The Texts of the Convivium

A WIDESPREAD AVERSION FOR THE CONCRETE

THAT COMES TO US FROM THE ORIENT

I confess that I have a great passion for the human phenomenon, for history, and even news accounts. Not only am I interested in grand figures and the events of great import, let us say, to the big picture, but also in the lesser and minute facts interwoven in the everyday news of normal people. 

At a certain point, I realize that what most attracts my attention, and also what I most enjoy getting involved in, is the individual person with the individual episode seen in its peculiar, unmistakable, and unrepeatable features.

I love reading biographies, and listening to people when they tell me their business. To tell the truth, I would like them to take a bit of interest in my business as well, transforming into dialogue and mutual confidences what usually comes out, all in one breath, as a dense monologue that leaves no space for true conversation. Well, it doesn’t matter: what people confide to me always appears, from the human and psychological point of view, to be very interesting.

History, the news, biographies, and confessions all hinge on the individual fact, on the character of uniqueness that distinguishes each situation from all the others, similar as they may be.

The channel through which all this, instead of vanishing, is transmitted and remains, is the memory.

What I have said to this point as a premise helps me, even more than my patient reader, to better understand what I once declared on the occasion of a debate with the friends of the Convivium.

I said precisely, “When I pass on to the other dimension, I certainly will not think of bringing with me all the earthy securities and comforts, my property, the bank account and such, but if I must leave behind what I have here on earth, I would at least like to bring along all that I am, what I have made of myself, also in a cultural sense, my interior world and my affections, as well as my memories, including my historical memories”.
Historical memory, then, is never only mine personally, or yours, or someone else’s; it is memory in common. So, just as I wouldn’t want my own memories to dissolve away, all that I studied with such love and effort, neither would I want to see the historical memories of humanity be annulled.

At this point, I can ask myself, “What responses to this question are provided by mediumistic messages?”

They tell us that, in general, during a first phase of otherworldly life, souls find themselves in a mental setting that is not so dissimilar from the earthly one, for creativity of thought puts into being forms corresponding to long-established mental habits. This is also what happens here every night in our dreams, which appear to be conditioned precisely by those same habits. 

Many souls that pass on burdened by particular dross appear to be destined for periods of expiation and purification. But those who sooner or later enter into a condition of “light” reside happily there, also because it is possible for them to take up again the activities that best suited them, and to do everything their earthly circumstances had prevented or inhibited them from doing. This period resembles a happy vacation. But at a certain point, the souls’ spiritual guides encourage them to undertake the walk of elevation toward God, the walk that can also be called sanctification or deification.

In order to be able to fill itself with God, the soul must be emptied of itself, of all egotism, egoism, egocentrism. First, it must detach itself from earth. All this is benefited, not by the loss, but by the suspension of earthly affections and their memories. The soul leaves everything to be entirely God’s, but in the end, it finds everything again in God, at a higher level.

Here the full value of Jesus’ saying is revealed, “…Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life” (Mt  19, 29).

I think that the expressions “brothers,” “sisters,” “father,” “mother,” and “children” work well to express the suspension of family affections, while “houses” can symbolize all that one possesses, one’s entire patrimony, intellectual and cultural as well. Finally, by “fields” one can understand, perhaps also a bit more literally, the “fields” of activity and study, the things that interest us and lie closest to our hearts.

Excluding from the discussion a possible period of expiation and purification, at this point one can distinguish three essential stages. A first phase is passed in a sphere similar to earth, where one experiences gratification through carrying out all the most desired activities, perhaps those that were blocked under earthly circumstances.

In a second phase, the souls detach themselves from the earth, suspending all demands linked to it, also suspending affections, memories, and character traits, becoming maximally depersonalized to the point of reducing all mental life to the auto-transparency of pure Self.

For the stream of Hindu spirituality expressed in the Upanishads, the Vedanta and Yoga, this second phase might constitute the final point of arrival. 

On the contrary, for Judeo-Christian spirituality, and that of an appropriately deepened Islam, the emptying of the personality of every individual note represents nothing other than a point of passage. The point of arrival is the restitution of full humanity to each individual. This seems to me to be the authentic and profound meaning of what is called the final, universal resurrection. 

The mediumistic communications we have received speak to us of the universal resurrection as an event that will mark the end of times.

In that conclusive stage of evolution, the dead who in the other world will have attained sanctification, or deification, will recover their affections, memories and personal characteristics. They will also be able to manifest themselves in their ancient earthly aspect. These will be “glorious bodies” or “bodies of light”, while the personal notes will no longer bear the imperfections of long ago. The body will be transformed into a vehicle of the highest spiritual life, and the entire personality will be elevated to divine perfection. 

If God gives Himself boundlessly to his creatures, then for us humans there is hope of reaching absolute perfection in Him. Now, in God the perfection of cognition is omniscience. In the spiritual life of man, cognition is an essential moment. If the spiritual life of man ultimately tends toward absolute perfection, human cognition tends toward omniscience. In omniscience, all personal and also historical memories are recovered. Everything will be known, all of reality, with the entire sum of the facts and events of what we now call the present, the past and the future.

Events will be known in their succession, and yet also in the eternal dimension in which all facts are contemporaneous, like the lines of a page, or the stations of a train timetable, or the squares on a page of comics, that appear both successive and co-existent.

In other words, in reaching perfection, humans will be able to see all things as God Himself sees them. Dante gave us a glimmer of this kind of vision in the XXXIII canto of Paradise, where he tries “to represent in words” the beatific vision attained in the empyrean heaven, “O grace abundant, by which I presumed / to fix my sight upon the Light Eternal, / so that the seeing I consumed therein! / I saw that in its depth far down is lying / bound up with love together in one volume, / what through the universe in leaves is scattered; / substance, and accident, and their operations, / all interfused together in such wise / that what I speak of is one simple light" (vv. 82-90).

It is clearly a vision of singularity: in Aristotelian thought, “substance” is the individual, not just the human individual, but any single reality. Such singularities, then, are also seen in their becoming: “accident” is what accidit (i. e. happens) to substance gradually in the succession of temporal contingencies.

Here we have a consciousness of minute details, facts, and events seen in their unrepeatable singularity. 

One can propose another example, drawn from the tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, from the sutra entitled Gandavyuha. Here, the dwelling place of the many spiritual guides who have risen to the role of Buddha and Bodhisattva is located in a fabulous Tower, as big as the sky. 

“Here,” reads the Gandavyuha, “dwell the sons of Buddha, who know well the number of all the earths of the past, the present, and the future, and who think instantaneously of their birth and their disappearance.

“Here dwell those who, disciplining themselves in the life of Bodhisattva, know perfectly the life and the vows of all the Buddhas, and the various dispositions of all beings.

“In only one particle of dust, one discerns the entire ocean of earths, beings, and kalpas (great epochs of the world), as numerous as all the particles of dust that exist, and this fusion happens without any obstacle.

“And this is true also of all the particles of dust, of all the earths, of all the beings, of all the kalpas, that here are discerned, fused with all their multitude of appearances.

“Here, in this dwelling, the Bodhisattvas reflect, in harmony with the truth of non-birth, on the nature of all things, on all the earths, on the divisions of time, on the kalpas, and on the illuminated ones, who are detached from the idea of nature in itself.

“Even while they dwell here, they perceive that the principle of identity prevails in all beings, in all things, in all the Buddhas, in all the earths, and in all the vows” (Gandavyuha).

In this sutra, attention is no longer distracted by existence and life in general, as an un-value from which it must withdraw in disgust; instead, attention is directed to empirical life and all its variety and richness, with great interest and love.

This theme of a divine state or a human aspiration to an omniscience extending to all details, to all the singularities, recurs in other schools of the Mahayana (as in the Lokottaravadi, or “Champions of the Transcendent” and in the Vijnavadin, “Champions of Thought”), in the Buddhism of the Pure Earth (or Amidism), in the Chinese Buddhist school, T’ien T’ai, and in the Japanese schools of Hosso, Nichiren Shoshu and Kegon.

Instead, an observation of Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki appears to contradict what has been said and quoted above, “Omniscience does not mean that the Buddha knows every single individual thing, but that he has grasped the fundamental principle of existence, and that he has penetrated deeply to the center of his own being.” 

Even though the text of the Gandavyuha is more than clear, Suzuki speaks as if it were very difficult and disagreeable to conceive of a divine consciousness embracing all the singularities and not excluding any of them.

This inability, or at least difficulty or inhibition in considering single facts in their concreteness has a long history, one which I think begins even as early as the Hinduistic spirituality of the Upanishads. These themes also recur in the Vedanta (especially non dualistic), Yoga, and Buddhism itself.

All these various spiritualities consider the singularity of facts and events in tight connection with materiality and temporality. Time consumes and renders everything vain. Consideration of the vanity of everything provokes pain, generating the feeling of “dukkha,” which invalidates the joys themselves, perceiving them as ephemeral and fleeting.

The spirit, which the ascetic yogi discovers in his own inner depths, is removed from becoming and the ephemeral. But the spirit is, as it were, fettered and hobbled in matter, from which it yearns to free itself. The spirit is one and the same in all human subjects. Individual characteristics are part of the matter that is in each of us. This matter appears ephemeral, and seems to be a generator of suffering, inasmuch as it is felt above all as the prison of the spirit.

Here, all creativity is conceived as something that involves us, and thus imprisons us more and more in matter. To realize the spirit is to mortify those individual creative urges that are felt, in and of themselves, as egotistical and therefore negative.

Our mentality as Westerners has been largely formed through the influx of the Jewish concept of creation. For us, for our spiritual sensibility, in all creative work and hence in all forms of art, matter, molded by the spirit, transfigured by the spirit, becomes spirit even while it remains matter.

Here, matter moulded by the spirit, assumed into the spirit, becomes spirit, even while the equally essential, irrepressible, and positive opposite polarity remains of the spirit: even remaining in everything matter. Clearly, this matter is no longer degraded, but refined, and, in fact, spiritualized, made “glorious”.

Instead, in Hindu spirituality of the previously mentioned current from the Upanishads to Buddhism, matter is seen as something that inevitably mortifies the spirit. Therefore, the spirit can realize itself only in antithesis to matter, emancipating itself from matter.

The image of a hot air balloon comes to mind: hovering high in the air, it is nonetheless held low by the fact that it carries a load of many sandbags. Only by gradually liberating itself from that weight of matter does the balloon ascend in the sky of the spirit. Here, spirituality is conceived of as flight from matter, liberation from matter.

Matter, which takes shape and diversifies in space and alters through time, is always felt as something negative, or, if not precisely and always and necessarily negative, then at least inferior, irrelevant, of little importance.

Consider how little importance time has for the Indians, who place facts and personalities of history in unspecified eras, the dating of which can involve uncertainties and inaccuracies of centuries: in fact, these inaccuracies are entirely irrelevant for them.

Lanza del Vasto observed, “The Indians’ aptitude for the exact sciences vanishes as soon as they involve specifying a date. One would say that the fleeting nature of Time communicates itself then to the numbers, which soften and flow into each other, and end up evaporating.

“The Indians’ inexactitude in this regard is not due to mental or emotional confusion, but to the deliberate will to elude that which they deem vain. Is there perhaps some lunatic who wants to collect cloud shadows passing over the waves of the sea? Will we waste our time, or to put it better, our eternity, treasuring in our memory all that happens in time? 

“Rather, let us remember Being. Being does not pass. That which passes does not exist: it does nothing other than appear, like the dream to the sleeper. The sleeper is precisely the one who does not know he is sleeping, and believes his dreams. Everything that happens in this vast world (it is our life that passes) is an immense, unexplainable illusion.

“This illusion has no other reason than our ignorance. It explains itself for those who wake. Studying that which is the fruit of ignorance, and belongs to illusion means basing oneself on error and aggravating the illusions. But creating a science of memories of what happened once in time means plunging into the absurd.

“This absurdity is History, a knowledge that knows nothing of truth, and thus the Indians want nothing to do with it. And we know nothing of their history, at least from them”.
Together with matter and time, the Hindu ascetics devalue all forms of knowledge obtained through the corporeal sense organs.

For them, in every case, they are false knowledge, unknowing ignorance, illusion (maya).

A decisive devaluation of matter and with it all forms of singularity, temporality, and sensorial knowledge passes from Hindu spirituality to Greek philosophy. Here, reason replaces interior experience as the organ of knowledge of the essential realities.

But what confirms reason? I would say: the sense that reason grasps the essences as if through a form of direct, infallible contact. Well then, it is through reason that Parmenides knows Being, defining it as an absolutely simple and immutable One-All, while for him, the multiplicity of the single existing beings is illusory, just as temporality and becoming are illusion.

A devaluation of sensorial knowledge also emerges in the philosophy of Plato, for whom there is an “eye of the soul,” a “gaze of the soul,”—an eye to be purified, a gaze to be converted from the sensorial realities to the intelligible realities (Republic, 528b, 533d, 520c, 539e-540b); this “eye of the soul” directly sees ideas, that is, the eternal universal essences of things, not perceivable through the senses but purely intelligible (Timaeus, 51d; 52a). Instead, knowledge that can be obtained through the physical senses is deceptive (Phaedo, 65b-c).

At best, this sensorial knowledge can provide the foundation for “opinion,” perhaps a “true opinion,” valid for orienting action, but never true science in the strictest sense. True science can only be had of realities that are, and do not become, while opinion is of things that, becoming, are and are not at a time (Republic, 477a-d; Meno, 96e-98b.)

Nevertheless, sensorial knowledge can elicit in us the memory of Ideas already contemplated in the spiritual world before we were born into this life (Phaedo, 66e-67d; 72e-77b; Phaedrus, 247c-e; 245c-251b; see also the allegory of the cave in Republic, 514a-517a).

Thus, to summarize, according to Plato, the vision of a particular horse, for example, awakens in us the memory of the Universal and eternal Idea of the horse-being, already contemplated in otherworldly intervals between one earthly existence and another; for Aristotle, instead, horseness—if we want to put it this way—is inherent in the physical reality of the horses we have had concrete experience of on this earth.

Aristotle defines each reality as a “substance,” a synthesis (súnolos in Greek) of “matter” and “form” (Metaphysics, V, 8; VII, 1, 1028a, 10). It should be noted that he devotes greater attention to singularity; however, the essence of single things is the form, which in and of itself, is universal and immutable.

On the other hand, substance itself is immutable. Every change is simply the mere passage from the power to the act of a substance that, in and of itself, never becomes. And the agent of the change is the immutable form, which is always already in act, so to speak, incarnate in the substance (Metaphysics, III, 4; VIII-IX; XI, 9).

The senses offer the subject a clearly identified sensory image, for example, of an individual horse. But the horse “form” or “species,” simple, indivisible, universal, and immutable, even through the mutation of single horses, is what is grasped directly and immediately by the human intellect. The true object of knowledge nevertheless is always this form, while matter is in and of itself unknowable (On the Soul, II, 2, 413a, 13; III, 7, 432a; Metaphysics, VII, 6, 1031b 6; VII, 8, 1033b, 20; IX, 10, 1051b, 7-8).

There is no true science of the particular, tangible realities, provided by matter and becoming; instead, science concerns the universal and immutable (Metaphysics III, 5, 9-12; VII, 15).

So what is it then, that distinguishes one single horse from another? Aristotle suggests that the thing that distinguishes each individual from every other individual is matter (Metaphysics XII, 8, 1074a 35). Many centuries later, Saint Thomas Aquinas would propose an even more specific distinction. The principium individuation is matter, certainly, but not common matter, which in and of itself is indifferent; rather, it is materia signata quantitate, that is, “matter considered according to determinate dimensions,” matter situated in space and in time (De ente et essentia 2; Summa Theologiae III, q. 77, a. 2). 

I would like to note that here, too, matter, individuation, singularity, localization, extension and limit, quantity, multiplicity, and becoming are considered on the same level.

No matter how much effort is made to concede some space to the dimension of matter; for ancient and medieval philosophy, true knowledge, important knowledge, excludes that of individualized observations and equally, that which in each single reality changes through time.

Instead, re-evaluation of the unrepeatable individuality of the single fact and event is seen precisely at the end of the Middle Ages, with Augustinian-Franciscan philosophy.

Saint Bonaventure devotes great attention to the individualized creature. For Duns Scotus, the principle of individualization, which determines and restricts the common nature to existence in one determinate individual, consists of that “positive reality,” also defined as an “ultimate reality of the entity” (Opus Oxoniense II, d. 3, q. 2).

Of note is how individualization here flows from an even more essential and profound metaphysical sphere.

Finally, Ockam would write “…Any existing thing imaginable, in and of itself, without anything added to it, is something singular and unique… Singularity is a property that belongs immediately to every thing…” (Expositio aurea, Liber Predicabilium, Proemium).

An ever-greater attention to matter in all the variety of its aspects is seen, obviously, in natural science. Here, and above all in certain spheres, phenomena repeat themselves in the same forms; they can be set in a framework of laws, subjected to calculations, and forecasted. 

From this point of view, it seems that all the phenomena of nature can be reduced to mechanical phenomena regulated by rigorously mathematical laws.

Galileo Galilei said that it is not profitable to “inquire into the essence,” to search for a metaphysical nature that is continually destined to elude us. It is far better, instead, to note some various perceptible phenomena that are more objectively observable, “such as place, motion, shape, size, opacity, mutability, production, and dissolution” (Galilei, Delle macchie del sole [On sunspots]).

In fact, Galileo wrote in another source, “Philosophy is written in this very great book that is continually open to us before our eyes (I say the universe), but one cannot understand unless one learns to understand the language, to know the characters in which it is written. It is written in the mathematical language, and the characters are triangles, circles, and other geometrical figures, without the use of which it is impossible to humanly understand any word of it; without these, one turns and turns again vainly in a dark labyrinth.” (Il Saggiatore [The Assayer]).

As can be seen, what Galileo seeks to enunciate as a sharply anti-metaphysical stance turns out to be simply a different metaphysics. Every metaphysics at least presumes to say something about the essential realities, and the Galileian crypto-metaphysics is founded on the assumption that the formulas of physics and, even before these, of mechanics, correspond to precise realities and, in fact, that those formulas define the structure of phenomena with complete, constant, and unalterable precision.

It is true that physical sciences concerning the phenomena of the mineral kingdom and the astronomical cosmos work from an accurate examination of the single fact; however, they do so in order to draw from it laws and mathematical formulas of general application. Hence, their attention is concentrated on the law, even though it is no longer universal, but only general. Focus is concentrated on the formula, even though the formula is no longer proposed to be the revealer of any metaphysical essence. 

Further developments in science prompted increased focus on the single phenomenon. Gradually ascending the evolutionary ladder, passing from physics to the biology of ever-more complex plant and animal species, repeatability attenuates, while the spontaneity and newness of each phenomenon compared to even similar ones preceding it is accentuated. The factor of newness acquires a very particular importance in human phenomena.

This is the point from which we see the idea of history as development, as a series of ever-new factors, none of which is reduced to previous ones or simply repeats them: it is a history that strives toward a final goal of definitive, irreversible perfection. This review of concepts helps us to put the right emphasis on the value, not just of matter, but of its singular expressions, multiplicity, becoming, every fact and event or phase of actuation, every detail, even the most particular and extremely minute.

Certainly there are differences of value: “The glory of the One who moves all things/ permeates the universe and glows/ in one part more and in another less,” begins Dante’s Paradise (I, vv. 1-3). But on a different level, there is also an absolute, eternal, divine Gaze that sees “bound up with love together in one volume, / what through the universe in leaves is scattered” (XXXIII, vv. 86-87). At this level, each phenomenon of the divine Consciousness has the same worth as any other. 

It is well known how Zen concentrates its own attention on the absolute “So-it-is” of all things, all facts and events, concluding that from this point of view, there are no longer differences or hierarchies of value, but everything is one and everything is absolute.

Thus, begins the most ancient Zen poem, by Seng Tsian: “The perfect way (Tao) lacks difficulties, / except that it avoids preferring and choosing. / Only when you are free from hate and from love / does it reveal itself in all its clarity. / A distinction as subtle as a hair / and heaven and earth are separated! / If you wish to attain the perfect truth / do not concern yourselves about the just and the unjust.  / The dissention between just and unjust / is the illness of the mind”. 

Here is a beautiful Zen story: “Walking through a market, Banzan heard a dialogue between a butcher and his client.

“Give me the best piece of meat you have,” said the client.

“In my shop, everything is the best,” shot back the butcher. “Here you won’t find a piece of meat that isn’t the best.”

“With these words, Banzan was illuminated”.
Certainly, on the level of existence, finiteness, temporality, and human action, values are clearly distinguishable and opposable, but on the level of universal, eternal, and absolute Consciousness that contemplates every thing, everything is equally interesting. On that level, distinctions of values no longer hold.

I believe that in this light, particular meaning attaches to my lively desire that historical memories not be lost and that in the end, one day we may remember and contemplate everything in an absolute vision in which everything is important, in which the existent or even the smallest fact has the same importance as the things held to be the most essential.

One could object to this pressing desire to know everything and remember each thing, each fact, even the smallest, every instant of the evolutionary process, by saying, “It’s not important to know everything, just the most essential things”.
This could be rebutted by saying “Everything is important; everything is valid; everything enters into consciousness on an equal footing, with full legitimacy. There aren’t more “essential” things, or those that are less so. 

Another objection could be that in each stage of evolution, it is preferable to remember or know the things that can be most useful for that stage, while there are many useless things that truly are not worth remembering, which one can tranquilly not know. What sense can the adjective “useful” have, applied to the pursuit of omniscience?

A possible response is that pursuing omniscience means imitating God. It means striving, by the will of God himself, and with his help, for a condition of full and ultimate, and yes, divine perfection. This is an end compared to which other things can be qualified more or less useful or useless.

“Useful” or “useless,” “fruitful” or not, can be used to define a method, a concept, an attitude, or the way of posing a problem. 

Instead, the inquiry itself cannot be defined with the same terms. Inquiry is a tension toward a goal, a race toward a finish line. It is something valid in and of itself, let us say, a kind of absolute, in terms of which something else nevertheless can make itself relative, can show itself to be useful or useless, can propose itself as that “door,” “road,” or “ladder,” or in contrast, an inhibiting, blocking, or imprisoning factor.

These considerations allow me to draw a clear conclusion: our desire as scholars, scientists, and historians to search for the infinite, to pursue at best omniscience itself, is fully justified. It is perfectly legitimate. It is a profoundly deep urge of human nature. It is our most authentic being, which is one with our need to be. It is the adequate response to the divine command to do, that reveals itself as one with our most profound and true being.
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