is advisable that we free ourselves from that “too human” which could inhibit us to achieve an adequate comprehension; and it is also a good thing that we get over a certain psychological immaturity of ours.   

Then it is expedient to try to drop from ourselves that need of being reassured at any moment and at any cost: it is a deeply rooted psychological need which also in adult men and women constitutes a clear infantile mark. Nothing and nobody reassures us in front of certain expression of evil in those particular moments in which they rage without finding any hindrance or limit. 

That is evil, evil in full. And it is no use trying not to see it, or calling it with another name, or looking for a justification. A justifiable evil is an almost-good. We must learn to look strait in the face of evil, in order to see it well just as it is, assuming upon ourselves all responsibilities of our own. 

It is necessary we free ourselves from any possible rest of a fatalist mentality. If we say that an illness has to be accepted by us because God, or a mysterious destiny, wants it, or because it is inscribed in a karma which is equally inscrutable, we will end up loosing any effort to recover. 

If we say that the immature death of a child or of a boy is caused by the will of God who wanted to have one more beautiful flower more for his garden, or one more in his paradise, this is a delicately poetical (even if a little mawkish) answer: an answer which can console some depressed mother, but doesn’t mean anything that can induce us to get ahead with a serious enquiry on the real causes of the immature deaths, so that they happen as less as possible. 

If we say that a person is dead because his time has come, and when one’s time has come nothing can be done, the conclusion means renouncing to any initiative to delay that moment, which has been so mysteriously fixed for each of us, nobody knows for whatever reason.   

If we say that a man was born deaf, dumb and blind at the same time, or afflicted by an incurable deformity, or without arms and legs, or wholly idiot, in order to redeem himself from the evil done in previous lives, or because he has chosen to become incarnate in such a way in order to “have that experience” (that nobody understands how it can enrich him), the only thing that spontaneously comes to say is that all this serves him right, and the best thing to do is, for him, to keep living in that condition which has been chosen or deserved by himself.  

If we say that the system of the casts, regulated by karma, is right, we will feel induced to conclude that it is better to let things as they are. Maybe we will end by disapproving also the passionate struggle of Gandhi for the redemption of the “untouchables”.    

If we say that the Emperor of Austria is also King of Lombardo-Veneto “by Grace of God”, this could mean the fall of any engagement to carry out the  Risorgimento, so that Italy can become free and independent. 

If we say that, still according to the divine will, the human knowledge has its insurmountable limits, we shall renounce forever to enlarge our knowledge, and then to develop our spirituality for that essential aspect. Such a prohibition would remain without any possible explanation, as it were springing from a pure arbitrary act.   

If we are really convinced that all that happens in this world fully corresponds to the divine will, what motivation could induce us still to engage ourselves, to work and fight for a better world? 

If we look around and within ourselves and search the secrets of our human heart, may we really say that both the external world and the interior one appear wholly pervaded by God’s presence and definable as the reign of God? May we really conclude that such a matter of fact is wholly an expression of the divine will? 

In fact what is both around and inside ourselves, even though it shows itself as a still imperfect positive reality, partly appears to be a decidedly negative one. Next to the imperfect good, there is evil: evil at its pure state, the absurd evil, the evil which remains without any function and sense. Here it is an evil which remains decidedly irreducible to a simple defect of good; to a simple shade, which gives prominence to light; to a simple obstacle we must learn to overcome; to a gymnasium where we exercise both mind and body to the asperity of life, in order to realise the triumph of spirit over matter. 

Here I am talking about an evil which really shows to be such, in the most absolute sense. I am talking about an evil which, far from moulding man, crushes him by reducing him into a subhuman state. One can think of the condition of a prisoner in Hitler’s extermination camps, who, subjected to all brutalities, in his daily surviving to the most intolerable labour, hunger, cold, in the continuous terror which obsesses him, even goes so far as to be ready to sell his loved ones for a piece of stale bread, to betray them to survive a day more.      

Here I am talking of an evil which can attack man at any moment, breaking out maybe purely by chance. I think of a man who has studied and worked for a whole life to develop his personality and acquire a position and create a family of his own, and, having three children, furthers ahead their education in the best way, but suddenly dies, either because of the fall of a piece of a cornice on his head, or of a curve taken badly on a slippery road.  

The unjustified evil without even a shadow of good, the real-evil, the evil which attacks for a blind fortuitousness, unfortunately exists too. And we cannot diminish its extension, and even less we can feign to ignore it. We must consider it as decidedly adverse to the divine will, which is only a will of good.   

We must fight day by day against all forms of evil. We are called to give all our collaboration to God, at his service, also in this daily war against evil. 

In this Christian perspective God is omnipotent in the sense that the final victory belongs to Him. And He is a King and a Lord in the sense that his reign, which “is not of this world” (Jn 18, 36) will also be of this world just as the Lord’s Prayer invokes it in the expression “your kingdom come… on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6, 10).  

The divine omnipotence may also have a different meaning, much more suitable to reassure that mentality which wants everything at once from God like a baby from his mother.  Such a person also wants to be reassured that he shall be kept out of any risk of whatever evil attributable to a blind case. He can be willing to accept even an evil, but on one of these conditions: such an evil must be either predictable, or justifiable, or chosen by the subject before being born, or required by a karma accumulated in the course of previous lives, or given in sight of a greater good, or allowed (always for good reasons), or proportioned to the tolerability of the struck subject, or deserved and therefore avoidable by a better behaviour.     

Now everything suggests that God doesn’t dominate a situation like this one of the present world, where He rather seems to be crucified. Somebody wondered where God was to be found while the horrors of Auschwitz were perpetrated; and I think He was mainly present in the sufferings of the victims.  

All this can also appear intolerable to the common believer who considers everything according to that mentality which here has been defined “immature”. A type of believer who is largely diffused prefers to see God as a sort of great, supreme barbaric King. In such a vision, God would be a King who makes immediate decisions without any excessive delicacy, but commands respect and appears strong and reassuring after all. Such a God is much preferred to a God who is incommensurably more moral and saint, who is boundlessly  merciful,  but weak and crucified. 

“But how is it that this God doesn’t reign in the present situation of this world?” wonders that type of believer. “Is He not omnipotent? But what sort of God is He?”

He could also wonder: “But is not God absolute?” One who expresses the point of view which here has been defined more “mature” could reply that God certainly is absolute in Himself, even if He is not equally absolute, to the same degree, in his manifestation. 

We can well express the absoluteness and omnipotence of God in Himself and, at the same time, the weakness of his manifestation in this world and within us human beings, by helping ourselves with the figure of the sun.  Also the sun, in its proper domain, emanates light and heat unsustainable and almost incommensurable by our thought; nevertheless, at the distance of 150 millions kilometres from our earth, this same sun makes heat and light come to us in a way  which, to be sure, is immensely attenuated.    

In short we can say that the sun, extremely powerful as it is in itself in its proper domain, becomes quite feeble in its manifestation to us: so feeble that a cloud can dim it. How much sun can enter our room in a late winter afternoon? As far as we set ajar the shutters of our window, the presence of the sun will result mortified and finally killed in the act of closing them hermetically.  

Closing the shutters of our room to the bursting out of the divine sun is sin: it is that sin which kills, if not God in Himself, surely his presence in us; it is that sin we may call “mortal” in a way which is anything but improper.    

In the ambit of his absoluteness God is omnipotent, whereas “his reign is not of this world”. Here the reign of God is present only in a germinal way: as a seed of mustard in a phase of germination, whose development will transform it into a large plant.

It is a germ trusted to our care. God is not only our Creator and Father, but in some way, in his being born and making himself present within us and among us human beings, He is our Son as well. The Virgin Mary is called Mother of God, but the same thing might be said, in a larger sense, of each soul, of each human person.  

The germ of the divine presence comes to constitute the most inner spirit of each of us humans, the root of his unique and unrepeatable  personality. That germ of divine life which is within us calls each of us to being: to be at his own inimitable creative way, to be at the highest degree. The life of each of us integrates creation, enriches it wich the fruits of its autonomous creativity and contributes to its development till its perfective accomplishment. 

We must become well aware of all this. In the horizon of an immature  religiosity we perceive the divine commandments as the expression of a divine arbitrary will, which has to be accepted and respected and complied with for the only reason that God wants it, and there is nothing else to question about.  

We have not yet the faintest idea of the functionality of these directives in order to the ultimate finalities of our human life. We are not yet able to assume any responsibility for a conscious and creative co-operation to that divine work, which aims to achieve the creation of the universe.   

We only feel called to obey those precepts, on the promise that doing so we will be saved from any irrational evil. At the worst we will resign ourselves to undergo some evil reasonably motivated: some evil not so bad, after all; some evil reducible to an almost-good.  

In an atheist perspective men really lack and miss any comfort of a divine presence and protection; but they assume their responsibilities, turn up their shirt sleeves, and  work and fight for what they deem their good, even if they are aware that, after all, their realisations are aleatory and ephemeral. 

In the perspective of a more adult Christianity, man doesn’t count anymore on securities that Deity can guarantee them at any moment, by virtue of his presumed  continuous omnipotence at any level. Adult Christians lack and miss such a moral support, it is true. Nevertheless, they know that God is omnipotent, even if not in act, at least potentially. Even if He is crucified in this present situation, God is finally destined to resurrect. 

The Christians of such an adult and mature faith see very well that the reign of God, although it is not yet of this world, will finally triumph in the whole creation at any level in all its expressions. It is in such a sense that the Christians of adult faith affirm with the greatest clearness and force that divine omnipotence which, notwithstanding all possible defeats, is an indefectible promise of final victory.  

Trusting in the divine help, they well know that the achievement of that goal depends on them too. Analogously to the just mentioned atheists, also the mature and aware Christians do their best to the highest degree of their human capacities and possibilities, but, differently from those atheists engaged for a better world, they can count on the comfort of inner certainties of a very different nature: although in the midst of their struggles and sufferings, they are well aware to be working and building for eternity.
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