The Texts of the Convivium

HOW GOD SPEAKS TO HIS “PEOPLE”

REVEALING HIMSELF ALSO THROUGH THE CHANNEL 

OF DIFFERENT SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS

C O N T E N T S
1.  Each of the world’s religions is mediator not only of  redemption and salvation, but also of divine revelation: even the “people of God” can therefore draw truth from the patrimony of all the different traditions. 
2.  Influence on Judaism of the religiosity of the people of Canaan.   
3.  Influence of the religion of Mesopotamia.   
4.  A forerunner of Job in the land of Babylon.   
5.  Influence of Persian religion.   
6.  A look at Mazdean texts that were drawn up in written form many centuries later un-doubtedly offers us lesser guarantees of corresponding to the ancient beliefs; but it could nevertheless give us a more vivid idea of their wealth.   
7.
What is it that we can define with reasonable certainty as a contribution of Mazdaism to Judaism?   
8.  More about the Mesopotamian traditions received and developed by the Jews.  
9.  The Good Shepherd.   
10.  The Man-God.   
11.  A human God who dies and then rises again.   
12.  Influence of Greek philosophy on the elaboration process of Christian dogmatics. –  
13.  Saint Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria.   
14.
Platonic influences and the philosophy of Saint Augustine.   
15.
Aristotelian influences and Saint Thomas Aquinas.   
16.  Christian humanism and its manifesto: the Oratio de hominis dignitate.   
17.  The deviations of humanism and its pseudo-absolutes.   
18. How the Church, in the Syllabus of Pius IX, condemns the deviated humanism of the modern age.   
19.  But there remains the open problem whether values of undoubtedly Christian derivation cannot be recuperated from modern humanism.  
20. The Vatican II Council assumed a radically new attitude vis-à-vis modern humanism, inaugurating the style of a fraternal dialogue of respectfully listening also to what others may be able to teach.   
21. Vatican II expresses the conviction that even the questions raised by modern atheism merit the most thorough examination.   
22.  Vatican II affirms that the Church, far from belittling humanism, exalts it in God beyond every limit in the very perspective of man’s deification.   
23.  Accepting modern humanism in a new and original synthesis and turning it into an essential means of pursuing the kingdom of God, the Judaico-Christian tradition does nothing other than taking another step towards absorbing and integrating what God inspires it through the channel of different traditions. 

1.  Each of the world’s religions is mediator 

       not only of  redemption and salvation 

       but also of divine revelation: 

       even the “people of God” can therefore 

       draw truth from the patrimony 

       of all the different traditions


Many believers reason as if the whole of humanity were covered by a single immense roof that prevents divine revelation from being showered other than through some large holes opened above the Jewish people and, later, the Church. Complete drought prevails elsewhere!


The Church herself decidedly rejects ideas of this kind in her most recent teaching. As a significant Vatican II document puts it, the non-Christian religions “often reflect a ray of the truth that enlightens all men”. And it is for this reason that “the Catholic Church does not reject anything that is true and holy in these religions”. The Church therefore urges her sons to enter into discussion and collaboration with members of other religions, and “to acknowledge, preserve and encourage the spiritual and moral truths found among non-Christians” (Declaration Nostra Aetate, 2).


Each of these values is an “element of truth and grace found among peoples and, as it were, a secret presence of God” even in the midst of pagans among whom missionary activities are being carried out. This activity therefore aims at restoring them to Christ, their source. “So whatever goodness is found in the minds and hearts of men, or in the particular customs and cultures of peoples, far from being lost is purified, raised to a higher level and reaches perfection, for the glory of God…” (Council Decree Ad Gentes, 9).


But how is it that the values of other religions are to be acknowledged, preserved and promoted? Undoubtedly to the advantage of the people concerned, to help their spiritual development, but why not also to our own advantage, the advantage of us Catholics, if it is true that in all the epochs we have learnt a great deal also from others and from the many different traditions? 


Here we have a principle that historically is slowly affirming itself in both Catholic and Protestant Christianity. A position of extreme closure is however assumed by Karl Barth. As far as his “dialectic theology” is concerned, salvation comes only from the Christian revelation accepted with faith. The different traditions are attempts of self-justification, attempts of saving oneself, purely human, idolatrous, vowed to failure. Notwithstanding the differences and the polemics that divided them, Emil Brunner,  likewise Swiss and Protestant, is here substantially on the same line.


Indeed, it is a point of view widely held in Protestantism. In the Catholic Church it is the position of a small minority. The last Council openly disowned it, preceded by the famous letter from the Holy Office to the Archbishop of Boston (1949, pontificate of Pius XII) about excessively rigorous teachings that somebody was spreading in a cultural centre of that dioceses (Denzinger, 3866-3973).


In Catholicism there now prevail two contrasting positions that Jacques Dupuis schematically characterizes as follows: “There are those who in the non-Christian religions see only “man’s innate desire of uniting with the Divine”. Only Christianity represents “God’s personal response to this need of the naturaliter religious man. The other religions are mere expressions of a “natural” religion. This is what is often called the “theory of completion or perfection”. Its principal exponents are Daniélou and Henri de Lubac.


A very different interpretation is the one for which “the various religions of mankind represent rather in themselves specific – albeit initial – interventions of God in the history of salvation”. These divine interventions are however “forerunners of the decisive salvific event in Jesus Christ”.  This is the orientation that Dupuis calls the “theory of the presence of Christ in the religions” or the “inclusive presence of Christ”. 


According to this theory, the authentically extra-Christian religious “are saved by Christ not in spite of their religious adhesion and their sincere practice of their traditions, but precisely by means of that adhesion and that practice. There is thus a salvation without the Gospel, even though there is no salvation without Christ or apart from him” (J. Dupuis, Il cristianesimo e le religioni, Queriniana, Brescia 2001, p. 110). 


Karl Rahner is the authoritative initiator of this new trend. He refers to the authentically religious who live outside Christianity as “anonymous Christians”, an expression that has remained famous. Of them one may say that the mystery of salvation reaches them “through the intermediation of the religious tradition to which they belong” (ibid., p.115).


It is clear that salvation in Christ becomes full when anonymous Christianity becomes explicit. As far as this aspect is concerned, the Church does not admit any ambiguity that could drain away her specific role. The pure and simple affirmation that any religion is capable of saving and fully redeeming its followers contains the risk of becoming entangled in a kind of indifferentism.


The following words of Piero Rossano seem open and balanced: “…When and to the extent to which the non-Christian religions objectivate and historically express something of the light of the Verb, they may be considered to be depositaries of a certain divine enlightenment and, as such, guides to God and providential instruments of salvation”.


As against this, the author then goes on to say: “But when and to the extent to which they give expression to man’s closure to God, they subtract themselves from the offer of the economy of salvation and are judged and removed by Christ and his Gospel” (P. R., Il problema teologico delle religioni, Edd. Paoline, Catania 1975, pp. 33-34).


The third chapter of Dupuis’ previously mentioned book offers an interesting review of how recent theology, and not just Catholic, defines the relationship between Christianity and the other religions.


At the beginning there prevailed what he calls the “Church-centred paradigm”, which he considers to be “exclusivist”, where the maximalist position can be summarized in the motto extra ecclesiam nulla salus, there is no salvation outside the Church.


If we are worried about the salvation of the “others” who do not form part of the Church, we have to attribute salvation not so much to the Church, but rather to Christ, present in every tradition in a hidden and implicit manner (“Christ-centred” or “inclusivist paradigm”).


The need for establishing an authentic dialogue with the monotheist traditions induces numerous theologians to forego the Christian prejudicial condition and to centre the debate on God. They thus consider the various salvific figures as of equals standing and, in any case, all oriented towards God (“Theocentric” or “pluralist paradigm”).


At this point there are those who object that theocentrism could privilege the God of the monotheists in an undue manner, imposing it on oriental traditions that conceive and Live the Divine in a different manner. J. Hick, who already played a considerable part in proposing theocentrism, prefers nowadays to speak of a Central Reality, that is to say, a Divine Absolute that, in itself, cannot be considered either personal or impersonal.


Other theologians prefer to situate the centre in the Kingdom of God, which comprises also the non-Christians who, together with the Christians, strive to make the Kingdom grow to eschatological fullness. A common commitment is required also for the soteria, the salvation that includes “eco-human well-being”. And this brings us to the “kingdom-centrism” and the “soteriocentrism” of P. F. Knitter.


Yet others, A. Pieris and C. Molari among them, are oriented towards a “logocentrism”, remember what even the Fathers affirmed about the presence and universal action of the divine Logos or Verb, irrespective of whether it is or is not conceived like the one that in the end became incarnate in the man Jesus Christ.


And there are those who, like Knitter himself, endeavour to avoid every Christ-centred interpretation that could seem too narrow and therefore prefer see the centre in the Holy Spirit, which “blows where it wills (Jn 3,8). Here we have the “pneumatocentric paradigm”.


Kingdomcentrism, soteriocentrism, logocentrism and pneumatocentrism can all be reduced to theocentrism. We are thus left with three fundamental paradigms: theocentrism, christocentrism, and ecclesiocentrism.


In the course of its XII Congress in 1989, the Indian Theological Association published a declaration under the title “Towards an Indian theology of religious pluralism”. It gives vent to strong dissatisfaction on account of the narrowness of these three paradigms, their “westernism”, their inability to embrace and penetrate the rich variety of religious experiences, each of which can have a validity of its own.


A road in this direction was open by the Indian Raymond Panikkar, whose name was among the exponents, side by side with Karl Rahner, of  the aforementioned “theory of the presence of Christ in the religions”.


There are even theologians who propose to suspend all further search for a theology of the religions and to limit themselves to seeking greater insight into a comparative religious phenomenology. 


Jacques Dupuis, after having banned all exclusivism, aims at a synthesis between inclusivism (which places Jesus Christ, Verb incarnate, at the centre) and pluralism (which places God as such at the centre). Where others may see a contradiction, he sees complementarity. Only in this way can one explain both the centrality of the specific historical event of Jesus of Nazareth and the universal action of the Spirit of God in the variety of its manifestations.


 The theology of religions has clearly set itself the problem of how the traditions outside Christianity can – precisely on account of this exteriority – mediate salvation for their followers. But what we have here very rapidly reviewed in connection with inter-religious dialogue can give us some idea of a  possible further development: we now have to see how these external traditions can mediate the selfsame divine revelation, and this not only for their own followers, but also for us and for our Church.


In Dupuis’ book I found a positive answer also as far as this second aspect is concerned. To his mind the sacred biblical and non-biblical scriptures reveal themselves as complementary. For the Church, on the other hand, what has been consigned to her is a full revelation.


But what exactly is this fullness of the Christian revelation? Strictly speaking, it is not the written word of the New Testament, but rather the very person of Jesus Christ, his words and works, his life and death and resurrection, the event of Jesus Christ in its totality (Il cristianesimo e le religioni, p. 249).


Now, “this fullness is not to be understood in a quantitative sense – as if, after Christ, we had known everything that forms part of the divine mystery and there remained nothing else to learn – but qualitative (ibid., p. 249).


The fact is that “the human consciousness of Jesus, though being that of the Son, is nevertheless a human consciousness, and therefore limited (p. 251).


This means that the fullness of the divine revelation in Jesus, though of singular intensity, “is ‘not exhaustive’ of the mystery (p. 253).


At this point there arises the problem “whether the word of God contained in other religious traditions has the value of ‘word of God’ only for the members of these traditions, or whether, quite the contrary, we may think that God can speak also to us Christians through the prophets and sages whose religious experience constitutes the source of the sacred books of these traditions”. As far as Jacques Dupuis is concerned, the answer is that “the fullness of the revelation contained in Jesus does not contradict this possibility” (p. 262).


He adds that, in general principle, one cannot even exclude “the use in Christian prayer, rather in the Liturgy of the word, of the words of God contained in the sacred books of the other religious traditions” (p. 263)


In other words, “even though it may seem paradoxical, a prolonged contact with the non-biblical scriptures can help Christians – if practiced within the faith – to discover in greater depth some aspects of the divine mystery that they consider to have been revealed to them in Jesus Christ” (ibid.).


The Church regards herself as the continuation of the chosen people, as the new Israel. In fact, one can say that between the Jewish people and their neighbours, those living around them, there has always been an interchange that enabled Israel to acquire ever new elements to enrich their own religious vision. What can be said of the ancient relations between Israel and other nations can still be affirmed – and in a similar manner – as regards the relations between the Catholic Church and the other churches, religions and cultures and different spiritual traditions.


As regards the things that the “people of God” have learnt and borrowed from outside, there is nothing that obliges us to think that these acquisitions occurred in an indiscriminate manner, giving rise to mixtures, to  syncretisms, to intimately contra-dictory eclecticisms. This may have happened to some extent at the beginning; but the more authoritative exponents of the tradition ended up by carrying out a fine filtering.


Everything that was irreconcilable was rejected, while the things that proved more acceptable and positive were undoubtedly acquired, but as an element to be composed into an original synthesis: a synthesis in keeping with a Judaism then in a process of development.


The thesis to which I am dedicating this note is that God can reveal himself to “his people” – Israel and then the Christian Church – not always and necessarily by means of illuminations from within, but many times also via a more indirect channel offered by different traditions and civilizations and contexts.


But attention: saying that Judaism (and later Christianity) acquire new contribu-tions to truth from outside does not by any means imply that this has to consist of an injection of truth that is wholly pure and genuine. Every new contribution assumes  concrete form in an idea, a belief, a rule, a practice, a rite that may undoubtedly have a more genuine core of inspiration, an authentically revelatory content, but equally undoubtedly also has a human skin, a cultural, psychological wrapping.


The new acquisition comes to us as a single whole, with its intrinsic truth, but also with its screen of a lived human interpretation that can to some extent hide it. Many different factors bubble in the cauldron of the human psyche. There is room also for extremely negative, “human and far too human” instances. And all contribute to forming the “new” that the “people of God” can acquire from others.


Another fact to be borne in mind is that the “new” may already find some predisposition for being received when it presents itself, appears on the horizon: a preparation, if you wish, even though for the most part unconscious. 


At first the new awareness will be shared only by what in the spiritual sense might be called a vanguard. The more conservative elements will oppose it with a firm refusal, probably en bloc. Subsequently, as times, situations and consciences slowly mature, even the most stolid traditionalists will end up by accepting it, leaving only a hidebound minority that will crystallize into an irreducible opposition.


The insertion of the new into the external spiritual traditions and the maturation of the people of God to acceptance of the new in their midst are two processes that can go ahead in parallel.


But how – in concrete terms – do the people of God, how does our tradition receive the contribution of other traditions? What specific operations are involved? At the level of normality, something new may be learnt, either directly or in a mediated manner, by seeing, hearing, or reading. But we may also wonder whether other means of knowledge come into play at a level that is both paranormal and unconscious.


Paranormal in what sense? In the sense of being adopted by means of faculties of paranormal knowledge, that is to say, by telepathy or clairvoyance,  or by both of these acting together. A thought is always a very concrete reality. It is a reality that, albeit not in physical terms, remains in some way accessible to a certain type of spiritual or paranormal sensibility.


At an unconscious level in what sense? In the sense that one or more subjects (in this case of our own tradition, which we shall call B) could perceive a thought of other subjects (of a tradition A different from our own) without being aware of how they perceived the thought or whence it came from.


A new religious intuition, a participated thought, a feeling shared by many persons of A could be, as it were, in the air. It therefore constitutes what one might call a psychic formation. Such a reality, admittedly non-physical and yet characterized by a strong consistency, developed in A (an alien tradition as far as we are concerned) may be perceived by us, subjects of tradition B, also in a paranormal manner, by a kind of direct mind-to-mind transmission without physical mediations. And in this way it will come to exert an influence on the developments of our thoughts and beliefs.   

It may also happen that the subjects destined to receive, to perceive, are already in some way prepared for this. 

Lastly, one may even postulate the hypothesis that the communication of the new intuition (or belief, or spiritual conquest) from tradition A to tradition B is a particular expression of a more extensive and more comprehensive process: namely, the process by means of which one and the same intuition emerges both in A and in B.


Carl Gustav Jung already posed himself a problem of this kind in connection with facts that seemed to be interconnected, but not by a causal bond in the physical sense. His meditations in this connection gave rise to the concept of “synchronicity”, which I shall not attempt to explain here, simply referring my readers to his essay Synchro-nizität published in 1952. 


To take another step forward, let us imagine the two traditions, of which one, A, has matured the new intuition, while the other, B (our own), is beginning to mature it. But this fact would predispose ourselves, followers of B, to receive the intuition already matured by A and, as it were, already “in the air”.


At this point a spiritual-paranormal perception on our part – i. e. adherents of B – would  help our tradition to receive the new intuition in a more secure and speedy manner. In any case, at least in certain respects, at least within certain limits. The new intuition would thus pass from A to B, that is to say, from the other tradition to our own. As far as we are concerned, that would represent an acquisition.


To whom would we have to consider ourselves indebted?  To tradition A, undoubtedly, but even more so would we be indebted to God, first Source of every inspiration, who can speak to us both directly from within ourselves and also through the channel of different traditions that have matured certain themes better than ourselves.

2.  Influence on Judaism 

       of the religiosity 

       of the people of Canaan

This said, we can now pass on to noting the affinities with the traditions of the people of the land of Canaan, where the Hebrews established themselves. The land was conquered a little at a time. The Canaanites were reduced to subjection, but not exter-minated, and their civilization thus survived. Their religious and cultural influence made itself felt for centuries, especially in the popular religiousness of the newcomers, more open to syncretisms.


At the beginning Canaanite culture was far more developed and advanced than that of a nomadic people come from the desert. This sole fact makes us understand the concern felt by orthodox circles and those who regarded themselves as the spiritual guides of Israel to safeguard the values of their tradition.


There thus took shape a precise prohibition, followed by a rigorous command, but both attributed to God himself. Not to accord any familiarity to the Canaanites, rather, chase them out, kill them all  (Num 33, 55-56; Deut 7, 1-5; 20, 16-18).


A fine divine command that the Hebrews for the most part disobeyed, thus proving themselves to be far better than, if not their God, his image distorted by atrocious forms of barbarian fanaticism.


In the land of Canaan every city and the territory surrounding it had a patron god, a Baal of its own. And the Hebrews, too, had a god of their lineage: Yahweh, the “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”.


This expression makes one think also of a god as patron of a single person, and therefore of his descendants, by whom the individual is continued: an idea that seems widespread in that particular historical environment and is often expressed also in, for example, Babylonian texts.


The ancient Hebrews undoubtedly attributed superior creative powers to their god, a power that explicated itself also in the historical creation of the people of Israel and their success and good fortune.


But this did not make them doubt the power of the divinities of other nations. Only much later did they come to see their God as the only one, denying all divine attributes to the others and reducing them to empty and vain idols, to pure and simple puppets created by a craftsman so that he can subsequently prostrate himself in front of them and ask impossible graces (Isa 40, 18-20; 41, 6-7 and 21-24; 44, 6-20; Jer 10, 1-16). 


The cult dedicated to Yahweh commemorated the liberation from the Egyptian yoke with the rite of the Passover. This rite forms part of the religiosity of the nation, which at the beginning was a community of nomad shepherds. When they became established in Palestine, the Hebrews not only learnt agricultural techniques from the Canaanites, but also the feasts and rites that they felt had to be celebrated so that the land might not deny its fruit.


And that is why even the Hebrews, just like the Canaanites, sought to endear themselves to the Baals (“lords”, “possessors”) of the various territories. Later still, the place of the Baals was taken by Yahweh as God not only of the Hebrew people, but also of the land conquered by the Hebrews with his help and given them in heredity by him. On the rough-hewn altar stones the sacrificial rites remained the very ones that the Canaanites had already celebrated in the same places (cfr. G. F. Moore, History of the religions, Vol. II, Chapter I). 


Sacrifices were made to the Baals in the “high places” (bãmôth), i.e. the hill that each city had set aside for these celebrations, places considered separate from the profane existence of the dwelling place in question and closer to the heavenly abodes of the gods. Acts of cult were also celebrated at springs and under green trees. 


Sacred spaces were set out in the open air, places where crude stone altars were erected for sacrifices and libations. Sacred poles were also erected in these places, and also steles and memorial stones, which were smoothed and polished in a primitive manner and indicated the presence of individual divinities or, alternatively, had purely commemorative functions.


Ministers of the cult were, first and foremost, the kings of the cities. And then there were priests, who also engaged in divinations. And there were prophets. There were men and women consecrated to the divinity, whom they served by prostituting themselves. In the clamorous convivial celebrations, which often assumed an orgiastic character, people pursued a kind of mystic communion with the divinity.


The ease with which the Hebrews adopted Canaanite usages and beliefs confirms to us that they could readily be permeated by outside influences. Certainly, the Canaanite influences were opposed in a particularly vigorous manner by those of the Hebrew people who had shouldered the task of safeguarding their traditions.


The cults in the high places were the object of special contestation: see Lev 26, 30; Num 33, 52; 1 Kings 3, 2-3; 12, 31-32; ch. 13; 15, 14; 22, 44; 2 Chr 11, 15; 14, 2; 15, 17; 17, 6; 21, 11; 20, 33; 28, 4.25; 31, 1; 32, 12; 33, 3.17.19; 33, 3; 34, 3; 11, 7; 2 Kings 12, 4; 14, 4; 15, 4; 15, 35; 16, 4; 17, 9.29.32; 18, 4.22;  21, 3; ch. 23; Ps 77, 58; Isa 36, 7; Jer 19, 5; 32, 35; 48, 35; Ezek 6, 3.6; ch. 16; 18, 6; 18, 11; 18, 15; 20, 29; 35, 8; Hos 18, 8; Am 7, 9. 


Special reprobation was accorded to the cult of the Baals (but the name is already a common plural) or the Baal who is such par excellence and has to be identified with Hadad, god of the sky, of lightning and rain, giver of all prosperity of harvest and livestock, king of the gods and of men and of the universe: Num 25, 3; 24, 41; Deut 4, 3; Judg 2, 11.13; 3, 7; 6, 25.28-31; 8, 33; 9, 4; 10, 6.10; 1 Sam 7, 4; 12, 10; 1 Kings 16, 31-32; ch. 18; 19, 18; 22, 54; 2 Chr 23, 17; 24, 7; 28, 2; 33, 3; 34, 4; 2 Kings, 1, 3.6.16; ch. 10; 21, 3; 23, 4-5; 4, 42; ch. 10; 11, 18; Jer 2, 8.23; 7, 9; 9, 13; 11, 13.17; 12, 16; 19, 5; 23, 13.27; 32, 29.35; Hos 2, 10.15.19; 11, 2; 13, 1; Zeph 1, 4.


 Thus the cults of the goddess Astarte: Judg 2, 13; 1 Sam 7, 3-4; 10, 6; 12, 10; 1 Kings 11, 33.  


 To the goddess Ashera: 1 Kings 15, 13; 18, 19; 2 Kings 21, 7; 23.7; 2 Chr 15, 16. 


 To the Sun, the Moon, and the Militia of the Sky: 2 Kings 21, 3.5; 23, 4; 23, 5; 2 Chr 33, 3.5; Jer 8, 2; 19, 13; 33, 22. 


To the statue of the Calf or the Bull: Ex, ch. 32; Deut 9, 21; 2 Kings 17, 16; Neh 9, 18; Tob 1, 5; Ps 106, 19-20; Hos 8, 5-6; 10, 5; cfr. Acts 7, 41. The bull is the symbol of the god Hadad whom we have just encountered.


Sacred prostitution was similarly disapproved: 1 Kings 14, 24; 15, 12; 22, 47; 2 Kings 23, 7.


And then it seems that the Canaanites also practiced human sacrifices: of the firstborn (who at less than one week of age were enclosed in jars while still alive); of adults, killed and then burnt on the occasion of great calamities; of youngsters, who were immured for the solid foundation of a city or a home (for the latter, see 1 Kings 16, 34 and also Josh 6, 26). These are cruel, savage customs that had not yet completely disappeared in the days of Jeremiah, who condemned them very forcefully (Jer 7, 30-34; 32, 34-35). A condemnation of firstborn sacrifice can be found also in Ezekiel (20, 26).


In those days of uncertainty about one’s offspring, the firstborn might well have been one’s only child: and hence the offer of the firstborn – similar to what had been asked of Abraham (Gen 22 1-18) – constituted the greatest gift a man could make to the divinity: that of rendering doubtful his surviving in his offspring.


These practices, considered to be gravely abusive, were only very slowly and gradually eliminated by legal prohibitions and denunciations and the threats of the prophets. Even in the days of the Israelite monarchy, the high places on the hills rivalled the temple in Jerusalem, and the Baals and the Astartes held sway with the cult of Yahweh, and human sacrifices kept on being made.


All considered, one can say that the Canaanites undoubtedly exerted a great influence on the religiosity of the “people of God”, but in a manner that the defenders of the Hebrew tradition deemed to be for the most part negative and therefore, albeit with great difficulty and much travail, eventually rejected and eliminated also in concrete terms. A far more favourable reception was accorded to the contributions of other people and civilizations, as we shall soon see.


If the Canaanites ever had a literature, nothing has survived to our day. In subsequent chapters we shall review some very striking stimuli the Bible seemingly received from the literature of the Mesopotamian peoples, even though it developed them in an altogether original manner. If we could have access to what we presume must have been Canaanite literature, we might well find also some more positive elements that enriched Judaism upon being assimilated, as was later to be the case with the contributions from Mesopotamia.


The Canaanites, Phoenicians, Mesopotamians were not by any means divided into watertight compartments. They intercommunicated, had affinities, common divinities. The text of the Bible insistently denounces what to the traditional Hebrew mentality seemed insuperable negative features, but then accepted other elements that, on being re-elaborated, seemed more readily capable of being assimilated and became enriched by them. We shall soon see this in greater detail.


And it is this aspect that offers us confirmation regarding the attitude of the “people of God” to jealously defend their own faith, but also to integrate it step by step with outside spiritual contributions, considered as gifts and revelations that God granted them through different channels.

3.
Influence of the religion of Mesopotamia

The spirituality and civilization of the Babylonians exercised a considerable influence on the Hebrew people, and this not only on account of their geographic vicinity, but also due to their victories and powerful dominion over Israel.


The Babylonians have left us an entire literature of which we do not know whether it limited itself to expressing Mesopotamian beliefs or, rather, expressed also the beliefs of Palestine’s ancient Canaanite population who, as noted above, left no literature that has come down to us.


The conception of the hereafter seems borrowed from that of the Babylonians and Assyrians, as also of other people who lived in that area. In this vision the underworld is called “Region without Return”. It is a “black dwelling place”, the “house from which those who enter do not return”. One arrives there by a “road that has no lane to bring you back”. It is the “house where those who enter are deprived of light, / where dust is their food and chalk their nourishment, / where they see no light and live in darkness” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate – Letture dell’Egitto, dell’Assiria e di Babilonia, A. Di Nola ed., Edipem, Novara 1974, p. 90, “The descent of Ishtar to the underworld”).

Neither the Babylonians nor the Assyrians after them would seem to have ever gone beyond this rather crude vision of ultra-terrene existence. Which – all said and done – is not so very dissimilar to that of the Greeks. The Mesopotamian hereafter does not contain even the least idea of a possible liberation from that shadowy world.


The reward or punishment that one may merit due to good or evil actions is something obtained on this earth, in this life. They are, respectively, the “benedictions” and the “maledictions” that will be the fate of those who do good (prosperity and happiness, good health, offspring, victory over one’s enemies) and those who do evil (drought, death of livestock, incurable diseases, ill-starred offspring, misfortunes and defeat). Here we may bear in mind the detailed listing provided in Chapter 28 of Deuteronomy.


In a certain way these have a precedent in the Code of Hammurabi. In the Code, for example, King Hammurabi (1728-1686 B.C.), who introduced it, wishes a long reign to his successors who will retain it unaltered and curses those who modify or violate it: that Enlil, god of tempest, may “determine as his destiny a reign of ill / days few in number, years of dearth and famine / shades without light, instant death! / May he with his powerful word order / the destruction of his city / the dispersion of his people, the transfer of the kingdom / the disappearance of his name and his memory from the country!” (ibid., pp. 129-130, “The malediction sanctioning the law”).


The malediction may be efficacious, may cause illness and misfortune. Rites and prayers are used to oppose it (as, for example, the one addressed to the Sun god Samas against the illnesses caused by māmītu [malediction and associated charms] and the “magic prayer to the gods of the night” in Testi sumerici e accadici, G. R. Castellino ed., UTET, Turin 1977, pp. 637-645).  

4.    A forerunner of Job in the land of Babylon

However, that a good man is gratified by benedictions and an evildoer is pursued by maledictions is something that does not always come about. That is the terrible experience of Job, the reason underlying his lament. We find an anticipation of this theme in certain tablets and fragments from Nippur – dating to about 1700 B.C. – that derive from exemplars that may be some three hundred years older than this kind of copy. One may therefore say that the Babylonian Job precedes his Hebrew counterpart by about fifteen centuries.


The Babylonian forerunner of our Job talks to his god, his personal patron and protector in the following terms: “I am a man, one who has discernment, and yet those who respect me do not prosper. / My just words have been turned into lies. / The man of deceit has covered me with the wind of the south: I am obliged to serve him…/ You have attributed me ever new sufferings. / I enter my home and my spirit becomes burdened, / I, the man, go out into the road and my heart becomes oppressed. / With me, the courageous, the just pastor [the king?] has become angry / onto me he has turned his hostile look. / The wicked has conspired against me, has made you angry, has infuriated you, has designed evil. / I, the sage, why is it that I am associated with the ignorant? / Food is spread everywhere, but my food is famine. / Days and parts are assigned to all, but the part assigned to me is suffering… / My god, I would stand upright in front of you / speak to you… My word is a moan. / I’d like to talk to you about it, lament the bitterness of my path… / Oh, let the mother who bore me not interrupt her lament before you, / let my sister not sing her song and motive happily / but let her murmur my misfortunes in tears before you / let my wife lament and shout my sufferings / let the expert singer weep my bitter destiny... / My god, the day shines above the earth, but for me the day is black… / Tears, lament, anguish and oppression dwell within me. / Suffering crushes me like one who does nothing but weep. / The demon of destiny has me in his hands, suffocates my vital breath, / the evil demon of sickness is immersed in my body… / My god, you who are the father who generated me, raise my face… / For how long will you neglect me, leave me without a sign of protection? / For how long will you leave me without a guide?”


The Babylonian Job asks himself the reason why so many misfortunes afflict him. Has he merited them? Perhaps so: “The valiant sages say a just and proper word: / ‘No mother has ever born a son free of sin, / a man free of sin has not existed from the time of times’ ”. 


If it is true that he is a sinner, he has no choice but to beseech the divine pardon. And thus he supplicates his god: “Pronounce words of pardon on those you struck down on the day of ire… / I, the man, want to confess my sins before you…”.


His suppliant confessions bring him relief: “His prayers and petitions were heard by his god. / The weeping lamentations and  the moans that filled him sweetened the heart of his god. / The just words, the sincere words pronounced by him, his god accepted, / the words that the man confessed in prayer / were pleasing… to the flesh of his god, and his god removed his hand from the evil word… / The invading demon of sickness who had spread wide his wings / he brushed away… / the demon of fate who had been placed there in execution of sentence, he sent away. / He turned the man’s suffering into joy” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, op.cit., pp. 101-103, “The motive of Job”. Other translations in “The individual and his personal god”, in Testi sumerici e accadici, pp. 473-477). Significant similarities in “The poem of the just who suffers”, ibid., pp. 478-492 and in “Babylonian theodicy”, ibid., pp. 493-500).


The Job of the Old Testament unflinchingly sustains his innocence against the arguments of Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar. The young Elihu, who had his say afterwards, went even further than Job’s three accusing friend and added some considerations of his own about suffering that reawakens the human conscience and purifies it. Job remains adamant in sustaining that he could not understand what justice had made God send him so many misfortunes.


In the end, when God himself has his say, poor Job feels all his pettiness face to face with the grandeur of the Creator and his inscrutable decrees. Full of confusion, he recognizes his error of having doubted the wisdom and justice of God.


Unlike Job, his Babylonian precursor admits of his own accord that he is a sinner and to merit the ills that afflict him, and asks to be pardoned. The incomparably more obstinate and painstaking resistance of his Jewish counterpart gives us the measure of the consciousness that his contemporaries had achieved as regards this problem, which, given its grave complexity, is certainly not a question to be faced in the expeditious manner of the text of a millennium and a half before.


In the end both the Babylonian and the Jew are pardoned and rewarded by the divinity: we thus see their suffering converted into joy. On this aspect, too, the Bible therefore finds a precedent in the more ancient clay tablets. 


The problem posed by the Book of Job is very serious and, in all truth, is not resolved by it in terms that are comprehensible to us. The Jewish consciousness ends up by falling back onto a reward for good actions and punishment for the evil deeds that man may receive, if not in this life, in some future life.

5.   Influence of Persian religions

Babylonian power was destroyed by Cyrus, and later the descendants of Cyrus were defeated by Alexander, so that the dominion of Babylon gave way to that of Persia. This was the moment when, in place of Babylonian influences, there began to operate those of Persia and that country’s religion.


Until that time the Jewish prophets had interpreted the defeats and deportations suffered at the hands of the Babylonians as a divine punishment inflicted on the people of Israel, especially for having betrayed Yahweh by entrusting themselves to the divinities of nearby peoples. They were affirming the corporate responsibility of an entire people, where each one is responsible with all the others and even the faults of the fathers weigh on the children.


This idea, expressed in the saying “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge”, was however contested by prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel (Jer 31, 2-30; Ezek 18, 2; see also, more generally, the whole of Chapter 18). This is what happened in a subsequent period, in which a very different idea kept taking ever clearer shape. In Ezekiel we read (18, 4): “The soul that sins shall die”. And at the opposite end of the scale, “if a man is righteous and does what is lawful and right”, affirms the Lord, “he shall surely live” (vv.5-9).


A truly just remuneration that is never received in the course of earthly life is quite inevitable, must take place in a future existence (cfr. Wis 2, 21 – 3, 12; 2 Macc 12, 43-46; Prov 11, 5; 16, 4; Sirach. 11, 26; Wis 4, 19 – 5, 16).


At this point the religion of the Persians gave a helping hand to the Jews in confirming that just retribution would be obtained only in another existence: in a life that extends beyond the earthly one, where justice can be implemented only in a very imperfect manner.


According to the Persian religion founded by Zoroaster, immediately after physical death the soul is subjected to an individual judgment, where thoughts, words and actions are weighed in order to determine its ultra-terrene destiny. The good are thus admitted into the presence of God, while the evil are thrown into hell. 


But this twofold condition is temporary: ultimately there will be a resurrection of all the dead and a universal judgment. After which, according to the Zoroastrian faith, even the villainous will be redeemed. But it is difficult to say exactly when this idea took shape, whether it was already present in the Mazdean faith in the days of Cyrus.


But one thing can be affirmed with sufficient plausibility: the idea of a universal resurrection and judgment certainly completes and crowns the idea of a collective resurrection of the Jewish people. This is expressed in the account of a prophetic vision of Ezekiel. Yahweh deposes the prophet in a plain rendered white by an immense accumulation of human bones; and all of a sudden a divine breath makes life return to these bones, which become recomposed to form men, covered by nerves and flesh and skin, and eventually reconstituted to form the multitude of the reborn people of Israel.


“Son of man”, says Yahweh to Ezekiel, these bones are the whole house of Israel. Behold, they say: ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are clean cut off’. Therefore prophesy, and say to them. Thus says the Lord Yahweh: Behold, I will open your graves and raise you from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you home into the land of Israel. 

“And you shall know that I am Yahweh, when I open your graves, O my people. And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live, and will place you in your own land; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and I have done it, says Yahweh” (Ezek 37, 11-14). 


The idea of a universal resurrection also completes and perfects the idea of a Messianic restoration, of a return of the Jewish people to their own land, just as it is expressed by the second Isaiah. This renewal will have its counterpart in a new order of things. In creating “new heavens and a new earth”, God will bring into being a new condition of life in which “no more shall be heard the sound of weeping and the cry of distress”, in which all will live long and happily and all their desires will be granted. A regeneration that will extend even to the animal world: “the lion shall eat straw like the ox”, while “the wolf and the lamb shall feed together” (Isa 65, 17-25).


Israel was undoubtedly prepared for receiving the new concept of a final resurrection of the dead, but that is not a valid reason for excluding that this eschatological vision was received from the religion of the Persians, as all appearances would seem to suggest and many scholars now sustain.


For us this could constitute the example of another external contribution that came to enrich the religious patrimony of Israel as if it were a new revelation. If this represents the effective state of things, we could consider the new contribution as something that, through the Mazdaism of the ancient Persians, was revealed to Israel by God himself. This is confirmed by the fact that this idea of the “resurrection of the flesh”, having become a truth of faith, was later to become a distinct article of the Christian credo.


Those who accepted the vision of the hereafter and the ultimate events proposed by the Persians where essentially the Pharisees, while the priestly aristocracy and the Sadducees opposed it.


Mazdaism proposes a vision of the hereafter that is very different from the one the Jews had professed until then. Good and bad behaviour are rewarded and punished with full justice not in this earthly life – where the sanctions are indeed highly imperfect – but in the other dimension.


The thoughts, words and deeds of each man are distinguished; “the good thoughts, the good words, the good deeds…” are praised. As we all know, this is an expression that forms part of the Confiteor of the Mass: “I confess to Almighty God, etc., that I have greatly sinned in thought, word and deed…” 


The “omissions” are a more recent addition. Here I must confess my own ignorance, for I could not tell how this threefold distinction came to take root in the Judeo-Christian tradition. However, I can affirm that it recurs in as ancient a Mazdean text as the Yasna,  starting with the Mazdean profession of faith: “I renounce all the thoughts, all the words, all the deed” of the evil spirit (Yasna, 13, 17); and “I laud the saintly thought, the well spoken word, the well done deed” (ibid., 27; see a series of other passages of the Yasna: 10, 46-48; 12, 1; 13, 17 and 27; 19, 54-56; 28, 1; 33, 2; 44, 8; 50, 21; 67, 53; 70, 31-33). 


According to these selfsame ancient Mazdean texts, evildoers end up in the House of Lies after death, a sojourn in gloom and darkness. Among the other sufferings, there is the one of having to eat disgusting food in a foul-smelling environment.


The good, on the other hand, are transferred to the House of Good Thoughts, a happy sojourn of light. There they eat and drink tasty things and enjoy long life and good spiritual and material health. Their principal pastime is to adore Ahura Mazda, the Sapient Lord, and to sing his praise.


The felicity of the good and the unhappiness of the bad are permanent conditions, and the Gatha lacks even the least suggestion that it might cease.


A novelty that the Judeo-Christian tradition may have taken from Mazdaism is that the house of Ahura Mazda, the sojourn of light of the good, is in the sky: in the supreme sky of which the loftiest part touches the infinite light. There are “the perfect worlds in which Ahura dwells” (Yasna, 42, 3). Just as the dwelling of Mazda is there, his kingdom is there: “The recompense you have established, destined to me according to your law, O Ahura Mazda, give it to us in this world and in the celestial world. That we may arrive in your kingdom... for all eternity” (Yasna, 31, 4). 

Another thing that recurs is the term “kingdom” as kingdom of Ahura Mazda, i.e. kingdom of God. It is a kingdom that must triumph in the end, become established everywhere: “When they [the evildoers] are struck by the punishment for their crimes, may there become established your kingdom, O Ahura Mazda, by virtue of the good spirit” (Yasna, 30, 8). “That you may, by your grace, reign happily over all creatures, Ahura Mazda! Reign, by your grace, over everything that is good and is of pure origin” (Yasna, 8, 10-11).


Does this not spontaneously make one think of the invocation “Your kingdom come” of the Paternoster? And of all the other things that, more generally, the Gospel affirms about the “kingdom of God”? It is not by chance that the kingdom is there referred to also as the “kingdom of heaven”, the kingdom of the transcendent God who has his symbolic dwelling in the sky. 

In a manner similar to the ancient Jews, the Persians experienced difficulty in conceiving a human life that was not also corporeal. This is true even as far as the hereafter is concerned, where, as we have already seen, both the good and the evil continue to eat and drink. Paradise is a place of exaltation for both the soul and the body. “So that we may be sanctified in the soul and happy in the spirit, O Mazda, let also our bodies be full of the majesty of the light of the best world; let them be resplendent with  perfect purity, beautiful purity of supreme degree” (Yasna, 60, 17-19). 


In Christian theological language one would say: “Lord, let also our bodies be glorified”.


It is perfectly conceivable that a heavenly life that remains corporeal should long to recuperate a full corporeity following resurrection. And not only a full corporeity, but a perfect corporeity.


Yasht, 19, expresses the hope that Ahura Mazda, together with his companions and collaborators, “may restore the world and subtract it from ageing, render it immortal, incorruptible, without infection, ever live, powerful to its heart’s content”, and that “the dead may rise again, making the living being become immortal”.


Yasht 20, 89-90, too, expects a Saviour – the Soshyant, about whom we shall have more to say a  little further on – who, together with his collaborators and companions, will “renew the world and subtract it from old age and death, from corruption and putrefaction, and render it immortal, in continuous, prosperous growth, governed as rightly as one can wish”. All this will happen when “the dead rise again, the living become immortal and the world will be renewed in accordance with its utmost aspirations”.


Yasna, 30, 9 speaks of a “reconstitution of the world”. Yasna, 34, 15 tells us that, with his power and will, Ahura Mazda confers “upon the world perpetuity and essential reconstitution”, re-establishing it – as an authoritative interpreter comments – in a state of perfection.


Thus “the worlds that have learnt the teachings of sanctity will become immortal”. At that time “Lies will perish… and their race will be destroyed a hundred times over”, i.e. “the innumerable ways in which they express themselves”. This is what we are told in the verse that follows – 20, 92 –  which almost wholly repeats Yasth 19, 12 that follows the previously cited passage.


To punish the bad and destroy evil forever will be “fire, powerful, rapid and strong, which succours with its splendour, but with its powerful emission manifestly punishes those who offend it” (Yasna 34, 4). Fire will therefore play a great part in the process by means of which the entire universe will be purified from all evil and transformed into a new world, perfect and happy. The fire that “comes from” Mazda is closely connected with the “spirit” that likewise derives from him (Yasna 43, 7).


Creation of the “good and happy world” takes place once and for all, without any turning back. Mazdaism thus takes us out of the characteristic cyclical vision of primitive-archaic man, according to which all things return to what they were before, with a sequence similar to that of the seasons, and everything begins all over again and no goal can be considered definitive. 


In the horizon of the Zoroastrian religion the arrival point of the cosmic vicissitudes is irrevocable, just as it is in the vision that matures and is expressed with ever greater clarity by the biblical prophets.


The Jewish prophets look forward to the day when God will return to his people, infuse them with his spirit, give them a new heart, purify them so that they may not fall into sin again, steep them with his blessings so that they may never suffer misfortune again. In this perspective Israel is destined to guide all other nations to the true faith, and will be happy and prosperous for ever in the midst of a nature that is likewise to be renewed.


That is an irreversible final goal. One should however note that in the Zoroastrian conception the final state is a return to what was the perfect and blessed condition before cosmic unity suffered its scission. And therefore it is also true that here we have a return that in some way is similar to that of the cyclic visions of the pre-biblical spiritual traditions. And yet there is a great difference: in the Zoroastrian vision the return is definitive, this in contrast with the primitive-archaic visions, where everything keeps on repeating.


The definitive nature of the return home undoubtedly constitutes a marked analogy between Zoroastrianism and the Judaico-Christian religion. Here, however, Judaism distinguishes itself from Mazdaism: in the Jewish tradition, as later also in the Christian one, the final goal of the history of salvation does not seem a return, but a decidedly new situation.


It is only along this road that the really new, progress and historical development are attained. Nevertheless, one has to recognize that Zoroastrianism overcomes the purely cyclical vision of primitive-archaic man; and in this sense ushers in Judaism-Christianity even though in other respects it remains midway along the road.


In the vision of the Pharisees, and even more so in the Gospel, the “day of the Lord” will not only be the day of Jewish national rebirth, but of the resurrection of all mankind and the transfiguration of nature at all levels.


One may say that Jewish prophetism had already laid solid foundations for a vision that, thanks to the contribution of Mazdaism, was to become that of a universal, cosmic and historical evolution and of its final outcome.

6.   A look at Mazdean texts 

      that were drawn up in written form 

      many centuries later 

      undoubtedly offers us lesser guarantees 

      of corresponding to the ancient beliefs; 

      but it could nevertheless give us 

      a more vivid idea of their wealth.

So far I have tried to a give a general idea of what – I believe – we can consider with reasonable certainty as contributions made by Zoroastrianism to the Judaico-Christian tradition. It will now be helpful to concentrate attention on some more particular aspects.


Here I have to express myself with all due reserve, well aware of the difficulties associated with the chronology of the texts of many different religions and, more particularly, the religion of Zoroaster.


So far we have considered only the aspects of Mazdaism that one can attribute with reasonable certainty to a historical period prior to its encounter with Judaism (end of the Babylonian domination due to Cyrus, beginning of the political and cultural hegemony of the Persians over Israel): henceforth we can also consider other Persian texts that saw the light some centuries later – quite a few, to be truthful – starting with a not very precisely defined epoch following the Arab conquest of Persia.


What these more recent texts communicate to us must however taken with a good deal of reserve. For what reason? It could well be that their contents express beliefs that were already current in more ancient times and represent a development of Mazdaism substantially faithful to its original spirit; but who could possibly be sure of this? In any case, I believe that what I am about to cite expresses at least the substance of Mazdaism in a significant manner.


A look at the Mazdean texts that were prepared in written form only many centuries later undoubtedly offers us lesser guarantees of corresponding to the ancient beliefs. They could however convey to us a more vivid idea of the wealth of this noble religious tradition and, more particularly, how it conceived the universal resurrection, the last judgment and the transformation of the universe.

The forebears of the Ario-Indians and the Persians lived side by side on the highlands to the north of the Hindukush. This explains a certain original resemblance between the two religions, which later assumed somewhat different connotations, just as the subsequent migration flows and settlements of the two populations differed from each other.


The Hindus subsequently matured a pessimistic conception of life in the world, while the Iranians saw it in a more optimistic and positive manner. Hindu spirituality seeks to get away from matter and, more generally, existence, which it conceives as a painful, eternal cycle of rebirths. The Iranians, obliged to face a tough climate where icy winters are followed by summers of intolerable heat, proved to be more active and  pugnacious people. Hindu ascesis is tendentially a withdrawal from the world, while its Iranian counterpart is rather a struggle against every evil that afflicts the world and to render it a better place, this in the firm conviction that, in the last resort, a complete and definitive victory of good over evil is possible.


Ancient Iranian religion was polytheist and involved the adoration of the daiwa: gods that, identified with the various forces of nature, prove to be rather similar, even as far as names are concerned, to the deva, the divinities of the Indian pantheon.


Zoroaster proposed himself as a prophet and religious reformer inspired by the supreme God Ormuzd or Ahura Mazda, the “Sapient Lord”. He is the good God and – to all intents and purposes – also the one God, because the antagonist divinity, the evil Angra Mainyu, or Arihman, is characterized by purely negative attributes and is already destined to succumb in the end and be destroyed and annulled. 

Considering the daiwa, i.e. the gods of the ancient religion not so very dissimilar from the Veda, Zoroaster defines them as demons. He invites men to declare themselves adorers of Ahura Mazdāh and enemies of the daiwa as if they were evil men and also of every other manifestation of evil. The Zoroastrian is a devotee of Mazdāh and a faithful who entrusts himself wholly to God.


Ahura Mazdāh is a moral God, a God who does only good. As the first few verses of the Yasna (1, 1-4) would have it, he is “the brilliant, majestic, grand, good and beautiful creator, / still and supreme intelligence, of perfect form, of the utmost purity, / sapient spirit who effuses joy at every distance, / who has created formed and nourished us, whose spirit impresses their development upon all realities”. Elsewhere Ahura Mazdāh defines himself as “shepherd” (Yasht, 1, 6). 

Ahura Mazdāh acts through his own emanations, which are known as Ameša Spenta, the “Immortal Saints”. Six in number, these sacred figures are the attributes of Ahura Mazdāh: personified attributes, who become term of adoration equal to gods.


Mazdāh is the creator of the world, of men and also of the minor gods. Be it clear: in a tendentially monotheistic framework, these minor gods are denied even the least autonomy and have therefore to be attributed a function similar to our angels. Evil, which he neither does nor permits, is the exclusive work of Arihman.


A Mazdean text written after the Arab conquest, the Bundahišn (15, 8), recounts that Masya and Mashyôt, the progenitors who came to form the first human couple, induced themselves to think that the world had been created by Arihman. That is the original sin of thought, from which there subsequently derived the sins of word and action and the totality of guilty behaviour.

On the other hand, a more classical text, the Gatha (Yasna 30, 6), mentions that even the gods erred in choosing the Evil Mind, which cost them degradation to demons: “They [i.e. the deviated gods transformed into demons], who pursue destruction, were joined by the evil Spirit [Arihman] whom they had chosen; and the mortals joined Aeshma [god of violence and homicide] so that, with his help, they could inflict evil upon the two worlds [spiritual and earthly]”.


But why does Mazdāh permit evil? The supreme God asked the guardian genii whether it was better that men should be protected in all things or whether they should be left free to struggle against evil as artificers of their own destiny. And thus Mazdāh limits himself to assuring the final victory, a victory to which men must contribute with their active militancy.


The final day of Renewal is prepared in the course of the centuries by three posthumous sons of Zoroaster, three Saviours. They are born at intervals of a millennium one after the other. In what way? After the death of the prophet, his seed was deposited at the bottom of a certain lake, where once every millennium a virgin comes to bathe, remaining pregnant. The third son is Saoŝyant, the Saviour par excellence.


Working with six assistants, he will renew the world with one or more sacrifices. One thing the religion of the Persians has in common with the Indian Veda is a lofty concept of the power of sacrifices, of their efficacy. Per se, a sacrifice has the virtue of producing prodigious effects, and the resurrection of the dead will take place due to the effect of the immolation of the ox Hātāyōš.

From the fat of the ox and the succus of the plant Haoma one obtains anoš, a liquor that renders immortal when it is drunk. The seven operators of the sacrifice will let all men drink it, thus rendering them immortal (Bundahišn, ed. Anklesaria, 226, 3-4).  


According to the Rivāyat pehlevī (48, 56), the sacrifices necessary to resurrect the whole of mankind are five in number and each one causes the resurrection of one fifth of mankind.


Upon the completion of each of the five sacrifices, moreover, the earth will rise towards heaven for a certain distance and will eventually reach it. As the Rivāyat pehlevī (48, 98) recites, “a sacrifice will be offered, and the earth will rise by three lances; at the second sacrifice it will rise three hundred lances; at the third up to a distance of three thousand lances, at the fourth, up to a distance of thirty thousand lances; at the fifth, it will reach the sphere of the stars”. 

Continuing our reading of the same text (48, 99-100), we learn that subsequently Ormuzd, the Immortal Saints, all the yazata [“venerable” god-angels] and all men will come together in one and the same place. Therefore “the creation will be integrated in Ormuzd”.


The seven renewers will be provided with the xvarrah (“royal power”) of the seven Immortal Saints, because the seven Saints will have established themselves in the thoughts of the seven renewers. And thus, just as the Saints have but one thought and a common will, the renewers will likewise communicate their wisdom to each other by means of pure acts of thought (see Selections of Zātspram, 17-18). 


More particularly, Ormuzd will inspire and sustain the Saviour, and will infuse himself into him, as also “in all men, so that pure may be their desires, good their knowledge, firm their position and inalienable their provision”. And the other Immortal Saints will also infuse themselves: one in animals, another in fires, yet others in metals, in earths, in water and in plants, “so that each of these [creatures] may be pure and solid (Selections of Zātspram, 39).


As we are substantially told in Zātspram, the divine spirit is infused not only into men, but into all creatures, thus bringing about a universal transformation at all levels. This has the air of being a classical theme of Mazdaism, a more classical motive, a belief that was surely already held in more ancient times.


One is thus spontaneously led to link this idea with the biblical one of the advent of “a new heaven and a new earth”, which is expressed both in Isaiah and in Revelation.


“For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth”, recites Isaiah (65, 17-21), conveying in brief touches the idea not only of long-lived and happy men, protected and having all their prayers granted even before they utter them, but also of a pacified and harmonious nature whence all violence will be banished.


The author of Revelation, in his turn, tells us: “…I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more… Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away… Nothing accursed will be found there anymore… And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light…” (Rev, Chapters 21-22).

  
Another possible echo is to be found in a famous passage of Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans (8, 19-22), where we read: “…The creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God”. Indeed, it is “in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” and “has been groaning in labour pains until now”.


What will happen to Ahriman and his acolytes? “Ahriman, the Giants, Āz, the Generals, the other daiwa will appear to men crushed and defeated by their adversaries. Seeing this, men will abandon the side of Ahriman for that of Ormuzd (Selections of Zātspram, 35). 


In the end the Good God will triumph: “Ormuzd… from the south will join the assembly and take his place on his eternal and autonomous throne” (Selections of Zātspram, 31).


These latter details of the eschatological prophecy under consideration have all been taken from the Selections of Zātspram. We may now take a quick look at the Ephemerides of the day of Hordād of the month of Fravartīn. This title finds its explanation in a passage where it is said that “the Lord Ormuzd will complete the Renewal and the Future Body on the day of Hordād of the month of Fravartīn.


That is when the final battle will be unleashed: “The daiwa… will be rendered impotent and dazed” and “the Lord Ormuzd will shake Ahriman and render him impotent and dazed. Ahriman will slip away, passing through the same hole that enabled him to come in: his head will be cut and Hell will be filled with seven metals”.


At this point neither the evil Spirit nor any of his creatures will have any power on the Earth. The earth will rise to the sphere of the stars (Ephemerides, 34-39; cfr. Rivāyat pehlevī, 48, 94-96).


As to the creation, “the world will become immortal, without old age, without malice, freed of all adversity” (Eph., 34); it “will become pure”; and men, freed of all adversity, will be immortal for the centuries of the centuries (Eph., 47).


The purification of men will be achieved by means of a universal judgment that will have a divine fire as its instrument. As we read in the Selections of Zātspram. “a great fire will descend from the infinite light, illuminating the whole of the earth. In one hand it will hold a branch similar to a tree having its branches on top and its roots below; a branch for each taste. […]  The evildoers and the righteous will be separated from each other (Selections of Zātspram, 40).


As regards this separation of the good and the bad, we can get some further details by returning to a previous passage of the Zātspram: “Like black horses in the midst of white horses, such will seem the bad in the midst of the just. The envoy to whom this task is entrusted… will push the righteous out from the multitude of the wicked and will line up the righteous on one side, and the wicked on the opposite side; he will do like the shepherd who separates a herd of white cattle from a herd of black cattle” (Selections of Zātspram, 32-33).


Does this image not bring to mind, and almost literally so, a passage of what Jesus has to say about the last judgment? Before the Son of man “all the nations will be gathered… and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right and the goats at the left” (Mt 25, 32-33).


But let us come back to the narration of the text: “Towards that time all men will bemoan themselves in unison and let their tears drop to the ground: because the father will see his son thrown into hell, the son his father, the brother his own brother, the wife her husband, the husband his wife, the friend his friend.


“The wicked will cry out to the righteous: ‘O father, brother, husband, wife, friend, tell me why you, on this earth, did not teach me the just and pure road. I have strayed into sin, did not follow you in virtue and now, separated from my parent and my companions, shall have to take the road to the Hell rather than accompany you on the road that leads to the resplendent Paradise, as I would have done if you had taught me the peace of the spirit? What, therefore, is the utility of having had a friend who deemed me worthy, on this earth, of food, clothes and houses and did not deem me worthy, in the transcendent sphere, of things more tasty than food, sweeter than clothes, more solid than houses, faster than galloping horses?


“And the other souls who had not turned their friends away from sin, but had let them do or, rather, after having dissuaded them, had not kept their eyes on them, will feel all the more sorry for it. The branches will become like a three-step gilded firmament. On them the righteous will climb to Paradise: for their good thoughts as far as the sphere of the stars, for their good deeds as far as the sphere of the sun.


“As for the wicked, the agitation of these branches will precipitate them into hell. They will fall through three gates, each of which is like the tip of a pole planted [in the ground]. Due to their evil thoughts, their evil words and their evil deeds they will go to hell for three days and three nights (Selections of Zātspram, 40-44).


What is the meaning of these three days and three nights of infernal sojourn? And only for such a short period of time? Is not the stay there, once again, eternal? As I have already mentioned, Mazdaism denies this.


After the universal judgment, the infernal penalty proves to be no longer an end in itself, but a means of purification. For this reason it will be of such limited duration, no matter how terrible this tailpiece of sufferings may prove to be.


The change will take place due to the intercession of a sacred and most gentle female figure, a kind of Mazdean Madonna. Her name is Spandarnat, daughter-wife of Ohrmuzd. She is one of the seven Immortal Saints, and is called Spirit of the Earth, Perfect Thought, Holy Submission, Benevolent Devotion.


Zātspram defines her as “mother of all beings born on this earth”. She is “the one who, right from the first day on which the druj [i.e. the spirit of malice, deceit and lies] had for the first time attacked the creature and right through to the last day was always benevolent the entire line of the creation – because all were her children – alleviating the pains that the just suffer in their bodies and the punishments suffered by the souls of the wicked”. Spandarmat “never asked anything of Ohrmuzd, because she governed his house and the entire city in perfect submission until all deeds had been accomplished” (Selezioni di Zātspram, 47-48).


At this point, however, the gentle Iranian “Madonna” will intervene in a forceful manner; and her request, concisely expressed in four or five words, will be as peremptory as a command. She “will straighten in front of Ohrmuzd and exclaim: ‘Their punishment is at an end!’” (Selections of Zātspram, 47-48).


The resurrected will all be purified by passing through the river of metal liquefied by the divine fire: “And then all men will pass through this molten metal and become pure. The righteous will have the sensation of walking in warm milk. The evil, however, will have the same sensation he would have if he walked in molten metal on this earth” (Bundahišn, 30, 20; Rivāyat pehlevī, 48, 70-72). In the end this metal will purify even hell (Bundahišn, 30, 31) 


And here is the scene of the meeting of the resurrected: “And then all men will come together in the greatest of love, Father and son and brother and friend will ask each other: ‘Where have you been for all these years, and how has your soul been judged? Have you been good or wicked?’ ” Thus “all men will in unison sing the praise of Ohrmuzd and the archangels (Bundahišn, 30, 21).

By order of Ohrmuzd, the Saviour will then recompense each man for his deeds (ibid., 27).


Will the rewarded righteous, together with the rehabilitated wicked, thereafter live in their new bodies of the resurrection? According to Zātspram, the redeemed wicked will be led back to the earth and the righteous will descend there again. But the humans “will no longer be as at the moment of their death, and will not even be composed of the same elements. The corporeal beings will be reconstituted in the felicity of a luminous clay without darkness, of a water devoid of poison, of a fire without smoke, a sweet-smelling wind.


“Their bones will have the luminosity of a crystal among stones: the flesh covering their bones will be like coral among trees; the fat covering their bones will become re-attached thereto like a golden chain encrusted in crystal; their blood will pulse in their veins like perfumed wine in a golden cup. The humours of their body will be more perfumed than musk, amber or camphor. They will be tall in stature and well proportioned, have the same dimensions as Gayomart [the first man, prototype and father of mankind] and will seem to be about forty years old.


“Each man who on this earth had a wife will have her back, and those who had several will have them all; and those who did not have a wife will be presented one of similar stature and ascendance. Given the resemblance of their natures, the man will love this woman more than all the maidens of the earth, and the woman will unite with the man and they will have such pleasure as no other companion could give them.


[All the human beings] will look upon each other with benevolence and concord. The great will consider the little with the same solicitude that a father has for his sons; the little will obey the great, just as the creation obeys Ohrmuzd the Creator.


“All the souls will be equally without stain; but not for this reason will they reflect the beauty of the divine light in the same manner, with the same force.


“They have different ranks, the retribution of each is in proportion to the deeds he accomplished  (Selections of Zātspram, 49-55).


Another stroke of the brush is added by the Ephemerides (47): the risen “will always be sated and rested, but will never have the desire to eat”.


Let us now see how the Rivāyat pehlevī expresses itself as regards the future life of the resurrected: “From that moment onwards there will be no need to work. Men will have the appearance of forty-year-olds, will be immortal and imperishable, no longer subject to ageing, decomposition and decay. Their occupation will be: to contemplate Ohrmuzd, render him homage and freely do whatever pleases them. Each one will love the others as himself. But – apart from what has been described – the felicity of the Future Body [i.e. the new and perfect body with which they will be resurrected] is such that human reason can neither comprehend nor communicate it […].


“Man and woman will desire each other and copulate, but without procreating. And all the fundamental plant species will be there once again, and will not diminish; but every place will be beautiful like a garden that contains all the flowers and all the gems. Its marvels, its splendour, its beauty and its purity cannot be grasped or comprehended by the reason of the beings of this earth” (Rivāyat pehlevī, 101-107).


The texts we have just passed in review give us a vivid idea of the love that in the end will reign among the souls and also of the beauty and luminosity of each.


As to the human loves, the continuation of all these copulations would certainly be more in keeping with the Koran than the words that Jesus opposes to the Sadducees in reply to the malicious question: “For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (Mt 22, 30; cfr. Mk 12, 25; Lk 20, 34-36).


This non-eating and non-sleeping of the risen was later, in the course of historical Christianity, to receive strong testimony from the saints who lived long years in almost total starvation and sleeplessness.


The incorruptibility of the Future Body of the risen was to find confirmation in the words with which Saint Paul characterized the new and entirely transformed physical condition: when a corpse is buried, “what is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body” (1 Cor 15, 42-44).


Albeit in an ingenuous manner, the Mazdean texts try to give us an idea of the sublime nature that the bodies of the risen will attain, and also their condition of life, the environment, the entire transformed world.


As we noted and can be seen also without there being need for special comments, the Judaico-Christian tradition has or could have taken quite a few themes from Mazdaism, even though they later came to form part of a new and very different overall picture of altogether unmistakeable originality.


I speak of themes that our tradition “has or could have taken” from Mazdaism. There was a moment when the Persians exercised a certain political and also cultural hegemony over Israel. What is communicated by the more recent texts that we have just reviewed could already have formed part of Mazdean beliefs at that time. But how can one possibly distinguish with certainty what the Jews could or could not have borrowed from the Mazdean faith for reasons of pure and simple anachronism? Is it possible to take from the faith of a people something that has not yet taken shape there?


Hence the need – and I want to stress this once again – for gaining greater insight into these themes with every possible scientific rigour and all possible prudence and discernment.

7.     What is it that we can define 

        with reasonable certainty    

        as a contribution 

        of Mazdaism to Judaism?

We have just reviewed a series of often picturesque details. But when we come down to details, can we really say to what extent these features, be it even only embryonically, were already present in the Mazdean faith in the period in which Persia and Israel came face to face? Whoever sets himself a problem of this kind has to begin by subjecting his facts to a thorough weeding.


But even after having weeded out everything doubtful, it remains certain that some of these elements were already present in Mazdaism at that time in a rather mature and definite form.


It seems to me, however, that there is also a preliminary consideration that has to be made. The ancient Jews were more concerned with feeling themselves in the hands of a God who effectively protected them: more than anything else, they were therefore induced to affirm his power. The Persians, in their turn, were more concerned with affirming the morality of their supreme God. That is why the Persians, when it comes to justifying the prevalence of evil in the world, preferred to limit the omnipotence of the Lord, even though they affirmed that it would triumph in the end and the Good would totally prevail once and for all. 


It seems to me that this greater scruple in affirming God’s supreme goodness represents something new that may well have matured in a different spiritual environment and thus came to enrich, deepen and refine the spirituality of the Jews.


Such a contribution from outside would have arrived at a time when Jewish spirituality was beginning to develop similar ideas and instances. Judaism thus came to be more and more receptive to these new contributions that could exert an outside influence in this direction.


To give an example of sufficiently general validity, we might recall a famous passage from the Old Testament, the Shemà Israel. These are the words that Moses pronounced before the assembled people at the moment he gave them the tablets of God’s law: “Hear therefore, O Israel, and be careful to do them; that it may go well with you, and that you may multiply greatly, as Yahweh, the God of your fathers, has promised you, in a land flowing with milk and honey.


“Shemà Israel, hear, O Israel. Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone. […] When Yahweh your God has brought you into the land that he swore to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you – a land with fine, large cities that you did not build, houses filled with all sorts of goods that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that you did not hew, vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant – and when you have eaten your fill, take care that you will not forget Yahweh, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery”  (Deut 6, 3-9). 


To be quite honest, that was the first time, but certainly not the last.


The words just cited are words inspired by a God who assists and protects his faithful and guides them in a powerful manner. But one may well wonder to what extent these words can be said to be really ethical. What, indeed, can one say of a Divinity who guides his faithful to a land and to drive out a population established there for centuries, who have cultivated the land, dug wells and built houses there amid many readily imaginable sacrifices? Does this biblical passage not resemble the kind of speech that a great conquering chief, a barbarian king, a kind of Alaric or Attila, might make to his warriors and vassals? What morality is there in such a spirit of robbery? The grandeur it expresses can satisfy a nationalist spirit, but is it true glory? Does it have something in common with pure morality?


One can well understand that in the spiritual sensitivity of this selfsame Jewish people there should mature little by little the need for seeing God ever more clearly as a moral personality, a subject of absolutely perfect morality and no longer a “powerful” personality, a “great” king, clement and merciful with his own faithful subjects and terrible with his enemies. At this point the idea of the moral God developed by Zoroastrianism fits in well, finds fertile ground in a Jewish religious consciousness that is already maturing in this direction.


As already mentioned, I shall now try to list – be it even briefly, schematically, as a series of propositions – the elements that I believe could be contributions made by Mazdaism to Judaism.


God is the good, moral, just and luminous Being.


The men who have chosen to serve God and entrust themselves to Him partake of his luminosity, his justice and goodness and moral purity.


Such men are inspired to fight the good and holy battle against the forces of evil, for the triumph of the good in every form and at every level that is the kingdom of God.


The human beings who, due to pride and egoism, do not place themselves in the service of God turn themselves into servants and followers of the malignant being, defined as a liar and murderer. (We find these concepts expressed with particular efficacy and clarity in the Gospels. There the wicked are called “children of the devil” [Mt 13, 38; Jn 8, 44]. Such a father “was murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is not truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and father of lies” (Jn 8, 44). 


Evil itself springs from a single principle, and thence comes to be articulated in an innumerable variety of negative spirits, of demons. The gods themselves have become demons on account of having opted for the malignant Spirit: a choice that turned out to be a tragic error.


At present, in the actual condition, evil is rampant in creation; but the final and definitive victory belongs to God, who will destroy evil and purify and renew the whole of existence at all levels.


Purification and renewal occur by virtue of a divine fire that, destroying evil, purges the world of it and redeems and transforms and transfigures all things. (Biblical references to God as fire can be found in Gen 15, 1-21; Ex 2, 2; 13, 21; 19, 18; Deut 4, 24; Isa 4, 5; 33, 14; Heb 12, 29. Some other references to the divine fire as a factor of purification are to be found in the prophets Malachi [3, 19] and Zechariah [13, 89], in the Acts of the Apostles [2, 1-4], and also in the First Letter to the Corinthians of the apostle Paul [1 Cor. 3, 9-15]).


The risen will again live in the renewed world.


The renewal of all things, the goal of perfection that humanity will attain in the end is something definitive, irrevocable, irreversible, without any backward steps as in the cyclical conceptions of the other primitive-archaic religions. The “house” of God is in heaven. His kingdom, the kingdom of Ahura Mazda, could also be called the kingdom of heaven, as was later to be the case in the words spoken by Jesus.


The kingdom of God is a reality that is as yet limited, but one that is growing and will eventually fill the entire universe (Mt 13, 31-32 and 33; Mk 4, 25-29; Lk 1, 10). 


The fact that these affirmations are to be found in the Jewish faith only after the epochal encounter with Persia induces one to assume that, at least to some extent, we here come face to face with contributions of the Mazdean religion or, if you prefer, divine revelations that found their way into the Judaico-Christian tradition through the channel of the Mazdean tradition.


The above considerations confirm the vision of a people of God who develop their faith also with the contributions of other religions and cultures, contributions that the Judaico-Christian tradition proved ready to receive as it, too, gradually matured in its peculiar development of the history of salvation.

8.     More about the Mesopotamian traditions

        received and developed by the Jews

Let me now take a step back to the Mesopotamian traditions to show that in them there are already present other ideas that were later to find a particular development in the Jewish sacred scriptures.


There we find the idea of the non-created god who is also creator, for example in the definition of the Moon god, called “generator”, but also “self-created offspring”, this on account of his appearance and disappearance in the lunar phases (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, p. 23, “To the Moon god”). Obviously, Judaism was to impress a very different development upon such concepts.


The Babylonian tablets make mention of the divine ire, but also of divine mercy.


Here is a part of a lamentation addressed to Ishtar, goddess of war and love: “How long, my Lady, will you be enraged and turn your face away from me? / How long, my Lady, will you be furious and your spirit remain irate?” (ibid., p. 22, “Lamentation for Ishtar”).


From the same prayer to Ishtar: “May your great mercy be upon me” (ibid.)  Elsewhere Ishtar is called “merciful Lady; the divine lady doctor Gula is called “grand Lady, merciful Mother” (Testi sumerici…, respectively, pp. 591 and 687). Marduk is “the most merciful among the gods, merciful to take pleasure in giving life to the dead” (ibid. p. 334, “Prayer with ‘hands raised’ to Marduk”).


The Moon god is “merciful in his dispositions” (ibid., p. 23, “To the Moon god”), just as “mercy is brought” by a female divinity, the goddess Beltiya (ibid., p. 145, “Ritual for the feast of the new year in Babylonia”).


The divinity creates by means of the word. “May I prosper in the word of Enlil, my Lord”, says one of his devotees. “His word is like a compact nimbus [of which the interior is inscrutable]”. By effect of the word of Enlil “the heavens tremble… the earth shakes” (Testi sumerici…, pp. 313-315, “Lamentation to Enlil”). An Assyro-Babylo-nian hymn that exalts Marduk, the principal divine figure of the pantheon, expresses the concept that the word of the god creates men and things and determines their destiny. It is a word that “puts the heavens to rest” and “below makes the earth repose”, but also destroys and causes suffering (ibid., p.27, “The word of Bel-Marduk”).


Given the correspondence that exists between each reality and its name, the divinity calls all things into being by pronouncing their name.


The affective relationship that binds the devout Jew to God is in some way already anticipated in the relationship between the Babylonian and “his god”. In that context each man has a personal patron god of his own, while in the Hebrew vision, especially in the Psalms, it is the one God who strikes up a unique and personal relationship with each individual.


In many Mesopotamian prayers we can find such expressions as “His god”; “The god of man” (i.e. of each one); “The personal god”; “My God, you are the father who generated me”; “My creator”;  “I want to offer a sacrifice to my god”; “I … son of …, whose god is …, whose goddess is …”; “I, … son of …, your slave”; “May my god be on my right, my goddess on my left”.


A man complains to “his” god about the misfortunes and sufferings that afflict him. “Venerate your god each day” runs an admonition. A grave error is committed by anyone “who does not remember his god while he eats food, who neglects his goddess and does not offer her a libation”. On the other hand, “who is there who has not committed some sin against his god?” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate and Testi sumerici…,  passim). 


The biblical concept that the divine thoughts are inscrutable is already expressed clearly in an Akkadian text come to light at Sippur; “What appears good in one’s own understanding, is bad for a god. / What is wicked in one’s own mind, is good for the god. / Who can manage to understand the advice of the gods in the midst of heaven? / The plane of the gods is abyssal water: who can understand it? Is it that obtuse humanity has ever understood the conduct of the gods?” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, pp. 110-111, “The day is sobbing, the night is weeping”).


“Like the centre of the heavens, the ways of the gods [are inaccessible]. The decrees of the goddess is not [decipherable]. […] The divine thought like the centre of the heavens is [so] far away [that] understanding it is too difficult, the mind does not arrive there (Testi sumerici…, pp. 498-499, “Babylonian theodicy”). 


As for man, a detail of his creation as described in the Book of Genesis is anticipated in the Poem of Gilgamesh: the goddess Aruru, who plays a part in the creation of men, creates Enkidu, brother and rival of Gilgamesh, moulding him from clay (ibid., p.36, “The Poem of Gilgamesh”).


The Enuma elish, which modern scholars refer to as the Cosmogonic Epopy, recounts how Marduk created the stars of the firmament and determined their movements. After an interruption of the text, it tells us that the gods complained that there was nobody who venerated them. Marduk therefore decided to create man. In what way? This is how he described it to Ea, god of primordial time and chaotic abyss: “[My] blood I shall take and bones I [shall forge], / I shall forge man …” (quoted by G. F. Moore,  Storia delle religioni, Laterza, Bari 1951, Vol. I, p. 78).


This myth of the creation of man is narrated in almost identical form by the Babylonian historian Berosso: the god Bel ordered another god to cut off his (Bel’s) head; he then kneaded the blood that gushed forth with earth and thus forged men and animals.


The myth of Genesis of the earthly Paradise is anticipated by a Babylonian counterpart that speaks of a pure primordial earth, called Dilmun, where “the lion does not kill, / the wolf does not ravish the lamb, / unknown is the wild dog, devourer of kids… / the dove does not recline her head, / the eye sufferer does not say “My eyes are sick”, / the head sufferer does not say “My head is sick”, / where the old woman does not say “I’m an old woman”, / where the old man does not say “I’m an old man” / the lamentor priest does not make the rounds, / the cantor does not murmur lamentations…” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, p. 69, “The garden of Paradise”).


Once upon a time, recites another text, “there was no serpent, there was no scorpion, / there was no hyena, there was no lion, / there was no wild dog, there was no wolf, / there was no fear, there was no dread, man had no rivals. / Once the lands of Shubur and Hamazi, / Sumer of the many languages, the grand earth of the decrees of sovereignty, / Uri, the land that possesses everything that is needed, / the land of Martu, which remains in safety, / the entire universe, the people in unison / with Enlil in a single tongue sang praise” (ibid., pp. 96-97, “The gesture of Enmerkar and the lord of Aratta”) .


Man is in search of life: the eternal, divine life that is the prerogative of the gods. “Tell me how you joined the Assembly of the gods” asks Gilgamesh of Utnapisthim. “Joining the Assembly of the gods” means acquiring the divine nature and, like them, becoming immortal (ibid., p. 55, “The Poem of Gilgamesh”).


Genesis speaks of a “tree of life” situated in the midst of the garden of Eden. Who eats its fruit will live forever. But the Poem of Gilgamesh already tells us of a “plant of life” that restores youth to an old man. The plant was carried away by a serpent, who ate it and ever since has periodically changed its skin (what we now call sloughing), a phenomenon that was considered as a periodic re-acquisition of youth (ibid., p. 64).


The Poem of Gilgamesh also tells us about a universal floor. Ea, god of the primordial waters, induced the wise Utnapishtin to build himself an ark to save his family and his domestic animals. The tempest raged for six days and six nights. The ark eventually ran aground on the mountain of an island, that seemed surrounded by the sea on all sides.


After seven days Utnapishtin first liberated a dove, which returned to the ark without having found land on which it could rest. Some time later he liberated a swallow, but once again it could not find any land and therefore returned. Lastly, he liberated a raven, who evidently found dry land in some place and did not come back.


The Babylonian account contains many of the details we find in the story of Noah, including that of the three birds sent out in exploration. The difference is minimal: Noah first sends out the raven, who comes back; then a dove, who likewise comes back; and then, three days later, the same dove, who at last finds land and does not return to the ark.


To give another example of such parallels, the story of the birth of Moses is very similar to that of Sargon, King of Akkad, which the latter recounts in the following words. “My mother… conceived me, and bore me in secret; / she placed me in a reed basket / and sealed its cover with bitumen. / She threw me in the river and I did not sink. / The river kept me afloat and swept me towards Akki, the water bearer. / Akki, the water bearer, picked me up as he immersed his cup. / Akki, the water bearer, took me as his son and brought me up” (ibid., p. 117, “The divine birth of Sargon of  Akkad”).


How did it end up? Later the goddess Ishtar granted him her love and obtained the kingdom for him. Here the stories are undoubtedly different, but have in common the promotion to power of both.

9.   The Good Shepherd

A biblical and particularly evangelical concept that we find anticipated in the Babylonian tablets is that of the god (and the king) as “shepherd”. One of his devotees says to the god Shamash: “You are the shepherd of what is up on high, of what is down below” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, p. 24, “To the Sun”).



King Gudea is called “faithful shepherd” (Testi sumerici…, p. 230, “The cylinders A and B of Gudea”, A, XIII). 


The goddess Inanna-Ishtar prays the gods An and Enlil to invest the new Sumerian king Urninurta: “Concede to Urinurta, who has walked in your precepts, the office of shepherd of all the living forever! […] As for a herd, may he provide the people with food for hunger, with drink for thirst (Testi sumerici…, p. 181, “Innana and Urinurta”).


“May he be his people’s shepherd in justice” is what Hammurabi wishes for his successor who will maintain and observe his famous Code of laws (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, p. 129, “The maledictory sanction of the law”). And in the prologue to his famous Code he presents himself with the following words: “Hammurabi, the shepherd, called upon by Enlil, / it is I, / the one who makes ease and well-being abound” (ibid., p. 126, “The divine foundation of the law”). And in the epilogue of the same document he speaks of the men that the god Marduk has entrusted to him “to graze”, so that “he has become their good shepherd…” (ibid., p.127, “Good government”).


This “grazing” is entrusted to the king “so that the strong shall not have power to oppress the weak, / so that justice be administered to the orphan and the widow” and “to give justice to the oppressed” (ibid., p.128, “Good government”).


There is an evident attention for the undefended, as is also attested by a hymn to the sun god Shamash: “With a deep voice the weak invokes you, the miserable, the wretched, the maltreated, the poor / before you confident with psalms and offers they come” (ibid., p. 25, “The word of Bel-Marduk”).


The social sensitivity of the Old Testament is well known. But it is in the New Testament, above all, that we are exhorted to the most sincere and live love for our neighbour, to forego everything in his favour, to requite evil with good. And it is precisely of these loftier concepts that we find the most significant anticipations in the Babylonian texts.


The moral precepts I am about to cite form part of a series counsels of prudence. “Do not repay with ill the man who quarrels with you. / Requite with kindness who treats you badly, restore justice to your enemy, / show devotion for your adversary. / If he who hates you is [hungry] feed him” (ibid., p.104, “Do not patronize courts of justice”).


But these other precepts are presented more as divine commands: “Do not insult the man who has fallen… / Do not take your anger out on him like an autocrat. / If you behave like this, the man’s god [his personal patron and protector] will become angry. Shamash [the sun god] does not like this, and will repay you with ill. Give food to eat, beer to drink, / grant what is asked, do so and render honour. / The man’s god will be pleased. / And it is pleasing to Shamash, who will repay with favour. / Perform charitable works, be helpful and obliging all your days”. (The man’s god is the deity who protects the assisted or maltreated individual. Every man has a protector according to this religious vision). (ibid., p.105, “Do not insult the man who has fallen”).


The tone of the following enunciation of the merits of a king, to whom a certain Akkadian liege writes a letter, sounds singularly evangelical. The letter is embellished with the customary adulations. Irrespective of whether or not they are merited, these adulations cannot but refer to universally felt and recognized values: “He whom his crime has condemned to death, / the king my lord has allowed to live. / He who was in prison for many years, he has set free. / He who for many days was sick, he has healed. / The hungry have been sated, / the naked have been dressed” (ibid., p.131, “Years of equity and abundant rain”).

10.   The Man-God

Even the idea that Christianity was to have of Jesus Christ as Man-God already has an antecedent – be it even ingenuous and inadequate – in the passage of the Poem of Gilgamesh, where the hero is described with the words: “Two thirds of him are god, human is one third” ” (Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, pp. 35 and 51, “The Poem of Gilgamesh”).


Christianity invites us to deification. But this takes places by virtue of God making himself man, And even Jesus, who made himself totally man, ever since a child, “increased in wisdom, in stature, and in divine and human favour” (Lk 2, 52). Even he went through what one could define as the various stages of a “career” of  Messiah. 

He was baptized, and at that moment heard the voice of the heavenly Father who recognized and declared him his Son in whom he was well pleased  (Mt 2, 13-17; Mk 1, 9-11; Lk 3, 21-22). 


He made speeches and performed miracles of which even his fellow citizens of Nazareth knew nothing during the years he lived in their midst. Mk 6, 1-5; cfr. Mt 13, 53-58; Lk 4, 16-30). 

It was with the resurrection that he was constituted Messiah (Rom 1, 3). And forty days after the resurrection he ascended to heaven (Acts 1, 1-11; 2, 32-33). And it was ten days after his ascension to heaven that, effusing his Spirit, he made himself present and active in the Church with greater transforming power than he had ever been able to exercise during his earthly life (Acts, ch. 2 etc.). 


The man Jesus grew in the Father, made himself God concretely and by degrees. And yet he had always been God. His divine quality even at the beginning is expressed in the account of the prodigies connected with his birth. Let us recall, among others, that Jesus was conceived in the womb of the Mother-Virgin by exclusive virtue of the Holy Spirit.


Now, the Old Testament already tells us of Isaac, who was procreated by parents already too old to have children (Gen, chapters 18 and 21). And Samson was likewise son of a sterile woman (Judg, ch. 13). The same can be said of Samuel (1 Sam, ch. 1), and John the Baptist (Lk, ch. 1). All four came into being exclusively by divine virtue.


A special vocation is always a powerful divine germ injected into the personality of the man of God already before his birth, it is difficult to say whether at the moment of conception or during the gestation.


The apostle Paul affirms to have been chosen by God to announce Christ to the gentiles ever since he was in his mother’s womb (Gal 1, 15-16). To Jeremiah the Lord revealed that he had consecrated and established him prophet of the nations before he left his mother’s womb (Jer 1, 4-5; cfr. Sir 49, 7).   


The presence deep within a man of the divine vocation as a germ that operates in a powerful manner is affirmed also in a thousand different ways in non-biblical traditions.


The episode of the angel who announces the forthcoming birth of a son to the sterile wife of Manoah, chosen to be the mother of Samson, and to the virgin Mary have their counterparts in the annunciations made to the mothers of Chinese emperors; to the mothers of the incarnate gods of the ancient religions of India, Mexico, and Ireland; to the mother of the Egyptian pharaohs; to the mother of Apollonius of Tiana, incarnation of the god Proteus; to the mother of Zoroaster.


Gilgamesh is born of a virgin: daughter of a king, enclosed by her father in a tower, she is fecundated by the Sun god, who reaches her with his rays.


Something similar happened to Danae, whom Zeus renders mother of Perseus: imprisoned by her father Acrysius, King of Argus, in an underground dungeon, the supreme God, who manifests himself in the form of gilded rain, manages to reach her through a crack.


The Chinese emperors were called “Sons of Heaven”, because their mothers conceived them by virtue of Tien, supreme heavenly god.


The legend that forms around Buddha makes him born of a virgin, Queen Maya, who conceived him following a dream in which she saw a white elephant enter her womb. The birth was foretold by  numerous prodigious and widespread events: the flowers opened their calyxes but did not blossom; the birds didn’t sing; the stars stopped in their tracks; fire did not burn; from the Himalayas there descended numerous small lions and remained at the doorsteps of the houses without doing any harm; and innumerable gods bowed down in reverence.


The mother of Lao-Tse is said to have conceived him while a star fell from the sky and carried him in her womb for several decades, in the course of which the foetus acquired singular wisdom, though he was destined to come into the world with the appearance of a newborn babe. In fact, the name Lao-Tzū means Old Baby.


The maiden Frīn-Duktav, destined to be the mother of Zoroaster, received in her body a fire rich in divine energy and numinous power. This was to constitute the xvarrah of the prophet about to be born, that is to say, his spirit, source of all his charismatic virtues. His individual soul (frevahr) and his selfsame physical body were likewise pre-existent and received in a miraculous manner.


Krishna seems to have been a historical personage, a warrior or a prince; but he was turned into a myth already in the most ancient texts. Recognized as incarnation of Vishnu, he became an object of adoration of even the shepherds among whom he spent his infancy and adolescence. Certain particulars of his birth seem very similar to those that the evangelical accounts were to associate with the birth of Jesus.


Some great spiritual masters are considered incarnations of Vishnu, his avatars. It is said that this supreme god incarnates himself – in animal and then human form, in personages that are at first legendary and then historical – every time the order of the universe is threatened.


I believe that, in the wider sense, one may well speak of the incarnation of God in those who are recognized as men of God, his saints. The Christian faith, however, sees Jesus as an incarnation of God in an incomparably stronger sense.


The difference between the avatars and the incarnate God announced by Christianity consists of the fact that the avatars are more episodic incarnations and of more limited importance; Christ, on the other hand, promotes and actuates a complete and definitive salvation and deification, a perfect kingdom of God without any further cyclic returns to previous states. All of us men are called upon to grow in Christ until we attain his stature, and therefore in a perfect and full manner. In the Man-God Jesus Christ, God gives himself totally to us men, and transforms the entire creation, glorifying and deifying every reality at every level.

11.   A human God who dies 

        and then rises again

The idea of the death and subsequent rebirth of the Man-God Christ is prefigured, in a more natural setting, by the idea of a saving hero or divinity who dies and is reborn, just as the vegetation dies and is reborn as the seasons follow each other.


In a certain Ugaritic text reference is made to the god Baal. Notwithstanding the immense distance that still separates us from Christian theology,  we are yet induced to note something that, be it even in a very remote manner, can represent a prefiguration.


Baal, “Rider of the Clouds”, is the god of rain water that bathes the earth and renders the vegetation rich and fecund. His enemies are Jamm, god of sterile sea water, and Mot, god of scorching summer heat, of drought. In the struggle with Mot, Baal succumbs and dies  It is autumn, the desolation of winter. His sister Anath weeps for him, Baal is  avenged and in the end rises again in the luxuriance of spring. (see Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, pp.173-181, “The mythic cycle of the god Baal”).


In close continuity with the cult of Baal, another godly figure who dies and then rises again is Tammuz, who presides over the rich vegetation of the harvests: vegetation that dies in the autumn, remains as if buried throughout the long winter and eventually, in the spring, is reborn to new and glorious bloom. The goddess Ishtar (or Inanna), whom we have already met, is both the mother and the wife of Tammuz, who bewails her beloved with a passionate lamentation and descends to the underworld to find him and lead him back to earth (see Dal Nilo all’Eufrate, pp. 90-94. “The descent of Ishtar to the underworld”).


A third figure to die and be reborn is Adonis. He is connected with the previous figure: Adonis means “Lord” (Adon), a title that was used to honour Tammuz. The myth of Tammuz-Adonis originated in the Phoenician area of Ugarit, but the cult was later centred at Byblos, another Phoenician city. Many centuries later the cult extended to Paphos on the island of Cyprus, and thence to the Greek cities, especially Athens and Alexandria. The myth preserved some of its original Semitic characteristics even after it had been re-elaborated in the Hellenistic environment and eventually came to form part even of the world of our classical civilization.


The young Adonis is killed by a boar. Here, once again, we have a weeping woman: the goddess Astarte, who subsequently, in the Greek celebrations, became transformed into Aphrodite, goddess of love, who in this case assumed the features of the Great Earth Mother known as Cybele. The god who dies is bewailed by the mother who is also his wife and in the end is resurrected.


In the countryside where the harvest is gathered, Adonis is bewailed by the women the while the men cut the ears of corn and then thresh them and crush the grains to transform them into flour. The death of Adonis that they bewail is not so much the wasting away of the vegetation, but rather the violent death the men inflict on it by their agricultural work.


It seems to me that the wailing over the harvested, threshed and ground grain is also and perhaps above all a way of asking the pardon of the god of grain for the violence that is being inflicted on the grain.


This attitude has a counterpart in that of the primitive huntsman who stands in need of food and skins with which to cover himself in cold climates and therefore asks the genius of the species permission to kill just one and one only, which is as much as he needs at the moment, and treats his prey with every possible regard, so that the genius will not be angry with him and, rather, will grant him good hunting also for his future needs.


As we shall note also further on, these myths tend to slide into each other, undoubtedly generating some confusion for us, but also confirming that they are nothing other than the development of a single underlying idea.


On the basis also of aspects we shall yet have to examine, James George Frazer felt justified in concluding that “a great Mother Goddess, the personification of all the reproductive energies of nature, was worshipped under different names, but with a substantial similarity of myth and ritual by many peoples of Western Asia” (The Golden Bough – A Study in Magic and Religion, MacMillan, London 1923, p. 331).  


The death-resurrection of the god is always, and also here, a symbol of the succession of the seasons and is celebrated each year by peoples of farmers in order to propitiate the powers that control the fecundity of the soil, the good harvests, prosperity.


In the Mesopotamian-Semitic phase this cult of the god who dies and is reborn is motivated by a pure desire that the powers should concede material prosperity to the community. This prosperity is obtained thanks to the sacrifice of a divine being.


Here, obviously, there have not yet matured the instances of the redemption of the individual, of moral commitment and salvation of the soul, of immortality, contact and communion with the divinity and divine life that were later to motivate many people to participate in the “mysteries”.


And it was in this new climate, somewhat in the wake of the cult of Adonis, widely practiced in the Lebanon and in Syria, that there was to take form in Lydia and Phrygia the cult of the young hero Attis and his mother and spouse Cybele. But here we have to make a distinction between two different editions of the cult: a Lydian and a Phrygian version.


The first and more linear version represents Attis as an initiate who in Lydia instituted the cult of the Great Mother, of which the novelty, little short of revolutionary, caused a reaction even from Zeus, who felt emarginated by it. The consequence is that the young man is killed by a boar or, alternatively, by the error of a friend taking part in the hunt.


The Phrygian version of the myth is far more complicated. To put it in a nutshell, it ends with the young man marrying the daughter of King Midas of Pessinunte: a tragic marriage, because a monstrous creature who had already generated Attis and then fallen in love with him brought such a confusion and sacral frenzy to the feast as to induce Attis to evirate himself and his bride to cut her breasts. Attis died immediately beneath a pine. His body obtained from Zeus not to be resurrected, but simply to remain uncorrupted and to continue to give some sign of life and real presence. As such it was to become the object of a cult.


Frazer comments that “under the names of Osiris [whom we shall consider further on], Tammuz, Adonis, and Attis the peoples of Egypt and Western Asia represented the yearly decay and revival of life, especially of vegetal life, which they personified as a god who annually died and rose again from the dead. In name and detail the rites varied from place to place: in substance they were the same” (The Golden Bough, p. 325).


Myths that give rise to mysteries are also those relating to Dionysus, Orpheus, and Isis and Osiris.


To Dionysus, god of the mountains, forests, spontaneous vegetation and wild nature, the Greeks attributed a Thracian origin. His cult, of a decided orgiastic character, seems closely related with those that the Phrygians celebrated in honour of the Great Mother of the Gods.


A characteristic of Dionysus is the involvement of all, especially his female devotees, in a religious experience of infatuation and delirium that – at night and by the light of torches – expressed itself in shouts and noisy music and races and frenetic dances in the woods of the mountains. 

Whether it eventually reached Crete or actually originated there (as Karl Kerényi would have it: see Dioniso, It. tr., Adelphi, Milan 1998, pp. 69-130), the cult of Dionysus extended in different and peculiar forms to the various regions of Greece, reaching Delphi, where it conferred Bacchic overtones even on the oracle of Apollo, as also Thebes and various islands of the Aegean. 

In one of these islands there flourished the myth of Ariadne, who in archaic Crete seems to have been honoured as the deity of vegetation. It could be that a hierogamy was celebrated between them. However, in such a context even Dionysus assumes the form of a god who suffers, dies and is reborn.


In the 6th century B.C. there took shape a re-elaboration of the cult of Dionysus that gave rise to the Orphic mysteries. These took their name from Orpheus, who was remembered as a sublime poet and singer, who had lived some time before the Trojan war. To him people attributed, above all, works of mystic poetry and, more particularly, hymns intended for the liturgy. It is said that he himself had given rise to the new mysteries, where the figure of Dionysus tends to merge with that of another god, Zagreus, the Great Hunter.


Son of Zeus (Jove) but not of Hera (Juno), this Dionysus-Zagreus fell victim to the jealousy that Zeus felt for her: the queen of the gods had him mauled by the Titans, who tore his body to pieces and devoured it. But Athena (Minerva) saved his heart and brought it to Zeus. The king of the gods ate it and then united with Semele to generate a new Dionysus-Zagreus.


As for the Titans, Zeus exterminated them and reduced them to ashes. They are fertile ashes, from which there sprang the human kind: who therefore carry within them the divine, Dionysian good and Titanic evil. Here we have the ambivalence that we humans carry deep within us.


Death, dismemberment and resurrection of the god correspond to the phases in which the seed – especially of grain – is spread in the furrows of the soil, where it rots, eventually to germinate and sprout forth as a new shoot. As we saw, all these myths undoubtedly have an agrarian origin, but in the new climate in which they re-flourish they develop a decidedly different significance. 


Especially as far as Dionysus is concerned, he is characterized by Kerényi as the God of infinite and indestructible life, of the zōé, which is counterposed to life as bíos, to biological life (see Dioniso, pp. 17-21 et passim).   


At a certain moment the adepts are no longer farmers interested in assuring that their land should regularly yield good fruit: rather, they are men and women who try to give a positive sense to their existence also in the beyond and long for spiritual salvation and immortality.


As they deepen their sense of the sacred, these people come to feel their condition of profanity as something negative and desire to overcome it; and they thus become conscious of the fact that only spiritual man is worthy of perfect and blessed immortality, which can be realized only by the death of profane man.


This seems to be the essential motive of what are rightly called the mysteries. Side by side with the Orphic mysteries, mention may here be made, above all, of the mysteries of Isis and those of Eleusis. The god opens a road, and it is a question of becoming conscious of this, dying with him to all profanity in order to be reborn in him to true spiritual realization.


Eleusis is a small township in Attica, situated some twenty kilometres from Athens.  It was the site of the famous mysteries centred on the figure of Earth Mother Demeter and her daughter, the Maiden (Kore) par excellence, known as Persephone (or Proserpine), divinity of spring vegetation.


As we are told by Hymn to Demeter, which is attributed to Homer (6th century B.C.), while the young woman gathers flowers together with a group of her female friends, the ground beneath her suddenly opens and Persephone-Kore is swallowed up to go and join Hades, brother of Jove and king of the underworld. In the end Hermes (Mercury) brings Persephone back to her mother, who nevertheless cannot have her forever. By decision of Zeus, accepted by the parties, for a third of the year, i.e. around the winter season, Persephone will have to stay in Hades by the side of her husband. At that time vegetation lies bare and idle, to come to new life upon the arrival of spring.


It falls to Demeter herself to open the mysteries of Eleusis, city of which she proclaims herself queen and patron. What takes place there is an initiation. The candidate has to pass through a mystic death – symbolized by the descent to the underworld in imitation of Persephone – and only in this way, can he subsequently be reborn to immortality, to divine life, to beatitude. When earthly existence comes to an end, only the initiate will save himself from the fate of remaining in a squalid, muddy, unpleasant beyond. He can aspire to a place in Elysium, said to be situated in a particular part of Hades. A subsequent elaboration of the ideology of the Eleusinian mysteries arrived at the concept that the souls of the initiated are destined for a heavenly rather than an underworld paradise. 

Some scholars hold that the Eleusinian ideology is at least partly derived from Egypt. There are, indeed, undoubted analogies between the Greek mysteries and those of Isis. Osiris, brother and husband of Isis, was originally a god of the soil that produced fruit, who was later identified with the earth that sustains human beings. The two divinities reigned together for a long time, teaching men agriculture and the arts of civilization. But Seth, invidious brother of Osiris, induced him to enclose himself in a sarcophagus, which Seth then closed, thus causing his death. He then abandoned the sarcophagus to the currents of the Nile.


The grief-stricken Isis sets out to look for the body of Osiris and eventually finds him. But this time Seth cuts the body to pieces and scatters them over the land. More desolate than ever, Isis resumes her search and finds the pieces one by one, gathering them with love. Then, with the help of other gods, the body was recomposed and magically resurrected in the sense of being rendered immortal and eternal. Osiris leaves the kingdom of Egypt to his son Horus to become king of the West, king of the deceased who survive for ever in the land where the sun goes to shine after it sets on the lands inhabited by the mortals.


What has been done for the resurrection of Osiris is repeated for every dead pharaoh, whose body is subjected to a therapy of surgical interventions, accompanied by rites and prayers and readings of sacred texts. Just like Osiris, the pharaoh thus gains immortality. In a certain sense he becomes Osiris. And the same can be said of any other dead who is subjected to the same treatment. From a certain time onwards, each dead became identified with Osiris to the point of being designated as “Osiris of such and such”.


According to Plutarch, Isis, wanting to perpetuate what had happened and what she had suffered and enjoyed on account of the death and resurrection of here beloved spouse, herself instituted the mysteries that bear her name (De Iside et Osiride, ch. 27).

Each year, in Egypt and also in Rome itself, the death and resurrection of Osiris were re-evoked and re-enacted in a series of rites, in an atmosphere first of pain and suffering and eventually of intense joy.


But the initiations remained well distinct from these public festivities, because they were limited to the few people who were prepared to re-live in their own skin, as it were, the death and resurrection of the god, whom they would thus come to resemble. The candidate had first to pass some very stringent initiation tests, with harrowing experiences artfully created by skilful “stage” direction.


Herodotus, who visited Egypt around the year 450 B.C. and was familiar with these celebrations, was induced by the analogies he noted to identify Osiris with Dionysus. Osiris is the god of fertility of the soil. It is not by chance that he is also venerated under the name of Nile.


Frazer identified him with grain itself. He recalled that at sowing time the priest would bury images of Osiris moulded from a dough of grain and earth in the land that had been ploughed. The abundance of the harvest was attributed to an Osiris made of grain, sown like grain, and identified with grain (The Golden Bough, p. 376).


Osiris is undoubtedly a solar divinity, but a sun that irradiates the earth, warming it and urging it to produce its fruits. The death of Osiris is the aridity of the soil. The tears of Isis are the beneficial rain that renders the soil fertile and makes it bring forth grain and all the other vegetation.


In all these mysteries and myths there always comes to the fore the figure of a human god who creates through the total sacrifice of himself: through the offer of himself that arrives at the point of sacrificing his life. And thus he dies. But it is this death that enables the god to achieve the full implementation, the completion of his creative work. And it is thanks to death that the god triumphs on being reborn.


We may also note that, together with the human god who incarnates himself, there recurs a loving female figure of mother and sister and also spouse of the god, sorrowful participant of his passion.


And we must not fail to note the analogies that link these various mysteries of antiquity, starting with their most remote Mesopotamian antecedents, with the Christian mystery. 


Reducing the latter to the former, however, would mean failure to recognize the undoubted originality of Christianity: it would be a denial of the “extra”, the decisive element of novelty, that Christianity contributed to man’s spiritual evolution.


Without in any way belittling the substance of the Christian announcement, we may yet consider (take a look at) the doctrinal structure within which it is received. In some way we are here always concerned with human conceptual structures that prepare the human intellects for accepting what the Christian revelation was subsequently to propose and which, as far as possible, had to fin prepared spirits.


But can these concepts really be defined as human in everything or are we not concerned rather with ideas that to some extent are inspired? If and inasmuch as they are inspirations, these ideas come to us from religious forms external to Israel and the Christian Church, and yet always from God through their intermediation. In that case there can be no doubt that they, too, have to be defined as a way in which God speaks to his people through the channel of different traditions. Here we would thus have confirmation of the general principle underlying our meditation: principle that is already expressed in the title of this note.


It seems to me that concepts that come to the fore in the course of the spiritual evolution that we are considering can be defined as follows.


Source of all life is the Divinity. With the products of the earth the Divinity gives us material prosperity. At a higher evolutional level and therefore a further phase of human development, spiritual needs come to the fore within us. And it is here that longing for immortality, for eternal life, for divine life, awakens in the human hearts. And thus, just as the Divinity is the giver of life in the more biological sense, at a more profound level it is also the giver of spiritual life, of eternal life. With respect to this more profound level, the more limited and superficial form of life with which man had previously contented himself seems to be decidedly profane. This profanity has to be overcome. The old man, the profane man has to die, so that the new deified man may live to the full.


But, as has already been suggested, this quality jump is also – and above all – made possible by divine intervention. The God who revealed himself Source of every form of material life and the prosperity connected therewith now reveals himself Source of the most authentic spiritual life. It is God, and only He, who deifies us by giving himself to us in order to make us similar to Him.


Now, the most authentic gift, the most complete gift that one can make to anybody is the gift of oneself. God donates all of himself to his creation. The abundance of the harvest is a gift made possible by a grain god who donates himself. And thus, at a very different level, the flowering of spirituality among men is the gift of Spirit-God who effuses himself.


For his creation God wastes away, consumes and self-annihilates himself in the “emptying” of the kénosis, just as the grain decomposes in the ground. God incarnates himself in his creation and donates himself to it to the point of becoming decomposed in it. Only in this way can he act upon it from within with true efficacy.


There comes to mind a passage from the Gospel According to Saint John and one from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians.


“Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (Jn 12, 24).


“What you sow does not come to life unless it dies” (1 Cor 15, 36).


God himself, who is both the Sower and the Seed of the creation, because he sows himself, keeps on dying to himself as he creates, in order to be reborn in his creatures: to be reborn in a total and definitive manner in the final triumph of the perfected creation

But why is it that for God creation should be travail, passion and death? Due to a mysterious “original sin”, the creation has been invaded by forces that act in an involutional manner. In such a situation God’s creative work, which is but one with his redemptive action, can make headway only in little steps and at the price of toil and suffering and unlimited patience. 


God is truly crucified in his creation and, face to face with the regressive forces of evil, he succumbs and dies continuously, and is always reborn. The ultimate resurrection, the final victory, the eternal kingdom are his, but will have to be laboriously conquered, step by step, not least by man’s cooperation.


The myth of the God who dies and is reborn assumes more material forms, forms more bound up with biological life and concerns of economic and physical survival, more ingenuous and immature, more interwoven with fables. And yet one can say that even the primitive forms of this myth prefigure its ultimate edition, which in our experience of faith is the Christian version.


Here we have, to be sure, an incarnate God. This God will prevail in the end and establish his kingdom everywhere; but for the moment, in the present economy, he is really limited, crucified and killed in a thousand ways and at every moment by the negative forces of his deviated creation. For such a God all creation is made possible by His making Himself creature to stimulate creation as intimate vital principle from its very heart, from its very bottom.


What we may call “incarnation” in the wider sense continues, becomes deepened and perfected into what we may call “incarnation” in a more restricted and proper sense. Here the incarnation of God is his making himself man.


God makes himself man so that man may make himself god. The Man-God is Jesus. Divine grapevine, Jesus has his shoots in all men and women who entrust themselves to him and accept to cooperate with him (Jn 15, 1-7; 1 Cor, ch. 12). All incorporated in him and, always in him, are destined to grow until they reach his stature (1 Cor, ch. 12; Eph 4, 11-16; 2, 21; 3, 14-19; Col 2, 1-3.9.19). 

With the total gift of himself, with his dedicating and spending himself to the point of the passion and death, the incarnate God opens a road that all of us can follow together with him, so that we may die unto ourselves – to our sin, our condition of profanity, to our old man – in order to be reborn to divine life with him.

12.   Influence of Greek philosophy 

        on the elaboration process 

        of Christian dogmatics

Philosophy, cultural patrimony of the ancient Greeks, was not immediately accepted in full in the early days of Christianity. Starting with John and Paul, the theologians could not forego availing themselves of its logical rigour; but there was no lack of contestations as regards philosophy as such, its principles.


In the letters of Paul the problem does not yet raise its head in an explicit and formal manner; but the following passage from the First Letter to the Corinthians (1, 18-24), if not indicative in a specific manner, is highly allusive: “…The word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 


“For it is written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart’ [Isa 29, 14].  

“Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of  this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  

“For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe.


“For Jews demand signs, and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to whose who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God”.



Here one has the impression that philosophy has been… put in the sidelines once and for all, and that there is no more to be said about it. 


Indeed, the anti-philosophic instance can be heard more or less vividly in quite a few authors: one need only think of certain apologist Fathers, like a Tatianus the Assyrian (of the second century) and a Hermia (of the third century, so it would seem).


The apology Discourse to the Greeks of Tatianus is wholly dedicated to criticism of Hellenism, full of invective for the Greek philosophers and accusations of immorality levelled at them.


The polemical character of Hermia’s Derision of the external [pagan] philosophers is already perfectly expressed by the title.


But there were also those who preferred to rely on philosophical arguments in their polemics with the philosophers. They included Saint Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons (second century). He contests the particular Greek philosophy that constitutes at least part of the matrix of gnosticism. In the second book of his work Confutation and unmasking of false gnosis (better known under the title Adversus haereses), he uses only rational arguments to accuse those heretics of “irrationality” (word that in one way or another recurs in Ch. 6, No. 3; as also in 8, 3; 10, 1; 22, 6; 24, 3; 26, 3 and 6; 28, 6; 31,1; etc.)


Philosophy’s most illustrious enemy was Tertullian, who lived astride the third and fourth century. In De praescriptione hereticorum (VII, 6-7), where he subjects the “subtlety” of the heretics to an extremely critical examination, there is a passage in which the fiery apologist apostrophises the most eminent of the Greek philosophers in the following terms: “O miserable Aristotle! Who furnished them [the heretics] with the dialectic that is arteficer of construction and destruction, chameleonic in judgment, tough in argumentation, arouser of disputes, irksome even to itself, continually retracts everything and never concludes anything at all.


“From it there derive all those fables and endless genealogies, those fruitless questions, those discourses in the manner of a crab that take you unawares and get themselves accepted without you even noticing it, and against which the apostle [Paul] expressly puts us on our guard and warns us to steer clear of philosophy and all vain seduction”. Here Tertullian cites a significant passage from another Pauline epistle, the Letter to the Colossians (2, 8), where the apostle says: “See to it that no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ”.


Another of Tertullian’s works, the Apologeticus, opposes philosophy with a terrible chapter, where every possible accusation is levelled against the Greek philosophers and they are blamed for all the weaknesses that biographers and tradition have made known to us.


The conclusion of the chapter (XLVI, 18) is quite sufficient to give us an idea: “What resemblance can there be between a philosopher and a Christian, between a disciple of Greece and a disciple of heaven, between those who work for fame and those who work for salvation, between those who speak beautiful words and those who do fine deeds, between those who obscure the truth and those who re-establish it, between those who steal the truth and those who custody it?”


Nevertheless, Tertullian makes good use of philosophy to sustain his argumen-tation. How, indeed, could he do otherwise?


There are those who sustain that spiritual man, entrusting himself to the inspiration that comes from deep within him, can do without philosophy. But can this selfsame inspiration avoid performing a critical sieving action, be it even with all the humility and delicacy that are needed? Can we do without giving form to some definition, some concept, even if fully aware of its inadequacy? And does not the very term ‘conceptualizing’ mean reasoning in depth, does it not mean philosophizing?


Not even Paul avoids doing this, if it is true that his argumentations move ahead with their well known and undeniable rigour.


And what shall we say about John? Do we not in him, even more so than in Paul, find explicit reference to the concepts of philosophy? In the prologue of his gospel, John, with a view to better defining the divine nature of Christ, assumes the doctrine of the Logos, which in certain respects constitutes the soul of the best classical philosophy arrived at its Hellenistic phase.


The concept of the Beginning, the Arché, began to take shape at the very dawn of Western philosophy and had attained a considerable stage of elaboration in apostolic times. At this point John used it for defining the divine Word in a truly living manner, freeing it of all abstraction, of all indeterminacy it could still have in the thought of the Greek philosophers.


This undoubtedly is a merit that he shares with Paul. One could say that here John and Paul managed to graft philosophy onto the Judeo-Christian tradition and to consolidate it, laying good foundations for the subsequent development of Christian dogmatics through the long series of councils.


In their attempt to give the Christian faith also a doctrinal foundation, the Fathers of the Church undoubtedly received great help from Greek philosophy. Here I shall limit myself to giving but one example, that of Saint Gregory of Nissa, much younger brother of Saint Basil the Great, whose theological thought he developed.


The Nissene profoundly felt the need of a philosophy that would enable him to dispute not only with the Jews, but also with the Christian heretics and even the Greek philosophers themselves.


From the Great catechetical discourse (Prologue, 4-5) we can take an example of the type of specific argumentation that can best be used with pagan philosophers: “…When one proposes to discuss with someone who follows the thought of the Greeks, it will be appropriate to begin the discussion in this way, namely, to ask him whether he believes that God exists or agrees with those who do not believe in God.


“If he says that God does not exist, we, basing ourselves on the artistic and scholarly order that reigns in the world, induce him to admit that there exists a power superior to the universe that reveals itself in these phenomena.


“If, on the other hand, he does not deny that God exists, but strays into the error of believing in a multitude of gods, in that case we could follow a concatenation of arguments” like the rather complex arguments that follow in the text of the Great discourse, though I shall not consider them here. 

I shall limit myself to citing two more passages: “…And since, as is only logical, he will have to attest that…, I shall insist on his admitting that…”. 

Again: “… Our antagonist will have to admit that, given the logical consequentiality of our reasoning…”.


Gregory founds the affirmation of the unity of God on the concept of essence. He borrows the principle that the essence as such is one from Plato. Applying this principle to God, he infers that the Divinity, inasmuch as it is essence (ousía), is one notwith-standing the plurality of the persons (prósōpa, plural of prósōpon) that constitute it: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.


Be it human or divine, the essence, as such, is one, simple, always the same, independently of the number of persons that have it in common: who in the case of man are innumerable in quantity, whereas the divine nature consists only of the above three persons.


Gregory’s short treatise Against the Greeks is dedicated to the argument I have here briefly summarized on the basis of common notions.


And what does “common notion” (koiné énnoia) mean? According to Stoic teachings, very widespread in the Roman Empire, it is knowledge that every man carries innate in his soul, inspired by the primigenial logos.


In that pamphlet Gregory tries to demonstrate the compatibility of the unity of God and the Trinity of persons by taking common notions as his starting point without on that occasion making any appeal to Holy Scripture.


Each of the three persons, or hypostases, of God is by essence, “is by nature the same thing as God” (Great catechetical discourse, I, 11). But this does not by any means prevent each of the three persons to be well distinct from the others, to have full consistency of its own accord.


The Son, i.e. “the Logos of God, by virtue of the fact that it subsists of itself, is different from the being from which it possesses the subsistence, i.e. from the Father (ibid.). The same has to be said of the Holy Spirit. Thus “different, by hypostasis, is the Spirit and different is the Logos, and different once again is that being [the Father] by which the Logos is Logos and the Spirit is Spirit” (ibid., II, 2).


Once it has been made clear what has to be understood by “essence”, dogmatic development  was greatly facilitated in defining, after the unity and trinity of God, also the incarnation of his Son, person to whom it was to attribute a duplicity of essences or natures: a divine nature and a human nature.


The philosophical concept of essence will be of help also in understanding that in the divine incarnation, there is thus the fullness of humanity, so that Christ can be said to be both true God and true man: both God and man in the full and total sense.

13   Saint Justin Martyr 

       and Clement of Alexandria

Philosophy thus proved to be of great help in defining the contents of the Christian faith. According to Saint Justin, whom Patrology calls “philosopher and martyr”, who lived in the second century, the teaching of Christ “is the sole sure and useful philosophy” (Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, 8).


He bore great love for Plato, in particular, and, more generally, for the Greek philosophers. He considered himself to be one of their number, wore the short Socratic mantle, held school, surrounded himself with disciples, and did not disdain disputes with other philosophers.


For him the sages of Greece were already Christians without knowing it. They owed the best part of their doctrines to the direct or indirect influence of Moses, whom he considered to be the author of the Pentateuch. This was a theory that he had taken from the Jewish apologists. In conclusion he affirmed: “It is not we who are in agree-ment with the others, it is the others who repeat our dogmas by imitating them (Apologia prima, LX, 10).


But this was not the explanation dearest to Justin. He privileged another, namely that any truth, no matter who expressed it, was derived from an inspiration of the divine Word: Socrates, judging the idolatrous cult in the light of reason and truth, tried to enlighten men. But the demons, through the mouths of the evil-minded, had him condemned as an atheist. Now, “it is not only among the Greeks and through the mouth of Socrates that these things have been said by the Word, but also among the Barbarians and by the selfsame Word in the guise of a sensitive form, become man and called Jesus Christ (ibid., 5, 3-4). 

In fact, says Justin, Christ himself “is the reason of which the whole of mankind partakes”. Therefore, “those who lived according to reason are Christians, even if they were believed to be atheists; as Socrates, Heraclitus and many others like them among the Greeks; and among the barbarians, Abraham and Ananias and Azariah and Misael and Eliah and many others” (ibid., 46). 

Nevertheless, these Christians ahead of time did not know the entire truth. In them there were the seeds of truth (spérmata alethéias), which they were not capable of understanding to the full (ibid., 44).

The seed of reason innate in them enabled them only to have an obscure vision of the truth. Reason abandoned to its own forces has never been able to go beyond a certain intuition of God and a certain discernment between good and evil. The seed is one thing, but the complete development to which it tends by its nature is quite another.


“Seeds of truth are to be found in all”, but “they have not been understood”, as is demonstrated by the fact that “they contradict each other” (ibid., 44).


If a true and proper faith is really to be understood, divine help is essential: “Begin by praying that the gates of light may be opened to you”. Indeed, “nobody can either see or understand unless God and his Christ grant him comprehension” (Dialogue with the Jew Trypho, 7). 


Here we have a clear application of the doctrine of seminal reason (Lógos spermatikós) that constitutes one of the bedrocks of Stoic philosophy. 


The complete development of reason and philosophy coincides with Christianity, of which the selfsame Greek philosophers were forerunners to the extent to which they allowed themselves to be well inspired. That is why, as Justin concludes, “everything true that has been said belongs to us Christians (Apologia seconda, 13).


For Clement of Alexandria (born about 150 A.D, died some years before 217 A.D.), who further developed Justin’s thought, gnosis or knowledge constitutes the highest goal to which man may tend: it is there that man fully realizes himself. Knowledge confirms and demonstrates what faith limits itself to intuiting in summary form. With respect to knowledge, faith is a necessary starting point. Just as the law of the Old Testament prepared the Jews for receiving Christ, philosophy performed the same function for the Greeks. In his Protreptikós (A Hortatory Address to the Greeks, VI, 69, 2-3), Clement “exhorts” the pagans to turn to the true philosophy that is Christianity and notes that “in all men, and most in those that pass their time reasoning, there is instilled a certain divine emanation”.


And it is “thanks to this emanation” that, even without intending to do so, “they recognize that there is but one God, without either beginning or end, who up on high, in the most remote regions of the heavens, in a particular place of his own, exists truly and for ever”.


In his Stromateís (which means “Patchwork”, i.e. “the patchwork of scientific commentaries on philosophy”), Clement affirms that “before the coming of the Lord, philosophy was necessary for the Greeks to arrive at religion: in a certain sense, it is a propaedeutic for those who set out to conquer faith by means of rational demonstration (I, 5, 28, 1). 

And then he adds: “It could also be that philosophy was given to the Greeks as a primary asset before they were called by the Lord, because it, too, educated the Greek world for Christ, as did the law in the case of the Jews. Philosophy therefore serves to prepare, opening the road for him who will be rendered perfect by Christ” (ibid., 3).


Undoubtedly, “there is only one road of truth, but, just like a perennial river, it is made up of innumerable rivulets” (ibid., 29, 1).

Following the right course, it is appropriate “to use mundane culture, but not to linger there for a long time and stopping there: indeed, the instruments granted to each generation for its good prepare for the word of the Lord in due course” (ibid., 9). 


Clement concludes that “philosophy has the task of inquiring into truth and the nature of the real (the truth of which the Lord himself said; ‘I am the truth’). And, moreover, the culture that prepares for repose in Christ exercises the mind and awakens the intelligence, generating sagacity in the search by means of philosophy. It is the philosophy that is possessed by the initiates: they have discovered it or, better, received it from Truth itself” (ibid., 32, 4).


The Alexandrine apologist recalls that Sarah, at that time sterile wife of Abraham, placed her maid servant Hagar at her husband’s disposal, so that she might bear him a son. But then, when the servant become mother began to look with contempt upon her mistress, Abraham gave her back to Sarah, who “dealt harshly” with her: she corrected her, re-dimensioned her to play her proper part as a handmaiden. And it is in this way that true gnosis has to be realized, while false gnosis is the one in which philosophy assumes an attitude of superiority and self-sufficiency, considering itself to be an end in itself. 

14.   Platonic influences 

        and the philosophy of Saint Augustine

From Saint Paul onwards, the anti-philosophic polemics of the Church Fathers were essentially intended against this false gnosis. Authentic gnosis, authentic philosophy is one that resolves all knowledge in the knowledge of God.


Its exponents are all the philosophers who intuited that God is our creator and supreme good, truth and felicity, says Saint Augustine, and this irrespective of  “whether they are more properly called Platonists or whether their sect has been given some other name; whether they are illustrious masters of the Ionian school, like Plato and those who really understood; or even Italics, like Pythagoras and this followers or philosophers in other nations, like the Atlantics of Libya, Egyptians, Indians, Persians, Chaldeans, Sciites, Gauls, Spaniards and yet others who have known and taught these things. We accord primacy to them, declaring them to be closer to us” (De civitate Dei, VIII, 9). 


Among the many different schools of philosophers, “none is closer to us than the Platonists” (ibid., 5). Theirs is undoubtedly an authentic philosophizing “according to God”, in contrast with the philosophy that, taking its inspiration from purely human traditions, comes to a halt at the elements of the this world, the immediate causes” (ibid., 10, 1; here even Augustine cites the previously mentioned Pauline passage from Col 2, 8).

15.   Aristotelian influences 

        and Saint Thomas Aquinas

The classical philosophy that the Church Fathers considered above all was the one bearing the Platonic imprint. As to Neoplatonism, into which Platonism developed and in which it continued in a more intensely religious climate, mention should here be made of the Pseudo-Denis, who in the 5th century achieved a conspicuous synthesis of Neoplatonism and the Christian faith.


In a field dominated by Platonic philosophy, its Aristotelian counterpart seemed almost forgotten. It fell to the Arabs to help Western Christians to rediscover it. 


After it had been brought to their attention, for the most part by Arab scholars and commentators, Aristotle encountered some opposition, but, all said and done, was accorded an excellent reception. What evolutional phenomenon, what development of thought had prepared and disposed the West to accord it such a good welcome?


In Raphael’s fresco “The School of Athens”, Plato and Aristotle are seen together at the centre of the picture, side by side and surrounded by the elect crowd of other great men of antiquity. Now, Plato indicates the heavens, while Aristotle seems to turn his attention to the earth with a discrete gesture that, both aesthetically and concep-tually, re-balances the situation.


In the early centuries of Christianity there was felt the need for accentuating the transcendence and creative power of God, the primary need of turning to God and entrusting oneself to his grace. Then attention was quite rightly extended to embrace also the creation itself, the world and man.


If one only thinks about it, from a strong God there cannot but spring a strong creation, a creation valid in itself, autonomous, destined to ascend, in God, to the highest degree of perfection.


Here we have what one might call “creatural optimism”. Such an optimism is well present in the Old Testament, whose marked humanism seems as if it were suspended in the New Testament in favour of what seemed more urgent to be done in the imminence of the coming of the Kingdom of God.


As the centuries went by, however, the slow maturation of Christian thought led it to re-balance the vision of existence in a sense more favourable to a creation that had been excessively neglected, if not altogether despised, by theologians.


One may say that, until then, the Christian tradition had left Aristotelianism in the shade. But it remained available for the moment in which there was felt the need for putting it to fruit.


The moment arrived with the civilization of the Late Middle Ages, which is wholly pervaded by an intense cultural flowering and a renewed interest for life, for research, for artistic and literary creation, artisanry and commerce, for law and politics, for the world, nature and man.


Here historical Christianity became aware of a more appropriate manner of being than the escape from the world that finds greater support in a disincarnate mysticism – of a more distant Eastern matrix – that longs only for heaven.


In general principle, there cannot exist any contrast between God and his creation. There is no reason why the creation should be belittled in order to exalt God.


To the extent to which he creates, God grants to his creature autonomy, freedom, capacity of doing things by himself. 


The influence of grace is “donor of nature”: it nourishes nature, strengthens it, develops it, and makes it be itself. And thus revelation does not take the place of reason,  but renders it more potent.


The creation does not take the place of the creature, does not empty it, but constitutes it. And each creature is called upon to cooperate with God, so that God’s creative work, the creation of the entire universe, may attain its perfective completion.


As this perspective came to the fore and assumed ever clearer outlines, any philosophy of Platonic inspiration, even the philosophy of Augustine, left without appropriate corrections, showed itself more and more unsuitable for meeting the needs of a constitutive foundation that now called for very different conceptual instruments.


But was there at this point a philosophy capable of valorizing also the creation and the individual creature in all its autonomy, in all its ontological density, in all its wealth of being? Until that moment Christian philosophy, wholly orientated as it was to transcendence, had felt the need of a Plato or a Plotinus rather more than the need for an Aristotle. But now, given this new orientation towards the world and nature and man, it felt that such a well tested system as the Aristotelian one could provide a far more appropriate conceptual structure. An Aristotle recuperated by the Arabs and duly commented, studied and developed by them, was there, ready made and available, so that Western thought could rediscover it and use it in accordance with its own new needs.


It was precisely his basic approach that rendered Aristotle particularly suitable for this new union. For him the essences of things did not transcend the things themselves, but are intrinsic in them. Every essence is a universal “form” that, inherent in a “matter”, turns it into a “substance”, i.e. into a perfectly identified and unrepeatable being. Existence thus becomes a world no longer of phantasms, but rather of concrete, live, autonomous realities, each of which has its own consistency of being.


And it is to the genius of Thomas Aquinas that the Christian tradition owes the acquisition of Aristotelianism in a new synthesis. Until then it had represented a tradition that was both different from Christianity and extraneous to it. But now historical Christianity, following a slow evolution lasting for centuries, had evolved to the point of feeling strong need for the support it could provide.


The acceptance of Aristotelianism took place in a spirit of extremely painstaking and vigil discernment, adopting whatever could be brought into conformity with Christianity and excluding everything incompatible therewith (like an inactive God, an individual soul destined to cease upon physical death).


In this new edition, historical Christianity proved to be far more open to appreciating the authentic values of the classical world and conceding its proper space also to humanism.

16.   Christian humanism 

        and its manifesto: 

        the Oratio de hominis dignitate

The adoption of Aristotelianism had made it possible to set the recovery of the creature, of nature and reason, of man and his entire “kingdom” in a framework, not least in philosophical terms, that was more closely in keeping with the optimistic vision of the Bible and, more particularly, the Book of Genesis.


At the very height of the fifteenth century we have what has been called the Manifesto of the Italian Renaissance and what we could also consider as the manifesto of Christian humanism understood in its best and peculiar sense: the Oratio de hominis dignitate of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.


In creating the various beings that exist in the universe, God assigned to each species a particular nature in which it was to remain constrained forever, but when he arrived at creating man, he wanted him free to determine himself.


“The excellent arteficer therefore established that to him, to whom he would  not give anything that was peculiar to him, there should be common everything that he had individually assigned to the others. He therefore accepted man as a work of indefinite nature and, having placed him in the heart of the world, spoke to him as follows:

“I have not given you, O Adam, either a determined place or an aspect of your own, and not even any particular prerogative, so that you may obtain and conserve the place, the aspect and the prerogatives that you desire in accordance with your own choice and counsel.


“The determined nature of the others is contained within laws prescribed by me: but you, not constrained by any barrier, shall determine it according to your own will and discretion, to the power of which I consigned you.


“I placed you in the midst of the world, so that from there you should better survey all the things that are in the world. I have made you neither heavenly nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal, so that you should mould and sculpt yourself in the form you prefer as an almost free and sovereign arteficer of yourself. You may degenerate into the inferior things that are the brutes, you may regenerate yourself according to your will into the superior things that are divine”.


In the nature of man there is infused every kind of seed, and of these only those he decides to cultivate will develop. Caring only for the vegetative element, he will grow like a plant. Stimulating the inclinations of the senses, he will grow like a brute. Letting himself be inspired by the voice of reason, he will become celestial. Elevating himself even further, he will become an angel and son of God. If, lastly, “not content with the fate of any creature, he will gather himself at the centre of his unity, made but one spirit with God, in the solitary haze of the Father who was placed above all things, he will find himself above all things” (G. Pico della Mirandola, De Hominis Dignitate, Edizione Nazionale dei Classici del Pensiero Italiano, Florence 1942, pp. 105-107).  

Here it is the will of God himself that frees man; but this does not by any means imply that man’s freedom has to be absolute and indiscriminate: according to whether his work is good or bad, positive or negative, man may rise to a higher level or degrade himself, this in accordance with a scale of values that, established by God, remains such for ever, complying with an order that man cannot shape to his liking in any way or manner.

17.   The deviations of humanism 

        and its pseudo-absolutes

The fifteenth-century humanists, together with those other authentic Christians who followed in their footsteps, were very clear about the concept that it is the divine will that establishes whatever may be considered positive or negative. But this correct, moderate and balanced sense of a liberty contained within God’s law very soon became a feeling of a liberty devoid of any rules other than those that man sets himself by his own free will.


It has been observed that, just as Thomas Aquinas christianized Aristotelianism, so the Renaissance, continuing and developing the work of assimilation of the Late Middle Ages, christianized all the rest of classical culture. For some centuries already, the ancients had become a term of loving study, veneration and imitation in literature, in art, in law, and even in the political institutions. Even mythology exercised a vivid fascination and was made an object of interest: one need only think of how it was integrated in the grandiose edifice of the Divine Comedy.


The reborn interest in the creation urged the men of the Renaissance to turn it into an object of study, at first in a somewhat timid and uncertain manner by means of magic, but then, with the application of calculation, by means of science. Even before they were great scientists, Kepler, Galileo and then Newton were great Christians. As far as they were concerned, discovering the laws of nature in their geometric order was an act of cult that confirmed them in their adoration of the Creator, from whom so many marvels draw their origin. Dominating nature with technologies is thus a way of obeying a divine command. In a certain way, man realizes himself as a second god, according to the beautiful and strong phrase coined by Giambattista Vico: Auctor naturae Deus, homo artificiorum deus (If God is the Author of nature, man is the god of the arts).


In the wake of the research and the innovations of the Renaissance, Vico founded the “new science” of human history. His philosophical vision is exquisitely Christian.


God is the principle of nature and man. All the forms of life of man, all his activities and all his liberties find their Source of being and value in God. At least at the beginning in the temporal sense, at least in general principle and in an ideal sense, it is with a religious spirit that the men of the Renaissance set out to work in the world.


And this was an admirable equilibrium that was maintained for a certain period of time, but for the most part broke down sooner or later and came to an end. And it was then that the various forms of research, culture and action ended up by becoming ends in themselves, became absolutized.


Be it clear, we are here concerned with undue absolutizations, with new idols. But what was set in motion seemed an uncontrollable runaway process.


Each science, each form of action constituted itself in an autonomous manner iuxta propria principia, according to its own peculiar principles; and was pursued for its own sake with exclusive love, almost as an axis around which the entire universe had to rotate, almost as a new absolute.


The various “isms” began to take shape. The discovery of nature led to naturalism. The exaltation of each cognitive function gave rise to rationalism, volunteerism, sensism. 


Human nature, which is rational, inspires a natural law that would find its philosophical justification in nature as such, even if God didn’t exist: here we have the doctrine of natural law.


The exaltation of science as knowledge valid in an exclusive manner gave rise to scientism. Vico’s discovery of history developed into the absolutization of history itself, into the absolute historicism of a Benedetto Croce.


There took shape the ideal of art for art’s sake, and of the pure poet and writer. “Il verso è tutto” (Verse is everything), as Gabriele D’Annunzio eventually put it in a famous poem.


The moral law gave rise to ethics, the rules of which have to be observed for pure “respect of moral law”.

And the pursuit of riches and the prosperity of his business became an absolute for the homo oeconomicus, no matter even if realized by means of the most iniquitous exploitation, walking on corpses.


With Machiavelli, politics came to affirm themselves as an end in itself, intended purely for the creation, conservation and expansion of the state. And thus we have reached the point where the myth and ideology of the state came to be subdivided into the many different “isms” of the politics of our own day: into liberalism, which absolutizes freedom; into socialism and communism, which tend to exalt almost exclusively the aspect of collectivity, even at the price of  forcing the individual into a kind of human ant hill to the point of wholly crushing his personality; into nationalism, which exalts the nation; into racism, imperialism, and many different forms of statism.


Each of these ideologies proposes itself more or less as a new religion. It is true that they all spring from absolutized Christian principles, from “Christian ideas run amok”. It is true that they have explicated Christian principles in certain of their dimensions that had previously remained unexplored; however, in absolutizing one or the other of these splinters of being and truth and value, in bringing to life a religion of science, a religion of the state and of politics, a religion of the economy and of business, a religion of art, a religion of nature, a religion of history, a religion of duty and moral law understood in an abstract sense, a religion of reason, a religion of humanity, and so on, each of these ideologies, indeed, comes to form a kind of different religion.

18.   How the Church, in the Syllabus of Pius IX    

        condemned the deviated humanism 

        of the modern age


The first few centuries of the modern age saw Catholicism struggle not only against Protestantism, but when it allied itself with the Catholic monarchies, found itself face to face with the tendency of the latter to turn their sovereign into an absolute and sacred king invested with powers and no limits, including even the power of governing the Church.


Later, however, especially after the French Revolution, Catholicism and the Papacy found themselves in conflict with political movements of a decidedly opposite sign: I am referring to the ideologies, the groups, the parties that claim for the state many of the functions that the Church had exercised without any opposition; and, further, proclaim the rights of man and the freedom of both religion and thought, of press, assembly and association.


These positions were vigorously contested by the Papacy; and it eventually fell to a Roman pontiff, Pius IX, to issue an encyclical that has remained famous, namely Quanta cura, to condemn these and other affirmations, which he listed in a Syllabus [i.e. a collection] of the principal errors of our age, that have been noted in the concistorial Allocutions, the Encyclicals and other apostolic Letters of our Most Holy Lord, Pope Pius IX.


It will be helpful to concentrate our attention on some of these positions defined as erroneous that may prove of greater significance for the theme with which we are here concerned.


The document begins by rebuking both atheism and pantheism. This is followed by the rejection of rationalism, which in the age of enlightenment had inspired an entire philosophy and a series of innovations, not least on the practical level, even in the political ambit. What the document calls “absolute rationalism” sustains that “human reason is the sole arbitrator of truth and falsehood, is law unto itself and with its natural forces is sufficient to procure the good of men and nations” (III).


Side by side with absolute rationalism, the document mentions an attenuated form that it calls “relative rationalism”. Among the various propositions it rejects in this connection, it is interesting to recall the following: “Philosophy has to discuss without having any regard for supernatural revelation” (XIV).


This is a general attack on the modern “isms” of theoretical research, implicitly inclusive of every scientism.


Side by side with research that relies solely on human reason without seeking any guide or corrective in faith, on the ethical level the Pope here censures every autonomous morality, every action that relies on purely human criteria, avoiding any indication that may come from the supernatural sphere (LVII).


Another object of rejection is every absolutization of politics, the State, positive law. Let us read three of the denounced propositions that are particularly worthy of note: “The State, as source and origin of all rights, enjoys a wholly unlimited right of its own” (XXXIX). “The law consists of material fact, and all the duties of men are a vain name and all the human facts have force of law (LIX). “The fortunate injustice of the facts is in no way detrimental to the sanctity of the law” (LXI).


The most unhappy formulation of the final (eightieth) point of the Syllabus rejects as “error” the affirmation that “the Roman Pontiff can and must reconcile himself and come to terms with progress, liberalism and modern civilization”.


By the name of “liberalism” the document understands very particularly “the civil liberty of any cult whatsoever, and the similarly extensive faculty granted to all of manifesting any opinion and any thought openly and in public” (LXXIX). In other words, it understands the term as referring to what is called freedom of conscience and thought, which cannot but imply at one and the same time the freedom of meeting and association (cfr. Quanta cura, ch.3).


If it is also illicit to “deny obedience to or rebel against legitimate Princes (LXIII), it is perfectly clear that the political initiative of the citizens cannot but be limited.


Freedom of conscience and thought are clearly denied in the Syllabus. It denies “to each man” the freedom of “embracing and professing the religion that by the light of reason he deems to be true” (XV).  It also declares as false that the Church does not have the “power to use force” (XXIV).


Use force for what purpose? Certainly also for interdicting the exercise, at least in public, of the freedom of cult. And why not also for preventing that full freedom of cult and thought “lead to corrupting the customs and minds of nations more readily and to spreading the pest of indifferentism?” (LXXIX).


The Syllabus defends the Church, and to me it seems rightly so, against excessive intromission by state power; but then it vents claims and insists on sustaining at all costs old privileges that the common feeling of civil men nowadays regards as no longer sustainable and not even tolerable.


Certainly, the great and supreme “error” of the modern age is that it has moved away from God, has lost the sense of the living God that urged souls to enter into a personal relationship with Him. The living God remains as if emarginated from the daily life of many, far too many people, who yet make valid contributions to the progress of the sciences and technologies and to greater justice of the order of society 


When we consider the multitude of these meritorious people, one cannot deny the great part that has been played, side by side with atheists, by theists who affirm an immanent God very different from the “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”.


If we want to give a name to this different spiritual tradition, this different “religion”, we could call it “modern lay humanism” or, I the widest sense of these terms, “rationalism” or “Enlightenment” (celebrating reason and its “lights”), or even “liberalism” (with its strenuous champions and religious worshippers of Liberty in civil, political and economic life and, indeed, in all aspects of human action.


Are not symbolic expressions of this cult of reason and liberty represented by the highly picturesque and almost laughable adoration accorded to the Goddess Reason, impersonated by a beautiful woman, in the Cathedral of Notre Dame at the height of the French Revolution and, again, the giant Statue of Liberty that at the entrance to the harbour of New York bids welcome to the emigrants who from the most distant nations reach these longed-for shores?


Reason and Liberty, almost a new modern religion that, let us say, no longer believes in God – or, better, no longer lives God in the traditional manner of Christianity – but rather believes in man. And it is, indeed, a great faith that it proves to have in man, his dignity, his innate and inalienable rights, his sciences and arts, his progress, his civilizations, his values!


What, therefore, is the meaning of the indirect affirmation crowning the Syllabus to the effect that the Roman Pontiff neither can nor must ever come to terms with progress, liberalism and the modern civilization? It is a pure and simple en bloc condemnation of a different “religion” felt to be incompatible and irreconcilable.

19,   But there remains the open problem 

        whether values 

        of undoubtedly Christian derivation 

        cannot be recuperated 

        from modern humanism


But can one really say that the triad Progress, Liberalism and Modern Civilization represents the new Antichrist without remission and for ever? Historically, certainly, it derives from men of a theist and sometimes even decidedly atheist credo; but can this fact, no matter how exact it might be, authorize us to conclude that these sustainers must remain for ever, necessarily and irremediably in that theoretical position, in that credo, in the horizon of those particular metaphysics? 

Faith in the living God is also faith that He will succeed in opening his own way in the hearts of men, urging them to grow, to evolve also in spiritual experience, to eventually rediscover the spirituality of being, eventually arriving – and why not? – at a Christian vision, at the idea of a more mature Christianity, far better integrated, with incomparably wider perspectives.


Both a rationalist converted to the Christian religion and a seasoned believer, approaching modern humanism with due discernment and after having sifted out all the things that are truly irreconcilable, will come to understand very clearly that those values, taken by themselves, are anything other than irreconcilable with Christianity; rather, they fit in extremely well, so much so that they could complete it and develop it to its very full.


By way of example, let us briefly review what can be considered to be incontestable merits of modern lay humanism.


The development of modern science, which has made giant steps in the course of a few centuries, is probably due to its having concentrated attention on the phenomena of this world, seeking the explanations in the world itself and no longer in a transcendent reality. The first great scientists were convinced Christians, but it is not surprising if in successive generations of scientists, this placing of Transcendence between parentheses, this suspension of paying attention to it, made many of them slide into scientistic positions (that is to say, positions of absolutization of science and of the selfsame nature that is the object of its studies) and also atheist positions (positions of negation of a Creator, fallen into long-forgotten oblivion). The immense progress made by science and the associated technologies remains nevertheless attributable to many exponents of modern lay, rationalist and enlightened humanism. 


Passing from the kingdoms of nature to the kingdom of man, one can say with certainty that the values of humanism derive from Christianity: there can be no doubt that they have their first spring of sense in Christian love. It gives clear expression to greater attention for man.


Love for man derives from love of God. From the “great commandment” that urges and invites us to love God there derives a second, namely to love our neighbour as ourselves. But attention: it is said “Love your neighbour as you love yourself”, not “more than yourself”. God loves each one of us to an infinite extent, and all of us are therefore in duty bound to love without limits our neighbour and also ourselves, and our true good, to a similarly infinite extent. In this sense, therefore, true humanism expresses the Christian love of man that springs the love of God. Humanism exalts man, valorizes and promotes him, and affirms that he possesses certain inalienable rights. Let us consider the “declarations of rights” that later came to constitute the soul and best substance of the democratic constitutions.


Unfortunately, these principles were not always and not everywhere translated into fact. And yet they have asserted themselves. And one has to recognize that this is already something, bearing in mind that in general principle, the exact opposite was sustained in previous times.


Let us briefly review what the modern declarations of rights and democratic constitutions affirm to be innate and inalienable rights of each man and citizen: his “liberties”.


The affirmation of personal freedom contests the absolute authority with which formerly the sovereign, in France’s ancien régime for example, could order one of his subjects to be imprisoned in the Bastille and to remain there for many years by means of a simple lettre de cachet. 

Today freedom of conscience has taken the place of the persecution of heretics.


Freedom of thought and press, meeting and association has taken the place of censorship, prosecution of “crimes of opinion”, and political trials.


Equality expresses itself in the motto: “The law is the same for all”, so well in view in Italian courts of justice. Equality has taken the place of privilege, at least in an ideal sense, even though in actual practice this still remains very real in the spoils of power, in the new feudalism of the parties and their clienteles. All these are phenomena that civic conscience denounces as illegal and immoral, while in former times they were accepted even in principle: and this, too, makes a great deal of difference.


The law was not always “the same for all”. Gentlemen and plebeians were punished differently for the same crimes. Women, Jews, Blocks, the faithful of different churches and religions were considered second- and third-class citizens. Discrimination and segregation were rampant for a long time and are dying only a slow death even in our own days. The emancipation of women is as yet far from fully achieved.


Today the right of education is proclaimed for all, even though obligatory school attendance is still being evaded, even though the socio-cultural condition of many people continues to act as an element of selection and exclusion.


Assistance for the poor, the sick, for orphans, invalids and old people has always been considered a duty ever since the early days of Christianity, an application of the love for an  incarnate God who suffers in each suffering person. Today this assistance is no longer conceived as an act of charity, as a dole or handout, but as an elementary right of the citizen.


There no longer exist the ancient forms of slavery and serfdom, even though their place has sometimes been taken by new forms of exploitation that the law does not always succeed in eliminating.


The death penalty has for the most part been abolished. Torture has been declared illegal. Though in many cases it may still be practiced by the police, this is done in secret, against the law, whereas in former times it formed part of ordinary judiciary procedure.


Prison treatment has become humane and aims at recuperating the prisoner with a view to rehabilitating him. Unfortunately, the conditions that actually prevail in many prisons constitute a substantial impediment that prevent these good intentions from being translated into practice. Today, however, there prevails the principle that no accused must ever be considered guilty unless and until an unappealable sentence has been pronounced against him. Not so long ago he was treated as a delinquent right from the start; and  defence, far from constituting a right, was accorded only by the grace of the sovereign.


The innovations we have just passed in rapid and incomplete review give us an idea of the many Christian ideas that have thus been explicated and put into practice. They are principles that traditional Christianity limited itself to professing in an ideal and abstract manner, without taking the trouble to develop them to the full, without drawing all the possible consequences from them.


The work of explicitation that we spoke about was performed, above all, by exponents of what has here been called “modern lay humanism”. This new vision, which seems to reveal itself as exquisitely Christian in the “pieces” of which it is made up, was however deprived by them of that traditionally Christian metaphysico-religious background that alone could have conferred authentic significance upon it. Today, at last, there has come the moment  to bring the whole together once more and to develop into the coherent unity of a new synthesis.

20.   The Vatican II Council 

         assumed a radically new attitude 

         vis-à-vis modern humanism 

         inaugurating the style 

         of a fraternal dialogue 

         of respectfully listening 

         also to what others 

         may be able to teach

A long travail of revision and greater insight led the Church to understand all this very clearly and gradually to put into practice the new consciousness that led her to the positions of the Second Vatican Council. The document that best expresses this updating is the conciliar constitution Gaudium et spes. 


This document was issued in August 1964. A little more than a year earlier, an encyclical of Paul VI entitled Ecclesiam suam, had established criteria that in a certain sense paved the way to that important Council document. Paul VI there explains that the Church could reduce its relations with the world to a minimum, separating herself from the commerce of profane society. It could also anathemize the evils of the world and move new crusades against them. Lastly, she could endeavour to influence profane society to the point of exercising a theocratic dominion over it. But to Pope Montini the best road seemed to be that of establishing a dialogue with the world, adapted each time to the nature of the interlocutor and the effective circumstances.

“…This method of approach is demanded nowadays, “as the Pope explains, “by the prevalent understanding of the relationship between  the sacred and the profane. It is demanded by the dynamic course of action which is changing the face of modern society. It is demanded by the pluralism of society, and by the maturity man has reached in this day and age. Be he religious or not, his secular education has enabled him to think and speak, and conduct a dialogue with dignity” (Ecclesiam suam, 78). 


As far as Christians are concerned, the choice of this new form of relationship with the world indicates an intention of correctness, sympathy, and goodness, it excludes a priori condemnation and offensive and habitual polemics. The apostle undoubtedly seeks to convert his interlocutor, but can wait patiently until he matures this intention, because he respects his dignity and his liberty (see Ecclesiam suam, 79). 


This respect for others, for men, for man’s dignity and liberty seems motivated first and foremost by the love of God, which becomes translated into love for the human beings who, more than any others, bear the Creator’s imprint. 

There is yet another reason for pedagogic sapience, which is the very wisdom that God reveals in educating men for initiating them to a superior life: “Before it could be completely successful the dialogue of salvation had normally to begin in small things. It progressed gradually step by step”. 

Therefore, without delaying until tomorrow what could be done today, the dialogue of the contemporary Church “must take cognizance of the slowness of human and historical development, and wait for the hour when God may make it effective” (Ecclesiam suam, 77). 
 
As can be seen, there is also a sense of religious respect for the initiative of God who is the absolute protagonist of history and of whom we men are collaborators.


This idea recalls a passage of Gaudium et spes (Art. 11) where it is said: “Believing that they are led by the Spirit of the Lord who fills the whole earth, the People of God sets out to discover among the events, needs and aspirations they share with contemporary man what are the genuine signs of the presence and purpose of God”. This means that the Church dialogues with the man of today, even those seemingly far removed, atheist included,  not only to teach, but to learn: if God also expresses himself in the “signs of the times”, the Christian can read a divine message even in the most characteristic phenomena of each new epoch, no matter how aberrant they may appear in other respects.


A rather clear example of this is offered by the human values that have been highlighted by the modern epoch. Many of those values (the various arts, the sciences, the techniques, the culture, for example, or human love, and even sexual life) have always been appreciated by Christianity, but in the past more in an implicit manner, not exempt from diffidence, and with a tendency more to instrumentalize those realities for the supernatural ends of the Church that to attribute them a truly intrinsic and autonomous dignity. All these values are held “in very great esteem” in the contemporary world: the Council proposed to “express a judgment” on them and to lead them back “to their divine source” (ibid.).


The constitution Gaudium et spes can readily cite various passages from Holy Scripture that celebrate the dignity of man created in the image of God, capable of knowing him and loving him, constituted master of all the creatures of the world to govern them and put them into his service for the glory of the Creator (Gen 1, 26.28; Ps 8, 5-7; Wis 2, 23; Sir 17, 3-10). 

Gaudium and spes gives a particular accentuation to these passages and, albeit without remaining silent about the ills and human miseries deriving from sin, exalts in man the dignity of his soul and body,  his intelligence, his moral conscience, his freedom (Articles 16-17).

True liberty (which obviously must no be confused with pure unbridled will) is a very lofty sign of the divine image in man creating man, God “left him in the power of his own inclination” (Sir 15, 14). Quite rightly, liberty is being appreciated in a very particular manner by the men of today: “Man cannot embrace what is good other than freely… Man’s dignity then demands that he should act in accordance with a free and conscious choice, personally, inwardly persuaded, and not by either blind impulse from within or coercion from without” (Art. 17). 


Here one spontaneously thinks of the declaration Dignitatis humanae on religious freedom, approved by the Council and promulgated almost at the same time as Gaudium et spes. After noting that “everybody has the duty and consequently the right to seek the truth in religious matters”, the Council declaration affirms that “the search for truth, however, must be carried out in manner that is appropriate to the dignity of the human person”.

Man accepts and recognizes the imperatives of divine law through his conscience: “Therefore he must not be forced to act contrary to his conscience, Nor must he be prevented from acting according to his conscience, especially in religious matters”. This applies both to the individual and to religious communities, since man’s social nature leads him to profess his religion of a communitarian manner (Art. 3).


The declaration on religious freedom is motivated by rational arguments (ch. I) and spiritual arguments (ch. II), but it is particularly interesting to consider the primary consideration that moved the Council as expressed in the prologue: “Contemporary man is becoming increasingly conscious of the dignity of the human person; more and more people are demanding that men should exercise fully their own judgment and a responsible freedom in their actions and should not be subject to the pressure of coercion”.


There is a widespread demand that certain fundamental liberties of man should be recognized and safeguarded by state law. Now, “paying careful attention to these spiritual aspirations and, with a view to declaring to what extent they are in accord with the truth and justice, this Vatican Council searches the sacred tradition and teaching of the Church, from which it draws forth new things that are always in harmony with the old”.


Here there is reasserted the idea that the Church is constantly engaged in meditating anew the tradition of which she is depositary, gaining greater insight into its significance and, consequently, correcting her attitudes.


The declaration recognizes that in the life of the Church through the centuries there at times appeared “a form of behaving that was hardly in keeping with the spirit of the Gospel and was even opposed to it”; but immediately afterwards it affirms that nevertheless “it has always remained the teaching of the Church that no one is to be coerced into believing” (Art. 12).


Religious freedom, however, has never been accorded an adequate place in the official doctrine of the Church. Rather, one may say that, in theory as also in practice, there prevailed some very different tendencies.


As Rahner and Vorgrimler write in the selfsame introduction of Dignitatis humanae, “in the matter of religious freedom, in 1962, Chapter IX of ‘On the Church’ still defended the conception expressed with particular clarity in the nineteenth century and considered as the quintessence of Catholic intolerance: when the majority of the citizens of a state is Catholic, the state must likewise be Catholic. Whoever professes another faith does not have any right to profess it in public. In certain cases, however, the state, having regard for the common good, can and must tolerate its profession. When the majority of the citizens of a state is not Catholic, then the state must behave on the basis of natural law, that is to say, must concede full freedom both to individual Catholics and the Church. In this conception tolerance is the equivalent of pure and simple sufferance and one cannot therefore speak of religious freedom in the true and proper sense” (Kleines Konzils Kompendium, Herder Verlag, Freiburg i. Br.; Italian translation, I Documenti del Concilio Vaticano II, Edizioni Paoline, 7th ed., Rome 1968, pp. 843-844).


It is quite clear that, if there has been a change of line by the ecclesiastical authorities, this was produced not so much by public opinion within the Church, but rather by external and lay public opinion. There is no need to discuss the clearly “lay“ (Catholics would prefer to say “secularist”) character of all the movements that in the last few centuries promoted the recognition of the freedoms of man and the citizen outside the Church and often against the Church. 

With the Syllabus of Pius IX, which we considered earlier on, the Church was primarily concerned with proclaiming the absoluteness of the truth against the relativism that seemed to her to be necessarily connected with liberalism. Rejecting liberalism en bloc, the ecclesiastical authorities failed to recognize the Christian root of the idea of freedom from which liberalism derives. They could have discerned the Christian matrix of liberty from the deformations of this idea that were perpetrated by certain historical forms of liberalism; but they preferred to condemn it all en bloc.


Today the Church authorities are re-meditating the idea of liberty, as also others that were previously condemned by them, and are discovering its profoundly Christian significance: in so doing, the men of the Church of today are giving proof not only of far greater discernment, but also of a far more profound human, spiritual and evan-gelical sensitivity.


Now, who was it who gave origin to the stimulus to such a re-thinking of Christianity? There can be no doubt that it came from secularists, and even from atheists. One can even say that, if not in the overall vision, at least in many applications of immense importance, secularists and even atheists have given some lessons of Christianity to the Christians.


This means also that militant Christians not only have the duty (according to reason and according to the Gospel) to leave the non-believers free and, rather, listen to them with great attention, but also derive advantages from acting in this manner, if it were for no other reason than the many things they have to learn from them, including those elements of Christianity of which the applications of liberty and social justice were discovered and defended for the most part by secularist liberals and Marxist atheists.


It is in this context that Vatican II, “having penetrated more deeply into the mystery of the Church”, as is expressly said near the beginning (Art. 2) of Gaudium et spes, turns to all men in a humble and fraternal tone of dialogue, in this case not to teach from high up on a pulpit but to seek together, and to throw light on things that Christians have discovered together with other men, and often mainly by the merit of others.

There can be no doubt, for example, about the contribution of modern “lay” thought to the conception that attributes an autonomous value to the sciences, the technologies, the arts, the activities of man. Against all “supernaturalist” trends to ignore and disregard these values or to instrumentalize them, Gaudium et spes recognizes the autonomous dignity of each one of them. And it is in this spirit that “the Council intends first of all to assess those values which are most highly prized today”. These values “insofar as they stem from the natural talents given to man by God, are exceedingly good” (Gaudium et spes, Art. 11).


But the atheist humanism of recent centuries tends to absolutize one or the other of these human values. Whether this happens, as the Council text goes on to say, “owing to corruption of the human heart” or whether it comes about on account of the tendency to give oneself an absolute that remains even in the man who has lost faith in absolute truth, in all cases the human values “are often wrenched from their rightful function by the taint in man’s heart, and hence stand in need of purification”. It is for this reason that “the Council intends… to relate them to their divine source” (ibid.).

21.   Vatican II expresses the conviction 

        that even the questions 

        raised by modern atheism 

        merit the most thorough examination


To disavow God as prime source and ultimate end of all our life, to deny the existence of God or living as if God did not exist is atheism, something that in our epoch manifests itself for the first time as a mass phenomenon of enormous proportion.


Atheism expresses itself in many different forms that the Council constitution distinguishes with undoubted acuteness: there are those who explicitly deny God; there are those who consider the problems relating to God with a method such that these problems do not seem to make sense (a clear allusion to the neopositivists and language analysts); there are the scientists who claim to apply the method of the positive sciences to all the realities, and deny that this can fail; and the relativists who do not admit any absolute; and the humanists who so greatly exalt man that faith in God becomes debilitated; there are also those who disown a faulty notion of God that certainly does not correspond to the God of the Gospel; there are those who do not even set themselves the problem, and cannot even understand why others should do so, having become insensitive and indifferent to any religious instance or concern; there is the atheism of those who are obsessed by the presence of evil in the world; another form of atheism springs from the idolatry of a human value that, absolutized, comes to take the place of the true God: and even “modern civilization itself, though not of its very nature but because it is too engrossed in the concerns of the world, can often make it harder to approach God”.


But believers themselves can have more than a little to do with the rise of atheism because,  whenever “they are careless about their instruction in the faith, or present its teaching falsely, or even fail religious, moral and social life, they must be said to conceal rather than to reveal the true nature of God and of religion” (Art.19).


Extremely widespread in the contemporary world is what Gaudium et spes calls systematic atheism, and which could also be called atheist humanism: here man is proclaimed to be absolutely autonomous, an end in himself and sole maker of his own history, so that all dependence on God is denied and, indeed, rendered superfluous.


Seemingly closely bound up with this humanist atheism is the atheism of Marxist origin, which expects man to become liberated as a result of his economic and social emancipation, holding that religion, by its very nature, thwarts this emancipation, since it promises men a paradise in heaven and thus distracts them from the edification of the earthly city or, rather, induces resignation in them (Art. 20).


Naturally, the Church cannot but reprove atheism. In judging it, however, “she tries nevertheless to seek out the secret motives which lead the atheistic mind to deny God”. She “well knows how important are the problems raised by atheism”; therefore, “urged by her love for all men, she considers that these motives deserve an earnest and more thorough scrutiny” (Art. 21).


And thus the Council comes to grips with the problem of humanist atheism at its root. If it is true that the atheism of the humanists comes into being as a rebellion against a religious conception that devalues man and the human activities and instrumentalizes them, it has to be said right away that such a “supernaturalism” is a travesty of Christianity (even when it springs from the praiseworthy intention of exalting the transcendence of God).

22.   Vatican II affirms that the Church 

        far from belittling humanism 

        exalts it in God beyond every limit 

        in the very perspective of man’s deification


Another thing that has to be made clear, as does the Council, is that for the Church “to acknowledge God is no way to oppose the dignity of man, since such dignity is grounded and brought to perfection in God. Man has, in fact, been placed in society by God, who created him as an intelligent and free being, but over and above this he is called as a son to intimacy with God and to share in his happiness”.


The Church “teaches that hope in a life to come does not take away from the importance of the duties in this life on earth, but rather adds to it by giving new motives for fulfilling these duties” (Art. 21).


The entire third chapter of Gaudium et spes is dedicated to an extremely positive assessment of “man’s activity in the universe”: it “corresponds to the plan of God”, because man “was commanded to conquer the earth with all it contains and to rule the world in justice and holiness”; and also to refer all things to God as his acknowledged Creator, so that through man’s mastery the name of God should be honoured over the whole earth”.


 By their own labour men “are prolonging the work of the Creator… and contribute to the implementation of the divine plan in history (Art. 34).


“When man works, not only does he transform matter and society, but he fulfils himself. He learns, he develops his faculties, and he emerges from and transcends himself. Rightly understood, this kind of growth is more precious than any kind of wealth that can be amassed. It is what man is, rather than what he has, that counts” (Art. 35).


The third chapter of Gaudium et spes also affirms in an altogether unequivocal manner “the rightful autonomy of the earthly affairs” once these have been referred to God as first beginning and ultimate end of all things (Art. 36).


These valuation are significantly confirmed in the Council Decree Apostolicam actuositatem (of 18 November 1965, Art. 7), where it is clarified that “all that goes to make the temporal order: personal and family values, culture, economic interests, the trades and professions, institutions of the political community, international relations, and so on, as well as their gradual development – all these are not merely helps to man’s last end; they possess a ‘value’ of their own, placed in them by God, whether considered individually or as parts of the integral temporal structure”.


Passing on to another essential point, and coming back to the text of Gaudium et spes, we there find the consideration that if man is corrupted by sin and the human activities are each day threatened pride and egoism, they “must be purified and perfected by the cross and resurrection of Christ (Art. 37).


It is in this sense, as I would add, that Christianity perfects the egoistic humanism of the “old” and “carnal” man.


This new existential relationship that modern man establishes with things once they have been redeemed by Christ is very well expressed by the pastoral constitution, when it says that, “made a new creature by the Holy Spirit, man can, indeed he must, love the things of God’s creation: it is from God that he has received them, and it is as flowing from God’s hand that he looks upon them and reveres them. Man thanks his divine benefactor for all these things, he uses them and enjoys them in a spirit of poverty and freedom: thus he is brought to a true possession of the world, as having nothing yet possessing everything” (Art. 37; cfr. 2 Cor 6, 10 and 1 Cor 3, 22-23) and also the Council Decree Presbiterorum Ordinis, 17).
One may therefore well speak of human activity elevated to perfection in the pasqual mystery (see Gaudium et spes, 38).


We thus have full recognition not only of the rightful autonomy of the earthly realities, but also of man’s duty to engage in them; for him commitment in the construction of the earthly city is a religious duty like all the others.


At this point it seems to me that we come face to face in general principle with an ethical problem: why should a particular behaviour constitute a duty? Is it so solely because it has been commanded by the Divinity or because it is intrinsically good inasmuch as it improves the subject’s condition, renders him more perfect, richer in being?


According to the main line of the Catholic tradition, God, the good Being in an absolute sense, demands of the creature only what is intrinsically good for it, what perfects it.


As far as humanism is concerned, it follows from this that the pursuit of scientific and technical and artistic and political activities and of everything that promotes the regnum hominis on earth is commanded by God because it improves man and perfects him precisely in relation to his ultimate end.


If man’s ultimate end is deification in the image of the Man-God Christ (who includes and exceeds all human perfection), it is clear that any human action is valid only if, directly or indirectly, it furthers man’s deification: otherwise the given action, committed in ephemeral realities, would distract man from the pursuit of his ultimate end, if for no other reason than the fact of subtracting time from activities more useful in relation to that supreme end, with the risk of compromising the result.


We have seen that the gradual refinement of the Church’s doctrine is due, apart from divine inspiration, to a continuous effort of re-meditating the most significant elements of Tradition and Scripture. It is thus that the essence of Christianity, its divine nucleus, is laid bare with ever greater clarity, while the dross of historically outdated human interpretations is gradually discarded.


If this is true, we have to put aside once and for all the idea that God created men for subjecting them to a kind of examination, eventually promoting the good and rejecting the negligent, similar to some teacher-judge more concerned with assigning marks than educating his pupils.


If God is Love, He creates other beings only to make them the gift of himself, make them share his perfect life in eternal communion of love with Him. The moral laws, the duties that God imposes on us are everything we have to do in order to open ourselves to receiving the gift that God makes us of  himself.


Thus, the “prize”, which is always God himself, is the positive consequence of our working well, which opens us to divine grace. The “punishment”, i.e. the deprivation of God, is the negative consequence of our acting badly, which closes us.


Here we should also note that, according to the very letter of the Biblical texts, the punishment that prophets of Israel keep threatening is presented not as something that will inevitably happen, but only as a possible, conditional fact: as the consequence of evil action by men, negative consequence that can always be avoided by conversion (see Isa 1, 18-20; Jer 4, 4; 12, 16; 18, 7-8; 26, 1-6; Ezek 18, 21-32; 33, 1-20; Joel 2, 12-14; Am 5, 6; Jon 3, 1-10; 4, 10-11; Zeph 2, 1-3; Mal 3, 23-24; etc.).


Everything, therefore, is ordained to man’s deification. As far as humanism is concerned, if God commands us to implement it (or, better, if he writes this need into our nature), it is not because this is yet another task to be undertaken in order to “merit” the “prize” of paradise: God orders us to pursue humanism because the pursuit of humanism is also a means of achieving our deification.

23.   Accepting modern humanism 

        in a new and original synthesis 

        and turning it into an essential means

        of pursuing the kingdom of God 

        the Judaico-Christian tradition 

        does nothing other 

        than taking another step 

        towards absorbing and integrating 

        what God inspires it 

        through the channel of different traditions

If we wanted to summarize the Christian faith in just a few words, we could say that it consists essentially of the expectation of an eschatological event, the “day of the Lord”, when the kingdom of God will become established not in an abstract and distant celestial paradise, but here on earth, that is to say, involving concrete humanity, spiritually and bodily, with everything that forms part of man.


Man’s destiny is a destiny of integral human perfection that greatly exceeds everything that man could hope to attain by means of his own forces, through all the humanist activities, the sciences, the technologies, the arts, and so on.


Nevertheless, this destiny coincides with the ultimate end that each of these activities could set itself if it could develop and further itself to an infinite extent. Is it not true that in the Christian conception God is omniscient, omnipotent, supreme artist of the creation? And is it not that the scientists, the technicians, the artists seek but to imitate God, each in his own small way? Are they anything other than collaborators of God? Why therefore should they not cooperate in the advent of the Kingdom also with the humanist activities, which by their very nature tend towards an infinite perfection? 


It is true that, in the tradition of Jewish and Christian thought, the events of salvation are all determined by God: the gratuitous character, the character of gift, of supernatural action of salvation, was accentuated in order to give the utmost prominence to the transcendence of God as creator of the universe and absolute protagonist of history; undoubtedly, the salvation of the world and its glorification will come about by divine initiative, no believer can have doubts on this score.


But does one have to belittle man and his active role in order to affirm the transcendence of God? Does not the power of the Creator rather manifest itself precisely in the extent to which it is expressed in his creatures, becoming in them capacity of cooperating in a decisive manner in the implementation of the divine plan?


I think that a deepening of Christian eschatology should give rise to a greater valuation of man’s active role. Man, though always guided and sustained by God, should be recognized not only and not so much as meriting paradise, but also and primarily of collaborating in its construction.


The supernatural end of man would thus come to coincide with the ideal goal towards which the humanist activities tend in the limit: a goal of human perfection that would not be such if it did not include also religious perfection, sanctity.


The end of man would be recognized as unique, overcoming all dualism. All the activities of man, both his religious activities in the strict sense and his humanist activities, would cooperate, always inspired by God, in the pursuit of this unique end.


And in this way, to the extent to which man succeeds in elevating himself to his Creator and incarnating him, man would increasingly come to imitate God in his perfections of omniscience, omnipotence, supreme creative geniality and, at one and the same time, that of absolute sanctity that is expressed in absolute love and total gift of oneself to other beings.


In Gaudium et spes there are at least hints that seem to authorize an interpretation of the earthly humanist activities as cooperating in the implementation of the kingdom of God, together with the more strictly religious and supernatural activities.


By means of his invisible action, the Divinity is said to inspire both of them: “…The gifts of the Spirit are many; some are called to bear manifest witness to the heavenly dwelling with the desire therefor, thus contributing to keeping it alive in mankind; others are called to consecrate themselves to the service of men on earth, almost as if this ministry of theirs was to prepare matter for the kingdom of heaven” (Art. 38) 


Thus, as the pastoral constitution goes on to say a little further on, “the expectation of a new earth must not weaken, but rather stimulate dedication to work on the present earth, where there is growing the body of the new humanity that already succeeds in offering a prefiguration that adumbrates the new world. Therefore, even though earthly progress has to be carefully distinguished from the development of the Kingdom of Christ, nevertheless, to the extent to which it can contribute to a better order of human society, this progress is of great importance for the kingdom of God” (Art. 39).


Here the importance of earthly progress is acknowledged, but – if we are to abide by the explicit sense of the words – is limited to the end of “contributing to a better order of society”.


But to me it seems that in humanism we have to include many other activities that set themselves goals other than, though not in contrast with, that of a better social order. If the ultimate end of man is one and one only, if man has the duty of doing everything and only those things that enable him (directly or indirectly) to pursue that end, it follows that humanism would have to be realized only to the extent to which it could “contribute to a better order of society” and only to the extent to which it could set souls on their way to the faith  and the practice of the Christian virtues in the strict sense (philosophy theologiae ancilla, sacred art, edifying literature, etc.).


This would mean: acknowledging humanism only to the extent to which it can be instrumentalized. In this way one would return to a supernatural attitude: which would nevertheless be wise, if a great part of the humanist activities had no other serious function in relation to man’s true end and limited themselves to constituting a kind of game that helped man to kill time during his brief stay on earth and pursue ephemeral ends, constructing sand castles that a somewhat higher wave would inevitably sweep away, rather dedicating all his energies to the “salvation of the soul”.


In short, either one or the other: either a substantial part of humanism is ephemeral, like time as compared with eternity, in which case it would be right to belittle the earthly activities, subject however to instrumentalizing them whenever this is possible: or the whole of humanism, once it is ordered to God, can contribute, in an essential manner to the edification of the eternal kingdom of God, and  in that case the idea should be proclaimed fully and without restrictions.


Notwithstanding the limits of what Vatican II affirmed in this connection, one may say that it opened a road in this direction; and an impression of this kind seems to receive confirmation when one reads another passage of Gaudium et spes that immediately follows the one cited above: “…After we have obeyed the Lord, and in His Spirit nurtured on earth the values of human dignity, brotherhood and freedom, and indeed all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise, we will find them again, but freed of stain, burnished and transfigured, when Christ hands over to the Father: ‘a kingdom eternal and universal, a kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice, love and peace’ ” (ibid.).

 One would only have to add that “all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise”, even though they are principally “human dignity, brotherhood and freedom” are certainly not exhausted by these values.


We should here recall the Council Decree Christus Dominus on the pastoral office of the bishops (28 October 1965), where it is said that “earthly goods and human institutions according to the plan of God the Creator are also disposed for man’s salvation and therefore can contribute much to the building up of the body of Christ”, and where there is a more extensive listing of  “the great value of these things: the human person with his freedom and bodily life; the family with its unity and stability; the procreation and education of children; civil society with its laws and professions, labour and leisure, the arts and technical inventions, poverty and affluence” (Chapter 12): here humanism is delineated in a more complete manner, affirming also the possibility of its making a contribution to the edification of the eternal kingdom of God, even though this is done rather generically and without clarifying either the extent or the manner of this contribution.


This various hints that one finds in these authoritative documents of the Church bear witness to the fact that she tends increasingly to recognize the intrinsically Christian value of humanism. A particular contribution to this new consciousness has been made by such men as Maritain, Teilhard de Chardin, Thils, and an ever greater contribution is now being made by the theologies of evolution, of history, of eschatology, of earthly affairs, of the laity, of the political commitment of Christians in the world of today and, in very recent years, the theology of hope (from the Protestant Moltman and Pannenberg to the Catholics Metz and Schillebeekx).


And there emerges ever more clearly the idea that humanism cannot be belittled, and not even mutilated, without going against the rightful aspirations of contemporary man: who tends towards a full human life as something that is not a labile dream or game, but calls for an extreme commitment, precisely because in his eyes it constitutes a real value that, notwithstanding the limits of the theoretical conceptions, is vitally affirmed as permanent and sacred value.


A humanism led back to God is destined to form part of a new synthesis, where it will be acknowledged to play an essential role in the pursuit of the kingdom of God. It seems that with Vatican II the Church laid the foundations for such an operation, although this will undoubtedly call for further theological elaboration.


In taking over everything that is positive in the modern humanism that comes to her from other traditions, the Church, in the footsteps of Judaism, will do nothing other than continue a process of integration that has been going on for many millennia.


God reveals himself in a very special or, as believers will say, privileged manner in the Judaico-Christian tradition. But, obviously, not only in this tradition. Each different religion will, in some way, be similarly illumined. As we saw, Judaism and Christianity received important inspirations and took over valid instruments of search from Mesopotamian and Persian religions, and later from Greek philosophy in two distinct stages, even from pagan antiquity (long since become inoffensive, but similarly harbinger of undoubted cultural and spiritual values) and, lastly, from the humanism of modern times.


Modern humanism, which the Church at first rejected and opposed, has in a certain way proposed itself as an external or – to put it better – estranged tradition; almost like a new religion, a religion of Man, or of Reason, or of Liberty (how else could one call it?). It would perhaps be more correct to define it as a parareligion that in the limit – in the Communist countries for example – came to constitute itself as a great sect with its own rites and its own gods.


Now that humanism, too, has been absorbed, it is to be expected that in a probably near future similar problems will arise also in connection with ancient and new religions with which globalization and ecumenism will inevitably bring us into contact. And the men of the Church will thus be called upon to make use of all their discernment, in full aperture to the voice of God, no matter where or through what channel it may express itself.
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