The Texts of the Convivium

GOD HAS RECALLED HIM TO HIMSELF":

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

"God has recalled him to Himself": these are words that religious people often pronounce when speaking about someone’s death. What does it mean? How should these words be interpreted? 

I really cannot imagine that God causes this or that man or woman to die. Let us imagine that the person was assassinated, or died due the suffering caused by imprisonment, or the pain of torture, or perhaps after one of those illnesses that – as they say – is unforgiving. 

The doctor draws the aetiology of the disease; he specifies which organs have been attacked and how these were unable to react correctly to save the patient. Then however the religious man intervenes providing his metaphysical explanation going beyond his attempt to provide a scientific one. He says that God Himself intervened to summon that soul back to Himself. Why should He? For His own reasons that, when they become impossible to understand, become "inscrutable". 

The person died because that is what God wished. One might ask perhaps whether He predestined the very circumstances of that death: hence the torture, imprisonment, terrible illness, an adventurous accident resulting in fractures and sores, medications, operations and months spent in hospital. Let us sincerely hope that we must not also attribute all this to He who, as they say, is our Father and our Mother. 

There is however no doubt that reference to divine will comforts, gratifies and cheers up many souls. Although to be truthful it leads many to blasphemy and others still to atheism. One ought to find more serious explanations for this too. 

"God is the Lord of life and death", it is said – echoing slightly with a meaning that is a little different – the words spoken by Job (1, 21): "Yahweh has given and Yahweh has taken away, praise be to the name of Yahweh" . Muslims say: Insciallah. The crusaders said: "Dieu le veult" (God wishes this). "God willing" is a manner of speech. Virgil said to Minos: "Vuolsi così colà, dove si puote / ciò che si vuole; e più non dimandare" (It is so willed there where is power / to do what is willed; and ask no further question). (Inferno, V, 23-24). 

The religious man is abandoned to divine will. And one can understand how such an abandonment helps to tolerate so many things. All the ideas human beings form for themselves concerning the origin and the meaning of evils afflicting them, strange as this may seem, are always means that help them to bear those evils. 

One refers to divine will. What is it though that God really wants? Does He want disease? Does He want that suffering that does not strengthen but only disintegrates human beings, degrading them to a subhuman level? Can one really love a God who we have portrayed as great mad and sadistic emperor, who seems to enjoy torturing his creatures? I am unable to perceive divine will if not as a wish for goodness, pure goodness, without even a shadow of evil. 

That God "calls back to Himself" human beings does not mean at all that He causes their deaths. He only gives life, and with life all that is good. An individual's death is caused by reasons that are of this world. And it is more reasonable to stop at this, without unleashing one's imagination to muse over bad metaphysics. 

Death occurs due to natural causes. And it is at this point that God intervenes to welcome us into His Kingdom. It is a paradise in which the soul is welcomed immediately, or after being purified, in a suitable manner, from the remains of sin and imperfection that burdened it. So God welcomes us into His heaven, when, due to causes very different to the cruel impact of any deadly interventions falsely attributed to Him, the hour of death will come for each of us. 
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