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HAVING, BEING AND THE BEYOND

First Essay

HAVING, BEING AND THE BEYOND


I greatly dislike – indeed, almost have a horror of – a practice that nowadays has, unfortunately, become very common, namely to keep the wireless switched on at all costs and at all times, and, above all, imposing its chatter on all one’s guests, if not also all one’s neighbours, in the mistaken belief that they, too, stand in need of that “company” so as never to remain alone with their thoughts.



Nevertheless, I, too, switch on the radio – and even willingly so – whenever there is something that interests me. Among the various stations, which for our present purposes need not be named, I accord my preference to one that offers news bulletins, press reviews, interviews and political comments, together with live broadcasts of the sessions of Parliament and the City Council and even some of the major trials.


Passing through the endless range of stations in the frequency-modulated band, a true desert with one station more vacuous and bland than the next, that particular station seemed to me to be something like an oasis.


Except that there came a hapless day when that station was obliged to suspend its normal broadcasts for lack of funds and subsidies. And that was the moment when its volcanic promoter had yet another ingenious idea: to give the floor to the listeners, allowing anybody who wished to do so to record a message on the station’s telephone answering device.

 
On paper, at least, the idea of giving the common people the possibility of expressing themselves freely was not at all bad. Unfortunately, “the people” (“la gente” in Italian) are not just made up of the country’s right-minded persons who judge us all the time. What came to the fore was a very different “people” and “Radio Gente”, the People’s Radio, was quickly turned into “Swearword Radio” (or “Obscenity Radio”, if you prefer).


What happened was that all of Italy’s bad boys seemed to emerge and take possession of that microphone. And they ended up by giving free expression not so much to their thought, which verily seemed to be extremely “weak”, to say the least, but rather to a bombardment, as boundless as it was endless, of utterances of hate, contempt, rivalry between North and South, between one city and another or their football teams, insults, coprolalias, filth of every kind, prattle of the worst sort, maledictions, curses, threats of violence and death, slaughter and carnage to the point of genocide of all the terroni (southerners of Italy), the total extermination of these, those and others, an obsessive and demented crescendo of apocalyptic proportions.


I kept switching on the radio for several days and at various times, but the language and the motives were always the same. Indeed, I made a psychological study of it all. All in all, the rantings must have been a real battalion, literally hundreds. And those who spoke were practically all young or even very young, practically children.


I, too, was once young. And I shared both the mentality and the behaviour of youth, not always wholly commendable, or at least I suffered and tolerated them. I certainly do not want to idealize them, now that they are but a faint memory. But that there should be such a profound and widespread charge of aggressiveness was something that I had not expected as regards either its form or the massiveness of the dose: frankly, I am still under shock. One can only vacillate under the impact of all that psychological filth and garbage, overwhelmed by this potent flood of dung.


One can well understand how certain forms of criminality can today manifest themselves in quite unthinkable environments and how others can bring into being true mass phenomena.


The viciousness and the continuous, systematic, obsessive violence of the languages of those youngsters is not the only striking thing: what is truly impressive is the low quality of the thoughts, the feelings, the images, the expressed contents.


Here we come face to face with a limit situation. But, even if from the “naughty boys” who phoned that radio station we were to pass to more moderate and respectable people, we shall not find anything particularly inspiring.


Among so-called respectable people there nowadays prevails a consumerist mentality that seems abyssally distant not only from the Gospel, but also from any cult of authentically human values. It is a mall-minded mentality that tends to enclose human beings in the shell of their family, a family that tends to become reduced to merely economic entity dedicated to gain and consumption.


Consumerism gives itself a code of behaviour, an ethic of its own. This gives rise to a preaching, a continuous and pounding proposal of new and different values. These are values of a decidedly opposite sign to those that were proposed to us by the religious and spiritual traditions in general.


Reduced to a pattern, the consumerist morality is that you have to earn a great deal in order to be able to step up consumption to the greatest possible extent; you have to run to buy television sets, refrigerators, washing machines, motor cars, is possible motor boats,
 hankering after costly and ever new models. That is the only we in which we can demonstrate to ourselves and others that we are respectable people.


Otherwise we condemn ourselves to sinking in the consideration of our acquaintances and neighbours and losing also our self-respect. Non-consumption is the truly deadly sin.


Leaving household appliances, motor vehicles, etc., to age for a few extra months even when they are still functioning perfectly would be a minor sin, a venial sin to be likewise avoided, though it is pardonable, always provided that you change your mind without exaggerating.


Naturally, all this money that leaves our pockets has to be made to enter them in one way or another. The manner in which they are made to enter them does not seem to be particularly important for the ethics of these new-fangled moralists of consumption.


Many times we dream with open eyes about things that in practice we would never succeed in doing. And hence the inundation of films that enable us to re-live, second-hand as it were, the stories of people who made lots of money quickly and with few scruples. Hence stories of “golden men” who hold up jewellers and banks, bursting open even their precious safes with epoch-making coups. 


On one occasion, walking in the streets of Naples, I came across two youngsters, about sixteen or seventeen years of age, engaged in animated conversation. I caught just a word or two of their Neapolitan dialect: “Ampresse e assaie” (Right away and lots). Of what? Money, obviously.


Once upon a time there was the sermon of the priest, who talked to us about God, eternal life, love of our neighbour, goodness, sanctity. But then it became tedious and people said: “That’s enough of sermons”. But it would seem that we still need sermons, that we can’t do without them all that easily.


And so we have the apostles of the new religion subjecting us to a continuous sermon, speaking to us from every possible pulpit and tribune, attracting out eyes to the pages of newspapers and journals, entering our homes via the television screen at all hours. With appropriately alluring images, they show us the new consumerist paradises. And anybody who will not let himself be converted is held up to public reprobation as the new sinner. Not, of course, to condemn him, but simply to give him the benefit of being shaken awake.


It seems that all this is inevitable: production has to survive and expand; and therefore everybody has to be induced to step up consumption. Ever new and up-to-date models will undoubtedly be proposed to us: more generally, however, both type and level will remain the same. Inventing new types of consumption and higher qualitative levels are an arduous undertaking of an uncertain outcome.


It is only to be hoped that some extraneous factors of a more positive nature will eventually intervene; otherwise, in the interests of their undertakings, industrial and commercial production managers will feel ever ore in duty bound to impress consumerism upon people’s brains, indoctrinating them and pushing them in that direction.


The economy is regulated by demand and supply: it supplies in accordance with demand; and sustains and promotes demand if it happens to be insufficient. It does so as best it can, in the most economic manner. It therefore keeps in line with demand. It would never try to raise its level. That would be too costly.


When the consumer becomes less of an underling, more adult and autonomous in his choices, he could make choices more costly for production. But production has every interest in keeping the consumer in a permanent state of minority, of immaturity of hypnotic, thick-headed and dull-witted stupor, that will keep him well disposed to obedience.


Industry and commerce stand in need of consumers that are always easy to control and command. If the consumer rebels and requires something different, production falls into line, facing greater costs than originally expected; but for as long as he keeps quiet, it has no interest at in “waking a sleeping dog”.


Production offers good books to those who ask for them; it offers them excellent art reproductions and musical recordings, fine films and an imposing complex of adequate didactic and educational material, with ingenious inventions and innovations. It does this in the endeavour of meeting that particular demand.


But what about the mass of the users, who do not ask for anything special? Less refined and therefore less costly products can be offered to them, mass produced and of poorish quality, as one does with domestic animals that are easy content, throwing them the leftovers that would otherwise end up in the garbage bin.


As we saw, production seeks to match the tastes and needs of the majority, without making the least effort (for that would be uneconomic) of improving people, of educating them. But the people, once their hunger of “bread” is stilled, desire the “circus”: they love to be entertained, amused, seconded, stimulated by a little sex, excited by a little violence, rocked with tenderness and sounds of organs and bells, frightened by some thrillers, re-assured by a happy ending, and eventually sent to sleep happy and content.


Ever since means of mass communication have existed, excepting a few islands of true intelligence, authentic humour and real artistic, scientific socio-political commitment, all the rest is an immense expanse of mediocrity. Today, nevertheless, we have set out on a descent that makes us slide down an ever steeper slope.


Consider the programmes that are being offered to us evening after evening by television with its about thirty-five public and private networks within reach by simply pressing a pushbutton. It is difficult to find something that could be described as decent. Year by year the offered material is becoming more scabrous and violent in the most sadistic sense of the term. In general, it seems that the public is no longer showing interest in anything other than things that can coerce and violate them.


Somebody will reply: but that’s not the fault of the people, it’s the television stations who offer these things. Without wanting to declare anybody guilty (for goodness sake, you don’t do that any more!) there only comes the strong suspicion that the alignment of all the stations on that kind of programme is not to be attributed to a kind of conspiracy of the broadcasters, nor is it due to their will to do evil; rather, one can readily make it derive from a common valuation of economic advantage.


If the public requests or, at least, seems to like these products, why should they not be fed to them? Ignoring of deluding the users, as we said, is anti-economic. Demand is what it is, and supply simply has to fall into line with it.


What really worries me is not so much the degradation of the supply, but rather the degradation of the demand. The people ask for degraded products, because they them-selves, deep within them, have become degraded.


In 1969 my wife and I went to London, where we stayed for about forty days. We had frequent occasion to watch television and I was altogether astonished by the low average quality of what was being offered on the small screen. In Italy we only had RAI – the public television service – at that time, with programmes that, all said and done, could still be seen. We were surprised by what we presumed to be the backwardness of British television programmes, without even suspecting at the time that within a few years we were to thoroughly emulate them here in Italy.


Wretches that we were, we simply did not realize that our national television was behind the times and that the British networks were more up to date or, as one might say, had made more progress, if that was to be the direction of progress!


Is it the “fault” of the people (and please note that I am putting the word in inverted commas) who want these products? Or is it the fault of the production departments who turn them out? Asking ourselves which is the cause and which is the effect is equivalent to the ancient problem of deciding whether the chicken came before the egg or the egg before the chicken.


Certainly, the input is what it is; and, consequently, what is turned out cannot be qualitatively very different. And then, if the food is such as it is, it is difficult for the appetite to thirst some altogether different food. Nobody has yet thought of offering dishes of the best French cuisine to tigers, eagles, ants and crabs, dishes that, though luscious for us, would say little or nothing to their palates: but, who knows, they too could go crazy for them. It is true that domestic animals have by now become more or less omnivorous; but, after all, somebody must have thought, long, long ago, of offering them these alternative foods.

Breathing, swallowing, perceiving, changing, assimilating toxic substances in various ways means becoming polluted. Today pollution expresses itself on an impressive and growing scale and in many different ways: there is radioactive pollution, pollution of the air, pollution of the soil, pollution of water, there is acoustic pollution and food pollution: at this point one can say that we are contaminating and have been doing so for quite a time – the things that sustain our spirit; henceforth our analysis must needs include spiritual pollution.


But is their an objective criterion for defining spiritual pollution? Something that can measure the point where our industrial, scientifico-technical, consumerist civilization has really poisoned us, has degraded our humanity? This interior anthropometry does not seem to be capable of being wholly objectivated; but it has some valid criteria. All the same, here we can limit ourselves to just a few incontrovertible contestations.


The gigantic progress of the sciences, the technologies and of economic and socio-political organization have to a large extent been facilitated by an attitude of exclusive attention to the world, to the sphere of this earth, and the pushing out of the field of view of all the metaphysical causalities, of any consideration of the beyond and the transcendental realities. Modern civilization is a great precious medal that nevertheless – and very decidedly so – has a reverse.


Industrialization and economic development have been made possible by inserting great masses of men in the assembly lines and transforming them into working machines. The further expansion of the industrial system created in this way was rendered possible by converting these men from machines that work into machines that consume. Now that his working hours have been shortened and his pay stepped up, now that he has been transformed into a consumer, the “mass man” of our civilization has become a “one-dimensional man”. All ontologico-metaphysical depth has become flattened in him. In him there has been continuously weakened the sense of being, the sense of the sacred, the divine, the other dimension, the sense of life after death. Or any of the “eternal problems” connected therewith: whether there is an absolute; whether man has an absolute ultimate end; whether there are for him words of eternal life.


In the manner of living of our day man is never left to himself. Free time increases, but production occupies it in various ways, with its continuous proposals for doing this, that and the other. Man become unaccustomed to remaining alone with himself: he shrinks from it in horror; he is in continuous need of being entertained, of hearing, if not voices, speeches and chronicles, at least sounds.



There thus comes to lack more and more the dimension of recollection, of interior silence, meditation, maturation, of silent communion with God and men.


Treated as a thing, the man of today also treats his fellows as things, reducing them to consumer machines just like himself. He consumes his likes; and uses and throws himself, burning all his interior resources just as he burns the fuel of his motor car.


We have consumed our reserves of humanity, of interiority, which no longer sustains anything at all. We have exhausted the interior patrimony that we have not taken the trouble to reconstitute. We have rendered arid and barren even our capacity of consuming: of benefiting and enjoying.


Everything ends in boredom. We are in search of something that will shake us, something that will violate us. We don’t even manage to have fun, to be cheerful. We have maltreated ourselves, knocked ourselves down, thrown ourselves away.


There are certain verifications that we can already make as of this moment, in this earthly life. But then, unless for fear or invincible impediment we want at all costs to avoid talking about it, we would have to pose ourselves the problem of the further verification that awaits us in the life after death, in the other dimension. 


On what basis can one open and develop a discourse of this kind, at this level? Perhaps on the basis of abstract reasonings, as in the argumentations of the philosophers about God and the immortality of the soul? Certainly, also at this level.


And then on the basis of a faith in tune with what we are told by other persons, be it even in the name of a divine revelation, as in the traditional religions? Yes, certainly, also on this basis.


But I would say that the discourse about the other dimension has to be opened and developed, above all, on the basis of the experience that one can have of it. 


One can know something about the other dimension by means of out-of-the-body and near-death experiences. The former are experiences that are made by people who divide or split from their physical body and yet continue to live, outside of it, in full possession of their faculties, while the latter are made by those who, following a heart attack or something similar, in a certain way recall and can attest that for a moment or so they approached, as it were, the threshold of the beyond, its entrance gates.


They are experiences that many human subjects can make while alive on the earth, subsequently coming back to talk about them. Furthermore, the attestations of these experiences can be compared with the testimonies of mediums that are attributed to deceased souls who return to communicate with us solely by means of that channel.


One may say that the testimonies of out-of-the-body and near-death experiences and then the mediumistic testimonies as to how death occurs and how one survives in the other dimension offer us coherent information material that is all on the same line.


What, then, in the light of all this, can we say about the other dimension and life after life, what conclusions can we draw as regards certain ways in which we behave on earth, about certain habits of ours? Acting thus, thinking and operating thus, in what way do we shape ourselves and our ultimate destiny?


Let us begin by noting a rather obvious thing: passing beyond, we do not carry with us either our homes nor our bank accounts, nor our household appliances, nor our motor cars, yachts, and so on. Everything we have we leave behind, we leave it here: we arrive in the other dimension solely with what we are.


And what are we if not what we have made of ourselves? Thought is creative. It is our thoughts that model our soul, and this even before our actions. The actions derive from the thoughts, are their consequence: all the more so when the thoughts are clear and strong, when they profoundly impregnate our soul and the entire being of each one of us. And it depends on the quality of our thoughts whether our soul will be pure and luminous or, at the opposite end of the scale, burdened down with slag.


And what are the most negative thoughts that prepare greater difficulties for our future life, greater discomfort and suffering? Egoistic thoughts, undoubtedly, with every form of egocentrism and disorderly ambition. And the hate, the desire for revenge and retaliation, rancour in general. And also lack of generosity, excessive concern for peace and quiet and personal comfort, indifference for others.


Lastly, though certainly not in order of importance, there is the fact that materialists and atheists, together with all those who are not capable of even the least act of faith, readiness to abandon themselves to what intimate inspiration suggests, will find great difficulty in inserting themselves in a purely spiritual world, where our spirit breathes and lives solely by drawing on the Spirit.


Trying is believing, as those who die will discover. And we know all these things not only due to our intuition, but above all on account of what is attested to us in a concordant manner by mediumistic communications.


Arrival in the other dimension with the soul unprepared, wrapped as in a cocoon in those turns of thought that end up by suffocating it, exposes us to long waiting periods, long phases of purification in a condition of solitude, where we shall have all the time we need to think about the errors we committed and the need for repudiating and repairing them.


Among the painful sensations associated with that condition there is the rather unpleasant one of finding ourselves surrounded by mist and darkness. There could be moments of despair; but one must never despair of God’s mercy and compassion, which is infinite and perennially at work also in the other dimension through the action of all the spiritual guides and good souls.


And what, then, will be the positive thoughts? Above all, love of God, with love of our neighbour that stems from it, together with orderly love of ourselves. And then charity, being good and human. And hope and faith. “Faith” is not only adhering with the intellect to a list of truth, but first and foremost an abandoning oneself confidently to divine initiative, which is only good and tends solely towards the true good of each and all. We should always take care to consider how the quality of our thoughts prepares us for our life after life. In speaking about these things, I am not animated by any kind of spiritual terrorism: or by any kind of desire to emulate the frightful accounts that priests and nuns gave so readily and often until not so long ago with pious ends of edification.


The conclusions at which I have arrived are deduced from an objective consideration of the facts. They are rather evident facts, even though they are not known to all, nor do all really seek to know them. Explaining them to those who listen to us and read us, we shall undoubtedly do something good for them. And, likewise, we shall do a great deal of good to ourselves every time we dedicate a little attention and reflection to these salutary truths.

Second Essay

THE SPIRITUAL DEGRADATION OF OUR PRESENT WAY OF LIFE

1. Consumerism, euthanasia of present-day man


We are rightly horror-stricken by the wars and genocides that, unfortunately, always fill the headlines. Those who have not lost their historical memory shudder with horror when they think of the two world wars, the Holocaust in Hitler’s extermination camps, the Great Stalinist Purges, the Istrian swallow-holes, the Gulag Archipelago and all the atrocities committed only in the course of the twentieth century, which was to be the most civil among those of the long and toilsome human history.


But a more subtle, “softer” expression of genocide is being perpetrated today and only very few people realize that it is going on. This new form really frightens and horrifies me. I shall leave to others the lighter toil, the easier task of being horrified by the more traditional and more evident form of extermination.


Here I want to talk about the consumerism that is so closely bound up with the industrial revolution and our type of society and all our way of living. Elsewhere I have analysed the causes of these phenomena. I shall therefore limit myself to attempting a phenomenology of our existence as men of today, considering it in its simplest and everyday terms.

2.  Explanation (albeit greatly abbreviated) 

 of how consumerism is generated


Before coming to grips with this task, let me say in just a few words that the expansion of industry calls for ever greater planning of productive activity. This, in its turn, requires the demand for products of the public should, as far as possible, remain in line with the established production programmes.


Faced with a change in demand, production will always fall into line. But this will cause incomparably greater costs. The economic advantage of the producers calls for a well domesticated and readily controlled demand; a public that contents itself what the producers suggest it should purchase a mass of faithful consumers.


Hence, moved by its own profit logic, production will inevitably try to maintain the consumers in a state of continuous subjection.


The fidelity of the consumers must not depend on an appeal to their rational faculties. Who reasons with his own brain is autonomous. That is why the art of the publicity expert appeals not to the rationality of the consumers, but rather their emotiveness: in order to brainwash them and, in the limit, hypnotize them.

3. Consumerist anti-pedagogy 


That is why publicity prefers to approach the consumer with arguments that are used with little children. Or, rather: speaks to them as to children whom one wants to keep good and obedient rather than helping them to grow.


A good educator is always alert and open-eyed, but is also capable of speaking to children as if they were “little women” and “little men”, encouraging them, as far as possible, to act in an autonomous manner and with a sense of responsibility. An authentic educator would be ashamed of talking to children just like commercial advertising speaks to them.


As it orients the consumer, the voice of production excites their emotivity in the most regressive, most involutional and, as I would add, most ambiguous direction. It stimulates their vanity of exhibiting costly toys, the desire of competing, rivalry with the next-door neighbour. With a touch of eroticism as an essential ingredient.

4. 
The siege of the consumer


That, above all, is the way television publicity works. But the other forms of promotion are not by any means far behind. From every possible space publicity makes eyes at you, consumer to be conquered or maintained in subjection, Posters, insertions, newspaper pages, photographs, illuminated signs, sketches with musical accompaniment.


And unexpectedly it may happen that one of your best and most likeable friends lets you know that she has become a propagandist of, say, a firm making cosmetic products and offers a sample to your wife; and, in the name of friendship, she may even ask you to help her earn a little money, which she badly needs, by inviting other friends to your home for a demonstration. In short, we are pressed, aggressed, besieged, taken unawares and betrayed on all sides: and you just can’t trust anybody!


Shows and programmes interrupted by “advice as to what to buy”: neologisms created to avoid repeated use of the usual noisome word. With publicity they seek to interrupt every act of life, everything we do throughout the day. They would like to enter even our dreams at night: and, what is worse, they may soon succeed. It may not take very long before a way of living that that is simply a living of men will not longer be possible.

5.
 “Personalized”
messages

Side by side with the publicity for which every now and again they call you on the intercom so that they can put it in the mailbox in the hall, there is also the publicity that actually arrives by mail. There are the “personalized” letters that begin with the vocative “Dear Mrs. Maria Rossi” or “Dear Mr. Roberto Bianchetti”, and so on.


Personalization can be obtained with the computer in a completely automated manner; but seeing yourself called by name makes you feel somebody, especially when you don’t realize that they simply took your name from the phone book.


“They call me by name”, you say, “to let me know that my advice proved precious for them!” And you feel important and an active part of the management of that firm. More often than not they let you know that you have won something and – just think how fortunate you are! – and have been chosen, always provided, of course, that you run an buy this, that or the other.


Let’s be quite frank, the manner in which they address you in these letters is an insult to your intelligence and even to your elementary common sense. Nevertheless, it is not their intention to offend you. Why should they offend a potential customer? All they want to do is to treat you in the manner that has scientifically been found to be most functional as far as their interests are concerned.

6.
The hypnotized consumer


Addressing the customer in such terms is a generalized practice to be recommended purely on the grounds of economic convenience. There remains the fact that it is a way in which one speaks to an opiated person who has been stupefied by drugs or a bombardment with suggestions. It is a style used by hypnotizers.


That the consumer has a hypnotized air can be seen from the way in which he moves in a big store, almost as if he were in a trance face to face with the things that are offered to him in such profusion on all sides, to the point of making his head swim. The music that sounds all the time contributes to the overall hypnotic effect.


A consumer who has lowered his guard, because his critical faculties have been dulled and his taste torn to shreds, can be offered poor-quality goods far more readily. What is more, he will be kept in chains by an unceasing and well-programmed appeal to low-level motivations. These are instances that can easily be aroused in persons whose spiritual life has in some way been suffocated.

7.
 Keeping people at the lowest level


The level is kept low and nothing is done to raise it. A stimulus of that kind may well come from various environments, but certainly not from production, which is essentially moved by a profit logic.


The low spiritual and cultural level of the people can readily be appreciated from the type of television broadcast that great majority seems to prefer, otherwise it would be difficult to explain why they should be offered in an almost exclusive manner in prime time.


They are variety shows, quizzes and silly games, junk films full of violence, pornography, obscene language and vulgarities of every kind.


Something decent may be found late in the late evening or the heart of the night. Why are these programmes not brought forward, seeing that their quality superior? Woe if this were done: the great majority of the audience, deprived of its daily nourishment of garbage, would switch to other stations: and that, among others, means loss of publicity income for our preferred station and therefore an economic deficit.

8. 
Evasion and take-off? Very difficult


And what will the minority of slightly more refined and intelligent persons mortified in this manner do about it? They will dedicate themselves to reading, conversation, listening to good music, if the they have the necessary initiative. And possibly also – why not? – to prayer as in the good old days.


Or, having discovered something good elsewhere and recorded it in a videocassette, they will try to enjoy it. It is an end of the day somewhat difficult to organize: and evening of rest and relaxation that calls for a great deal of work, and more often than not one is far too tired and also a little demoralized to face up to it.


One begins to wonder: But why don’t we do without that great big box that floods and bombards us with so many puerilities? Or why not make more discreet use of it? Here we have a question of sufficient common sense that already seems to suggest an obvious and positive answer.


But the fact is that the great majority of the women and men of today seem slaves of that great big box to the point of no longer being able to do without it.


Or, sure, one can very well do without it. But it is somewhat like depriving oneself of a vie or addiction; it is like stopping to smoke cigarettes or to take drugs. One first has to disintoxicate oneself. It needs a great effort of the will. And when we are not sufficiently conscious of the negativity of certain habits, where shall we find the strong motivations that alone could induce us to make the great and thankless effort of liberating ourselves of them?


That we are slaves of television, as also of that other smaller and portable box that is the radio, is an extremely sad fact. 


What is more, we are also slaves of that thirteen-a-dozen music that we are served practically everywhere, in the hotels and their various halls and dining rooms and in the elevators (though not yet in the rooms), in shops, at barbers’ and the hairdresser, in the underground but not yet in the buses (which seem to have been forgotten, but for how much longer?), and even in the banks. Music that, when there is nobody else to offer it, we can listen to in private headphones. This, too, has become a drug, a vice that is practically impossible to eliminate.

9.  It is very difficult to escape 

 from this continuous and obsessive 

 entertainment and indoctrination


The mind of the mass man of our epoch is occupied by the attention that is called for by the work that he is doing, or by twopenny-halfpenny music and idle chatter. Only very rarely by thoughts and feelings of some significance. The sustenance of the spirit is very poor in a situation of that kind. And what output can be generated and emerge from an input of that kind?


The music often blares at such a volume as to discourage conversation, and often prevents it altogether.


A limit case is represented by the application of music to cableways. Yes, undoubtedly, mountains can be dull and dreary and a little music renders them more cheerful and amusing for large parties. Already thirty years ago I took a cableway in Val Brembana or thereabouts and afterwards expressed myself in a complimentary manner to a young who was on service there, just to say something and see if it would be possible to say something rather different.


With obvious pride in his voice, he told me that next year they would open another section that would take us far higher up the mountain. “Likewise with musical accompaniment”, I asked. “Oh, yes, certainly”, he confirmed with a serious mien.


In short, it is difficult to get away from other people’s music, other people’s chatter, other people’s example, from a continuous and obsessive “listen to this”, “do that” and, rather “do it right away, hurry, there is something else you have to do immediately afterwards”.


The old preachers have been put aside by the people because they are dreary and limit freedom. But in their place countless preachers of false idols and false duties have cropped up at every corner.

10. We are never left in peace 

 to autonomously develop 

 an interior life of our own


On account of this continuous indoctrination, this unceasing proposal, provocation, instigation and preaching, the man of today is never left in peace, not even for a quarter of an hour, to reflect and decide for himself what he should think or what he should do.


There is no time, we don’t have the breath to reflect about things, for savouring and relishing things; even less so is there time for the very particular of savouring that is meditation.


This indigestion of information, this continuous bombardment with messages, leaves the man of today deafened and dumbfounded.

11.
We no longer know how to read


The habit of receiving messages without ever filtering them reflects also in the way we read. We read books just as we watch television. Just as granddad follow the programmes when the family have put him in front of the television set to keep him quiet and out of the way and, he, stunned and dumbfounded, watches films and news bulletins, publicity, beautiful women and voracious children, interviews, more publicity, documentaries, ships, panoramas seen from aircraft and herds grazing in the fields, eventually to be sent off to bed; and if somebody were to ask him what he has seen, he would look at him with his mouth agape under two perfectly innocent and unknowing eyes.


The reading of a book follows a similar pattern. After it has been read without discerning anything at all, without taking any notes, without making any marks, not even to indicate something that one wants to read again to understand it better, one eventually says: “Oh, what fine book!”. When asked: “Did you like it? What is it about?”, the answer may be: “Oh. Lots of things. But now I don’t remember it clearly… because I also read another. Perhaps I’m getting confused between them”. “Alright, but what is it called?” “I think … You know, I don’t really remember it. But I liked it very much”.


Well, at least the book was enjoyed. That’s already something!

12. We are encouraged to exercise the will 

 only in a narrow technical ambit 

 in the service of the expansion of industry


Before you can really will you have to know what you want, you have to think about, you have to discern and decide the point on which you are going to concentrate all your energies. Once you have decided, you have to be able to maintain that decision to the end, even at the cost of sacrifices.


In cultivating and satisfying all the possible cravings, production cultivates a decidedly anti-ascetic spirit in human beings. 


It nevertheless preaches that men have to earn a great deal; and this, if you want to do it honestly, implies work and will.


The sole form of will that production encourages is the one that stimulates men to obtain a place in the world to earn lots of money. Certainly not the generous will of those who fight to reform society, to struggle against injustice.


Volunteerism and social commitment, if the encouraged and promoted at all, are promoted by other sources, certainly not by production, which wants to maintain the status quo and the perpetual subservience of consciences and subjects.

13.
Crisis of imagination


Willing means autonomous formation, and the same may be said of imagining. But the whole of our present-day manner of living conspires against the autonomy of the individual. He has no way of creating, because production interprets even his as yet unexpressed dreams and creates for him, and presents the finished product to him before he has had a chance and the time to conceive and create it by himself at least with his fantasy.


Right from the time he is still a child, the man of today has his toys defined and turned out in all their details, so that there remains nothing for his imagination to do.


Just as he delegates to others the bother of reflecting and discussing and deciding, the man of today also delegates the exercise of his fantasy to others.


Very rightly, there is a great deal of talk about professionalism in a world in which everything, with the sole exception of the strictly natural functions, is entrusted to professionals.

14.  Crisis of reflection 

 and, more generally, interiority 


Coming back to willing, I said earlier that production encourages people to form a firm and tenacious will within limits that remain functional for the purposes of furthering the objectives of production. For production it is therefore a good thing if individuals develop the type of will that leads them to be a good technician, well trained and armed with every possible professionalism: a word that often and readily comes to people’s lips nowadays.


Obviously, the development of the intellective and reflective capacities is likewise encouraged in the name of professionalism, always provided that it limits itself to scientific and technical reflection. While every form of human reflection in wider terms and of greater depth is inhibited. Everything that may be called the interiority of man, profound human dimension, is forced into a bottle and hermetically sealed inside.

15.  Enclosing ourselves in the family 

 become a pure consumption community


Each strong “craving” is allowed to be a gearwheel in the great production machine and a good purchasers of its products. Always provided that it does not crave for anything else. The commitment to be encouraged is the one that limits itself to studying and then working to earn in order to be able to buy things and then dazzle the next-door neighbour by parading every possible status symbol in front of his eyes. That is what production is interested in. Certainly not the commitment of becoming more conscious of oneself so that each one may become more freer and more autonomous and master of his own choices.


More autonomous people could constitute the danger of greatly increased cost to be sustained in connection with the organization of production. Production will be able to cope with the consequences of more autonomous choices, but only at the price of unforeseeable losses or smaller earnings: something that is certainly not to the liking of the profit logic.


Production seeks to maximize profit. That is why everything that implies unforeseen and greater investments will be hindered by production and its publicity, a true rubber wall. Nevertheless, every time that a new demand has taken shape autonomously (and did not lend itself to being manipulated), production always managed to adapt to it quickly and well.

All the same, the strict logic of production will always discourage any instance of volunteerism and social and civic and missionary commitment that seeks to promote greater freedom and autonomy of choice. At the opposite end of the scale, it will greatly facilitate the individual enclosing himself in the shell of the family ever more clearly conceived as a consumption unit, as a small community of consumers who, for the greater part, prove to be readily controllable.


The family is decidedly in crisis, marriages are unstable, the children go out and return home at all hours of day and night as if in a hotel. Reduced to a habitation unit, the family finds a powerful ally in production, which seeks to save it as a consumption unit.


Within the ambit of this new edition of the family, the production organism urges a new esprit de corps that lead the family to compete with nearby families in displaying ever more potent and costly status symbols: bicycle, scooter, motor car, an economy car at first, then ever bigger and longer, a second and a third car, motor boat, a third boat, a fourth helicopter; and let’s not put limits on this new providence!

16.
Crisis of relations with our neighbour


The family, alright, but what about the others? Our neighbour? At the factor, in the office, in the traffic, at the post office, at the bank, at the department store, the whole of our way of living has become mechanical. We are all bound to a kind of assembly line on which others are brought to in front of us, exchange a few essential watchwords with us and then pass on: and then another arrives, another line, and then yet others.

Our relations have become somewhat like gearwheels, with teeth that mesh for a moment and then separate again, each minding his own business.


Nevertheless, there are some with whom we can strike up good acquaintances and sometimes even friendships. We invite them to our homes and then return the visit. And what is it that constitutes the essential purpose of that exchange of hospitality, the principal topic of conversation? I would say showing to the other the home we have managed to put up, filling it with all the things we have bought, they, too, in perfect rank and file and well in view.

And thus today human relationships have become this pathetic participation in the “little joys” of our neighbour, who wants to let us know at all costs that he, too, has succeeded in affirming himself in life, has conquered his little space of respectability.


But who are we? What are the things closest to out heart? I would say that all this does not matter a damn to our neighbour. We have come to his home to admire the things he has bought. Our function is that of mere spectator of his little joys, glories and consumerist splendour.


Once we have seen and admired, there substantially comes to lack the need for further strengthening an encounter that has already given everything it can give.

17. The triumph of “use and throw” 

 and its human and metaphysical implications


A rhythm of life in which everything is consumed to give rise to ever new editions and models that, in their turn, are a as ephemeral as their forerunners stimulates us to continuously dedicating ourselves to new interests, acquaintances, encounters, introducing a fine practice of “use and throw” even into our friendships and our relations with persons in general. This “use and throw” is extremely functional for the purposes of the expansion of industry, which seeks to assure a continuous market for its products, has become a universal rule of behaviour. In this way we have a continuous and unperturbed use and throw of things, persons, friendships, loves, and experiences. The idea of reincarnation that, originally taken from ancient India, is reproposed by the “theosophy” and the “esotericism” of our own day, proves to be perfectly in line with this consumerist use and throw, which is here applied to the personal existences, each to be changed when it becomes boring.


There is hardly any need that a use and throw applied to persons and values ends up by reducing both persons and values to little trifles.


In use and throw there undoubtedly is also to some extent that sense of the vanity of all things that could induce us to throw ourselves into the arms of God, our one and only Good. From this point of view, indeed, there is some religious potential.


Except that it seems that such a God participates very little either in the creation or in the human person, which should be the crowning of the creation, or in the values that should emanate from the selfsame Divinity as if they bore his seal. 


All said and done, a world in which all this is ephemeral and in which nothing, absolutely nothing is of authentic and stable value would not be good publicity (to stick to the term) for the God who creates it.

18.
Crisis of religious commitment


Indiscriminate use and throw ends up by becoming applied also to the religious realities, which – as the poem said – are reduced to a mere object of fleeting cravings. 

Concentrating the discussion on the principal religion of our own country, I would say that in a vision and mentality of this kind there comes to lack also the sense of the relationship between the incarnate God and man.


Quite rightly, Pope John Paul II places the emphasis on the especially close relationship that binds Christ to man.


Let us read a particularly suggestive passage of the encyclical letter Redemptor hominis (II, 10). In becoming conscious of the incarnation and the redemption, man rediscovers himself, says the Pope, and here “produces fruit not only of adoration of God, but also of profound astonishment at himself… In reality, this profound amazement concerning the value and dignity of man is called Gospel, that is, the Good News”. An therefore Christians, Catholics should be greatly worried by the spread of a mentality and a practice that mortifies man in this manner and where the presence of the incarnate God in the interiority of man is thus crucified.


If we want to get some idea of just how greatly consumerism is irreligious and anti-Christian, we need do no more than remember the evangelical episode of Martha and Mary (Lk 10, 38-42). Jesus, their guest, announced the Good News. And Mary. “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching”. But this did not please Martha, who was “distracted with much serving”. Therefore she said to Jesus: “Do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me”. And the Lord relied: “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her”.

Very well, the new, great and terrible collective Martha of our own day is consumerism. The good Martha, sister of Lazarus, found herself faced with the real problem of offering Jesus a minimum of decent hospitality. But what shall we say about a generalized and incomparably noisier Super-Martha who multiplies the needs and consider their satisfaction as an end in itself and not only postpones “the only necessary thing”, but marginalizes it and suffocates its instance and inhibits its pursuit to the point of killing every authentic and serious spiritual commitment?

19.  Holy Mother Church and Mamma Television


I have already talked about Mamma Television and now let me talk about the Church, who is also a Mother and – why not – Mamma (though in a different sense).


Like all means of mass communication, television can be of great help to religion, to its apostolate, to the promotion of the human values that the Church has so close at heart. But, quite apart from the implementation of this ideal, a great deal of attention has to be paid to what is actually happening in practice.


Television production, especially what is served to the great mass of televiewers in prime time, is far too often a perversion of taste and an offence to the best sentiments that we still possess, is a representation of the crudest and most perverse aspects of violence screened with truly diabolic pleasure. In the best case it is a trivialization, an indigestion of insipidity, a feast of imbecility. Does the Church really conscious of the ill, the danger, the attempt on man that all this implies? 


But, as you may well say, television also broadcasts many religious ceremonies. That is perfectly true. But how does it do it?


It will be as well to say beforehand that I am well aware of the spiritual and religious value that, together with prayer, is associated with recollection, silence and contemplation. A Holy Mass consists also of personal prayer and contemplation, which are appropriately facilitated by the pauses of silence comprised in the selfsame ritual. They are not many and should not be wasted.


The old Mass in Latin tended in actual practice to become an almost private dialogue between the priest and the server, where the faithful were left far too much in peace and on the sidelines. Now, quite rightly, all have been involved. And things are much better, because there remains that sage dosing of choral and personal prayer, even though the latter is rather limited, and thus preserves a certain balance.


What happens when this selfsame rite is televised? There intervenes – ex tempore as it were – a personage not envisaged by the ritual: the commentator. He intervenes to explain everything, to clarify all the things that everybody knows, to summarize what the priest has already said in his sermon with sufficient clarity, adding exquisite personal reflections of his own.


If in the ordinary Sunday Masses the commentator intervenes as an additional preacher, in the celebrations presided over by the Holy Father he certainly intervenes at least as a Vice Pope. Fearing that the Supreme Pastor of the Church may not have expressed himself sufficiently well, he repeats the concepts, adding some very trite commonplaces of his own making. It is a badly misunderstood “make room for the laity” that assumes these disagreeable forms.


Then, not satisfied with what has already been read and said by way of comment and expressed in the prayers and the ritual formulas and in the end also repeated by himself, the commentator takes the air to cover music and chants and splendid performances by one of the most famous choirs in the world, reviews the celebration from beginning to end, almost as if he were paid so much per word, almost as if he were afraid of losing his job if he remained silent for as much as a minute. 


It seems that nobody has ever realized just how desecrating and anti-spiritual all this can be. I have never had the comfort of reading even a scrap of an article or letter of protest to a newspaper editor. I have never noted even a slight attenuation or better dosage of this obsessive logorrhoea. 


Not even at the highest level, where one might expect something better, can we rely on anybody to protect us. Not so very long ago, on the occasion of a particularly important pontifical celebration, the field was taken by one of the topmost programme executives whose staunch and doughty comments of much younger years I can still remember. In everything he adopted exactly the same style, with the customary ground-level machinegun fire of billions of words.


And he persevered right through to the end: where, having arrived at the two hymns that should be listened to with the congregation on its feet, he covered them with his voice to explain to us first of all that the pontifical hymn had been wanted in 1869 by the general and commander-in-chief of the pontifical army, whom he degraded – perhaps on account of his German-sounding name – to a captain of the Swiss guard, eventually to explain to us that the second was our national anthem, perhaps as an appropriate reminder for some Padanian separatist.

20. When death throws consumerism into crisis


By its very nature, however, the Church is called upon to contest the pseudo-values of consumerism. Certain events of life may forcefully remind us of the authentic values of man in contrast with the fleeting and false values of consumerism, which suddenly seem to collapse and reveal their nullity.


A typical case of this kind is the loss of a beloved person. The person taken away proves to be irreplaceable for us, so that the loss – though, indeed, only apparent – can make us sink in a state of desperation. It is a bereavement that leaves us inconsolable. And nothing in this world manages to bring us comfort, and even less so fill the void. Nothing seems to be worthwhile any more.


In her inconsolable sorrow, a desperate mother may arrive at accusing God of having taken her beloved son away from her. Nevertheless, as an indirect consequence of her trauma, a religious sensitivity may be re-awakened in her. And this could help her to perceive that God is good, that no ill can come to us from Him.


The poor woman would therefore realize that God intervenes only “after” the ill, not wanted by Him, has been produced by oyher, secondary causes: the autonomous, inexorable development of an illness, or the dynamics of an accident. And God certainly does not intervenes to bring the ill into being, but rather to cull something positive from this negative situation, to transform the ill into something good.


What could the good in question be? For example: that woman could have been one of the many ladies of our acquaintance who in a consumerist spiral lead a wholly superficial existence, mortifying – and we have seen more or less how – he interiority with the divine image she carries within her.


But now God operates in the intimacy of that woman’s heart to convert her, to transform her into an apostle of good, a person incomparably more alive from a human and spiritual point of view. And thus, from that moment onwards, her existence becomes incomparably more significant.

21.
When the ill itself offers us occasions for good


Of course, divine grace must find fertile ground. Unless it does so, it will meet the end of a seed fallen by the roadside or among the brambles or on rocky ground with little soil in which to take root, as we are told by famous parable of the man who sowed good seed in his field (Mt 13; Mk 4; Lk 8).


It may happen that the person struck by an earthly mishap and subsequently sustained by divine grace and guided by good inspirations perseveres along the road of illumination. In that case the fruit will copious and lasting.


But it may also happen that such a person remains in an irremediable state of desperation to the very end. Or, after having taken new heart due to the consolation of these good inspirations, the person may deem them no longer necessary and return to living in the same way as before, with the same mentality. 


One has to be able to “exploit” even the mishaps for whatever good there may be connected with them or may come to the fore as their direct or indirect consequence or, more generally, in the ambit of these circumstances. In certain respects, such a mishap can constitute an occasion for us of impressing a different sense upon our life, but one must know how to grasp the occasion.

22. But being struck by a mishap 

 is not of itself sufficient to mature anybody; 

 whereas the neophytes of consumerism 

 for their part, are best left to cultivate enthusiasms 

 that, in any case, seem readily comprehensible 

 in psychological and historical terms


The sudden re-awakening caused by a mishap, by a grave bereavement, for example, can stimulate us to change our course. But it would be sad if we could rely only on suffering and the death of somebody. Vultures will circle above any place where there is odour of a corpse. And I confess that it does not seem to me to be particularly congenial to lie in wait for possible mishaps that enable us to enrol new converts!


If they come, we are certainly read to comfort them. And it cannot be excluded that among them we shall find the strongest supporters of what could well assume the connotations of a new post-consumerist humanism.


This may happen at times, but reasonable expectation suggests that it will not be very often. Because it does not by any means follow that mishap and sorrow will by themselves cause people to mature and or that the maturation will necessarily be in the most positive direction.


It remains rather to be hoped that such a humanism will spring mainly from a satiety of consumerism, from a clear vision of its limits, from its positive abandonment stimulated by the very nature of things and the intrinsic beauty and validity of the new ideal.


It is easier to see eye to eye with those who have matured such a consciousness. And it is among such people that aggregation will take place by a natural process, a spontaneous and gradual enlargement in the manner of an oil stain.


An appeal to the multitudes who are still fully involved in the industrial expansion process would be far more problematical and also have a more doubtful outcome. For them consumerism represents a kind of landing in a promised land. For long generations these people have eaten polenta, or bread and onions, and were housed in condition that we would describe as primitive and intolerable, except for the duration of a camping holiday.


And today at long last they live in a home with gas and electricity and heating that can be switched on by simply pressing a pushbutton, conserve food in a refrigerator, have a bathroom with a water closet , a tub and a shower; and in some corner of the living room they also have an altar of the new Goddess television, today’s sacral substitute of the ancient domestic hearth.


Can we possibly approach these people who have just reached the new terrestrial paradise to explain to them that it is a false paradise? For heaven’s sake, that would seem sheer cruelty to me! We have to leave them to enjoy their new paradise until they become sated, until they, too, will become bored by it and there matures within them and on its own account the desire of abandoning it in the name of something far better.

23. On whom can we rely, then? 

 I would say: on those 

 who have positively achieved 

 an interior maturation


It will be more appropriate to rely on those who have really achieved an interior maturation.


Or on those who really seek it: but not, certainly, for lack of alternatives; not solely as a reaction to a mishap, a delusion, a bereavement, be it even very grave. That could be a very indirect concause, something that triggers and stimulates. It can offer an occasion. And managing to grasp the occasion, wanting to do so, is something that depends on an interior evolution.


A man must recognize himself, must acquire full consciousness of himself and his true nature so that he may thereupon tend towards the ends of perfection that the divine Will has inspired within him.


Seen against this horizon, even the production machine can be a powerful instrument of good. It should not therefore be demonized, but rather led back to its true function, to the service of man.


Industrial production is like a lively horse that no longer obeys the reins of the rider, and which the rider must not suppress, but simply lead back to due obedience.


Like a good and well trained horse, even industrial production, when governed by an enlightened and determined political will, can bring out the best it has to give, an altogether incredible capacity of adaptation. It something that it does extremely well every time the consumers make themselves heard to impose their rightful needs.


Thus, serving the right and profound and authentic needs of the consumer, production will serve man. And serving man, it will serve the God who is incarnated in man, will serve the God who, through man, carries on the work of creation.

