The Texts o the Convivium

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 responsibility 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 be 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. 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 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 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 priests, 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 night 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 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. 
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