The Texts of the Convivium

ECUMENISM

To take stock of the meaning of life is something which, today, more than ever, I feel the profound need to do. Although I have already consumed enough ink, I would like to put a few more things down in black and white, in order to put a series of reflections into writing. 

Who am I writing for? Needless to say, for myself, in order to clarify my ideas. However, I am also writing for others, so that they may share my thoughts. They are the people with whom I share an idem sentire. They are friends who over the years have by now become confirmed as such, as well as new potential friends, who are still "just round the corner".

What should one believe in? I come from a Christian-Catholic tradition. I have read very many lives of saints with great interest and involvement, I have studied the dogmatic of the Church, as it has taken shape over the course of twenty centuries, with equally lively interest. 

I feel united with the teachings of the Church, if I consider its substance, its spirit. However, I must confess that I have no inclination whatsoever to accept it to the letter, in all the formulations with which it is still expressed today. 

As far as I am concerned, the principle of free examination, as such, seems extremely valid. The divine revelation proposes itself to each man, and each man is called to live it individually. Faith is always personal. Nobody can borrow it from anyone else. 

The definition of a common faith is not a formulary which comes down to us from up above to be passively sustained. On the contrary, it will be the result of a collaboration involving everybody. 

Each man will testify to the others how he himself understands and lives certain truths. In this way, a common manner of understanding, a sensus ecclesiae, will come to place itself into being.

Free examination is not the psychoanalyst's couch: nobody is authorised to freely rant and rave when it concerns such extremely serious subjects that are of such vital importance. Every one has to observe his own responsibility of what he says. 

Furthermore, it is natural that one controls oneself with his own personal sensitiveness and capacity of judgement. However, it is a good thing that nobody is over confident and that each single person compares himself with the other's judgement: especially with that of those who appear more qualified due to their visible wisdom and holiness. 

In this sense, if I consider that another person represents a model, I will try to acquire something from him which will draw me as close to him as possible, in order to try to at least raise myself up a little closer to his spiritual stature, to mature an analogous discernment, before expressing rash judgements. 

Here is then the necessity to try and find a reference point in the judgement of authoritative people. As far as a Christian is concerned, these are the saints, the prophets, the men of God, as well as those chosen to lead the community. An essential reference point, as far as the Catholic is concerned, is the teaching of the bishops and the pope. 

At this point it is reasonable to wonder what the right limits of such an adhesion are. In the XIX century, an increasing number of patriots took sides for the unification of Italy, which, however, led to the end of the temporal power of the Church. The Pope and bishops asserted all their authority, complete with anathema to the left and right, with a collective excommunication directed at the government of King Vittorio Emanuele itself, in order to restrain the unification of the peninsula. Would all the believers who wanted and promoted the unification of Italy have to therefore consider themselves bad Catholics?

An example of this kind is sufficient to give us confirmation that strict obedience to the ecclesial authority is not to be considered a virtue in any case, indiscriminately. 

Therefore, one returns to the necessity of free examination. Nobody is obliged to pool his own brain and discernment, which are, needless to say, entrusted to the individuals' spiritual maturation. 

I therefore ask myself: how can I define my Catholicism? Moderated by a discreet dose of… Protestantism? I think so. I would, however, immediately like to add: this does not mean that I could call myself Protestant sic et simpliciter.

First of all, I favour the Tradition of the Scriptures. The Old and the New Testament do not appear out of the blue, but originate from a long tradition where man plays a very important role in receiving and expressing the revealed truths. 

As far as I am concerned, I definitely shrink from any form of attachment to the letter of the Bible, by far preferring to deepen its spiritual substance. 

I shrink even further from fundamentalism, which enjoys particularly great favour today in American Protestantism. 

If it is true that a religious revelation is above all understood in its spirit, then I think the Eastern Orthodoxy deserves particular attention. 

The intellectualistic and juridical manner with which a certain scholastic theology of Roman Catholicism tends to face the themes seems to me as being decidedly inadequate.

The dogmatic, the same one which, at first sight, gives an impression of abstractness, emerges from a spiritual experience. The deepening of the spiritual root in every dogma seems to me to be the specific merit of mystic interpretations which Eastern Christianity gives to us. Certainly this proves to be much closer to the theology of the Fathers of the Church and, more than anything else, to the mysticism with which Christianity was imbued in its beginning. 

One can obtain precious positive elements from every form of Christianity. Furthermore, inversely, one can find something in each one from which, on the whole, it is better to keep one's distance. There are also ambivalent realities, of a double positive and negative aspect, the other side of the coin, badly drawn implications from respectable premises. 

I mentioned the profound mysticism of the Eastern Churches. However, historically speaking, is this not translated in a far too disincarnate spirituality which shuns the world and remains entirely dominated by any political regime, from Czarism to Stalinism?

Catholicism is hinged on the Papacy, in which I perceive a really authoritative institution and an essential reference point. But can one accept certain historical tendencies of the Papacy itself - indeed prevalent in other epochs but not always entirely obsolete - to constitute itself like an absolute monarchy, to humiliating local churches reducing the bishops to prefects, to intervening from high above sacrificing the most legitimate autonomies, to applying fetters on certain research in the name of moral requests that have not yet been well clarified, to condemn the use of contraceptives imposing the most primitive populations to fight Aids armed exclusively with chastity? I have restricted myself here to giving only a few examples, in order not to recall what one hopes is only a sad memory of the past. 

On the whole, in the Council and Papal teachings, in Catholic theology, I have found an equilibrium which seems to be lacking in Protestantism of the XVI and XVII centuries. One only has to think of Luther's De servo arbitrio, of the capacity of man's collaboration with the divine grace for his own salvation and spiritual elevation which he denies. One only has to think of Calvino's predestination. How mortifying for human dignity! 

However, one should also consider the fruits that such apparent paradoxes have produced on the level of human action and social life. The Christian, who was denied all capacity of collaborating to his own sanctification, has concentrated on work and social activities and has given life to an unprecedented economical and political progress. It has placed liberalism and democracy into being. It has favoured science, technology, education and culture, as well as carried out educational work on a large scale. 

In my opinion, the various historical expressions of Christianity complete one another, so that no Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox has to exclude the possible contributions of the other branches of Christianity.

However, one should also consider the fruits that the Christian seed has produced in a soil that has already been fertilised by the Greek and Roman civilisations. The Renaissance and Enlightenment are worthy of particular attention. 

Here there is a maturation of ideas, whose Christian origins are well recognisable. Throughout their development, such ideas could break away from the Christian vision which gave them a religious meaning. Nevertheless, one cannot deny that they fulfil aspects and motives of our religion in practice much further compared to how much such principles were put into effect in the Sancta Respublica Christiana of the Middle Ages.

One should consider how much modern thought and the English, American and French revolutions have asserted as man's rights: does this not perhaps reaffirm and develop in new forms and to the fullest possible extent, the principle of the dignity of man, God's privileged creature that the Bible asserts right from the beginning?

The Catholic Church had denied all this, to then study it more deeply and reinterpret it as far as its own tradition is concerned. Here it ended up fully acknowledging the Christian value of many new ideas and initiatives. It is the arrival point of a development of thought which has drawn its conclusions in the documents of the Vatican II. Why then, should the presence of authentic germs of divine revelation not be acknowledged in the Enlightenment itself, even though amidst so much negation of the living God?

The Patristics already had thinkers, like Justinus and Clement of Alexandria, who were inclined to discern the "seeds of the Word", the effects of a "divine effluvium", in non Christian philosophies and religions. Here a road is opened to an ecumenism which is not confined to Christianity, but extended to all spiritual traditions that have flourished in the world over all eras. 

First of all, we Christians cannot forget the fact that our "older brothers" are the Jews. However, neither must we underestimate the spiritual relationship which unites us to the Muslims. They both offer us the example of a very close relationship of worship with God: a jealous, total and, on its level, exclusive relationship. 

Both the Jewish prophets as well as Mohammed rebuked the believers to refer everything to the one God, far beyond any possible cult for other inferior forms of the sacred and for the saints themselves. Devotion for the saint, man of God, all concentrated and absorbed in Him, has to lead us to God, it must not distract us from Him, as it far too often risks to do. 

Having mentioned this great virtue, which can often represent a subject of rebuking for us, one should also mention that which, in the practice of both Judaism and Islam, appears to be a decidedly negative fact: the excessive attachment to the letter of the Holy Scriptures and the legal observances.

One should think of the very many interpretations of the Scriptures which the Talmud gives, and also the real fetishism the Muslims show for all that is to be recited only in Arabic because Allah expressed himself in that language, for all that is to be repeated in the same identical forms with the same gestures in strict compliance that is much more literal than spiritual. 

It is clear that literalism tends to result in fundamentalism. This then leads to the most hermetic seal to what God Himself could reveal also through different spiritual traditions, from which he who aspires to the completeness, that completeness which is perfection, would have a lot to learn. 

Until he is able to break free from the shell of fundamentalism, a Muslim would find it impossible to understand the Christian message in its full value. 

He who does not see incarnate God in Christ should also admit that there is a lot more in him than Islam suspects: this is a revelation which, although of divine origin as much as one likes, nevertheless remains bound to the cultural limits of the man Mohammed. 

Muslims may say so, but Islam is not at all a surpassing of Christianity. It really does not seem that Islam passes through Christianity to go beyond it. On the contrary, one could say that, starting from Judaism, it goes around Christianity without really penetrating it. Therefore, rather than a reformed, up-dated Christianity, it appears more like a new edition of Judaism for the use of the Arabian populations. 

It follows that, if Christianity really represents something essential for spirituality, the Muslims would have to renounce drawing from it in any manner: they would therefore have to renounce any possibility of enriching themselves from it, once they have refused to place themselves in comparison with it in a much freer space than that which the restricted barriers of fundamentalism can concede.

This discussion also concerns the relations that each religion could establish with any other. No religion reveals us all that our nature of religious men would like to know, at the most. He who wishes to attain everything, to reach perfection, has to indeed know, to deepen his own religion, but he also has to know how to come out of it in order to, in the meantime, get an idea of the others: a first idea that opens a passage to all possible thorough analysis. 

Out of all the great religions of the world, those which particularly claim our attention are Hinduism and Buddhism. Devotional Hinduism presents motives of rather close resemblance to Christianity (if one considers the personal relationship that the faithful establish with the Divinity through prayer), as well as Mahayana Buddhism or the Great Vessel (with the figure of the bodhisattva, which ends up assuming characteristics that are not so different from those of the Christian saint).

The economy of this short essay induces me to renouncing the inspection of all the motives of resemblance, as well as all the points of contrast, which can arise in the most varied of religions. Therefore, I will restrict myself here to giving very few examples which in my opinion seem particularly significant. 

There is something that in the monotheistic traditions - Judaism, Christianity, Islam - decidedly has a fault, whereas it forms an admirable contribution of the traditions of India and the Far East. This is what a possible complement to monotheism could represent: to a monotheism that wishes to propose itself as ecumenical in the full sense of the word. 

Raja Yoga has flourished throughout the historical course of Hindu spirituality: it is what we can call the quest for the Self. It explores a plan of the divine life which is very different from that which religious research stretches out, where man pursues a personal relationship with the Divinity in prayer and worship. 

The Self is the self-transparency of the spirit, it is its original principle, which precedes all creation, and, before anything else, every concrete act of thought. In Christian terms, we can consider it the First Person of the divine Trinity. One has reason to believe that the Raja Yoga realises an experience of this dimension of the divine in a much more direct manner. 

Here the contribution of Hinduism appears to be something really exclusive, irreplaceable, extremely precious. An ecumenical spirituality cannot but become enriched by it. 

Both Hinduism as well as Buddhism develop the devotional aspect: Hinduism in the ambit of that which is called the Bhakti Yoga; Buddhism in the ambit of its most recent edition, the Mahayana.

It is particularly edifying to read the devotional mystics of Hinduism, among which the themes of the monotheistic spirituality find confirmation, and not only, but they re-propose themselves from points of view that are different to those we have explored. 

The figure of the bodhisattva takes shape in Mahayana Buddhism. He is very different from the arhat of the Hinayana or Small Vessel, which takes over. Whereas the arhat is the ascetic aimed at his own individual liberation, the bodhisattva is the saint who works for the benefit of everyone. The bodhisattva proposes to help the liberation of all men, or better, as a matter of fact, of all sentient beings. 

The compassion for the sufferance of animals is something, which, may I say, has somewhat fault in the monotheistic traditions. 

A fraternal feeling towards animals is expressed in an excellent manner in the Fioretti, which mentions the sermons held by St. Francis of Assisi to the birds, by St. Anthony of Padua to the fish, as well as the famous episode of the wolf of Gubbio. However, the "animalist" movement has only taken shape today, where one is concerned with giving also these creatures concrete protection and for the first time promotes a better suited legislation. 

Without a doubt, there is a development here, there is an application of the Christian message which has remained, up until now, more than anything else, implicit. An incomparably fuller sense of such a request is precisely that which we can find in Buddhism of the Great Vessel, with refined tones that are completely unknown to us.

The bodhisattva, then, is a man who, despite having obtained his liberation, renounces the beatitude of the nirvana until the moment in which everybody can enter it. 

It is said that comparisons are unpleasant, but we should think of the indifference with which far too many Christians accept the idea that a certain number of souls could be damned forever. 

The bodhisattva of the Great Vessel would not in the slightest tolerate an idea of this kind. He will not have peace until everybody has been freed. He would find it unacceptable that even only one sentient being were forced to remain in a state of sufferance.

The Christian who were to share such an attitude would declare the failure of a creation where even only one individual were to be excluded from reaching the supreme goal for which he had been created. 

It is here, then, that a deepening of this inner experience that is so characteristic of the Great Vessel could awaken the Christian to that request of mercy that is expressed in such an eloquent manner, among other things, in the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the prodigal son (Lk, ch. 15).

Ecumenism does not at all mean that the most different traditions have to all of a sudden converge in an undifferentiated universal religion. Full unity could be the point of arrival, but, given the situation, the journey can only be carried out in stages, with the necessary gradualness. 

For the time being, what is feasible, and to be hoped for, is that each tradition opens itself up to the requests of the others. 

The contribution which the others can give should be welcomed with due discernment. No external contribution should pervert the tradition which welcomes it: such a contribution should only help it to deepen the divine revelation that is freely bestowed upon all human beings and each one of them. 
It is by drinking from this common source that each tradition will be able to find itself better in depth. 
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