The Texts of the Convivium

DO WE HAVE TO ACCEPT EVEN WHAT APPEAR TO BE 

THE MOST BLATANT CONTRADICTIONS OF THE GOSPEL? HOW SHALL WE INTERPRET THEM? 

TWO EXAMPLES ARE HERE CONSIDERED
Introduction


Even the Gospel, just like any other doctrine or message or discourse or interpretation of reality, can become involved in two different types of contradiction: on one or more points it may be contradicted by some de facto reality; alternately, it may contradict itself.


Let me give you two examples right away: the first concerns a point of evangelical preaching that, according to all evidence, has been solemnly belied by history; the second is an affirmation that seems to contradict the intimate spirit of the Gospel in the most blaring manner.


First affirmation: the Gospel speaks repeatedly of the return of Christ, of the universal resurrection, the final triumph of the kingdom of God as an event that is rather close at hand.


Second affirmation: it speaks of the hell as a condition of eternal punishment, without any remission whatsoever, without redemption.


What are the difficulties, the perplexities to which this gives rise in the minds of many people?


As far as the first affirmation is concerned, one is spontaneously led to say that this expectation of the imminent end of the world has been contradicted by subsequent events. Right through to our own days, nothing has happened to confirm these forecasts or even to reasonably encourage an expectation of this kind for the near future.


As regards the second affirmation, one is spontaneously led to replay (say) that the eternity of the infernal punishment contradicts any idea of a God who truly loves us. It contradicts the authentic spirit of the Gospel. It contradicts the profound spirit of the preaching of Jesus that is so well expressed by the parables of the prodigal son, the lost sheep and also the mislaid drachma (Mt 18, 12-14; Lk 15, 4-32). It also contradicts all common sense and sense of humanity.


It is the profound faith of us Christians that the teaching of Jesus is divinely inspired. All the same, we have to admit that even the most authentic inspiration is always expressed through a human channel. And this channel inevitably conditions it, at times heavily so.


Even in the most inspired teaching, it may well be that not all the elements are equally inspired. Rather, one may even doubt that some of these elements have been drawn from the divine Source. They seem rather to have been culled from the human environment, from current ideas. Drawn even from widely held prejudices: from decidedly mistaken ideas that, upon subsequent and more thorough study, prove to be very far from the truth.


Applying this criterion of prudence to everything that is affirmed in a sacred scripture, even in the Gospels, one may well ask oneself whether, even in this case, certain affirmations have really been drawn from a profoundly divine inspiration and not, rather, from human traditions that were present and active at the time when these things were preached, when the texts were written.

The return to earth of Jesus Christ 

envisaged and expected as imminent


After having prophesied the ultimate events, the resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, Jesus adds: “Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place” (Mt 24, 34; see Mk 13, 30 e Lk 21, 32).


On another occasion, still speaking to his disciples, he solemnly affirmed: “Truly I tell you, there are some standing here, who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Mt 16, 28; see Lk 9, 27). 


Giving instructions to the Twelve sent the length and breadth of Palestine to announce the Kingdom that is coming, Christ told them:: “When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for truly I tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes” (Mt 10, 23).


Peter, referring to the apostle John, asked Jesus: “Lord, what about him?” And the Master replied: “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?” (Jn 21, 21-22).


As to the apostle Paul, on the word of Christ he declared: “…We who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died” (1 Thess 4, 15). 


On another occasion, he defined his interlocutors as those “on whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Cor 10, 11). 


Again: “As to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered together to him, we beg you, brothers and sisters, not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed either by spirit or by word or by letter, as though from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord is already here. Let no one deceive you in any way!” (2 Thess 2, 1-3).


That many people expected the end of time with impatience can also be deduced from the second Letter of Peter (3, 9): “The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness…” 


Coming back to Paul, we have his very significant admonishment: “I mean, brothers and sisters, the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor 7, 29-31).


How can we explain such a macroscopic error of valuation of the time involved? What factor could have contributed to this expectation? As far as I am concerned, I see the matter, above all, in the following terms.


The idea of the final regeneration seems to have developed from the idea of the religious and political rebirth of Israel. And thus the resurrection of the Jewish people, powerfully expressed in the vision of Ezekiel as we shall shortly see, becomes transformed in the resurrection of all the dead.


One may readily understand that the oppressed Jews were expecting their liberation with impatience. This desire had become ever more live and strong. In the days of Jesus the expectation had become extremely widespread. It was as if people were expecting an event that could happen from one day to the next under the guidance of a messiah sent by God.


One may therefore postulate that the expectation of the ultimate events as something imminent has to be attributed not to a transcendental revelation, but rather to that anxiety for redemption (liberation) of the Jewish people, which had become ever more intolerant and irrepressible. 


It had thus ended up by transposing the rebirth of Israel into the resurrection of the dead. And thus the expectation of the liberation of the Jewish people had become the expectation of the return of the Lord Jesus and the advent of his kingdom as an event that, in either case, was just round the corner.


If we now turn our attention to the prophets, we may note that this tradition conceived the end of time as the end of the time of suffering of the people of Israel. It therefore looked forward to it with most anxious desire.


With the end of time there would commence a new epoch in which Israel would be free of all foreign domination and, rather, would have had dominion over the other peoples. It was to be an epoch of uninterrupted peace and prosperity.


The advent of this new and happy epoch would be attributable to a divine intervention. God would have given the Jews “a new heart”, would have infused in them a spirit of obedience, fidelity and devotion to Yahweh that would never come to lack again.


This perennial, definitive adhesion of the Jews to their God would have rendered them capable of receiving every benediction and grace from Him. It was to make them strong and long-lived, prosperous, invincible. It was to bring about a religious renewal of the Jewish people and its political rebirth.


The idea of a politico-religious rebirth of the Jewish people is expressed in a highly vivacious manner in the vision of Ezekiel: “The hand of Yahweh came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of Yahweh and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me all around them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. He said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, you know’.


“Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of Yahweh. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live, and you shall know that I am Yahweh. 


“So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, and there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but thee was no breath in them. 


“Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.


“I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them , and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude.


“Then he said to me: ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely’. Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord Yahweh: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am Yahweh, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, Yahweh, have spoken and will act’, says Yahweh” (Ezek 37, 1-14).


It was from this starting point that resurrection was later conceived as redemption from death, as a re-awakening from this condition and a return to life. Here it becomes a matter not only and not so much of the redemption of the people of Israel, but rather of the ultimate destination of each individual human being as such.


The point of arrival of this development is represented by what Paul tells us about the final resurrection. Here mention should be made, above all, of two of his passages. The first is taken from the First Letter to the Thessalonians (4, 15-17).:



“…The Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever” (1 Thess 4, 16-17).


The second coincides with the whole of Chapter 15 of the First Letter to the Corinthians. Here I shall recall just a few passages of it: “…Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died”. Now, “as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. 


“Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power... The last enemy to be destroyed is death… 


“When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all”  (1 Cor 15, 20-28).


In the same chapter the “resurrection of the dead” is defined as follows by Paul: “What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body… 


“We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then the saying that is written will be fulfilled” (1 Cor 15, 42-53).


The Revelation, too, provides descriptions of the final resurrection that undoubted-ly have a certain margin of fantasy and symbolism and yet sound very explicit: “Then I saw a great white throne and the one who sat on it; the earth and the heaven fled from his presence, and no place was found for them.


“And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Also another book was opened, the book of life, And the dead were judged according to their works, as recorded in the books. 


“And the sea gave up the dead that were in it. Death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them , and all were judged according to what they had down. 


“Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire; and anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire. 


“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 


“And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.


“And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying: ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away’. 


“And the one who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am making all things new’” (Rev 20, 11-15 e 21, 1-5).


“A new heaven and a new earth”: this expression, together with “I am making all things new”, re-echoes a similar expression used by the prophet Isaiah, re-interpreting it in an even stronger sense. The transformation announced by Jesus, by the apostle Paul and John the Evangelist goes well beyond the prediction of the Jewish prophet.


It will be helpful to recall this prophesy here. It concentrates on the fortunes of the Jewish people, its reconciliation with God, and the peace and prosperity it will enjoy as a consequence. Nevertheless, it announces a more general renewal and evolutional change of the human condition and even of animals: in a certain way, indeed, one may say that it anticipates a transformation of nature itself.


Let us therefore read these pages of the Jewish prophet in some in some detail, for they are these highly pregnant and suggestive, human and poetical: “…I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; The former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight. I will rejoice in Jerusalem and delight in my people. 


“No more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress. No more shall be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed. 


“They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. They shall not labor in vain, or bear children for calamity; for they shall be offspring blessed by Yahweh, and their descendants as well. 


“Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear” (Is 65, 17-24). 


Isaiah describes the new condition not only as one of lasting peace, prosperity and felicity, but also as a manner of living in extensive peace with the animals. In the earthly paradise of Adam and Eve there was no conflict between the animals, all of whom were vegetarian. (Gen 1, 30).


Thus, not only men, but also animals will live in peace with each other and with men in the regeneration prophesied by Isaiah: “The wolf and the lamb together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox… They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says Yahweh” (Isa 65, 25). 


Here the Second Isaiah develops the idea that the First had expressed by means of the images that follow: “The lion shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den. They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of Yahweh as the waters cover the sea”  (Isa 11, 6- 9).


As I noted earlier on, Isaiah is undoubtedly referring to a regeneration of nature: it was to free from evil, suffering, violence and sin not only the Jewish people and the whole of mankind, but also nature itself.


The Christian revelation undoubtedly goes much further: what it looks forward to is not only a greatly improved human condition, but rather a superhuman, heavenly condition. it is heaven itself that comes down to earth to transform it into a new paradise, it is the triumph of the spirit that arrives at spiritualizing every reality.


Nothing stands in the way of conceiving the state of the risen as the highest state that human beings can attain. Moreover, nothing stands in the way of thinking that the attainment of this perfect condition will be made possible by divine initiative and announced by a revelation of God himself, which for us Christians coincides with the Gospel.


Although it has never yet happened, nothing excludes that such an event could take place in future, when the conditions for it will have matured.

The eternity of the infernal punishments


Let us now pass on to the second affirmation that, even though it is repeated in the Gospels, arouse such considerable perplexity: hell and the eternity of its punishments.


The Gospels speak of this eternal suffering, for which there is no way out, no redemption, and seemingly they are the first ever to do so.



Theologians keep searching the Old Testament for something that could constitute the basis for this merciless affirmation . What do they find? “Woe to the nations that rise up against my people!”, exclaims Judith after killing Holofernes. 


“The Lord Almighty will take vengeance on them in the day of judgment; he will send fire and worms into their flesh; they shall weep in pain forever” (Jud 16, 17).


But this refers to nations, not to individual men. To all intents and purposes, what is here said is that the intervention of the Lord will ruin these nations, so that they will for ever repent having waged war against Israel. The day of judgment is here seen as the moment when God will intervene to condemn and punish the enemies who have oppressed his chosen people. 


At a certain point the Second Book of Maccabees recounts an episode from the day when the Jewish people were oppressed by King Antiochus IV Epiphanes of Syria. The scribe Eleazar, forced to eat pork notwithstanding its prohibition by the law of Moses, spits it out, thus deciding to face martyrdom. “Even if for the present I would avoid the punishment of mortals, yet whether I live or die I shall not escape the hands of the Almighty” (2 Macc 6, 26). Certainly no suggestion of eternal punishment.


Another passage from the second Book of Maccabees is sometimes used is support of the eternity of the infernal punishments. The fifth of the brothers, tortured in front of King Antiochus, tells him: “One cannot but choose to die at the hands of mortals and to cherish the hope God gives of being  raised by him. But for you there will be no resurrection to life!” (2 Macc 7, 14). It seem that he is trying to say: “You will not be resurrected at all”. Resurrection to life is synonymous with resurrection from death to a full existence, in accordance with the idea, very familiar to the Jews, that a full existence worthy of that name implies corporeity. But not even here is there any suggestion of eternal punishment.


A passage of the Book of Wisdom threatens the ungodly with some unspecified punishment (3, 10). Of the “children of adulterers” it is said “even if they live long they will be held of no account, and finally their old age will be without honour”; while, “if they die young, they will have no hope and no consolation on the day of judgment” (3, 17-18). 


Another passage of the same book says, again speaking of the “ungodly”, that “they will become dishonored corpses, and an outrage among the dead forever; because he (God) will dash them speechless to the ground, and shake them from the foundations”; thus “they will be left utterly dry and barren, and they will suffer anguish, and the memory of them will perish” (Wis 4, 18-19). 


Another passage that is sometimes cited is the one of the prophet Isaiah that threatens fire as a kind of retaliation for those who oppose God, his prophets and his people. God himself says: “walk in the flames of your fire, and among the brands that you have kindled!” (Isa 50, 11). A fire, certainly, but not necessarily eternal. Likewise from Isaiah (66, 24) is another passage that is sometimes cited and speaks of the corpses of the men who rebelled against God: “…Their worm shall not die, their fire shall not be quenched, and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh”. Even here there is no talk about an eternal punishment. It then goes on to mention the ingredients of the punishments, but we are told nothing about an eternal punishment, all the more so as it is applied, in a somewhat macabre manner, to mere corpses.


Something more pertinent can be found in the Book of Daniel (12, 2), where the prophet suggests a collective resurrection: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt”.


Shame and scorn, worm that does not die and fire that is not quenched are like the many tesserae of a mosaic that was later to take shape in the Gospels.


There the unquenchable fire and the worm that does not die are applied not to consume corpses. But to punish living and sentient persons for all eternity: “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell. And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out, it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched”  (Mk 9, 43-48). 


These words of the evangelist Mark are used also by Matthew (18, 8-9). With the variant that “the fire which is never quenched becomes “the eternal fire” (v. 8).


Mention of an eternal fire and, more generally, eternity of the punishment are also to be found in the Letter of Judah (vv. 6-7): “eternal” are the chains that bind the rebelling angels, while Sodom and Gomorrha  “undergo a punishment of eternal fire” 


Paul, in his turn, mentions a “punishment of eternal destruction” but does not specify the type of torture it implies. John the Baptist, preaching the baptism of penitence, likewise speaks of an unquenchable fire: “Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire”  (Mt 3, 10-12; see Lk 3, 15-17). 


Jesus, speaking of himself, likewise avails himself of this image. His disciples asked him to clarify the meaning of the parable of the weeds of the field. Here is his explanation: “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. 


“Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire; so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!” (Mt 13, 37-43). 


The kingdom of heaven is also likened to a great net cast into the sea that gathers both good and bad fish. The good will be put into baskets, while the bad will be thrown “into the furnace of fire”, as symbol of wicked men (Mt 13, 47-50).


A similar distinction is made between those who in life assisted their neighbours – all brethren in Christ – and those who will not have come to their aid.  On the occasion of the last judgment, the Lord will say to those who lacked charity: “You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink… And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Mt 25, 31-46).


As we saw, the idea of the hell was to assume a very precise and shattering form in the Gospels. Was that an original form? Seemingly yes. Drawn from where? From the Old Testament? That would hardly seem to be the case, given the relative indeterminacy of what the various passages say, and I have quoted the most significant among them.


It thus remains to be established whence the idea of the eternal hell may have been drawn in this more precise and definite manner. One may assume that Jesus derived it, more than anything else, from the community of the Essenes.


On what basis can this conclusion be justified? I would a say by a whole series of elements.


The principal center of the Essenes, Qumran, is about twenty kilometers from  one of the places where John baptized (Jn 1, 28). The identification of Qumran with the sect of the Essenes is authorized by the analogy (similarity) that can be noted between two series of details: between those brought out by the Qumran manuscripts and those Reported by Josephus Flavius, Philo and Plinius as characteristics of the Essenes.


The Essenes were organized into many different communities that were certainly to be found, first and foremost and in large numbers, in the area in question. It is therefore decidedly probable that Jesus was familiar with their teachings and, rather, had come into personal contact with members of the sect.


There remains the fact that many usages, beliefs, rites of the nascent Christian Church seem to be closely similar to those of the Essenes, as documented by the Dead Sea scrolls. They are usages, beliefs, rites characteristic of the Essenes and very different from those practiced by Jews in general.


The Essenes held chastity and celibacy in special consideration: a fact that sounded anathema to the traditional mentality of the Jews. The Gospels speak of  “eunuchs, who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven”  (Mt 19, 12). There is the personal example of Jesus Christ; and, as we shall see, virginity and continence were ever more appreciated as attributes of religious perfection. The Essenes, too, considered to be superior in perfection those of their ranks who lived in celibate communities having characteristics that were markedly monastic.


The married Essenes with children also constituted a kind of community. There was a tendency to have property in common and for individuals to tax themselves by paying part of their earnings to their heads, so that they should provide for the needs of the poor, orphans, virgins without protection, old people, and vagrants without a home of their own. Something very similar can be said about the early Church.


There was the habit of taking meals together, occasions when, first of all, a priest blessed the bread and the wine.


The head of an Essene community was called “supervisor”. And each Christian Church was later to have its episcopos (from which “bishop” is derived): a word that literally had the same meaning. In the Essene document knows as the Damascus Document (Chapter 13) the supervisor is likened to a “father” and a “pastor” who takes care of his “flock”.


Contact between one Essene community and the others were made possible by envoys, probably preachers, who had to travel without taking anything with them. That was exactly what Jesus was later to recommend to his apostles (Mt 10, 9-10).


When he arrived, on the other hand, everything was placed at his disposal as if it belonged to him. “Laborers deserve their food”, was Christ’s comment in the same speech made to his Twelve (Mt 10, 10; see also 2 Thess. 3, 7-9).


Terrible oaths were asked, step by step, of those who desired to pass all the various degrees of Essene initiation; but those who did so and obtained full admission were severely forbidden to swear. Everything they said was of itself true and needed no further support. Even Herod had exempted the Essenes from making the oath of fidelity.


As Josephus Flavius tells us about the Essenes, “everything they said had more value than an oath, but they abstain from swearing, which they consider worse than perjury (The Judean War, II, VIII, 6). All this closely resembles the recommendation made by Jesus “not to swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by earth, for it is his footstool, or by the city of Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, anything more than this comes from evil (Mt 5, 33-37).


The Sermon on the Mount begins with the Beatitudes, of which a close analogy can be found only in the Dead sea scrolls.


The Beatitudes of the Gospel are well known:


“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 


“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted”


“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” and so on (Mt 5, 1-12).


And here is a series of “beatitudes” of Qumran (taken from the text known as 4Qbeat):


“[Blessed be he who speaks the truth] with a pure heart and does not calumniate with his tongue.


“Blessed be those who revel in it and do not murmur on paths of iniquity.


“Blessed be those who adhere to its statutes and do not follow paths of iniquity.


“[Blessed] be those who revel in it and do not murmur on paths of iniquity.


“Blessed be those who seek it with pure hands and do not go in search  with a lying heart.


“Blessed be the man who has attained wisdom and walks in the law of the Most High and fixes his heart on his ways, harkens to his admonishments, always delights in his punishments and leaves it not in the tension of [his sufferings]: in the hour of grief does not abandon it and forget it [in the days of] fear and in the affliction of his soul [does not repudiate it].  So that he  may meditates it and in his anguish reflect [about the law]; and in [all] his existence consider and place] it before his eyes …”.


There can be no doubt that the evangelical text is far more forceful than the one from Qumran, but one can hardly fail to note that even the manner in which the phrases are composed is closely similar.


There is a close analogy between Essenism and Christianity
also in the manner in which they conceive God as Father (and, at the same time, Mother, an idea present in the Second Isaiah, 66, 13, but also in the Hymns of Thanksgiving from Qumran, Chapter 9).


A similar analogy can be found between the purification baths frequently taken by the Essenes and baptism. Certainly, the “baptism of conversion for the forgiveness of sins” imparted by John came later to assume a new, original and irreducible significance; one may, however, readily suppose it to have been inspired by the immersion ritual practiced by the Essenes (Manual of discipline, Chapters 4 and 5).


The Essenes considered the idea that the end of the world was close at hand. They prophesied a war between the “sons of light” and the “sons of darkness”. Each of the two hosts would have gained three victories over the other. But the final victory belongs to God, who will intervene with his angels. The tribulations of the present were to be considered birth pangs of the new era. 


The Master of Justice, i.e. the revered founder of the Essene community who had fallen victim to his enemies, would in the end rise again to submit his adversaries to a severe judgment. Afterwards he would establish a new order in which the last would be first.


The Essene community expected two messiah, a royal one and a priestly one. Nothing suggests that the Essenes attributed to the expected messiah a role comparable to the one of Jesus Christ. Nevertheless, they lived in an intense climate of messianic expectation, waiting for an imminent cosmic transformation.


Lastly, let us consider the characterization of hell that the Essenes have given us. The passage I am about to cite (from Chapter 2) refers to an initiation rite. At a certain point the priests bless the “men of the fate of God” and immediately afterwards curse the “men of the fate of Belial”.


Here is the blessing for each of the good ones; “[May God] bless you in all good things and protect you from all ill! May he illumine your heart with vital intelligence and assist you with eternal knowledge. May he turn his gracious face towards you for eternal peace”.


And here is the curse reserved for the evil-doers:: “Be you cursed with all your evil and guilty works. May God make you tremble in the hands of all those who carry out the vengeance. May he visit destruction upon you by means of those who recompense (evil) actions! Be you cursed without mercy in conformity with your shadowy works and be damned in the profound gloom of eternal fire! May God not be good to you when you raise your shouts to him and may he not pardon you by canceling your iniquities. May he turn his angry face to you and avenge himself on you. Let there be no ‘peace’ for you on the lips of all those who adhere to the fathers!”.


The curse is resumed a few instants later. Priests and Levites in unison will continue as follows: Cursed be he who has entered into this covenant with the idols of his heart [placed] to transgress, who places in front of him the stumbling block of his iniquity, failing on account thereof!”


It will happen that when he hears the words of this sworn covenant, he will bless himself in his heart, saying: ‘I shall be safe, though I walk in the stubbornness of my heart’ (Deut 29, 18-19), but his spirit, thirsting or water, shall be without pardon.


May the wrath of God and his zeal for his rules consume you in eternal ruin. May all the maledictions of this covenant be attached to him and may God separate him for his damnation. Be he cut off from amid the sons of light, since he has turned his face away from God on account of his idols and the stumbling block of his iniquity. May God give him his destiny among the eternally cursed!


According to the theology of the Essenes (see the Manual, Chapters 3 and 4), God has put two spirits in man; a “spirit of truth” and a “spirit of iniquity”. To them there correspond, as their respective sources, the “prince of light” and the “angel of  darkness”.  From them there derive two series of, respectively,  virtues and vices. 


The spirit of truth “illumines the heart of a human being and straightens the paths of justice and truth in front of him”. It infuses “fear in his heart for the judgments of God”. To him there belongs “a spirit of humility and tolerance, of abundant compassion and eternal goodness, of intelligence and discernment and a whole series of other fine virtues.


To the spirit of iniquity, on the other hand, there belong “haughtiness, indolence in the service of justice, irreverence and lies, pride and exaltation of the heart, simulation and sluggishness, violence and abundant hypocrisy, impatience and a great deal of folly, insolent jealousy and abominable works in an adulterous spirit, impure paths in the service of turpitude, a blasphemous tongue” and so on, inclusive of physical defects, sign of an interior negativity: blindness, deafness, stiff neck …


This twofold enumeration will be found again a passage of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (5, 16-25), where, in a manner that is rather similar even in literary form, there are enumerated two series of “fruits”: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control”, while “the works of the flesh” are vices of the opposite sign, like “fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these”.  


These two spirits will contend for the heart of each man until the day of the final judgment, when God will punish the evildoers and reward the good after having purified from all the slag of sin that may have remained within them.


Here is God’s final “visit” to the impious: “The visit to all those who walk in this (spirit) consists of whippings by the hand of all the angels of destruction  in the eternal grave on account of the furious anger of the God of vengeance, with perpetual terror and ignominy without end, with the scourge of destruction in the fire of total darkness. All their times for all their generations shall be passed in sad weeping and bitter affliction, in tenebrous calamity right through to their extermination” (Manual, Chapter 4).


“Our God is a consuming fire”, we read in the Letter to the Hebrews (12, 29). An expression evidently taken from Deuteronomy (4, 24): “…Yahweh your God is a devouring fire, a jealous God”. A fire that can annihilate, but can also purify.


The threat of annihilation hovers over Israel, but then the memory of the ancient covenant will induce the saving of a “remnant”, on whom the fire will act as a means of purification. In its purifying function this fire no longer seeks to destroy those who have sinned but rather the sin that is in them, of which they have become prisoners and slaves.


Even in the Bible there is an evolution, a gradual deepening of consciousness. There is a widespread feeling among the Jews that the people of Israel is consecrated to God: and therefore, in the end, God wants to redeem them, purifying them. But in the meantime there will have been sacrificed innumerable men of that people. They will have been annihilated on account of their impurity, their sin.


But ever more clearly there comes to the fore the awareness that, just like the people of God, each individual is a creature of God made in his image and likeness, and therefore each creature has to be recuperated.


Just as the people of God is not to be annihilated, but rather the evil that is in it, so also the individual sinner is not to be annihilated, but only the sin in him, the sin that oppresses him, the roots of the negative tendencies that prevent him from realizing himself to the best of his true vocation of a perfectible creature.


The deepening of this awareness should bring out ever more clearly what is the true function of the divine “fire”: a function more in conformity with the unlimited love that God bears for his creatures, more in keeping with his infinite mercy.


We can find the first explicit references to this fire in the prophecies of Isaiah, Zechariah and Malachi. 


In the first chapter of the Book of Isaiah, God speaks to his people to blame them in a very particular way about the decline of justice. The judges no longer protect the orphans and the widows, but sell themselves to the highest bidder. “Your silver has become dross”, says Yahweh to Israel (v. 22). Therefore “I will turn my hand against you; I will smelt away your dross as with lye and remove all your alloy. And I will restore your judges as at the first, and your counselors as at the beginning. Afterwards you shall be called the city of righteousness, the faithful city. Zion shall be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness”   (1, 25-26; cfr. 48, 10). 


Zechariah prophesies: “In the whole land, says Yahweh, two-thirds shall be cut off and perish, and one-third shall be left alive. 


“And I will put this third into the fire, refine them as one refines silver, and test them as gold is tested. 


“They will call on my name, and I will answer them. I will say, ‘They are my people’, and they will say, ‘Yahweh is our God’”  (Zech 13, 8-9). 


Malachi develops this motive of God intervening in his people with a purifying action: “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly  come to his people. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, indeed, he is coming, says Yahweh of hosts.


“But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. 


“He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to Yahweh in righteousness. 


“Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to Yahweh as in the days of old and as in former years”  (Mal 3, 1-5).


John the Baptist seems to attribute to himself the same role of “messenger” to “prepare the way” before the Lord who is coming.


This messenger is identified as “the prophet Elijah” in the final words of Malachi (3, 23-24) that conclude the Old Testament: “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of Yahweh comes. He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse”.


Even though he shields himself and denies being Elijah (Jn 1, 21). Even though denies being Elijah (Jn 1, 21), the Baptist considers himself to be “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Make straight the way of the Lord’” (v. 23). He prepares the way for the divine refiner who is to purify his people.


However, what Zechariah and Malachi delineate as an intervention intended to purify the people of God comes [later] to be connoted more like an ultimate judgment intended to separate the good from the bad, rewarding the former and punishing the latter.


John, who baptized with water, foretold that the one who was to come after him “will baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire”  (Mt 3, 11). The full significance of the baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire imparted by Christ. Was to come to the fore at Pentecost, announced by Jesus just before he ascended to heaven (Acts 1, 4-8): the disciples, come together for the supper in Jerusalem, were to be invested by the Spirit, who was to appear in the form of tongues of fire, each of which was to come to rest on the head of one of them (2,4).


The effect of this fire was to purify the first Christians of their many weaknesses and give them inspiration, energy, courage to bear witness to the resurrection of Christ and to announce the ongoing advent of the kingdom of God. From that moment onwards, forgetful of all egoism, the disciples were to act as instruments and vehicles of the divine will, as God’s new angels.


Now, it seems to me that in John’s preaching the idea of a purifying fire becomes greatly blurred by the idea of a punishing fire that he highlights in such a clear and – as I would add – tough manner, at least in the following words of his that have come down to us. Let us read them together: “Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire”  (Mt 3, 10-12; cfr. Lk 3, 15-17).


I am wondering whether this tougher and merciless interpretation is not in some way attributable to an influence exercised by the Essenes, whose multi-centered community was flouring, above all, in the territory in which the Baptist was preaching and near the mouth of the River Jordan in the Dead Sea where he baptized.


Although it is not mentioned in any of the Qumran scrolls, it is not by any means improbable that John the Baptist was a member of the Essene community, at least for a certain period of time.


Josephus Flavius tells us in his Autobiography (II, 10-11) that he, too, had been a member of that community and had practiced its style of life. Can one wholly exclude that John had a similar experience?


As I suggested before, the baptism preached and administered by John may have drawn its inspiration from the ritual immersion that was held in such great esteem among the Essenes.


Apart from residing within a very short distance, both John and the Essenes preached the need for an intimate conversion. As we saw, both of them stressed the importance of purification in water. And both also cited the passage of Isaiah: “A voice is crying out in the wilderness: ‘Make straight the way of the Lord’”. Both strongly felt the need for withdrawing into the desert. Both held celibacy in particular honour. The locusts that John ate were permitted among the Essenes as food that was kosher (“suitable”, permitted). There are far too many points on which John agrees so closely with the Essenes to permit one to think in terms of pure coincidences.


Nevertheless, there is also a not by any means negligible difference: John expected a single, all-powerful messiah, he was not waiting for the two messiahs of the Essenes, one priestly, the other royal; and , even less so, was he expecting the return of their master of Justice.


It is however probable that both the thought and the literature of the Essenes were in some way known in the area of the Southern Jordan and could therefore have been assimilated to some extent by the local populations, at least in an unconscious manner.


And what, then, shall we say about relations between the Essenes and Jesus? It is not by any means improbable that he knew the Qumran community, or at least some affiliate community elsewhere in Palestine in the zone between the Southern Jordan, place of the baptisms, and the mount of the temptations. It is not therefore by any means impossible that he shared some of the Essene beliefs, some aspect of their mentality and vision of the world. 


Could it not be, therefore, that the contact with the Essenes had some influence on Jesus, inducing him to interpret the action of the divine “fire” more in punishing than purifying terms, at least in some of his discourses, at least at some moments of his preaching?


That is certainly not what happened when Jesus, just before ascending to heaven, commanded the apostles to remain in religious expectation of being “baptized with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Acts 1, 5) within a few days.. It is Jesus himself who will baptize them, intervening invisibly but with extraordinary efficacy. Was it not precisely in this way that the messiah promised by John was to “baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire”? But the interpretation of the fire in punitive terms prevailed in certain discourse about the last judgment that I have already recalled. 


“Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire; so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. (Mt 13, 40-42). 


“You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels…” (Mt 25, 41).


I have tried to show that the punitive interpretation of an internal fire was to be found above all, and also far more so than in the Old Testament, in an Essene text of particular importance: the previously mentioned rule of the community known as the Manual of Discipline. This consideration can induce us to attribute certain of these evangelical discourses to an Essene influence. 


Even in the Old testament there may recur there may recur an interpretation of the fire – not necessarily eternal – in more punitive terms and sometimes even in terms of a destruction of the sinner as an individual (as, for instance, not only in Jud 16, 17, but also in Is. 66, 15-16; Jer 4, 4; 5, 14; Ezek 21, 36; 22, 20-22; Ps 79, 5).


At this point I should like to recall the passages of Isaiah, Zechariah and Malachi, where the divine fire is represented as an efficient means of purification. They already bring out a different conception..


And how could I fail to mention here the way John the Baptist defines the Messiah? “I baptize you with water for repentance… He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Mt 3, 11).


It is true that these words are immediately followed by mention of the unquenchable fire that will “burn the chaff” (v. 12); but is the fire of the Holy Spirit instrument of damnation or not, rather, of purification, sanctification, spiritual elevation to the highest degree?


Undoubtedly, there cannot be any thorough purification other than by “burning” the dross of every imperfection, every egoism and egocentrism, other than reducing to ashes every trace of the “human far too human” that is in us. But one thing is the “chaff” as symbol of this dross that oppresses man and prevents him from realizing himself, another thing is the same term as symbol of the individual destined to suffer atrociously and fruitlessly for all eternity without ever realizing himself, prevented from attaining all possible improvement.


An important suggestion to reinterpret the divine fire in terms of its purifying function can be found in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (3, 10-15): “According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building on it. Each builder must choose with care how to build on it. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ, Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, the work of each builder will become visible, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire; and the fire will test what sort of work each has done. If what has been built on the foundation survives, the builder will receive a reward. If the work is burned up, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be saved, but only as through fire”.


Paul expressly refers to an action that the divine “fire” will perform on the “Day of Judgment”. There we have the divine fire performing a function other than that of destroying the sinner or afflicting him for all eternity. A function, as I would take the liberty of adding, incomparably more in keeping with a divine love that is said to be infinite and cannot but express itself in an infinite mercy.


At this point it should be noted that even the Manual of Discipline of the Essenes (Chapter 4) envisages a final action of the divine fire intended to purify the just. The world, so it says, “has become contaminated on the pathways of  impiety under the dominion of iniquity until the time of the judgment that has been established”.


“At that time God will sift with his truth all the actions of the human beings, cleansing [with fire] for himself some of humanity in order to eliminate all evil spirit from the bowels of their flesh, to purify them with a holy spirit of all the impious works and to sprinkle them with a spirit of truth like lustral water from all lying abomination and contamination by the impure spirit.


“At that time the just will arrive at understanding the knowledge of the Most High and the wisdom of the sons of heaven”.


As can be seen, an interpretation of the divine fire in purifying terms finds points of support not only in the Old and the New Testament, but even in the Essene text that accentuates the punitive function of the fire. Such an interpretation, or re-interpretation, proves to be more than necessary in order to clarify once and for all, and without even a shadow of doubt, the infinity of the divine love that constitutes the most intimate and true spirit of the Gospel.

Conclusion


It is indeed necessary to eliminate whatever contradicts this intimate spirit of the Gospel.


It is equally necessary to relativize the affirmations that, having taken shape and consistency not from evangelical truth but rather from contingent, cultural, historical, psychological or – in short – human factors, seem contradicted and belied by the de facto reality. Two examples have here been proposed.


Similar considerations can perhaps be applied to other possible controversial points. In every case of this kind a reinterpretation may prove to be equally necessary as another and new aspect of this work of “purification” about which such a great deal has already been said above.

FROM THE DEVOURING DIVINE FIRE TO 

THE FORMIDABLE HEAT OF THE BIG BANG

Peregrine comparisons? Perhaps not


In the Christian vision God creates the universe in an impulse of love. He is Love. Love is gift of oneself. God wants to donate himself: he wants other beings to partake of his life, perfection and supreme felicity. He is refracted in a multitude of existences. He desires these creatures to be like Him, sharing his perfection and infinite felicity.


It is well in keeping with the purely spiritual essence of God that the beings that He creates in a direct manner, without interposition, should be pure spirits. This explains why the first creatures of God are likewise of a spiritual nature: they coincide with what we are wont to call the angels.


A brief aside: to say that the angels are pure spirits does not mean that their nature cannot be defined also as being in some way “material”: “matter” is principle of multiplicity, of individuation, and the angels are innumerable and different. Each of them is well individualized and therefore also material in a certain sense, even though constituted by very fine and, at the very first beginning, uncontaminated matter.


Matter as such, as it issues from God’s creative act, is something beautiful, positive. It is only later that the sin of the creatures produces the effect of degrading even matter. But it is one thing to say “matter”, which is good as such, it is another thing to say “degraded matter”, which is negative and has to be redeemed. End of the aside, so that we can return to considering the creation of the angels and the creative process in general.


For as long as it limits itself to bringing the angels into being, God’s creative action seems to follow an extremely rigorous logic: here a cause produces its effect in a direct, immediate manner.


Afterwards, however, the creation seems to become incomparably more round about, with an enormous and impressive “waste” of mediations.


To attain a second end) to bring into being man and render him perfect and perfectly happy, God creates a universe of billions of galaxies, including our own, where our solar system takes shape.


And there happens a fact that is extremely improbable in itself: the origin of life. This subsequently evolves through the innumerable species of the vegetal and animal kingdoms. 


And there, especially in the animal kingdom, we have a situation in which the ever new species that  gradually come into being, for the sole purpose of surviving, act against each other in a continuous, endless war.


All one can do is to say: What a fine evolution! We could even ask: Could one possibly imagine an evolution in more grim and gruesome terms? Here we have a picture that seems to be in thorough contrast with the idyllic vision of the first few chapters of the Bible, at least if we taker them literally. The Book of Genesis tells us that before the sin of Adam and Eve, the animals lived in perfect peace with each other. They were feeding on green plants and therefore had no need to eat each other to survive (Gen 1, 29-30).


According to Genesis – always provided, let me repeat, that we take it literally – all the ills, even the violence and the cruelty of the struggle for survival, draw their origin from man’s sin. 


Paleontology has made it very clear that the law according to which the big fish eats the small fish has existed ever since fish have existed or, better, animals have existed.


The Bible derives the reality of ill and evil from man’s sin. That may be true for many ills, but certainly not for all. Many ills, undoubtedly, this in the sense that man is entrusted with a great resp0onsibility in the administration of the planet Earth, the very existence of which could – in the limit – be endangered. Many, but certainly not all.


Even if we wanted to attribute the origin of ills to the sin of the creature, we would have to go back to creatures that precede the grandiose phenomenon of the life and evolution of the species, and perhaps even the very existence of the material and visible universe.


And thus we are forced to trace things back to a sin of the angels, which is likewise mentioned in the Bible (see Is 14, 12-15; Ezek 28, 2; 28, 12-18; 31, 9-14; Wis 1, 13-14; 2, 23-24; Jn 8, 42-47; Eph 6, 11-12; 2 Pet 2, 4; 1 Jn 3, 8; Rev 12, 7-9; 20, 13).


What does the sin of the angels consist of? It is the prototype of every attitude of sin.


Sin is the precise opposite of faith. Faith is recognizing God as one’s Source of life, and therefore entrusting oneself to God by doing his will and placing him in all things at the center of one’s existence. Sin, on the other hand, is turning oneself into one’s own center and principle and living as if God did not exist.


The consequence of faith is an ever better drawing on the Source of all life and all good. The consequence of sin is a gradual withering and drying up, walking towards death.


Thus that attitude of sin of a large number of angels. This desire of each to stand on his own and live for himself, ignoring God, introduced a negative feature into the creation. 


This failure to draw upon the Source of the Spirit, or drawing less upon it, caused a fall in the direction of degraded materiality. 


A negative feature to which God reacted with a positive and both creative and redemptive action.


The beginning of this divine action-reaction might be placed in relation with the big bang from which, according to the vision of modern cosmology, the entire universe draws its origin.   ????


How can we characterize this big bang in a few words? At the very beginning the entire universe is thought to have been concentrated in a point: in a true point, infinitesimal, dimensionless. Then, all of a sudden, it burst into a deflagration that, in the space of a few instants, made it attain dimensions incredibly larger than before, expanding at a speed that it would be difficult even to imagine.


It is well known that, as a general rule, heat makes bodies dilate, causing the distances between their constituent elements to become greater. The force and the speed of the explosion known as big bang seem to be attributable to the heat that was unleashed from that original concentration.


As time passed, the heat gradually diminished and there was a corresponding downturn in the speed of expansion of the universe.


The forces that resist this expansion end up by limiting it. The original drive slackens. The divine energy seems ever more conditioned, as if it were imprisoned.


Here we can borrow a theological term and apply – not by any means improperly, I believe – to what we can undoubtedly call the divine Energy, to God himself in his manifestation. We can therefore speak of a God crucified by his selfsame creation.


It would gravely incorrect to speak of a God crucified in the dimension of his own absoluteness. On the other hand, we can not only affirm, but continuously note that he is crucified in his manifestation.


Constrained, hindered, imprisoned as he may be, the living God gains ground little by little. His infinity assure his omnipotence. Even though not right away, he can do everything, because he is infinite. His present relative impotence has its counterpart in an absolute omnipotence that is, as it were, potential.


The gates of Hades shall not prevail. The final victory is God’s alone. His kingdom, as yet germinal and in a phase of development, is in the end destined to triumph throughout the universe.


Coming back to considering the immense original heat of the universe, one is led to wonder what might have produced it.


God’s creative action does not explicate itself in a succession of acts, but in the unity of a single eternal act. That is a consequence of God’s absolute simplicity.


It does not therefore seem correct to me to say that God first created the angels and then the world with two successive and different acts. It is a single act, and always the same act, the one with which God refracts in the multitude of angels, bringing them into being, and then, following their sin, from a spaceless point unleashes the heat that, radiating outwards, creates space.


Even without any change at all, the divine act of love that brought purely spiritual creatures into being becomes transformed into a terrible explosion of heat that, in the course of about a million years, caused the primitive quarks and the nucleons made up by them to give rise to electrons and nuclei, and the atoms and molecules, in short, matter
. It is the matter of what were later to become nebulas, galaxies, stars and, lastly, planets, among which our own Earth.


Could this formidable fire be God himself? Here I should like to recall the biblical episode of Elijah who encounters Yahweh. The prophet enters a cavern on Mount Horeb and spends the night there. In the morning he hears the voice of God commanding him: “Go out and stand on the mountain, before Yahweh”.  


At this point four events take place one after the other: the first three are extremely powerful, while the last is but slight and of extreme delicacy. And Elijah perceives that the divine presence manifests itself only in this latter, as if the other three represented something exterior and less intrinsic. Here is how the First Book of Kings (19, 11-13) puts it into words: “God said to Elijah: ‘Go out [of this cave] and stand on the mountain before Yahweh, for Yahweh is about to pass by’. Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before Yahweh, but Yahweh was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but Yahweh was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but Yahweh was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of a gentle breeze. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave”. 


God is loving Creator, solicitous Father and gentle Mother at one and the same time. The expression “sound of a gentle breeze” well represents this aspect of the Divinity and seems to be the fundamental one. 


For the mystics, God is silence and has to be sought in silence. It is when we create silence deep within us that we prepare ourselves for hearing the divine voice, gentle like a whisper.


This does not mean that from a different point of view – let us call it less intimate, more superficial and peripheral – God may not be “terrible” . Loving with those who are syntony with Him, converting, purifying and entrusting themselves to his grace, God is terrible with everything that opposes him, with every negative value.


This reaction that converts the loving God, Father and Mother into a devouring fire has something spontaneous and – as I would be tempted to say – automatic within it. As already suggested (???), it resembles a high-voltage current.


Finding a suitable channel, the energy becomes lightly transmitted to feed a series of different installations. It thus benefits a certain number of persons, rendering their life easier and more productive.


But if it finds an improper channel, a badly conducting body, the excess of energy will destroy it. The previously silent wire unleashes a discharge, a spark of fire that annihilates the inadequate body.


But let us come back to the reasoning from which we started; the one about the origins of the universe. The divine explosion of heat that we spoke about eventually brings matter into being.


At this point the original impulse impressed by the Divinity has lost a substantial part of its drive and vigour and seems more than ever circumscribed, conditioned and, as we might even say, imprisoned and crucified.


The divine impulse will later bring life into being and evolve it into ever more complex forms. But all this will be realized only by means of a slow and toilsome process.

 
What a philosopher like Bergson calls the “vital drive” has to try and grasp all the opportunities that are offered for a long series of ever new conquests, each with the labour and the pain of a difficult birth.


Only at the end of evolution will it be possible for a new people of souls who have passed to heaven and have there grown to the stature of Christ to accompany the Lord on his glorious return to earth. And it will fall to this multitude of deified human beings to vehiculate the divine initiative in such a manner as to render it once more omnipotent, so that the kingdom of God may triumph over every reality at every level.


At the moment in which he will reveal himself in all his glory, God will manifest himself to the saints like a light and caressing breeze, whereas the wicked, or simply the profane, will experience him as  a powerful flame that burns the dross of sin, egoism and simple imperfection that is in them.


An awareness also of what in the Divinity is the aspect of the tremendum will help us to intuit more clearly what can be the terrible power of God on that last day of his full and conclusive manifestation.


But we must also realize that the manifestation of the Divinity as destroying fire is an aspect of overpowering love. God appears threatening (menacing) to us not because he wants to destroy us as persons, but because he wants to destroy the “old man” within us: the old man who, enclosing the new man in a kind of cocoon, prevents him from realizing himself and pursuing the infinite good for which he is destined.


As a devouring flame, God incinerates the sin that is in us and all its slag. Only at this point does the flame that bursts forth and burns with great pain become converted into the light and caressing breeze.


According to the announcement of John the Baptist, the Messiah who is to come “will baptize… with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Mt 3, 11).


On the Day of Pentecost the Holy Spirit will manifest itself in the form of tongues of fire. But , taken by itself, spiritus means breath, a breath of wind, a breeze: it is an inspiration of wisdom, a disbursement (supply, reserve) of force and every good and value and creativity in the positive sense, a gift of felicity.


The memorable effusion of the Holy Spirit of God and Christ upon the disciples gathered in prayer at the supper in Jerusalem is described in Acts of the Apostles (2, 1-4) in the following words: “When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability”


The particular energy with which the Spirit blowed on this occasion gives the idea that it came also to perform a purifying action before it crowned the heads of all those present with a kind of aureole.


Saint John of the Cross represents the action of divine Spirit as the burning of a flame that sanctifies and deifies man, but first purifies him. It is always the same flame that, always in the unity of one and the same act, produces two distinct effects in the devoted soul: purification, and then sanctification-deification.


Deification, or sanctification, is the happy crowning of a spiritual ascent that, by itself, proves extremely arduous. In the end the flame is one of perfection and joy, but only after having caused the soul all the sufferings that are connected with the abandonment of inveterate habits, detachment from all things, the death of the “old man”.


By way of example, Saint John of the Cross offers us the image of a flame that burns a log of wood in a fireplace. If it is ready and well prepared, i.e. thoroughly dry, the wood will burn happily. But if it is still moist, the heat of the flame must first expel this moisture, which is the symbol of the dross of sin and imperfection that burdens the soul. The while the moisture is expelled, the wood emits smoke and, at the same time, the plaintive hissing sound that almost gives the idea of human weeping.


In any case, the direct presence of God, the immediate contact with a God who is no longer imprisoned and crucified, but once again free and powerful in all his glory, such a contact is the death of all profanity. Every sin and inclination for sin, every vice and dross and  blemish, every “human and far too human”, all is reduced to ashes.


Ever since very distant epochs and even the most primitive of cults, religious men have always had an extremely live sense that the sacred, when in direct contact with the profane, reacts in a violent manner. It is a spontaneous reaction. May I be forgiven if I keep re-proposing the image of a high-voltage current that flows smoothly through a wire made of a good conductor, but whenever it is passed through an inadequate channel, burns and fulminates it.


There is a very profound and widespread persuasion among the primitive-archaic peoples: the sacred cannot be readily approached without danger unless one happens to be in a state of purity. Everything that is impure offends the sacred and brings about its reaction. Therefore, whenever man is in a condition that is profane, not in conformity, not syntonized, inadequate, he will do well to avoid excessively direct contact with the sacred, confidential contact as one might say..


The Old Testament offers us two significant examples of this. The first is the one of the two priest, sons of Aaron, brother of Moses, who committed, albeit with the best of intentions and without realizing it,  a kind of sacrilege in the Tent of Meeting: “…Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his censer, put fire in it, and laid incense on it; and they offered unholy fire before Yahweh, such as he had not commanded them. And fire came out from the presence of Yahweh and consumed them, and they died before Yahweh”.


And to the thunderstruck father of the two young men Moses explained twhat had happened in the  following words: “This is what Yahweh meant when he said: ‘Through those who are near me I will show myself holy…’”  (Lev 10, 1-3). 


The second episode is the one of Uz’zah, who died because he had touched the Ark of the Covenant.. 


King David ordered the ark to be transferred to Jerusalem


“They carried the ark of God on a new cart, and brought it out of the house of Abinadab, which was on the hill. Uz’zah and Ahio, the sons of Abinadab, where driving the new cart with the ark of God, and Ahio went in front of the ark. David and all the house of Israel were dancing before Yahweh with all their might, with songs and lyres and harps and tambourines and castanets and cymbals.


“When they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uz’zah reached out his hand to the ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen shook it. The anger of Yahweh was kindled against Uz’zah; and God struck him there because he reached out his hand to the ark; and he died there beside the ark of God” (2 Sam 6, 3-7).


Nobody could even doubt the good faith and good will of Uz’zah. Finding himself in a condition of relative impurity, he committed the imprudence of establishing a decidedly improper contact with the sacred. As I said before, here we have a case similar to the one of a person who unwittingly exposes himself to a lethal discharge: “touching the wires means death!”


A state of impurity is a state of danger and, among the Books of the Old testament, especially the Pentateuch, it is, above all, Leviticus that sets out innumerable cases of impurity that may be incurred even unwittingly and prescribes the expiatory sacrifices that have to be made, case by case, to become pure again.


Much later Jesus was to specify very clearly what was to be considered impure: not what is eaten or is done exteriorly, but rather wickedness that is nourished in the heart, the things that correspond to an evil intention (Mt 15, 1-20). Here, then, impurity is not the effect of simple accidents suffered unwittingly, but sins, real guilty actions with all the dross they leave in the soul. 


Compared with the profound moral reform of the Gospel, certain prohibitions and the resulting qualifications of impurity seem abused, ingenuous and even ridiculous. But they do show us how,  as far as the sensitivity of primitive-archaic peoples is concerned, a negative act will always offend the Divinity and unleash its reaction.


Now, what kind of reaction will it be? Never a reaction of vengeance, but one of love, not intended to destroy the sinner, but rather the evil that keeps the sinner prisoner: so that the sinner may eventually be saved and realized in God to the highest possible degree.


Here we may profitably recall the words of the apostle Paul: “According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building on it. Each builder must choose with care how to build on it. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ, Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, the work of each builder will become visible, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire; and the fire will test what sort of work each has done. If what has been built on the foundation survives, the builder will receive a reward. If the work is burned up, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be saved, but only as through fire”.(1 Cor 3, 10-15).


This brings our mind back to the “live flame of love” of Saint John of the Cross: the flame that sanctifies and deifies man, but only after it has purified and forged him.


It is not by chance that the Bible on several occasions defines and represents God as a fire.


On Mount Horeb he appeared to Moses in the form of a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush, a flame that rendered it incandescent, but without consuming it (Ex 3, 2). 


Here we certainly find ourselves faced with a divine presence. The intense sacrality of the manifestation is confirmed by the fact that the selfsame divine voice speaking from the burning bush commanded Moses: “Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground” (v. 5). Fearing to set his eyes on God, Moses hid his face (v.6). 


During the long march across the desert of Sinai, God went before his people in the form of a column of cloud that at nigh became transformed into a column of fire to illumine the camp (Ex 13, 21-22).


On Mount Sinai, on the occasion of imparting the Ten Commandments, Yahweh descended in the form of fire amid thunder and lightning and the sounds of trumpets. The people trembled. And Yahweh’s own voice admonished Moses: “Go down and warn the people not to break through to Yahweh to look; otherwise many of them will perish. Even the priests who approach Yahweh must consecrate themselves or Yahweh will break out against them” (Ex 19, 16-25).


While Moses climbed Mount Sinai to receive the tables of the Law, “the appearance of the glory of Yahweh was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel” (Ex 24, 17; cfr. also Heb 12, 29).

When Moses asked him the supreme favour of being allowed to contemplate his glory, God replied: “You cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live”.  Therefore, he added: “there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock; and I will cover you with my hand until you have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen” (Ex 33, 20-23).

God as such, as the saints may know him at the end of their road of perfection, is Spirit, not Fire. He expresses himself as Fire when in contact with sin and disvalue. And he is perceived as Fire and Tremendum by the men of religion who feel themselves to be impure and far removed from his sublime sanctity.

Let us re-read a passage that has already been cited: “…The appearance of the glory of Yahweh was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel” (Ex 24, 17).

God reveals himself in his terrific aspect to profane, impure, carnal individuals. In each of them there still dominates the “old man” who decidedly does not want to die, is not yet ready or disposed to set out on the road of sanctification.

The devouring divine Fire is not exactly God in the proper and original sense. Rather, it can be defined as the aspect that God assumes “in the eyes” of profane men who, all said and done, want to remain such.

Nevertheless, the Fire is precisely what each one of us humans needs to die to himself and be reborn in God, to sanctify and deify himself in keeping with what is our common destination.

The Spirit that blows lightly to inspire and to edify in spiritual terms, becomes devouring fire when it finds an obstacle in the sin of men and, even before that, of the angels. 

This fire burns sin and therefore prepares the way for the edifying grace that inspires, perfects, deifies.

The Spirit becomes devouring fire by direct  and spontaneous reaction. The profane cannot subsist in contact with the Sacred, just as – according to the example recalled on several occasions – an unsuitable conductor cannot convey high-voltage current and becomes burnt by it.

The discharge of the high tension, its fulminating flash does not represent its original mode of being. It is something that occurs only when the high tension comes into contact with an inadequate vehicle.

In just the same way, God’s bursting into flame as a devouring fire is not by any means an original mode of being peculiar of the Divinity, but rather draws its origin from the encounter of the Divinity with the sin that stands in its way and can condition it, and in the limit even kill it, but in different circumstances will be destroyed.

What is the different circumstance in which the Divinity destroys sin? It may (can) destroy it when, emancipating itself from all conditioning by creatures, rising from death in a certain way, the Divinity can eventually manifest itself in all its power.

That is the circumstance in which God can reduce sin to cinders, thereby freeing each sinner and each reality of this created world forever. That will be the final triumph of the kingdom of God throughout the creation and at every level.

The Book of Revelation (20, 14-15) prophesies that in the end “Death and Hades” shall be “thrown into the lake of fire”, and that the same destiny awaits each sinner who will not be “found written in the book of life”.

The selfsame Jesus of the Gospels speaks of the “furnace of fire” in which, upon the return of the Lord to this earth, his angels will throw the “wicked” and “all causes of sin and all evildoers” (Mt 13, 41-42 e 49-50).


Let us therefore hope that we are really concerned with a purifying fire rather than a fire that afflicts with eternal and unredeemable damnation.

The entire Gospel is pervaded by the anxiety of recuperating each and all. By way of example, we may here recall the parables of the lost sheep,  the lost coin, the prodigal son (Lk, ch. 15).

Irrevocable damnation of even a single soul would mean the failure of the entire project of the creation.

There must needs be a redemption for each, no matter how tough may be the experiences through which one may have to pass in many cases.

We have already seen that the idea of a divine fire that purifies was well developed in Paul and then – many centuries later – in John of the Cross.

We may recall that, applied to the definitive purification of the people of Israel, this idea already appeared very clearly in the Books of Isaiah (1, 25-27), Zechariah (13, 8-9), and Malachi (3, 1-3) .

To conclude, when we consider the title of these lines, we shall ask ourselves: what relationship can there be between the formidable heat of the big bang and God’s living flame of love that, following the sin of the angels, came to express itself as devouring fire? Could the elements brought together hereinabove really authorize us to interpret this primordial devouring fire, this unimaginable heat exceeding every concrete possibility of valuation, as the Divinity’s  immediate and spontaneous  reaction to the sin of the angels and the disvalue it implied? 

Following the sin of the angels, the creation became a reality that no longer succeeds in vehiculating the divine. The creation now appears before the Sacred as a profanity to which the Sacred reacts with the violence comparable to – as I said before and now repeat for the last time – high-tension current passing through an inadequate conductor.

It is an attempt of explanation that seeks to harmonize theology with scientific cosmology. Slightly over-ambitious, someone may object.


Such a superposition may indeed seem hazardous,  as we are only too well aware. But all progress is due to hazardous intuitions. And the mere fact that we are prepared to put forward such a daring and questionable hypothesis, braving the inevitable ironic comments, is already a sign of good will and may, as we hope, earn us some comprehension and indulgence. 

WHAT KIND OF PRAYER SHALL WE ADDRESS TO AN INCARNATE AND CRUCIFIED GOD


What exactly do I have in mind when I say “what kind of prayer”? I am not referring to the prayer of adoration, but rather the prayer that makes a request. To all intents and purposes, the question is: What can we ask of an incarnated and crucified God?


At this point we have to define the divine Personality to whom the prayers are addressed, in other words, what exactly is to be understood as incarnated and crucified God. Inevitably, this matter has to be approached in a wide sweep.


We can start from something obvious: when I ask something of somebody, I presume that he can do what I ask.


There are cases in which the question that I put to somebody is conditioned: “See whether you can, whether it is in your power to do this for me”.


As a general rule, however, when we turn to God to ask a grace of  him, we presume He can do it for us, if he wants.


Let us take a look at the words with which, according to the narration of the oldest of the Gospels (Mk 14, 36), Jesus prays the divine Father to spare him such an atrocious death: “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible. Remove this cup from me; yet not what I want, but what you want”.


As a general rule, a religious man will ask God: “Do this for me, I beg you”. And then, probably for a sense of respect, he adds: “If you wish; because, in any case, your will be done”.


The Old Testament is a long celebration of the omnipotence of Yahweh, who was felt by the Hebrews as a guarantee for the survival, recovery and future of their nation. Israel, indeed, was entrusted to the hands of an all-powerful God, in contrast with the impotence of the gods who protected the hostile people all around.


The New Testament introduced the apparently scandalous idea of an incarnated and crucified God. But in the background there continued to subsist the older idea of an effectively omnipotent Divinity. An idea that, in my humble opinion, calls for a more thorough theological elaboration that would more clearly highlight the novelty introduced by Christianity.


The starting point of this theological revision cannot but be the vision of the ills that afflicts the creation. One asks oneself: How is it possible that an omnipotent Creator, infinitely loving and of good will, should want or even just permit such a sum of atrocities?


So here we have the dilemma: an omnipotent God who wants or permits all this cannot be defined as good; a good God who suffers all this without being to oppose it efficiently can certainly not be called all-powerful.


Goodness is a divine attribute that cannot be eliminated. That God is supremely good, the He is Goodness itself, is object of a profound feeling, a primary intuition that cannot fail.


All theologians more less agree on this point: including those who by means of aberrant pseudo-illuminations, contorted lucubration, unctuous justifications and exaltations, have arrived at representing God as a kind of grand and monstrous mad emperor.


If we want to save the goodness of God, we have to sacrifice his omnipotence. That is a limited sacrifice, be it clear, because it embraces only his effective omnipotence and saves his omnipotence in principle.


Let me explain myself better. To deny the omnipotence of God means denying that He can do everything he wants at any time. It means affirming that even God is conditioned.


For what reason? A valid attempt of explanation could be the one based on the selfsame logic of creating: creating means giving life to autonomous beings, according them a space of freedom. A freedom of which they can make good or bad use. The responsibility for evil therefore falls on the shoulders of the creatures, first and foremost on the angelic entities , whose creation preceded not only that of man, but also of all other living beings anywhere in the universe.


A thorough analysis of the problem of evil (which would go well beyond the limits of these lines) should, so it seems to me, induce us to conclude that God, as of this moment, is effectively conditioned. His omnipotence is virtual, embryonic. It reposes on the fact that God is infinite. The finiteness of the existing beings of this universe cannot prevail over the divine infinity, which shall win the final victory.


A victory conquered little by little by means of a millenary confrontation, a series of toilsome attempts that most of the time are failures and only after long series realize limited successes, small evolutional advances.


Divine omnipotence must therefore be affirmed with vigour, but only as virtual omnipotence. Virtual. But always omnipotence, because in the end it will deify men and glorify the entire creation, and will be the total triumph of good and of every perfection and fullness. The human kind, with its spirituality and its integral humanism, will attain sublime goals far beyond the loftiest conceivable aspirations.


What I have here tried to outline is the ultimate goal of evolution. The virtual omnipotence of God makes it possible, For the present, however, we are still on the way and the road is a very arduous one. 


The cause of good finds itself obliged to mobilize all the forces, all the available energies and also all persons of good will. 


God stands in need of men, and each one of us is called upon to serve him  
To serve God is to help him advance his creative work until its perfective completion.


A voice from deep within us urges us to give everything to God: to the God who, prospectively, gives us everything. What can we ask of him? We can ask him everything that in actual fact he gives us: everything that he already donates (gives) us on his own initiative. Now, everything that God gives us, we have already obtained..


Let us remember a specific exhortation of Jesus Christ: “Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours” (Mk 11, 24). 


One may say that God already gives us everything, and that we have already obtained everything from him.. We only have to receive it. We only have to render ourselves capable of acquiring it. We are  in the situation of heirs who have only to enter in possession of the heredity that is at their disposal.


God donates himself infinitely to his creation, and it is precisely this creation that has to render itself capable of receiving the infinity of that donation. Each one of us is called upon to make himself receptive.


Now, the first act with which we make ourselves receptive to the divine gift is the act of faith. We have to believe that God gives us everything; and to use the words of Jesus that I have just cited, we have to believe that we have obtained. We have to believe that we have obtained all the things that we need: the things we need to realize ourselves fully and thus to proceed as quickly as possible towards the perfection for which we are destined in the end.


In this Jesus is an example for us. He is God, but also man. Inasmuch as he is man, he shares our imperfections; and he, just like ourselves, is on the way to realizing the fullness of the Divinity also in his human nature.  When, inasmuch as he is man, he performs miracles, Jesus himself recognizes that they are granted him by the grace of the divine Father.


He feels that God wants that prodigy. Deep down within him, he feels that the divine will is already at work. He perceives its presence as an active energy that seeks to bring the miracle into being. Very different is what happens when Satan tempts Jesus in the desert. There Jesus feels right away that the prodigies that the demon suggests he should perform – transform stones into bread, throw himself from the pinnacle of the temple and remain suspended in mid-air – do not have the support of that intimate energy, rather, they contrast and offend it (Mt 4, 3-7; Lk 4, 3-4 and 9-12). Faith in God is one thing, to tempt him is quite another.


And what is it that Jesus says to the divine Father on the occasion of the miracles he performs on the Father’s concession? What is the substance of what he says to him, at least according to the testimony that the Gospels give us of it? These sacred texts tell us that Jesus prays for a very long time; but, when they relate what Jesus actually said to the Father at the time of the miracle, a moment before or a moment after, they limit themselves to saying that he “gave thanks”.


As soon as the stone had been removed from the tomb of Lazarus, and a moment before he called on him to come out, Jesus raised his eyes to heaven (i.e. turned them onto the heavenly Father) and said:  “Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you always hear me…” (Jn 11, 41-42).


We have confirmation of this behaviour in the episodes of the multiplication of the bread and the fish. On the occasion of the former, the Gospel according to John (6, 11) tells us literally that, at the moment that preceded the distribution that increased the quantity  of the bread in a most miraculous manner,. Jesus “gave thanks”. The expression reported on the occasion of the second multiplication recurs in a similar context in both Matthew (15, 36) and Mark (8, 6).


Thanking the Father as if he had already received the requested grace, Christ personally put into practice the counsel he gave when he recommended that we should “believe to have already obtained”.


“Believing” is act of faith. Faith makes man receptive for the divine gift. Jesus never tired of recommending it, never lost an occasion to say that the miracle occurred thanks to faith.


Let us remember the words that Jesus pronounced in this connection on the occasion of the healing of the young paralytic and  moribund slave of the centurion (Mt 8, 13),  the woman who had a flow of blood (Mk 5, 34), the two blind men (Mt 9, 27-30), the possessed daughter of the Canaanite (Mt 15, 28), the epileptic boy (Mt 9, 27-30), the leprous foreigner (Lk 17, 19), the blind man of Jericho (Mk 10, 52).


And let us also recall the exhortation that Jesus addressed to Jairus a moment before he brought his daughter back to life: “Do not fear, only believe” (Mk 5, 36).


And also the episode of Peter who, having stepped out of the boat, walked on the waters of the lake to meet the Lord, but than sank when fear threw his faith into crisis, so that Jesus admonished him: You of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Mt 14, 22-31). 


Lastly, one may here recall what Jesus affirmed about the power that derived even from a mere shred of faith: a power that could even move a mountain and cast it in the sea (Mk 11, 23). The essential thing is that the believer “do not doubt in his heart, but believe that whatever he asks in prayer will come to pass” (ibid).


Faith is of extreme importance for the fulfillment of what we desire to obtain from the Divinity. But mind: this faith, this trust must never be transformed into confidence in ourselves, into certainty that these objectives can be attained by our own efforts. Asking them of God in prayer helps us to remember that here everything is grace that comes to us from Him.


Prayer serves us, not God. He is not a forgetful man who stands in need of being reminded of things. Nor is he a miser or a prudent administrator of his assets who has to be asked to give us this or that, otherwise he would not give us anything at all or grant us his gifts only in dribs and drabs.


God gives us everything without limits. For us, therefore, the problem is not so much asking God for something, but rather rendering ourselves receptive, ready to receive it. Prayer and act of faith are a discourse that we make to ourselves, a kind of self-exhortation, to induce us to become ever more open to grace, to confirm and consolidate this positive attitude in us.


Prayer is preparation for the act of. Faith. Inasmuch as it is thanksgiving and expression of trust in God, the act of faith continues the prayer, the dialogue with the Divinity. Prayer is all this, and is also meditation.


“Knock, and the door will be opened for you” (Lk 11, 9). In actual fact, the divine Door has always been open, wide open. It is each one of us who has to open his own door.


Prayer, act of faith, meditation are all a continuous memento that we address to ourselves in order to keep ourselves constantly open to grace, to improve, increase, refine our aperture from day to day.


As we saw at the beginning, Jesus to all intents and purposes says to the Father: “Grant me this grace, if you want. If there should be a contrast between your will and mine, let your will be done, not mine”.


What is the divine will? It is good: my good, the good of all, the good of the entire creation that god moves forward to perfective completion, to the perfection of everything and of each creature.


What we ask in prayer corresponds to the divine will inasmuch as for us it does not represent something that merely gives us pleasure, but is authentically good. And, for the reasons seen above, we can be sure that everything we ask of God, if it really is something good for us, will be granted. Not necessarily at once, but undoubtedly sooner or later.


Let us not be discouraged if there is something good that we do not obtain right away. In a prayer in keeping with the divine will, we substantially do nothing other than ask but one thing only: the greatest good for all, which coincides with the greatest good for ourselves. Some day we shall have all. Without ever becoming discouraged, let us keep on asking. Our insistence and perseverance in asking and renewing the act of faith will shorten the time we have to wait.


Jesus exhorts us to pray with insistence (Lk 11, 8-9; 18, 1-8). He himself is the first to withdraw often and pray in solitude for a long time (Mt 4, 1-11; 14, 23; 26, 36-44; Mk 1, 12-13; 1, 35; 6, 46; 14, 32-40; Lk 4, 1-13; 4 , 42-43; 5, 16;  6, 12; 9, 18;  9, 28; 22, 39-44).


The apostle Paul suggests incessant prayer, which he himself practices with great zeal (1 Thess 5, 17; Rom 1, 9-10; Eph 6, 18; Philem v. 4; 1 Tim 5, 5; 2 Tim 1, 3).


As to ourselves, more time and fervour we dedicate to prayer, thanksgiving, meditation and deepening of our faith, the closer shall we come to the goal where everything we justly desire will be attained, and also a great, incomparably more. Every time we pray and give thanks and meditate and renew that act of faith, we shall better prepare the way for the Lord, so that his kingdom may come within us and, also with the help of us humans, be extended to the whole of creation.

 IS ASCESIS STILL TOPICAL?


Today there is a new and very lively interest for religion and, more generally, everything that concerns the occult and metaphysico-sacral dimension of reality. But there is still a refusal, a repulsion, a lack of interest for ascesis, which nevertheless plays a very essential part in the religious phenomenon.


This spiritual deafness for such an important factor inevitably ends up by limiting both the vision we can have of the religious phenomenon and our own possible religious commitment.


The concept of ascesis is therefore something that has to be “revisited”: and that is what I shall now try to do, albeit with very limited means: first of all, with the good will of trying to understand it better in order to better explain the sense of things, which effectively seem extremely difficult for the mentality of so-called modern man and yet must have a not by any means negligible significance of their own.


Let us begin by giving a definition of ascesis. What is particularly important for the moment is a religious definition, given the particular approach with which we are here concerned. And we are also interested in a definitions of ascesis in the strict sense of the term. We can take it from Dizionario enciclopedico di spiritualità [Encyclopedic dictionary of spirituality] published by Studium, a Catholic publishing house.


We can therefore expect a “Christian” definition from this source; but when we consider it more closely, we shall note that it can be quite readily adapted to any other religious tradition: all we have to do is to substitute “God” by a more generic “divinity”, and “Christian” by “man”.


Here is the definition: “In current spiritual language, ascesis or asceticism means the personal and toilsome effort that, sustained by the grace of God, the Christian has to make in order to attain supernatural perfection” (E. Ancilli,,  entry “Ascesi” in Dizionario enciclopedico di spiritualità, Studium, Rome 1975, p. 151).


“Effort” and “toilsome” are two words that, put together precisely with a view to stressing the difficulty of the undertaking, cannot but sound displeasing to the ear of many people of today: displeasing and almost incomprehensible.


At least for the time being, we can still conceive that work may imply a toilsome effort (and, most appropriately, everything is being done to render it less alienating and as interesting as possible and also less disagreeable, lightening everything that could suggest pónos – to say it with the Greeks – namely work as toil and travail and penalty, with total elimination of the biblical sweat of one’s brow)
If all (and even the trade unionists) admit that work can be toil, we are far less receptive when it comes to the idea that study can be toil: study must be something that one does on account of a spontaneous interest and in the free joy of creating. In short, study without ascesis: which, however, has the effect of not really preparing our youngsters for the impact of real life, which may – as it were - prove far more “ascetic” than expected. School without ascesis is simply a continuation of the education without ascesis that contemporary pedagogies recommend in order to avoid Freudian traumas with their negative consequences on personality formation.


There can be no doubt that the problems raised by many pedagogues and psychologists are serious and that their instances are legitimate. Nevertheless, one cannot but wonder whether their vision is perhaps just a little one-sided, whether they are not overlooking something to which all men who lived in previous epochs attached the greatest importance, including the foremost exponents of the thought and the spirituality of all ages that preceded our own.


Which leads one to ask oneself whether our psychologist, pedagogues, educators, etc., are not excessively losing sight of the value of things that that it is  difficult to think that so many people could have been mistaken en bloc, almost as if they were suffering from a collective hallucination: the value of application, of effort and also of a certain sacrifice that we are prepared to make of ourselves and our “sense inclinations”; the importance of being prepared to apply ourselves also to things that do not particularly interest us at that given moment, things we don’t like doing; a value and an importance that cannot but have a certain severity when it comes to educating true men and true women (dominae and simple feminae),



Nor would it be right to characterize as mere dolorism or even sadomasochism the need – felt from prehistory right through until a few decades ago – of getting youngsters accustomed already in childhood to putting up with not only with a certain amount of contrariety and antagonism, but even as little physical pain, not least with a view to avoiding the excessive lack of preparation that leaves them annihilated when they suffer a pinprick , causes them to commit suicide on account of a simple rebuke, or become drug addicts when they discover that, unfortunately, the world is what it is.


Especially in the case of fragile personalities, there is a need of not causing the famous traumas already during the first steps of growth, but there is also a need of not creating adolescents without a backbone, spoilt and bored, contented in everything and yet forever discontent, who then end up despising their selfsame educators, who fell over backwards in their endeavour to gratify them in every possible way, but without really educating them, without giving them any really substantial food and without indicating any ideality that really makes life worthwhile. These two opposite needs cannot exclude each other, but rather integrate each other in the formation of a complete man, and to this day await a proper synthesis.


If these summary considerations are not mistaken, we stand in need of even a certain amount of ascesis for living in general, for living as men and women and, even before that, for being educated to become men and women.


If correct, this first conclusion can already pave the way to our understanding that it is not a total absurdity to apply ascesis to religious life: the religious life that we cannot play with if we authentically opt in favour of it and which, rather implies a complete interior upheaval for us, a dialectic of death and rebirth; and truly calls for our complete commitment, if not altogether for forms of heroism.


It is of particular interest to recall what the Gospel says in this connection. One of the very first events in the public life of Jesus, immediately after his baptism, is the long fast to which he subjects himself in the solitude of the desert (Mt 4, 1-11; Mk 1, 12-13; Lk 4, 1-13). 


Here we have a form of ascesis from which, among others, the humanity of Christ draws particular strength, quite apart from the long prayer to which he usually dedicates himself.


It is significant that, after having expelled a demon from a boy that his disciples had not succeeded in chasing out, he explained to them: This kind [of unclean spirits] can come out only through prayer” (Mk 9, 29; Mt 17, 21).


Though he did not disdain good meals and merry company and though he avoided all dismal ostentation of ascetism and all moanful glum face, Jesus is perfectly clear when he says: 


Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Mt 7, 13-14).


There is a strange dialectic in spiritual life, by virtue of which it is only by dying to ourselves that we can find true life and, finding it for ourselves, can we spread it around us, radiating it from our renewed being. What is asked of us in general is an initiatory death (which has its most illustrious symbol in baptism); at times true death may be asked of, the supreme testimony that one gives by the sacrifice of one’s own life.


In all case, however, another saying of Jesus remains fully valid:


“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain, but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life”  (Jn 12, 24-25).


It is a “hate” that one has to have for one’s own life and also for one’s own relatives, inasmuch as they are a hindrance to the vocation (Jesus has the air of knowing something by personal experience), as also for the members of the body and one’s own sensitive nature in general, because they, too, resist  and claim gratifications of the opposite sign. All this hate for realities to which we are greatly attached recall the idea of a violence that we necessarily have to commit on ourselves in order to be able to detach ourselves from everything in the hope of recuperating everything (and, indeed, a hundred times more) but in a different attitude and in a different context.


That may well be the key for understanding that other and extremely mysterious Gospel passage that says of the kingdom of heaven that “from the days of John the Baptist” it “has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force” (Mt 11, 12).


The apostle Paul well clarifies the motives that justify ascesis. If we want to review certain considerations in logical order – abstracting from the chronology of the letters – we can say that he moves from a fact that he draws, first and foremost, from his personal experience: “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me”. 


“So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? (Rom 7, 15-24).


Another passage that is clearly related with the one I have just quoted from the Letter to the Romans can be found in the Letter to the Galatians: “…What the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed each other, to prevent you from doing what you want” (Gal 5, 17). Different are the directions in which they act, and profoundly different are their fruits.


There is no need to recall here that for Paul “flesh” is not by any means a synonym of body, but has to be identified with a certain tendency of doing evil and, in any case, gratifying egoity, its pleasures, its sense inclinations, which are all rooted in the members of the body and, in any case, hinder the motions of the spirit and of grace.


“Fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Fruits of the flesh: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these (ibid., 19-23).


There is sufficient here for pointing out the clear contrast that cannot but exist between two such different and opposed tendencies and their connatural state of war. Anyone who, analyzing himself, sees things in considerably less dramatic terms, has undoubtedly been endowed with a far less refractory nature that lets itself be moulded by grace in a docile and ready manner, without resistance and without intimate contrasts: a “beautiful” soul of Schillerian memory.


That there are some human natures that are particularly  at peace with themselves and agreeable to their fellows and others that are less so is a fact that we can readily note around us. But a more thoroughgoing inquiry will strengthen the suspicion that many men and women who do not feel these internal contrasts do not feel them precisely because they do not create for themselves even the least problem of contrasting the desires of the flesh.


Their flesh is perfectly alright for them, and the voice of the spirit reaches them only so weakly and altered  through their sense channels that of it there remains nothing other than a generic religious itch that can readily co-exist with various other itches of other origins.


And thus the little that remains of the intimate voice of the Spirit speaks in so meek a manner that the subject may well illude himself that the motions of his flesh receive a kind of justification and consecration from it.


The true ascetics and mystics often warn us against what seem to be motions of the spirit and in actual fact are nothing other than disguised motions of the flesh, if not altogether inspirations that draw their origin from negative, diabolic outside forces. 


In man, moreover, there is an unconscious mechanism of gratifications and compensations by virtue of which the subject, often frustrated by life, feels himself soothed and comforted and validated in certain of his tendencies, in certain and often unconfessed desires, in certain aspirations and ambitions. Man thus illudes himself that the divinity approves all he does and even inspires it. And, not by any means rarely, he arrives at illuding himself  that he is vase of election chosen by the divinity for the loftiest tasks. All this, quite probably, without his feeling even the least need for modifying or improving himself: he is already perfect, the divinity itself finds perfect expression in him.


The contrast between flesh and spirit seems to be inevitable, ineliminable. Those who have not yet set out on a certain road are unaware of its tribulations; but the authentic religious, the saints, become increasingly aware of them as they proceed along it. They thus become more and more aware of their condition of sinners, of our common condition of sinners, a conditions that draws a smile from many self-righteous persons who think they know more about it on account having sustained and satisfied a very generic religious curiosity and aspiration by reading an occasional article or having a chat.


Certainly, the saint who feels more and more a sinner as he becomes saintlier does not do so on account of having taken some steps along the road of sin; rather, the very contrary is true! Likewise, the true thinker, the true and great artist, etc., seem more and more problematical and dissatisfied precisely on account of their growth, while the mediocre artist, the philosophers who is not truly critical and, more generally, the one who is commonly said to be nothing but run-of-the-mill and can reveal himself also such in the religious ambit, will be satisfied with himself, dogmatic and incapable of improving himself: he is already “perfect”, and the Divinity is perfectly expressed in him.


There is an undeniable contrast between the motions of the spirit and of grace and those of nature, of the flesh. Conceived in this Pauline sense, the flesh is something that has to be identified and faced.


It does not follow that it always has to be faced like an enemy, in a tough face-to-face encounter. One can also adopt other techniques. One can try to act on the unconscious with yoga techniques, techniques of suggestion or self-hypnosis, autogenous training, mental control, and so on.


Those who suffer from bad habits, especially mental habits, will be well advised not to dwell on them and rack their brains about them all the time, but, quite the contrary, let them fade away on their own account by simply distracting themselves, by simply keeping themselves occupied with more interesting and also more attractive things.


However, something that must never lack is a precise diagnosis, calling things by their proper name, recognizing the negativity of certain tendencies as far as our spiritual progress is concerned, deciding to eliminate these tendencies at their root: the how may be a question of technique, but the decision must be clear and firm. The attitude must be ascetic; the rest concerns the modes of ascesis; though, first and foremost  it always considers the action of grace, with which ascesis collaborates.


In one way or another, we have to mortify certain sense  inclinations. Mortifying, dying and death are words whose common root sounds unpleasant. And this explains, at least in part, the terror that man has of the sacred, even though he feels attracted by it: so that the sacred appears to him, at one and the same time, fascinans and tremendum .according to the terminology of Rudolf Otto (cft. Rudolf Otto Il Sacro [The Sacred], Chapters IV and VII).


It also explains, at least in part, the attitudes by means of which so many men, and even entire religious traditions, do have relations with the sacred but, at one and the same time, also maintain themselves at a due distance (Let me here recall what Gerardus van der Leeuv calls the “religions of removal”, cfr. G. van der Leeuw, Phenomenology of religion, § 90).


Lastly, it explains the numerous and variegated attempts that men make to domesticate the sacred, to imprison it, letting it transpire only to such extent as suffices for their own uses and gratifications. It seems that we men love the sacred and also fear it, just like a fire, which may warm us, but may also burn us if we let its flames lick us from too close a distance.


But if we have the courage – or if this courage is given us – of sustaining our initiatory trial to its very end, we shall discover that initiatory death is only the death of the “old man” who is in us. What remains burnt is only the sum total of our negativities, which prevent each one of us from realizing himself as “new man”, as man raised above the human, as deified man.


The adoption of certain techniques drawn from oriental wisdom, the adoption of techniques for acting on the unconscious in the most direct and certain and scientific manner can eliminate a great deal of useless suffering from ascesis and can represent a shortcut; but there can be no doubt that, in one way or another, anyone who seriously want to set out on the religious road must die to many things, must die to his carnal, egocentric and egoistic  nature: and a death cannot be wholly and solely sweet, if for no other reason than the instinct of conservation of a flesh that desires anything other than death and, consciously or unconsciously, will call on all its resources to survive, no matter what the cost.


Irrespective of whether he does so with or without the help of the anesthetist, the surgeon always violates the patient; and even the family doctor prescribes medicines of which the action, at least at the microscopic level, can be to some extent violent and lethal.


As we can see, there is no way of getting away from death even in the religious ambit, where we have to pass through a baptismal, initiatory death if we want to pursue an authentic rebirth, if we want to attain true life in a very different dimension.


It is in this light that we have to consider Paul’s exhortation to die with Christ in order to rise with him, in him. Rather, the Christian awaits resurrection with Christ, because he has already died together with him:


“We know”, writes the apostle in his Letter to the Romans, “that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed , and we might no longer be enslaved to sin” (Rom. 6, 6). And it is for this reason that “if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his”  (ibid., 5).


Such is the perspective in which the invitation to mortification acquires its full value:  : “Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry)” (Col. 3,5).


 We mortify ourselves by making “no provision for the flesh to gratify its desires” ( Rom 13, 14). But, so it would seem it is not sufficient to renounce and soothe the body; it also has to be treated toughly.


Not masochism, not dolorism (as I already said earlier on): Paul compares the Christian ascetic to an athlete (a happy image that must have seemed very familiar to the Corinthians, accustomed as they were to their Isthmic Games): “All the fighters at the games go into strict training; they do this just to win a wreath that will wither away, but we do it for a wreath that will never wither. That is how I run, intent on winning; that is how I fight, not beating the air. I treat my body hard and make it obey me, for, having been an announcer myself, I should not want to be disqualified” (1 Cor 9, 25-27).


I have outlined the idea that even Jesus needed ascesis. I have shown – be it even summarily – that this idea was developed in the thought of Paul. In short, we have considered
the Christian idea of ascesis in its original inspiration. Once we have established these premises, we can make a leap of a millennium and a half to note – once again in a very summary manner – how ascesis is conceived by John of the Cross, supreme mystic and doctor of the Church, whose mystic theology remains an obligatory point of reference, at least so it seems to me, for anybody who wants to gain greater insight into these topics, and this quite independently of any confessional vision.


The soul, as John of the Cross would substantially have it, cannot be wholly in God, cannot completely unite with him in the “spiritual marriage” if it does not first purify itself its “sensitive part” and then also in its “spiritual part”. This twofold purification is entrusted to ascesis, i.e. to the subject’s active commitment, only in an initial moment and only if ascesis is understood as cooperation with divine grace, because it is essentially this grace that brings about the purification.


This is not the place for delving into the theology of the great Spanish mystic, nor is it the place for analyzing what he calls the two “nights” (the “dark night of the senses” and  the “dark night of the spirit” or recalling the ideal itinerary that he traces for a soul that really wants to make progress.


Such a soul has to despoil itself of everything and mortify itself completely, so that, no longer seduced by the appetites or by its own sense or its own spiritual powers (intellect, memory, will), no longer confiding in human support, it may attain its perfection solely by placing itself in the hands of God with full abandon in a pure attitude of faith.


Here, to remain true to our theme, I only want to underscore that this gradual detachment of the soul from its appetites, be they of the senses or the spirit, brought about by man’s cooperation with an initiative that remains essentially divine, is something that is not only necessary, but also rather painful and truly calls for great determination and strength of mind: “To arrive at such a high state of perfection as the soul desires, the spiritual marriage”, so John of the Cross tells us, “it is not enough that it should be clean and purified of all the imperfections and rebellions, and all the imperfect habits of the inferior part that, despoiled of the old man, is already subject to the superior part; but the soul also needs great strength and a very lofty love for such a strong and close embrace of God. Because even in this state, the soul not only pursues great purity and beauty, but also acquires a terrible force on account of the close and robust link that becomes established between it and God by means of this union” (Cantico spirituale [Spiritual canticle], Annotation for verses XX-XXI) .


This passage of the Spiritual canticle can constitute an extremely incisive starting point that suggests the true sense of three other passages of the great Carmelite that I should like to cite here, taking them from Fiamma viva d’amore [Living flame of love]


“The tribulations are necessary”, says the first passage, “because, just as a fine liqueur is not put in anything other than a vessel with robust walls, well prepared and cleaned, so also this lofty union cannot occur in a soul that has not been fortified by adversities and tempetations, and purified with tribulations, obscurity and poverty …. (Fiamma …, Strophe II, 21 [25]).


Second passage: “By means of the travails into which God throws the spirit and the sense, the soul acquires solid virtues, robustness and perfection by bitter grazing, so that virtue may become perfected in weakness” (2 Cor 12,9),
 and refine itself in the exercise of sufferance: iron cannot become shaped in conformity with the idea of the arteficer other than by dint of fire and hammer” (Strophe II, 22[26]).


And here, to terminate this brief reference to John of the Cross, is the third passage: ”O souls who desire to go secure and consolate in the things of the spirit! If you knew how much you have to suffer before obtaining this security and consolation, and that without suffering and without attaining the desired goal, you could rather turn back, you would not seek consolations in any way, neither from God nor from creatures. You would rather bear the Cross and, clinging to it, desire to drink the cup of gall and pure vinegar, and you would do so to your own great fortune, seeing that, by thus dying to the world and yourselves, you would live for God in delight of spirit” (Strophe II; 24 [28]).


The length of some of these citations is motivated by the extreme difficulty of re-expressing the same ideas with an incisive force and rigour comparable to those of a prose that springs from personal experience of a great spiritual adventure.  ?????


Though he describes those intimate transformations as the work of God with which the soul can only cooperate in preparing the ground and access, what John of the Cross has left us in writing is of extreme importance for a positive valuation of ascesis, if the essential aspect thereof, rather more than in the modes and the techniques, resides in the ascetic attitude, in the readiness to face the initiatory trial with strength of mind and full awareness that it is an extremely difficult trial that calls for abnegation and great and generous courage.


After having said this about ascesis in general, considering it first and foremost as ascetic attitude, we can now come to grips briefly with some more particular aspects and some more detailed comments. Let me recall, first of all, three sayings of the Desert fathers.


Questioned about the body, an Elder said: “All the wild animals, the beasts, even the wolves and all thing, if you honour them, they will honour you; but man’s body, if you treat it well, will requite good with evil” (Patericon aethiopice, 14, 8).


Similarly drawn from personal experience seems to be the saying of another ascetic, Abbot Moses: “Four things generate passion: abundance of food and drink, satiety of sleep, idleness and play, and the wearing of elegant clothes” (Rufino, Vitae Patrum, III, 58).


The third saying I should like to cite is that of an Elder who dwelt in Egypt and was wont to repeat:: “There is no shorter road than that of humility” (Paolo Evergetinos, Synagoghé ton theophthongon rematon kai didaskaliòn ton theophoron kai hagion aperon, Venice 1783, Costantinople 1861, III, 38, 44).


This third remark once again springs from experience; and one can note that these three assertions become to all intents and purposes translated into practical advice: do not treat the body well; do not eat and drink and sleep to satiety, do not remain idle, do not play, don’t worry about elegance, be humble (and there could be many more exhortations of this kind), because the experience of men dedicated to the pursuit of sanctity has shown that all these concessions to the flesh are, de fact, harmful to spiritual progress, and that acting in the opposite sense bears good fruit.


In short, ascesis is of practical importance. Just as it is impossible to obtain certain sporting performances without adequate training, it is impossible to progress spiritually in a certain manner without adopting an ascetic attitude in general and without adopting certain counsels that spring from experience and are constantly confirmed by it.


All this – be it clear – has value on the assumption that the spiritual goals that are being pursued have sense and importance and, better still, are essential for the implementation of man, in short, that it is worthwhile making lots of sacrifices for attaining them.


Let me take another cue from the Fioretti of Saint Francis: Fra Giovanni della Verna “being a boy of the world, greatly desired with all his heart the life of penitence that maintains the purity of the body and the soul” (the purity that is so essential for becoming a saint) ”so that, being very small indeed., he began to wear a very rough hair shirt”, etc. (Fioretti, ch. 49).


“You have to pass through the Desert and dwell there to receive the grace of God”, wrote Father de Foucauld from his hermitage in the Sahara to a Trappist  friend (M. Carrouges, Charles de Foucauld explorateur mystique, Ed. du Cerf, Paris 1958, p. 160). 


His biographer, Michel Carrouges, comments  that ever since the time when he was taken on as sacristan and general factotum by the Clares of Nazareth and lived in a hut in the garden of the monastery, Charles de Foucauld, rather more than poverty, had chosen abjection. Why? Here, once again, there transpires a practical reason. “Men”, writes Carrouges, “are at times capable of despising the riches and the pleasures to take pride in their asceticism (ibid, p.132). And what is there that could prove more practical in this sublime practice?


The biographer also notes that the shortest road for reaching the last and most humble place are humiliations accepted with passion. And in this connection recalls San Benedetto Labre, the great hobo, who was happy to arouse the repugnance of men and to feel himself despised and insulted; and then Germain Nouveau, poet, friend of Rimbaud and Verlaine, who became a beggar and slept under the bridges of Paris (cfr. Ibid., p.134).


It is clear that this desire for being despised, insulted, slandered and ignored has here nothing to do with masochism: it is the simple desire of taking a shortcut to sanctity and to participate in the passion of the incarnated God – he, too, disregarded and derided and sent to an atrocious and humiliating death – which is but another way of becoming united with the divinty and in keeping with the fundamental religious aspiration.


A little episode from the life of Saint Vincenzo Pallotti, who lived in Rome in the nineteenth century – shows us what can be the concrete reaction of a religious man to words that would profoundly disturb anybody else, but which for him represented merely for ascetic exercise: one day the priest, “for reasons of his ministry, could not arrive in time at the Assembly [of a charitable insitution]. Met on the public road, he was loudly and bitterly reproached and also accused of hypocrisy. >He could have justified himself with a word or two, but preferred to remain silent and, arriving at Santa Maria del Pianto, thanked God for the humiliation he had granted him” (F. Amoroso, Il beato Vincenzo Pallotti [The Blessed Vincenzo Pallotti], Società dell’Apostolato Cattolico, Rome 1950, p. 28).


Another thing to be recalled about Saint Vincenzo Pallotti is the need, the desire for hiding. The biographer from whom I have taken the first anecdote notes that “glorifying God was undoubtedly the scope of his life, but without being known to anybody but God and also staying with Him, but without anybody else becoming aware of it” (ibid., p.15).


Among the possible ways of imitating Christ, Charles de Foucauld, in his turn, chose to imitate him in the thirty years of life spent hidden at Nazareth.


Saint Vincenzo de’ Paoli, whose charitable works ad such resonance and influence as to obtain for him even important commission from the royal government of France, was a man of extreme reserve, as is brought out, among others, by the way he behaved in the home of the Seigneurs of Gondi, where he lived for a certain period as tutor: “He would never appear before the general or his wife unless he had been called, never presumed to express an opinion on matter that did not concern him unless it was asked, and outside the hours he dedicated to the instruction of the youngsters, he lived withdrawn in his room or went out on his charitable errands” (A. Franchi, S. Vincenzo de’ Paoli, p. 63).


An even better example of this ideal of perfect withdrawal is provided by the life that Gabriele dell’Addolorata led as a Passionist student before his very premature death. His existence was extremely circumscribed, uniform and monotonous and was rendered even less eye-catching “by the great diligence  with which he sought to hide from the eyes of men the great perfection of his virtues” (Father Germano, San Gabriele dell’Addolorata, Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, Rome 1920, p.127).


His biographer, who was likewise a Passionist, also had this to say about him: “Enemy as he was of all singularity, he abided by the ordinary and common life as established by our holy rules, well aware that this was no more than his duty. He certainly did not lack the desire to do more, but contained it within his own heart, awaiting with full abandonment to the divine will that the right occasion should be offered to him” (ibid. pp.127-128).


To come back to the Desert fathers, the anthology of the sayings and deeds from which I took the three thoughts cited above, contains a Glossary that gives a definition of their greatly loved and practiced xenìteia: it is a “voluntary exile, embraced for better realizing the perfection of renunciation and the continuity of prayer. It can be spiritual exile, xenìteia in the world, in the midst of a crowd. Silence. Mastering one’s own mouth, that is true xeniteia.’ (Abba Titoe). Living in the world ‘as a man who does not exist’”.


The phrase I have italicized clarifies its function also in relation to this particular form of ascesis, the reason for it: it clarifies that it once again represents a means that has a very specific purpose. Just like the other modes of ascesis, xeniteia is underlain by an essential religious motivation.


It is true that in the ambiguous complexity of the human mind and of the unconscious there may insinuate itself a desire of dissolving dictated more than anything else by weariness, there may insinuate itself an instance of convenient and indolent mimetism, and so on; though all these are elements that can accidentally co-exist with xeniteia, they do not explain, do not tarnish its irreducible essence, just as masochism does not explain ascesis and hysterics do not explain the mystic phenomena.


Taking a more concrete look at “the sayings and deeds” of the Desert Fathers, we may recall that Abbot Agathon assured his own maintenance and used discretion in everything,, both in his work and in his dress. He wore … clothes that seemed neither too good nor too poor to anybody” (Rufino, Vitae Patrum, III, 75).


The highly suggestive idea of living in the world as a man who does not exist is expressed in the dialogue between two Desert Fathers. Abbot Agheras came to Abbot Poemen and said to him: “ I have gone to dwell everywhere, but did not find repose. Where do you want me to dwell? Reply of Abbot Poemen: “There is no longer any desert. Go therefore to a populous place, in the midst of the crowd, remain there and behave like a man who does not exist. You will thus have supreme repose” (Collectio monastica, 14, 66).


Whoever lives like a man who does not exist becomes insensitive not only to things that may greatly displease him, but also (as we shall see right away) to things that can please him, to things that stimulate and even excite his sensitivity and his inclinations.


Here is another dialogue in this connection: “Abbot Anthony said to Abbot Amun: ‘You will make a great deal of progress in the fear of God’. Then he led him out of his cell and showed him a stone: ‘Start insulting this stone’, he told him, ‘and keep on hitting it’. When Amun had finished, Saint Anthony asked whether the stone had made any reply. ‘No’, said Amun. ‘Very well!, added the Elder,, ‘You, too, must attaint his perfection and think that you have not received any injury’” (Pascasio, Vitae Patrum, VII, 9, 3).


It in this context that mortification of the senses can attain its full significance. Saint Gabriele dell’Addolorata willingly spoke of mortification in relation to mental prayer and said: “The Lord at times tells us: ‘Mortify yourself in this, do not behold that object, do not listen to that discourse, do not satisfy that curiosity, because it could become an impediment to holy prayer’; and if we do not mortify ourselves, mental oration will not succeed” (P. Germano, S. Gabriele dell’Addolorata, op.cit., p.158).


Saint Gabriel’s biographer, from whom I have already cited several passages, was also spiritual director and first biographer of Saint Gemma Galgani, the girl from Lucca who for several years was maidservant in the home of the very numerous and well-off Giannini family and, just like Saint Gabriel, died at a very early age, no more than twenty-four, at the beginning of last century.


Very well, this first biography of Saint Gemma tells us that “themortification of her senses was continuous and most severe” (P. Germano, S. Gemma Galgani, Postulazione dei Padri Passionisti, Rome 1972, p. 98). Just a few particulars. Gemma dressed in a manner that lacked any suggestion of being garish or showy. She never complained of either heat or cold, nor of any contrariety or inconvenience, and not even of the grave and troublesome illnesses from which she suffered (ibid., p.98.).


Without any affectation at all, she always kept her eyes looking down, putting a curb on all curiosity; this, above all, “by dint of a special resolution she made one day when, the while she was in church, she happened to fix her eyes for a moment on the hairstyle of a young girl sitting by her side”. On that occasion “she was so angry with herself for what to her seemed almost a crime, that she resolved never again to raise her eyes to voluntarily fix any person of this world” Thus “from that day onwards, those innocent eyes remained closed and yoked to her will ” (ibid., p.174).


As to eating, she barely reached an ounce of food a day (cfr. ibid, p.98).. She made out as if she were eating, and every pretext was good for getting up from table and doing first one thing and then another”. She went as far as implementing the thought of making a hole in her spoon, so that the  so that the soup would drain from it before it reached her mouth.(ibid., p.174). She asked and obtained permission from her spiritual father to ask Jesus the grace of no longer tasting the food she ate; and then, suddenly it was granted one day: her palate lost all sensitivity for the rest of her days.


As to control of her tongue, she curbed it so completely that it seemed she didn’t have one. Since she could not deny herself to certain friends who came to visit her, but then repented this bitterly and cried  the whole day long for having consented to chat innocently with them for a few minutes (cfr. ibid., pp. 173-176).


All this may seem exaggerated, at the limit of psychopathology, but has to be seen in relation to the end the young woman had set herself: to dominate her senses in a total manner, to turn her entire self into a perfect vehicle of the divine will. Now, straining towards this highly spiritual objective (even though it may be devoid of sense for the great majority, indeed, almost the totality of persons, especially in our present epoch), Gemma considered every relapse as of extreme gravity: And it really could have been something very grave in relation to the lofty objective she pursued.


And it is in relation to this objective of perfection that we have to consider the functionality of her perfectionism, this extreme scruple of avoiding any relapse into certain defects (even though they may be minimal or even inexistent for the mentality of most people), as also her tragic reaction to even the least back-sliding.


The ultimate end is to dispose of a personality that is wholly obedient in all things. Saint Giovanni Bosco seems particularly aware of this need. About the general ascetic tenor that he recommended to the congregation he had founded, he left the following incisive words: “When comforts and ease begin in our midst, our pious society will have run its course” (Giovanni Bosco, Scritti spirituali [Spiritual writings], Città Nuova, Rome 1976, II, p. 292).


From the same work as this citation, let me also quote a passage from the brief biography that Don Bosco wrote of Domenico Savio, a pupil of his, who died when he was still a boy and was likewise canonized among the saints of the Catholic Church. The passage is significant because, in the simplicity of the dialogue between the priest and the boy, it scores a bull’s-eye and grasps the essence of the relationship that exists between ascesis and obedience.


“The best penitence: obeying and accepting our daily trials” is the title that the editor of the work proposed for the passage in question. At a certain point, as Don Bosco tells us,, “it was absolutely forbidden for Domenico to undertake penitences of any kind without having first asked express permission; though it caused him pain and affliction, he submitted to this ruling” (ibid., pp.150-51).


What were the precise reasons that made him hold these penitences in such great store? They are summarized in a note of the editor: as related in previous chapter of his biography, “Domenico sought afflictive penitences on account of his concern for both forestalling any temptations and becoming united with the suffering Christ” (ibid., Note 27).


Don Bosco’s account continues as follows: “Once I found him severely afflicted, for he kept on exclaiming: ‘Poor me! I’m really in trouble. The Saviour says that without penitences I shall not go to paradise; and penitences have been forbidden for me: what, therefore, will be my paradise?’. ‘The penitence that the Lord wants from you’, I told him. ‘is obedience. Obey, that must be enough for you?’, ‘Could you not permit me some other penitence?’ ‘Yes: you are permitted the penitences of patiently bearing any invective that may be hurled at you; to tolerate with resignation, heat, frost, wind, rain, tiredness and the failings of health that it may please God to send you’. ‘But one necessarily has to suffer this’. ‘Whatever you may have to suffer of necessity, offer it to God and it will become virtue and merit for your soul’. Content and resigned on hearing this advice, Domenico left me serenely (ibid., p.151).


There is another note on the same page that recalls Saint Francesco di Sales, from whom Don Bosco’s Salesians take their name: “Whoever mortifies himself well is sufficiently a martyr”, wrote Geneva’s saintly bishop; “it is greater martyrdom to persist in obedience for the whole of one’s life than dying all at once by the sword” (Entretiens spirituels, ed. Ravier, Paris 1969, p. 1155).


Saint Gabriele dell’Addolorata greatly loved penitence, but then, as his spiritual father testified, “little by little, as the Servant of God progressed in virtue, he freed himself of this attachment and became docile at the very first word, while yet maintaining the same spirit of mortification, he promptly sacrificed it to obedience and said: “In this way one gains twice, not only on account of the sincere will of practicing mortification, but also on account of sacrificing this good will to obedience, an act of mortification that is nobler and more pleasing to God than practicing the mortification that one had in mind’” (P. Germano, S. Gabriele dell’Addolorata, p. 212).


Before he realized that his true vocation implied the priesthood and study, Charles de Foucauld wanted keep well away therefrom, and this notwithstanding his contrary inclination, because he saw it as a temptation against his ideal of choosing the very last place for himself. At tat time he was Trappist in Syria under the name of Brother Alberico and seriously ran the risk of some day becoming prior of his monastery.


Here is what he wrote at the time: “When they talk to me of study, I shall make present that I have a strong taste of being buried to the neck in grain and the woods and have an extreme repugnance for everything that could tend to take me away from this last place I have come to seek, from this abjection in which I desire to become immersed in following Our Lord…” (M. Carrouges, op.cit., p. 109).


At this point, as his biographer notes, Charles de Foucauld thought that perfect obedience was far purer than a purely personal project could ever be; and thus, he cut short, took a deep breath and added: “And then, all said and done, I’ll obey” (ibid.).


The best ascesis is ob3dience. Ascesis acts on the entire psychosomatic personality in order to render it obedient in all things. It is true that one learns things by doing them, but one must not underestimate the importance of the moment of training and school.


As we saw earlier, Saint Paul compares the Christian, spiritual man, to an athlete. Let us therefore note that an athlete forms himself not only in competition, but also by training. In just the same way, obedient man forms himself for obedience not only by concretely obeying, but also, and even before that, in the particular moment of ascesis in which he moulds his personality for turning it into an ever more ductile vehicle of obedience, ever more open to any possibility. It is for this reason that Saint Paul, not content with leading – all said and done – a rather sacrificed life, deems it appropriate to subject himself to a particular ascetic exercise.


The sanctity of the Curate of Ars, the conversion of all the inhabitants of that village, from the first to the last, the enormous affluence of people who came from the whole of France and other countries to confess themselves to that humble priest, induced to do so, because in him they found an authentic spiritual man who could read their soul in a flash and could speak the essential words to them, all this cannot be dissociated from the very severe ascesis to which the saint subjected himself.


He relaxed this only during and after a grave illness: obedient to the double order he had received from the doctor and the bishop, the Curate of Ars decided eventually decided to interrupt his customary and altogether incredible fasts and to and to assume edible things that were decently cooked for him. Now, as his biographer, Jean de la Verende, make us note, “he assured everyone that in this slackening of penitence, in this concession made to the old Adam, he lost a great deal of grace” (J. de la Verende., Le curé d’Ars et sa passion, Bloud et Gay, Paris 1958, p. 161). It was in those circumstances and in that particular frame of mind that the Curate of Ars matured the intention to abscond from his parish in search of solitude and a hiding place.


Now, as La Verende goes on to note, “the idea of escaping seems to have come to the fore naturally from this change of life, from the weakening that derived from  the therapies to which he had been subjected, from the abandonment of his fasts, from a kind of still feverish somnolence in which there came to languish the terrible energy, the iron energy that had by then sustained the saint for twenty-five years” (ibid., p.162).


The need for continuous ascetic exercise to avoid the lack of that certain spiritual tension was well understood by Father De Foucauld, who many years previously had been a cavalry officer in Algeria and on one occasion, travelling in Algeria and passing through a place where there was a French garrison, accepted the hospitality of the local officers, among whom there were some who previously served together with him; and, since one cannot keep on talking about business and serious things for three days on end, there were also some pleasant moments at table, when they were all together and, as an eyewitness tells us, “they sometimes forgot that Father de Foucauld was no longer Lieutenant de Foucauld” (M. Carrouges, op. cit. p. 180). He, too, willingly smiled and drank champagne, and asked a an ex-colleague to play him a particular piece on the piano. 


The arrival of another guest was announced as soon as Charles de Foucauld had left, and the commander of the garrison sent his attendant to tidy up the room that had been occupied by the hermit; but everything was perfectly in order and the bed intact: he had slept for three nights on the floor (cfr. ibid., pp.180-181).


In ascetic exercise and, more generally, the pursuit of religious perfection it is, as it were, impossible to live on unearned income even for a single day, for stopping means moving backwards and probably losing a lot of ground.


In this essay I have concentrated attention on the ascesis that is practiced, in particular, in Catholic-Christian spirituality , an it is not here possible to attempt a comparative analysis, which would require far too much space. For the moment we can limit ourselves to saying that not only in Catholicism, but also in any other spiritual tradition, Christian or non-Christian,. wherever there is  a serious religious commitment, there is also an ascesis: the shaman has an ascesis, the yoga has a particular ascesis of his own, but the same may be said of the arhat and the bhakti in India or the lama in Tibet or, to turn to the Islamic environment, of the awliya and the sufi.


Starting from the most primitive religious forms, there keeps on returning the idea that any form of initiation is always a dying to profane life to be reborn to a new regenerated and sanctified and  even – let us not be afraid of the word – a divinized existence. There recurs the idea of ascesis as initiatory death. The neophyte has to overcome trials that may often prove painful and, even in the most aberrant practices, express the intuition, which is profoundly true as such, that nobody can really be reborn to a divine existence if the old man, the profane, sinful and egoistic man that is in him is not first made to die.


Referring particularly to the primitive forms of religiousness, Mircea Eliade notes the many different ways in which the symbolism of initiatory death is expressed: among certain peoples, the neophytes are segregated in huts or buried or laid into tombs and imitate the behaviour of specters, or are tortured and mutilated at least in a symbolic manner; and then, as soon as they are initiated, they are treated like suckling babes, because they have just been born to a new life, and afterwards they are led by the hand and instructed anew in everything and given new names (cfr. Mircea Eliade, Il sacro e il profano [The sacred and the profane], ch. IV, § 6).


Given the religious importance that primitive-archaic  men attach to every act of their life, initiations are considered to be constituted both by the admission of a boy to tribal society, the admission of a girl into the community of the women at the time of her first menstruation, recovery from an illness, and even death (cfr. ibid., §§ 7-8).


Turning now to higher forms of spirituality, the acquisition of sacred knowledge and – by extension – wisdom as such are considered initiations with a particular symbolism of death and new birth.


Even Socrates considered himself, just like his mother, as the midwife who helped man to find  true and profound consciousness of himself, to be reborn as a new man. 


And a new Buddhist monk abandons his old surname to become a “son of Buddha” because he had been “born  among the saints”. Buddha himself taught his disciples to die to their profane human condition of slavery and ignorance to be reborn to the freedom and beatitude of a new emancipated life.


The yogin dies to this life in order to be reborn to a liberated life.


In Alexandrine Judaism, Philo made a great deal of use of the image of childbirth (parturition) to symbolize being born to life of the spirit (cfr. ibid., § 9).


Coming back to Christianity, we well know how often there recurs the idea of a new birth that cannot but be preceded by an initiatory death: not a purely symbolic, but rather an effective death: an effective dying to egoism, to egocentrism, to sin, to the  profanity of the old man, and ascesis is the instrument at man’s disposal that enables him to cooperate actively with the purifying action of grace.


Studying the various forms of ascesis of different traditions with interest and participation can certainly help Christians to deepen dimensions of spiritual life that have not yet been sufficiently explored by Christian spirituality, but can nevertheless be rediscovered in an original Christian experience and enrich it with ever new perspectives. 


I am however thinking of a particular possibility of integration. The Christian ascetic is a man who often tackles situations with great courage, with immense generosity vis-à-vis his Creator, to whom he offers an existence entirely devoted to the sacrifice of himself, to renunciation of any form of egoism and personalistic project, The best Christian asceticism is inspired by an instance of love and gift of oneself that, taken on the whole, seems something altogether unique and, as I would add, unsurpassed. 


This regards the ascetic attitude, the ascetic frame of mind, the frame of mind with which the end is pursued, the frame of mind with which God is loved and with which the Christian sets out to follow the crucified God.


But there is also a consideration to be made about the means of ascesis, about the possible techniques, about what could prove to be the most suitable techniques.


Now, it seems to me that Christian ascesis, while maintaining its fundamental attitude, its specific spirit and frame of mind, has everything to gain from becoming integrated with other forms of ascesis, of which it could to its great advantage take over certain techniques.


I am thinking particularly of the yoga. I think that if the problem of how one can acquire control of the whole of one’s psychosomatic personality is to be properly formulated, one has to have a thorough knowledge of this personality. And it also seems to me that a great deal of help can be obtained from the possession of all the best techniques, especially those that have been adopted successfully for acquiring control of the unconscious and thus obtaining indirect control of that part of our psychic and physical personality of which the life is regulated by the unconscious. Now, among the various spiritual techniques, yoga is the one that par excellence is intended to act on the unconscious, fully aware that is by this road, above all, that effective and lasting results are obtained.

These yoga techniques. Like many other oriental self-realization techniques, are based on an ancient tradition of direct experiences and on what, taken on the whole, can be considered – in its own particular manner – to constitute a science. Even in the West, there are today various techniques that draw their inspiration from the yoga and have been perfected on the basis of the better knowledge of the unconscious that we possess thanks to hypnosis and the psychology of the profound.


I think that  Christian ascesis could greatly enrich itself with all these contributions. Even maintaining the animus that has always inspired it, it would perhaps become more “scientific” in its daily application to ever higher (loftier) objectives, objective to be pursued gradually, little by little, as the various possibilities open. Even the training of athletes, to which ascesis has been compared, pursues the objective of ever better performance little by little, as the improvements become possible, in a spirit of great sporting tension and passion, but also with the necessary serenity, without seeking to obtain everything right away, without despairing in the face of lack of success, without turning defeat into tragedy.


Perhaps it would not be a bad thing if Christian ascesis, though always practiced with the necessary rigour and with all the passion and the spiritual tension that have always inspired it, would lose certain hysteroid connotations, if it were to free itself of an excessive sentimentalism and also a certain truculence, if it were to lose the excessively sad and funereal and sometimes even macabre character that afflicts it, and not by any means on just rare occasions, and thus become more serene and, better still, more merry, more cheerful and more readily capable of being integrated with the needs of an integral human formation, an integral humanism. 


In man’s life there is an ascetic moment, but then there is also a humanist moment, and the two cooperate – necessarily and in an equally essential manner – in the global implementation of man. We are becoming ever more aware of the complementarity, and it would be a good thing if ascetics were to recognize the contribution that scientists, artists, technicians and all those who work in human society for a better world can make to the edification of the kingdom of God.


Each generation of religious, saints and ascetics has a new and different style; and the world waits and – more or less consciously – invokes the Divinity to send it the new generation of saints and ascetics of which today, more than ever before, we stand in such extreme need. 

� La frase contiene un doppio “da”, come se un unico fatto potesse essere prodotto da due cose diverse, cioè dal calore oppure dai quark!  





