The Texts of the Convivium

ECUMENISM AND THE WORLDWIDE UNITY

IN THE PERSPECTIVE 



OF THE FINAL MEETING OF HEAVEN AND EARTH 

People say that in life the beginnings are difficult: and the fateful third millennium of which there has been so much talk, has had, alas, a rather unfortunate beginning. Nevertheless, if one really considers these recent tormented events, that are still in progress, in depth, we can already draw a teaching from them. 

Already in the fourteenth century, in an Italy divided up in dominations continually fighting with one another, the poet Francesco Petrarca concluded one of his famous canzoni with the verse “I’ vo gridando: Pace, pace, pace” (“I go around shouting: Peace, peace, peace”).

However, how can we really realise this peace we yearn for and establish it amongst men, if the great human family is not united? 

To unite means to meet and talk, even without conforming to a single model. Diversity is wealth. Different is beautiful. 

Let us try to carry out this argument, that is so essential, by starting from the relationship between person and person, to then spread out until we embrace entire mankind as a whole. 

The meeting with the being that is different from us is something very different from finding ourselves face to face with our image reflected in the bathroom mirror, as we do every morning, when the first thing we do is to wash our face. 

“Good morning, dear Myself. Did you sleep well? Did you wake up in a good mood? You have to spend another sixteen-seventeen hours with me, so please be in a good mood”. 

It would be a problem if we did not find other “Myselfs”, who are fortunately different, to live with, to collaborate with, to talk with, and perhaps even to argue with. Much better than having to deal with that extremely boring duplicate. 

Humanity is made up of different beings: thank goodness! Why? For many reasons. Here is one: the same being, one that is too alike, made as a photocopy of us, is he who always says we are right. However, we do not need to be confirmed in our status quo. On the contrary, we always need to learn new things, and we can only really learn them from the different beings. 

It is opportune that we look at the truth itself that we already possess not only with our own eyes, but also with the eyes of he who, unlike us, can discover new aspects in it, which enrich our vision. 

This is the advantage of ecumenism: not only for he who has the noble curiosity of knowing everything and knowing other people’s religions, but also for he who wishes to extend his knowledge of God in whom he already believes. 

What is religion, as far as I am concerned? Is it simply something that makes me feel better, but leaves me as I am? Or does it yearn for an increasingly deepened experience of God, which really makes me grow in spirit?

Is my spiritual experience something complete, perfect that would be better to leave as it is? Or can it be, or rather does it have to be enriched in the comparison with other people’s experiences and, precisely, even the most different ones? 

Love also means the desire to know. You love a person and you want to know everything about him or her, so that you can hold him/her as close as possible to you: so that you can be a part of his/her life as much as possible. 

You love God and, at the utmost, you wish to have full knowledge of Him, and also an experience multiplied in all the possible manners in which He is experienced by each man and woman in every epoch and spiritual tradition, all over the world. 

Is not God perhaps the Being we should all bring ourselves to loving in common, if not for gratefulness for the fact that each one of us owes his existence and life to him? 

You love your human brothers; and let us suppose that you really do love them, beyond all limits: and so their existence as single individuals, their biographies, their spiritual experiences cannot be indifferent to you, as well as and above all, their nevertheless different but convergent ways of experiencing He who is the supreme Good of all, to be loved at the highest degree. 

One may say: but these are superhuman aspirations. We are far too limited beings, incapable of loving beyond our circle of loved ones, our relatives as long as they are not vipers contending our inheritance, of our friends as long as they behave in an acceptable manner as far as we are concerned. 

As far as God is concerned, we are not exactly saints. We need a little bit of consolation, a bit of bell ringing and Christmas carols that give us a sense of peace, but, as far as the rest is concerned, leave us in peace to remain what we are de facto.

Furthermore, we have other gods to serve: besides God, Mammon, the by now classic idols of consumerism, the always celebrated money, and, with money, power, profane love, success, the infinite vanities we continually chase after. 

It is sufficient to think of the long series of Christmas and post Christmas holidays we survive year after year: there is indeed a little bit of religion left, but it is rather emarginated into a corner, in the orgy of “buy this and buy that”, in the apprehension of the great commercial operation of which the birth of Our Lord, of the “God among us”, tends to by now have been reduced to a mere occasion and pretext. 

We are, indeed, limited to the extreme, I am the first to confess it. Our mind may confine itself to that of a chicken’s brain. Our heart is also tiny, with our more noble sentiments suffocated by all the possible and conceivable forms of misery and pettiness. A famous book of Nietzsche bears the title of Human, too human: indeed, really a little too much! 

Now here is the point: do we really want to stay in this condition as prisoners forever, or do we aspire to coming out of it? 

“Fatti non foste a viver come bruti, / ma per seguir virtute e conoscenza” (You were not made to live as brutes, / but to pursue virtue and knowledge), a character of the Dante’s Divine Comedy admonishes us. 

Pico della Mirandola, a fifteenth century philosopher, wrote a famous Discorso sulla dignità dell’uomo (Discours on the dignity of man, in Latin: Oratio de hominis dignitate). Here God creates each being, plant, animal and angel with its own particular nature; however, when He comes to man, He does not assign him any precise nature, and He immediately explains why, by speaking these words to Adam: “I have made you neither celestial nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal, so that, as a free and sovereign craftsman, you may mould and sculpture yourself in the form you prefer. You may degenerate in inferior things that are the brutes; you may regenerate yourself, according to your will, in the superior things that are divine”. 

Through the words of the prophet Jeremiah, “Yahweh says thus: ‘Behold, I place the way of life and the way of death before you’ “. Although it refers to a contingent situation, the phrase obviously reveals a more universal and profound meaning. 

Now, between the fullness of absolute life and total death there is a whole range of intermediate situations. One can, moreover, live as the dead. 

It is what nobody could ever reproach the tree, which lives a full life fulfilling itself as a tree, within its own limits. And neither the dog, who does his job as a dog, he is man’s faithful friend, he guards the house, goes hunting with his master (I do not like this so much), he rounds up the sheep, he relieves his master’s loneliness: in other words, as a dog, one really cannot ask anything more from him. 

On the contrary, one may well reproach man, when, destined to greater things, created for the infinite, he renounces his own birthright in exchange for a lentil soup, he limits his own possibilities to the point of reducing himself to a pure animal or vegetable life. 

Here then, dear human brothers and sisters, we have the necessity to constantly surpass ourselves, to aim for something better, to renounce scraping a living in order to really live, to aspire to higher things, to cultivate at least the nostalgia for them. 

Let us set ourselves up, with that daily Tiramisù (name of an Italian chocolate ice-cream, literally meaning “pick me up”) that could be a good examination of one’s conscience, a meditation. 

Daily prayer can especially keep us in touch with He, who is the true and Prime Source of meaning of our existence. 

Ecumenism flourishes where the mind and the heart expand. Here man wishes to make a more profound analysis of the meaning of life right down to its roots, and he finds God, and he opens himself up to Him to be enlightened. 

Having set about searching for God, he finds Him in every creature: every creature speaks to him of God. Therefore, he finds Him in every man or woman. Therefore, furthermore, he finds Him deep down in every human experience. Every human being can bear witness to him of his own experience and how he has found God, of how he sees Him and feels Him in his own heart of hearts. 

He who is really in search does not limit it, does not withdraw into oneself. There are no entrance restrictions, and nor should there be any excessive inhibitions and shyness. 

He who is really in search is a man who listens. Essentially speaking, he listens to the voice of God, who speaks to him through all creatures. Every human being, and, more generally speaking, every existing being, has a message for the others. 

Needless to say, an indiscriminate opening is not advisable. It is nevertheless necessary to filter the messages received from everywhere with discernment: precisely to discern how much of God there really is in them and how much could be owed to very a different origin: how much could be misleading, if not exactly negative in the strict sense of the word, as often is the case. 

This ecumenical opening gives us confirmation that God expresses Himself in every reality, not only, but He chooses His own particular dwelling in the heart of man: of that man, who is made in the image and likeness of his Creator. 

In this way, the existence of a profound bond between all of us humans is revealed. We all come up from a common Root. We are like many small leaves of an immense tree. The lymph that runs through us giving us all life is the same everywhere. 

One can say that, fundamentally speaking, we are a one only Being. A Being that, in the joy of creation, expands in an inexhaustible multiplicity of existing beings that are all different and yet united. Ecumenism is feeling this solidarity that unites us. It is feeling that, at the Root before all of this countless variety, we are all together a single Being. 

So, we gain consciousness of real and profound problems. How can we close our eyes once again when faced with all their dramatic urgency? 

We feel solidarity for others, even with those furthest away from us: how can we continue to feel at ease, how can we continue to “mind our own business” when in the world, and precisely all around us and even next door to us, there is so much sufferance? 

I would now like to briefly examine a few phrases that, it should be said, have ruined Italy and really are the antithesis of all Christian love, of all humanism and human decency: “I mind my own business”; “I’ve got a family to look after”; “Why should you bother?”; “Don’t stick your nose into other people’s business”; “I get by”; “I can’t take on that responsibility”; “I don’t see, I don’t hear and I don’t speak”, like the three famous monkeys where one places his paws over his eyes, the second over his ears and the third over his mouth. And, to mention that dear four legged friend of man one more time, who is so often wrongfully scorned, there is an Italian expression which says: “Vuoi raddrizzare le gambe ai cani? That literally means “Do you want to straighten the legs of the dogs?” or in other words, “Do you want to attempt the impossible?” 

How can one not mention, amongst the sinners of Dante’s Inferno, the damned slothful souls towards whom the poet professes the deepest scorn? He brands them defining them “questi sciaurati che mai non fur vivi” (these wretched whom one can say have never really lived). And furthermore: “A Dio spiacenti et ai nemici sui (Displeasing both to God and God’s enemies)”. The heavens cast them out and hell itself as well: “Misericordia e giustizia li sdegna (Both mercy and justice scorn them)”. Therefore, the Roman poet Virgilio, who guides him, says to Dante, “Non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa (Do not discuss them, but look and move on)”. 

And here we have, on the contrary, the motto which could best redeem ourselves from all sloth, if we really make it ours and put it into practise. It was pronounced by President Kennedy: I care. A few examples: “I care for you” because “I have you at heart”, “I will take care of it”, “I will worry about it”. 

I will take care of it not only by thinking about it, vexing myself in the tranquillity of my comfortable and well heated home, but actively, actually seeing to it, making an effort to do something about it. Therefore, I will make a commitment, I will compromise myself, I will fight for it. 

The phenomenon of voluntary work takes form and significance in this kind of perspective. Who are the voluntary workers? They are men and women who have come out of the logic of pure consumerism to the bitter end: they have come out of the vicious circle of earning to buy and buy flat out, to be able to show off their new car to their next door neighbours, a house equipped with the best washing machines and latest televisions, latest fashion designer clothes etc. etc. 

It is necessary to distinguish well between the money that is effectively needed to survive and the worship of money as such, between necessary consumption and consumerism claiming almost to be a religion. 

Consumerism is the earthly paradise which multitudes of people finally reach today, whose families nourished on corn meal for thousands of years, or bread and onions, only managing to see meat on very rare occasions. And it is only human that they aspire to living in a house with a bath, with a fully equipped kitchen, with a living room filled with comfy armchairs where, in a corner, no house is without the little altar of the new Goddess, Mamma Television. 

Having reached consumerism, this rejoicing over consumerism is an important stage of human evolution, where progress is not only spiritual but also material. 

Television, computer, e-mail, internet are, moreover, also formidable means of information and culture, when one does not want to limit oneself to chatting, exchanging stupid messages, watching dozens of awful third rate films at prime time. 

However, there are further goals. They assume that the subjects, without necessarily reducing themselves to Franciscan poverty, have freed themselves of the strict necessity, both material as well as psychological, of earning as much as possible to survive. They assume, then, an inner maturation. 

At a certain point a man, or a woman, could adopt a different attitude: “What I really have at heart, what I really care for, is not so much making a lot of money so that I can show it off, to throw it in my neighbour’s face; it is, rather, doing something to fulfil myself at a more spiritual level. 

“From now on I want to live not only the life closed within me, in my private tank, in my cracked water tank, where the water of life lies stagnant and gradually disappears. From now on I want to live in that universal life that draws on the Source of all beings, to that absolute life that alone can really give life”. 

O the joy of filling one’s lungs with this boundless life! It is very true that “intender non la può chi non la prova (he who does not experience it cannot understand)”, to quote the Divine Poet once more. 

To feel that the life of the Afghan furthest away from me is my life itself, to feel that his pains, joys, hopes and losses are also mine. The English poet John Donne (who lived between the sixteenth and the seventeenth century) writes: “Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankind; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.” (see Donne’s Meditation XVII of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions). 

There is a love of one’s closest neighbours, which any mother or father would understand more easily. It is a love which often reaches the most sublime peaks. 

There is the mother who throws herself into the fire to save her son; there is the mother who, as she receives the umpteenth knife wound from her daughter, cries out her forgiveness, just before she dies. 

There is the father who remains by the side of such a daughter to support her and comfort her, despite the fact she has killed her mother and little brother in such a brutal, savage way. 

There are extreme examples of love that one can nurture for one’s children, who are certainly closer than one’s neighbours, because, begot by one’s own flesh and blood, they are the physical extension of the parents. Any parent can understand this, by experiencing it in first person. Now the great majority of people of this earth is constituted by fathers and mothers. 
However, there are also examples of a love that goes much further, to embrace the totality of human beings, which at ninety-nine point nine nine nine etc. percent, is completely unknown. 

It is the love of a St. Francis who kisses the leper; it is the love of a St. Camillo De Lellis who looks after the most repulsive and often ungrateful sick man, with the most maternal concern and care, almost worshipping him, seeing in him the person himself of Jesus Christ. 

There are the more laic heroes of science and progress, the martyrs of humanitarian causes. 

However, a part from heroism, there can be a dedication in the authentic men of good will that can be compared to that of a parent for his/her children. Such dedication appears very justifiable to us in the light of that intimate experience, that one can have of a vaster, more universal life. 

This dedication is no longer to be understood in the mere terms of a charity, that an active subject practises on a passive beneficiary. Charity is, indeed, an essential moment; he who can, must help he who cannot; but this man who is helped must also put himself in the position to provide for himself and to collaborate. 

As far as Giuseppe Mazzini is concerned, association is the new name of charity: “The word of the faith to come is association, the brotherly cooperation towards a common intention, that is more superior than charity, as the work of many amongst you who join together and construct a building, in agreement to live in together, is superior to that which you would achieve if each one of you built a separate modest little house and limited himself to exchanging help with the stones, bricks and cement”.

It concerns acting like the five fingers of the same hand. All together we form one great collective body: and this is humanity as a whole. 

At the basis of all sovereignty of states and autonomous communities, the real subject of fundamental sovereignty is, as such, mankind. Always in the name of God and at His service, humanity is the collective owner of the entire planet. It is called to administrate everything that exists: at the utmost, the entire universe. 

In order to exert this collective sovereignty, humanity also has to give itself a political form, constituting itself in a worldwide state. Today, more than ever, a progress of globalisation is in progress. There are economic powers that are stronger than any national government. One feels the need today, more than ever before, for a world power that controls everything in the general interest and according to justice. 

This worldwide government and parliament, this worldwide court of justice will also have to provide the necessary strength to impose any particularistic resistance, that is more than predictable. 

A study group on globalisation has been formed in our Convivium. As work gradually progresses, we become more and more aware of a fact: today, there are enormous problems of planetary dimensions, none of which can receive the authentic solution if the populations do not join together to give life, all together, to a worldwide federal state. 

The simple listing itself of these problems would require a long separate topic. I have omitted it, so that I am not forced to doubling the length of this written work. However, it will nevertheless be necessary to enter into some detail sooner or later - so to speak - of a more technical nature: we have proposed to do it later on for a larger audience than that of the previously mentioned study group. 

After writing this present essay, I have written another complementary essay which develops such a matter in this sense: see in our internet site www.convivium-roma.it, among the Texts of the Convivium, that entitled Globalization, a united world and the mission of a new Europe. 

A strong incentive to worldwide union will come from below: from the multitude of good willed common citizens who intend to make a commitment for this great cause. 

One hopes to have a contribution from the Christians, just as from the believers of all religious traditions as well as from the non believers, who nevertheless believe in man. 

As far as we believers are concerned, we spiritualists, we who are convinced of survival and aspire to eternal life can see all these problems in a much vaster vision. 

It is the horizon of a life that continues in another dimension. 

It is the scene of a multiplicity of parallel afterlife worlds. 

It is the perspective of a final meeting between our earthly dimension and that which we usually call the other dimension. 

It is the final meeting between heaven and earth, as it is called in the title itself of this written account which is drawing to an end. 

The other dimension, “heaven”, is the place of sanctification, that everybody is called to pursue along a spiritual journey, of an itinerary of religious and mystical elevation. 

This earthly dimension of ours is the place of humanism, of progress, of civilisation, of culture, of arts, of sciences, of technologies, of social and political commitment. 

Everything cooperates so that man can make progress and, together, complete the kingdom of God itself. 

In the end, the two dimensions are destined to meet to complement one another. Each one has something to offer the other what it has managed to accomplish over the thousands of years in its own specific ambit. 

It is the perspective of that universal resurrection, which is the article of faith of all the great monotheistic religions: of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 

It is the great hope. 

It is the ultimate goal of absolute perfection and happiness that will never wane, that has no limits, where the toils of the present will have infinite rewards. 

It is the goal that we are destined to reach together. 

So that all of this is possible, so that the divine creation of the universe can really be completed, each one of us is called to collaborate with full and happy dedication and devotion. 
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