The Texts of the Convivium
DIVINE INCARNATION 
IN HINDUISM AND CHRISTIANITY

Can Christianity propose itself to Hindus in such a manner as to arouse some interest in them, a desire to find out more that in some way will lead them to a Christian landfall? 

If the dialogue is to be fruitful, it is as well that we should speak in terms that can be readily understood by our interlocutors. This means that we should move from categories with which they are thoroughly familiar. 

The concepts on which we should concentrate must be theirs and also ours. And the idea of incarnation seems to offer the possibility of a fecund dialogue. 

Hindus very willingly talk about their avatars, “descents” of the Divinity on earth, just as the incarnation represents a basic concept for us Christians. 

What, after all, is the essence, the heart of Christianity? In the most live and proper sense we can say that Christianity is the person of Jesus Christ. 

The person of Jesus is both divine and human. God is incarnated in him. Jesus, then, announces this incarnation as the irruption into this world of a new and superior life. He announces in the very act in which he renews, heals and liberates. 

The men who recognize him, accept him and join him come to form part of his mystic body. One may say that in their turn they, too, come to have the divine life incarnated in them, that they grow in it and spread it further. 

The new community grows in numbers and in quality and thus tends to create what one might call a collective Christ. 

In the end all humanity will be deified and, with it, the whole of creation at all levels. 

In the Christian perspective incarnation is a collective and historic or, better, cosmic process that tends towards a goal of absolute perfection that is to be attained once and for all. 

In the Hindu perspective incarnation is likewise the descent of God to earth, is likewise “God in our midst”, but in a different sense, for different ends and with different results. 

The living God who incarnates himself is called Vishnu by Hindus. Whereas the Christian incarnation is unique and resolutory, Hinduism proposes a plurality, a series of incarnations, each of which saves the human kind in a particular contingency, from a particular peril that threatens it at that moment, after which everything returns more or less to what it was before. 

On the occasion of a terrible war, when evil and injustice threaten to prevail, Vishnu incarnated himself in the hero Krishna, who joined Prince Arjuna and became his charioteer. 

It is in the Bhagavadgita that the incarnate God, talking to his faithful protégé, reveals himself for what he truly is and clarifies the sense and purpose of his mission. 

He says: “Every time that justice becomes arid and gives rise to injustice, I generate myself onto the earth. For the protection of the good, for the destruction of the wicked, for the instauration of justice I come into being from epoch to epoch”. 

God incarnates himself to sustain the good and punish the wicked, and also to reveal the nature of his action, so that man should become conscious of it and realize a communion of love with the Divinity. 

The Asura, enemies of the gods, and the Rakshasa, enemies of men, constitute the forces of evil that seek to destroy the world before the end of the cosmic cycle. And at this point Vishnu descends from heaven and incarnates himself in a particular being capable of facing the danger of the moment. 

Vishnu thus appeared in this world in the form of a fish and, as such, counselled Manu, the last of the just, to embark on an ark to repopulate the earth with animals and a regenerated mankind. 

On the next occasion Vishnu manifested himself in the form of an immense sea turtle. In this way he constituted a solid point of support, where the gods could anchor the leg of a gigantic churn to separate the land from the primordial ocean just like butter is separated from milk. 

The demons had sent the earth to the bottom of the ocean, but Vishnu, incarnating himself in a wild boar, pulled it back to the surface. 

A demon destroyed the world, but Vishnu, assuming the form of a man-lion, killed him. 

A giant sought to rule over the entire world, but Vishnu appeared before him in the likeness of a dwarf, saying: “Let each have what he can cover with three steps!”. And with three steps he spanned the entire universe, with the sole exception of hell, which he willingly left to his defeated adversary. 

The nobles sought to usurp the prerogatives of the Brahminic caste, upsetting the social order, but Vishnu incarnated himself in a warrior with a battle axe and defeated them.

The cosmic equilibrium was being menaced by the demon Ravana, but Vishnu, incarnated as Rama, defeated and killed him. 

I have already mentioned the subsequent incarnation of Vishnu in the hero Krisha. Hindus also speak of further incarnations of the supreme Divinity in a series of historical personages, among them – for example – a Ramakrishna and, in our own days a Sai Baba. 

Here the divine incarnation, rather than seeking to exterminate sinners, seems to be intended to convert them, coming to grips with whatever on each particular occasion constitutes a specific obstacle for spiritual life. 

In the Hindu perspective there is no historical development in the proper sense of the term: human history, just like the evolution of the cosmos, does not aim – at least in intention – at some goal that represents a definitive conquest. On the contrary, sooner or later everything tends to return to what it was at the beginning, when the Divinity itself will destroy its creation. 

This manner of seeing things is reflected also in the conception of the avatars. No divine incarnation is intended to bring humanity to some goal, conceived at least as a step from which it will not have to turn back. 

And hence the need for this multiplicity of incarnations, each intended to put to rights, to straighten out a particular situation of danger. 

This cyclic vision seems to be common to all the pre-biblical religions, the sole exception being represent by Zoroastrianism. 

It is altogether different from the approach of the monotheist revelation that takes shape in the three successive phases of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. A strong creator God has its counterpart in a strong, very substantial and richly endowed creation. 

A creation conceived in this manner is dynamically protended towards a crowning that is anything but ephemeral. Here cosmic and human evolution tend towards a goal of supreme and irreversible perfection, of infinite and everlasting felicity. 

On the Christian horizon, in particular, there comes to the fore the idea of the incarnation of God. But it is an incarnation very different from its Hindu counterpart: here the absolute God reveals himself in person and not simply to oppose and defeat an evil, but to liberate the earth from every ill forever; not to remedy a negative situation, but rather to implement a situation of the greatest and, indeed, unlimited positivity. 

The divine incarnation that passes through Christ is undoubtedly concentrated in a single person, but involves all the innumerable others who join him. They come to form a collective body with him, a unique mystic body. Jesus himself defines them as the “shoots” of which he is the “vine”. Obtaining their nourishment from him, absorbing his spiritual lymph, they grow in Christ to the point of attaining his selfsame stature. They thus come to be deified. 

Such is the accomplished fruit of the incarnation: the deification of the whole of mankind and, further, of the whole of cosmic reality, which is the prolongation of man’s corporal dimension. 

The incarnation thus becomes a collective historical and cosmic process. It moves from the person of Jesus Christ, but this is far from meaning that the coming of the Messiah is something absolutely new that descends from heaven in a wholly unexpected manner and finds the human environment wholly unprepared. 

The incarnation has also partial, germinal modes that prepare the full incarnation. How shall we call this preparatory process with a term that constitutes a complete epitome of it? For the moment I can’t find a more appropriate expression than pre-incarnation. 

Imperfect incarnations are those that occur in many different religious figures:
-  in the priest who celebrates the rite by impersonating the divinity;

-  in the sacred king, who represents the living conjunction between the divinity and the people and whose virtuous conduct procures well-being for the country, rendering its rivers and the seas that surround it full of fish, fertile its field and victorious its armies;

- in the shaman of the  primitive people, who, albeit in an altogether peculiar manner, constitutes a point of contact between man and the sacred, of which he also appears to be the vehicle;

-  in the saint, a man whom the influx of the divine Spirit has transformed on a wide variety of different levels;

-  in the mystic, united with God in what is called “spiritual marriage”;

-  in the Hindu yogi, who has unified his own self with the divine Self;

- in the bodhisattva of Mahayana Buddhism, who temporarily foregoes the beatitude of the Nirvana to first place himself at the service of all human beings who suffer, so that they may be liberated; 
       -  in the human buddha who proposes himself as a manifestation of a metaphysical Buddha;
       - in the hidden imam who for Shiite Muslims is the true universal head of the community of believers and also the axis of the world, since it is through him that there pulses the divine force that gives  life to all nature; 

-  and lastly in the avatar, who is accepted by his faithful as the true incarnation of the supreme Divinity and is, in any case, seen as a great saint. 

I find it only right and proper that even Christians should recognize these figures to posses – be it even in a very different way – a value of pre-incarnation. 

And to Hindus, who believe in their avatars, Christianity can propose the idea of an incarnation that is not just episodic, but conceived in the direction of a supreme perfection from which there is no return. 

Certainly, such an idea presupposes a very different horizon of cosmic and historical evolution. It presupposes an authentic development rather than a continuous and inevitable cyclical return to the point of departure without any real progress.

If that were to be reality, the best thing to do would be to try to get away from it: just as the ascetics of the Upanishad, the Vedanta, the Yoga and Hinayana Buddhism try to get away from it into the state of pure abstract self-transparency of unification with the Brahman, or entry into Nirvana. 

Now, Christianity has a far more positive conception of the universe: it sees it as a dynamic reality that tends to reach a goal of full perfection. 

And deification understood in the Christian sense extends into a plurality of dimensions, of which the Brahman is the original one, but not the only one. 

And if God is not just the pure Self, but also the Omniscient, the Omnipotent, the supreme Artist of Creation, it is clear that even incarnation as conceived by Christianity is something far more complex and richer than incarnation conceived in Hindu terms. 

The Christian vision seems far more satisfying for man and truly capable of crowning his loftiest aspirations. Certainly, if a Hindu wanted to accept it, he would necessarily have to throw off some mental shackles. It would cost him a considerable effort, but would be worth it. 

Starting from his traditional idea of the avatar, we would lead him to consider the divine incarnation as it is conceived by Christianity. A deepening all the more significant inasmuch as it illumines what in this context appears to be our true ultimate destination of men: supreme and matchless goal beyond which there remains nothing to be desired.
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