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C O N T E N T S
1. The precepts of a religion are not ends in themselves but aim at the kingdom of God and the good of man. 
2. Nevertheless there are extreme cases in which a legalist interpretation of the precepts prevails and suffocates the intimate spirit of a religion: as happened, to give an example, in certain historical expressions of Judaism. 
3. A tendency to conceive the moral precepts as ends in themselves can also be found in certain current ways of conceiving Christian ethics. 
4. In certain aspects of Islam we likewise find an accentuated legalism that, indeed, lends itselfto substantial criticism. 
5. The Islamic Sharia is articulated in rules that nowadays seem stale and outdated and at times even repugnant to our present day moral sensitivity. 
6. The tendency of Islam to imprison itself in the letter of its laws is today becoming excessively accentuated in certain extreme forms of fundamentalism. 
7. Quite apart from the letter of its law, Islam would do well to return to drawing from its original inspiration that turned it into a prophetic and innovating religion. 
8. The undoubted divine inspiration of Islam has to be clearly distinguished from its human vehicle, which seems to be strongly conditioned by numerous limiting and deforming factors. 
9. Greater attention to the human element that is the inevitable channel of every revelation could induce Muslims to consider Koran and Anadith, certainly in all their sacrality, but also in a less fetishist and more serene, critical and reasonable a manner. 
10. It will also be helpful to consider these selfsame Islamic texts in the light of the spiritual and mystic experience that originally gave rise to them. 
11. A deepening of the religious experience will bring Islam closer to Christianity: we can clearly see this when we consider the spirituality of the saints of Islam. 
12. A return to the original spiritual experience is desirable for every monotheist form of religion in a perspective of great ecumenical spirituality committed in the world to the full advent of the Kingdom. 

1. The precepts of a religion 

         are not ends in themselves 

         but aim at the kingdom of God 

         and the good of man


We human beings are possessed by an irrepressible instinct that calls us to religion.


Rather, we can repress it to the point of completely removing it, but in that case it seems that we come to lack something very important.


On the other hand, we can sustain this religious instinct and fall wholeheartedly into line with it.


In that case, unless each one of us wants to create a wholly “personalized” religion for himself, seeing that even inventive fantasy has its limits, one generally ends up by turning to one of the existing and already constituted religions: more often than not, one opts for the one that predominates in the place where one happens to live.


Now, it is easy for the religion that we adopt to present itself to us strewn with commands, laws, rules, precepts that vie with each other in rigour and peremptoriness.


We may ask ourselves the reason for such categorical imperatives. And the answer could be: It is the divine will. It is a will that, coming from the Absolute, calls for absolute obedience. It is a will that nothing and nobody may ignore.


But a noble and vital curiosity urges us to clarify the matter further. We ask ourselves: But why is it that God wants us to do certain things and avoid certain others?


A possible answer would be: For our good; that is to say, for the good of us, creatures of God, for the good of his creation. In other words: For the completion of the creation of each one of us and of the whole.


In the perspective of a supremely good God it could hardly be otherwise.


If every divine imperative is intended for the good of man, it is to be excluded that any precept can be conceived as an end in itself. No precept must ever become an idol.


Here we have the very principle thatJesus himself affirms when he says that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.


Let me recall the episode in question: “One Sabbath he was going though the grain fields; and as they made their way the disciples began to pluck ears of grain. And the Pharisees said to them: Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” And he said to them: “Have you never read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry, he and those who were with him: how he entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those who were with him? And he said to them: ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath, so the Son of man is lord even of the Sabbath’ ”. (Mk 2, 23-28; cfr. Mt 12, 1-8; Lk 6, 1-5; 1 Sam 21, 1-7 e Lev 24, 5-9). 


It is not that Jesus wanted to abolish the Law, he only wanted to fulfill it (Mt 5, 17-19).


Jesus wanted to interiorize observance of the Law, which remains fully valid, precisely with a view to rendering it total and full.


Here is an example from the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment’. But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council” (Mt 5, 21-22; cfr. Ex 20, 13).


“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery’. But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart”(Mt 5, 27-28; cfr. Ex 20, 14; Deut 5, 18).


Already when he said that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath, he wanted to convey that the Law was intended for man. The precept, as such, is not to be complied with at all costs. It is given for the good of man, who must never be turned into the sacrificial victim of an idolatry of the precepts.


Be it clear that the precept is needed, is necessary. Woe if a religious experience were not to give itself criteria and rules. “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life”, says the Apostle Paul (2 Cor 3, 6); but he is the first to concord with the importance of the Law, which Christ himself came to fulfill, certainly not to cancel it (Mt 5, 17).


The title of the present essay is How to navigate prudently in the experience of God between the sandbanks of the “letter” and the whirlpools of the “spirit”. It sets out to dedicate incomparably more space to the former than the latter. But something has also to be made clear right away: Beware also of the “whirlpools” of the “spirit”, for they are no less dangerous!


An interior experience runs the danger of becoming arid in the observance of excessively formal and cold precepts, but also of heating in an indiscriminate manner when it is left without any points of reference. 


A believer left wholly without the letter of an observance is wholly devoid of fixed points and runs the risk of reducing his experience of God to something that is far too subjective – and, as we might add, strongly ambiguous and suspect – as it drives him from within: he risks mistaking for the voice of God instances of his own subconscious that are nothing but human.


Here we have the whirlpools of the “spirit” that a clearly understood and properly observed “letter” helps us to avoid. Only in this way can our boat, well steered, pass between Scylla and Charybdis without suffering damage and proceed on its way to the ultimate port: the supreme end to which it is called.

2. Nevertheless there are extreme cases 

         in which a legalist interpretation 

         of the precepts prevails and suffocates 

         the intimate spirit of a religion: 

         as happened, to give an example 

         in certain historical expressions of Judaism


The principle that no precept must become hypostatized as an end in itself is opposed by the legalism that finds a great deal of space not only in certain aspects of Jewish religiousness, but also in its Islamic counterparts.


Let us try to gain greater insight into its logic by going back to what we might call its inspiring principle. “There”, says Moses to the people of Israel, “although heaven and the heaven of heavens belong to Yahweh your God, the earth with all that is in it, yet Yahweh set his heart in love on your ancestors alone and chose you, their descendants after them, out of all the peoples, as it is today”(Deut 10, 14-15). 


 Already in Deuteronomy (4, 7) the Israeli law-maker had said: “For what other great nation has a god so near to it as Yahweh is whenever we call to him?” The nearness, the closeness, indeed, the contiguity of Yahweh and his people requires each Jew to live and act in a manner that is in strict conformity, without ever committing the discord of an impurity. Leviticus (11, 44-45) attributes the following words to God: “For I am Yahweh your God; sanctify yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I am holy. You shall not defile yourselves…”.

So that the Jews might live and act in conformity with the sanctity of God present in their midst, He himself had given them precise laws and rules through his prophet Moses, laws that were to be scrupulously observed.


Failure to observe even a single one of these rules renders the subject impure, placing him in a state of danger and imminence of misfortune, because the offended Divinity could react in a catastrophic manner. The reaction is an automatic one, similar to that of a high-voltage electric current that, as soon as it touches a body that is neither insulated nor a conductor, will burn it.


In such a context the reaction is not provoked by the bad intention of the acting person, but simply by his act, which seems to be different, inadequate in its exteriority and materiality. 


Thus, the sons of Aaron, who offered Yahweh an irregular fire not forming part of the prescription, are burnt by a sudden flash. And it is not because they have acted in bad faith, but only because, without wanting to do so, they had failed to comply with certain norms (Lev 10, 1-11).


And it is with the best of intentions that a certain Uz’zah touched the holy ark while it was being transferred to prevent it from overturning. The outcome, nevertheless, was altogether disastrous: “…Uz’zahreached out his hand to the ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen shook it. The anger of Yahweh was kindled against Uz’zah; and God struck him there because he reached out his hand to the ark; and he died there beside the ark of God”(2 Sam. 6, 6-7).


Whenever a Hebrew violates a precept, even if he does so unwittingly, he thus finds himself in such a state of peril or imminence of disaster that he has to hasten to purify himself. He will have to wait for some time and then wash himself in a certain way or offer an expiatory oblation or sacrifice in the form of a vegetal (flat bread, for example) or one or more animals (from a dove to a bull) in accordance with precise that Leviticus sets out case by case.


The rules that the Jew has to observe to live well or to purify himself of his shortcomings, all these rules have been given him by God himself, through the mediation of Moses, Both Leviticus and Deuteronomy, both of which were for a long time attributed to Moses, seem very explicit in this connection. Here it is either Moses who reports the commands he received from God, or it is God himself who is made to speak in the first person.


Hence the law is considered to be word of God. God himself wants men to do exactly this and that, avoiding something else.


Here we have a concept that is resumed and continued in the Jewish tradition. In the Introduction to the Trattato delle benedizioni[Treatise of the Benedictions] of the Talmud (TEA, Turin 1982), Sofia Cavalletti notes that “written law and oral law, everything is word of God for the rabbis” (p. 14). Everything, every precept - and even every hermeneutic rule – was revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai.


“The Jewish tradition”, as she continues, “at least in principle, makes no distinction between one precept and another and considers them all in the same way as moral and formal infractions; and this, once again, finds its explanation in the very high consideration in which Jews held the Law as word of God. If the Law is divine word, it finds both its authority and its weight in itself and no human valuations can establish gradations within it; the Law does not rest on logical justifications, but only on the indisputable will of God” (pp. 16-17).


In this connection a great deal of interest attaches to the comment that the author makes on a minute disquisition on the benediction of food: “Be it noted: the talmudic discussions range from the most sublime things to the most minute and insignificant – be it even for religious zeal. They, the doctors, were fully convinced that not making any distinction in the matter of benediction between one food and another, between one ingredient and another, would have been a grave shortcoming before God, Therefore the texts that contain these painstaking discussions about little things of no practical importance and, at least in appearance not even religious, are nevertheless proof and documentation of great religious zeal: all said and done, the discussion was carried on with such zeal because the benedictions of food were considered something wanted by God, and the will of God had to be specified in a precise manner. Hence the discussions” (p. 288, Note 9).


If it is true that the will of God takes precise shape in the sacred book, the right way to behave has to be appropriately inferred from the same text. To limit ourselves to just one example, let me recall the story of Hannah, the sterile woman who asked Yahweh for a son and by divine grace was to become the mother of Samuel.


A passage of this narration recites exactly as follows: “As she continued praying before Yahweh, [the priest] E’li observed her mouth. because Hannah was meditating in her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard; therefore E’li thought she was drunk. So E’li said to her, ‘How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine’. But Hannah answered, ‘No, my lord, I am a woman deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before Yahweh” (1 Sam. 1, 12-15). 


Let us stop here and turn our attention to the comment that a rabbi makes in the Talmud in the endeavour of drawing a moral teaching from these words, couched, as usual, in precise precepts: Rab Hammunà said: How many important norms can be deduced from this little verse concerning Hannah: And Anna meditated in her heart? From this we learn that man must turn his heart [towards God] [What do we learn from] only her lips moved? From this we learn that those who pray must distinguish the words with their lips. From her voice was not heard ? This tells us that we must not raise our voice in prayer. From E’li thought she was drunk? From these words we learn that those who are drunk must not pray (p. 255).


Here we have some precepts that have to be complied with in order to pronounce a good prayer. But what has to be its intention? In what frame of mind should one pray? “Our doctors taught: Man must not pray in a state of sadness, nor in a state of relaxation, nor in a state of jollity, nor in the midst of [vain] conversations, nor in a state of light-heartedness, nor by pronouncing idle chatter, but pervaded by joy for compliance with the precept” (p. 252, my italics). 


So, one prays in order to comply with a precept,and not for the intimate joy of praying. But the religious soul may also be pervaded by intimate joy in admiring the creation, work of God, not least in many of its exalting details. Here, once again, the praying person complies with a precept, performs a duty. And the joy, when it is felt, must spring not from contemplation, not from heartfelt appreciation, but rather from performance of the duty of considering and appreciating, always in praise of God.


Example: “If someone had seen bread and said: ‘How beautiful is this bread! Blessed be God who created it’, he would have done his duty. Whoever at the sight of a fig says: ‘How beautiful is this fig! Blessed be God who created it’, would have done his duty. That is the opinion of Rabbi Meir. But Rabbi José say: ‘Whoever changes the form established by the doctors in the matter of the benedictions, has not done his duty’ ” (p. 294, my italics).

There can be no doubt that the Torah, the Law,is here absolutized. There come to my mind the words with which the Jewish writer, Isaac Singer, NobelPrize winner, remembers his discover of the Cabalaand his reading of its first texts: in the vision of these classical authors, “all the heavens, all the superior worlds, all the spheres, all the angels and the souls were concerned with but one thing: to learn the secrets of the Torah, because God and the Torah and those who believed in the Torah, i.e. the Jews, were one and the same thing. Each word, each letter, every flourish contained traces of the Divine Wisdom, which – no matter how greatly it was studied – could never be learnt, seeing that the Torah, just like God, was infinite. God himself studied the Torah, which meant that he himself studied his own depths (Isaac Singer, Ricerca e perdizione [Search and perdition], Longanesi, Milan 1982, p. 15.


The observance of a Law that is an end in itself, or failure to observe it, will be rewarded, or punished, by God himself: by the supreme Lord who issued the Law, in all its precepts, with an act of his unfathomable will.


The reward is not the effect of an observance intended to obtain this effect; the punishment is not the automatic negative consequence of that negative choice. We are here concerned with a pure and simple reward, or a punishment. They have to be necessarily granted or inflicted as implications of a law imposed from on high rather than written in the nature of things. In such a perspective, reward and punishment are no longer educational means of spiritual elevation, but something that is due, and that is all there is to it: a debt, as one might say, so that the so-called “divine justice” might triumph.


In the most classical Old Testament mentality – which, notwithstanding its antiquity, is a real diehard and may survive for a long time – the faults of the fathers are borne by the sons, and the punishment therefore becomes unleashed on the sons, because the debt of justice must always be satisfied.


And hence the sufferings of the people of Israel are considered punishments. Now, there can indeed be corrective punishments, according to the interpretation that even the prophets of Israel attribute to certain extremely unpleasant events: they serve to purify the people of Israel, to make them mend their ways.


“The people did not turn to him who struck them, or seek Yahweh of hosts”, laments Isaiah (9, 12). “I struck you… but you did not return to me” is the accusation that God levels against his people, and on several occasions, through the prophecy of Amos (ch. 4). Hence the functional character of God’s castigation, which in a way we may even call pedagogical, non-vindictive. There are many examples that one could give.


The idea of a suffering that purifies is expressed also by the image of a fire that in the intimacy of each one of us burns the dross and the very roots of our sins. Ezekiel (24, 11-12) compares Jerusalem to a rusty pot, and its rust is not removed unless the pot is placed “empty upon the coals, / so that it may become hot, its copper glow, / its filth melt in it, its rust be consumed”. A work of purification that, unfortunately, fails to bear fruit. “In vain I have wearied myself; its thick rust does not depart. But all that rust will not disappear in the flames” The idea of a purification by fire, which this time is seen in a more favourable light, is resumed in Malachi /2, 1-3) and Zechariah (13, 8-9) and, much later, also by Paul himself (1 Cor 13-15).


Whereas the more illumined texts accord suffering a purifying function, in a more abstractly and squalidly legalistic mentality punishments may be seen as a tribute that simply has to be paid, more or less like a mere debt with God and his violated Law.


Thus, a certain midrash justifies the martyrdom of ten rabbis: Joseph had been stripped of his robe by ten of his brothers, who had then sold him to a caravan of Ishmaelites (Gen 37, 12-36). Now, the precepts that follow the Decalogue comprise: “Whoever steals a man, whether he sells him or is found in possession of him, shall be put to death” (Ex 21, 16). But, all considered, Joseph’s brothers had got off lightly: no penalty of death, no execution: “justice” betrayed?


Not betrayed, but simply postponed. The ten rabbis, distant descendents of the guilty brothers, will be condemned in their place. One of the unfortunate sages wants to know whether divine justice concurs with this and, in the name of all the others, asks the Archangel Gabriel: “And the Holy One [i.e. God], blessed be His name, has found no instrument other than us to settle the account of the sale of Joseph?”. And Gabriel replies: From the day the deed was done, in no generation, the Holy One, blessed be His name, found just and pious men at the level of the progenitors of the ten tribes other than in you; it is for this reason that he has chosen you” (Midrashim – Fatti e personaggi biblici nell’interpretazione ebraica tradizionale [Midrashim – Biblical facts and personages in traditional Jewish interpretation], edited by Riccardo Pacifici and Riccardo Di Segni, Fabbri, Milan 1997, No.137, pp. 200-201).


It is of no importance that, be it even after an itinerary of grave errors and faults, Joseph’s ten brothers eventually became the most just and pious men of Israel. They had committed that crime, which had to be punished: and the bill was to be settled by those descendents, equally just and pious, and yet obliged to suffer the penalty of death, which – tiny and perhaps insignificant detail – was carried out in a particularly atrocious manner; and thus the Idol of Justice at All Costs was placated!


Be it clear, this kind of legalistic mentality, particularly arid and – in the limit – merciless, does not inspire the whole of the Jewish tradition. Judaism has its mystics, has its religious souls who love God and his cause with all their heart and in the fullness of the most vivid and spontaneous sentiments.


One only has to read the Psalms, the Song of Songs, the Prophets: the relationship between Yahweh and his people is represented there in an ever clearer and more vivid manner as the passionate love of the divine Bridegroom for a bride that, indeed, does not always feel the same way and, far too often, proves thankless and unfaithful. 


Let us recall, for example, the sad story in Ezekiel (ch. 16) of Jerusalem, who, gathered by God and aided by Him and raised to the point of becoming his bride, kept betraying him with the idols of the nearby nations and yet, in the end, will be ransomed by God’s love, which –notwithstanding everything – remains unexhausted, inextin-guishable. And let us also recall the marriage of Hosea (ch. 1-3) with a harlot who symbolizes the infidelity of Israel.


At the personal level, too, the encounter with God of the man called by Him to be his prophet and friend is delineated as a spiritual itinerary and an intimate mystical relationship: here we may recall the vocation of Abraham and his covenant with God (Gen, ch. 15), the sacrifice of Isaac (ch. 12), Jacob who in his dream sees the staircase of the angels between heaven and earth (ch. 28), Jacob’s struggle with the angel (ch. 32), Moses before the burning bush (Ex, ch. 3 and 4), Moses on Mount Sinai (ch.19 and 24), Moses who saw the goodness of God pass before (ch. 33) and remained with him on Mount Sinai for forty days and forty nights and eventually returned among men transfigured by light (ch.34), the angel who appeared to Mano’ah, and even before that to his barren wife, to tell them that they were to have Samson as their son (Judg, ch. 13), the nocturnal vision of the young Samuel (1 Sam, ch. 3). Elijah who encounters God on Mount Horeb (1 Kings, ch. 9), Elijah being taken to heaven (2 Kings, ch. 2), the vocation of Isaiah (Is, ch. 6) and Ezekiel (Ezek, ch. 1-3), the man clothed in linen and the other angel who appeared to Daniel (Dan, ch. 10).


In ancient Judaism the “letter” of the Law takes shape from the “spirit” of a strong encounter with the living God; but then it withers into a series of habits that are lived and felt, at least tendentially, almost as ends in themselves.


The spirit, in its turn, re-emerges in the Old Testament documents I have just mentioned, just as many centuries later it was to come to the fore with particular force and in a clearly anti-talmudic direction in Chasidism, which can be dated from the beginning of the eighteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth. But it also gave rise to uncontrolled excesses, too far away from the Law. And also provoked a very tough reaction from the traditionalist rabbis.


Here, once again, the believer is faced with the problem of keeping away from the sandbanks of an arid and suffocating literalism, but without letting himself be sucked into the whirlpools of a mystic enthusiasm without either rules or brakes, which could end up by confusing good and bad to the point of stimulating sin, even the most infamous and abject sin, as an obligatory passage for arriving at repentance and redemption.


At this point we have to clearly discern Judaism as it is lived by the most formalist and arid doctors of the Law from Judaism as it can be lived by those who to gain greater insight into its best and most genuine spirit. It seems to me that in this second group of interpreters legitimate credit has to be attributed to as profound a scholar of the Jewish tradition as Lea Sestieri.


Lea Sestieri regards the Torah not as a code that God “imposes” on man, but as a proposal: it is a gift that He offers to everybody, to any individual, to any people who freely decides to follow the road that leads to life, to liberty, to truth, to fullness of being. Man may freely choose to pursue a different goal, but if he opts for his own good, for his real and authentic non-ephemeral good, well, God offers him the best recipe: a set of directives that can guide him to the goal that man – let me say it once more – has freely chosen for himself.


Thus, the Torah is not a duty for its own sake. It presupposes a free man and leads to liberty. It can be dynamically defined a walk, a march, a road: a road followed with God, a road that leads to Him.


“It is in this sense, so it seems to me”, as Lea Sestieri concludes, “that the Torah, inasmuch as it is a response to the problem of life, frees man, making him understand and indicating him the problem of life and existence in the relationship with himself, with others and with the Other. It makes him live this relationship not as something imposed from outside, by an authority or by environmental situations (the family, the State), because in that case we would be slaves; but rather as a freely chosen relationship that we have chosen ourselves (Lea Sestieri, Ebraismo e cristianesimo [Judaism and Christianity], Edizioni Paoline, Milan 2000, p. 34). 


It seems to me that it is only in a perspective of this kind that the letter of the Law is led back to the spirit from which it springs and rediscovered in all its beneficial function. 


It seems to me that a law conceived as an imperative that is not categorical but merely hypothetical, not as a command but as a simple guide and recipe, must not be absolutized and turned almost into an idol; rather, it has to be continuously updated and re-adapted to the changing situations, situations that are always complex and mutable. Only in this way can a law be safeguarded against the danger of seeming anachronistic and inadequate.

3. A tendency to conceive the moral precepts 
         as ends in themselves can also be found 
         in certain current ways 
         of conceiving Christian ethics


Lea Sestieri’s words make us understand that the often tough and disagreeable letter of Leviticus may hide a far more profound and, for our good fortune, acceptable meaning.


I think that the same may be said of the Bible as a whole, of the Old Testament and of the New Testament, where the Christian revelation is consigned. 


For the great majority of Christians, Sacred Scripture has to be integrated with the Tradition. I do not say that this is so for all Christians, because not all accept a Tradition as channel of the revealed truth: Protestants refuse it. Nevertheless, a traditional manner in which individual believers interpret the Bible through the successive epochs can be discerned even in Protestantism.


In the Catholic Church we have the magisterium of the pope and the bishops that has hitherto found expression in a series of documents that clarify the contents of both Tradition and of Scripture. These texts are collected in a well known compendium: the Enchiridion of the professions of faith, definitions and declarations on questions of faith and morality compiled by Heinrich Denziger and published for the first time in 1854 and continually updated ever since.


It is a doctrinal monument that proves to be of great significance for those who, be it clear, are at least a little familiar with these difficult thematics and therefore in a position of appreciating this work. Which seeks to set out and delve into all the implications of this “deposit of faith”. And yet I cannot but confess that my sensitivity at times suffers when faced with certain formulations that seem to me to be rather arduous and excessively underlain by the culture of bygone days.


I am nevertheless greatly heartened and encouraged by a declaration of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, a modern version of what was once the Holy Office: the so-called Mysterium ecclesiae of 1973. There is a point where it says: “… Even though the truth that the Church effectively intends to teach with its dogmatic formulas are distinguished from the mutable conceptions of a particular epoch and can be expressed even without them, it may nevertheless happen that these selfsame truths of the sacred magisterium are enounced in terms that are influenced by such conceptions” (Denzinger, 4539).


The concept is here expressed in a manner that is far too involved, discrete and prudent, almost timid, but extremely rich in implications and can be extensively developed to permit truths that have remained imprisoned in an ancient armour of concepts may emerge in a better light.


I want to avoid citations of Denzinger’s Enchiridion. Likewise, I shall keep well away from details of Orthodox or Protestant dogmatics. These are questions of extreme delicacy and would call for treatments of such size and complexity as to take me far away from the theme I want to come to grips with here.


Leaving aside all sacred or at least authoritative texts, I shall limit myself to an example that may seem a little commonplace, but is nevertheless indicative of how a religion can be taught not to children, but to students of more mature age, in a manner that will make them lose their faith. I have in mind two texts of religion” for Italian secondary schools or, in any case, “cultured people”. There is no need to name them. They are books that were published many, many years ago: I don’t think that religion can be taught in this manner in schools, nor can it be proposed in these terms to the cultured people of today (if any such still survive).


It was precisely one of these books, written by a cardinal, that made me move away from the Church and afterwards it needed all the sagacity and pastoral patience of a Jesuit father who had remained a dear friend of mine to win me back to the faith and Catholic observance without intimate lacerations beyond the strictly necessary.


Among the infinity of possible examples, I shall limit myself to just one that perfectly brings out the tendency of absolutizing a religious precept. It is the precept said to be the first that God imparted to human creatures. The choice is not just motivated by existential-autobiographical considerations (I call them thus, because in actual fact even the beginning of my personal woes can be traced back to Adam): I am referring to this first precept, because it wants to constitute a model for all the others – as in all the myths about the origins – and by virtue of this exemplary nature constitute the basis of ethics.


Here we have a God who at his truly inscrutable pleasure imparts a command to the creature to see whether or not he will be obeyed. The prohibition that the Lord God imparted to Adam and Eve: “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen. 2, 17).


Whoever reads this passage with a minimum of ad hoc penetration will immediately gain the impression, the presentiment, possibly not very clear but nevertheless strong and definitive, that the letter must somehow hide a more profound significance. What is the meaning of “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil”?. What does it mean to “eat its fruit”? And why should one “die” when one eats, and in what sense?


Here we come face to face with an august mystery, that has to be tackled more with the reasons of the heart than those of the analyzing intellect. It is a mystery of which we can grasp a few glimmers only with the finest spiritual discernment after having created silence in our soul in order to abandon ourselves to an inspiration that comes from its very intimacy, from the divine Spirit that inhabits it.


What is all this turned into in the hands of a theologian, be he a cardinal or a simple “Don” or “Father” who teaches religion in the royal secondary schools? The first of the two texts (in chronological order of publication) tells us:“To obtain proof of Adam’s fidelity, God imposed him a positive precept, the transgression of which would have caused death for him and his descendents and loss of the supernatural and preternatural gifts”.


Variant of the second text: “On Adam … God, bent on testing his fidelity, imposed a positive precept, under penalty of death …”.


The first text continues as follows: “The threat of the penalty, and the execution thereof [note the court and prison regulation precision of the terminology] – as they are related by Sacred Scripture – leave no doubt in this connection. The precept was not to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, situated in the midst of the garden: ‘If you eat of it, you shall die’. The gravity of the penalty was not due to the material aspects of the act, which in itself amounted to little or nothing, but derived from the prohibition that God had imposed on man” (Taken literally, as the author wants it to be: a kind of theft of jam by a gluttonous child notwithstanding mamma’s prohibition).


The text goes on to explain the sense of the prohibition: “God wanted Adam to give proof of his submission and respect, and Adam, capable of breaking the law, recognized his dependence on his Lord and Creator by not breaking it”. 


Variant: “God’s threat of death for man becamea fact …” (my italics).


From the literal analysis of the two texts one infers that the act of eating the fruit was in itself neither good or useful for man’s spiritual development, nor was it harmful or detrimental. And therefore the death of man, no matter how one wants to understand it, was not a consequence, but rather a punishment.


In other words, rather than requiring man to do something for his real and effective good, God imparter him a command to see how he would react. He thus acts not like an ordinary, average father or mother who tell their son not that he must avoid doing something (i.e. eat jam between meal times) not because that may be bad for him (cause him an indigestion, for example), but like a parent, somewhat maniacal and in need of treatment (surely the least one can say),who gives the son an order not to safeguard his health or promote his growth, but … let’s try to imagine it: simply to see whether he will obey and, obeying, show his respect ; whether he will give proof of subjection, obedience, dependence , etc. 

A God conceived in this manner is like a teacher who does not try to educate and instruct his pupil, but rather wants to give him marks for conduct, and therefore either a reward or a punishment: surely another case to entrust to a psychoanalyst. 


Or like a doctor who does not try to treat and heal his patient, but simply wants to use him for an experiment… to see whether he is really faithful and shows respect for him. Among others: as if his patient were a kind of guinea pig.


In other words, the imposed precept – and in this case it would be truly “imposed”, and here I don’t really agree with Lea Sestieri at all – the imposed precept, as I was saying, is just any old rule intended to “test” man, making him run an “obstacle course” to see how he will perform.


A theologian who conceived the whole of creation as an experimental laboratory having not other purpose than testing the human virtues would simply be forgetful of the fact that even an “obstacle course” is never an end in itself: it forms part of an apprenticeship intended to train a soldier or, in the case of a cavalry man, both the rider and the horse. Not even guinea pig experiments are ends in themselves, but means of a research programme intended to promote man’s health: indeed, if the research were an end in itself, it would be reduced to an act of useless and, what is worse, even more maniacal cruelty.


My intimate feeling – which is undoubtedly far and away the best thing I have, something to which God himself must have made a contribution – my intimate feeling decidedly rejects certain images of the Supreme Being that men have forged for themselves. I am profoundly repelled by the image of God as a Supreme Judge who amuses himself by putting men on trial or as a Supreme Accountant of Sin, just as I am repelled by the idea of a Nero God or a Frankenstein God.


Fortunately, the testimonies of the men who today – in a context of thought less crudely medieval – appear spiritually more mature comfort me in the certainty that our good God, the only one who is truly good, as Jesus himself tells us (Mk 10, 18; Lk 18, 19), is decidedly not as far too many times men have conceived him in their own image and likeness.

4. In certain aspects of Islam 
         we likewise find an accentuated legalism 
         that, indeed, lends itselfto substantial criticism


In Islam, too, there is a profound fervour, with a vast flowering of mystics and saints; but there is also a legalism that, all considered, is highly suffocating.


And in the Islamic vision, once again, the sacred text has been dictated, word by word, by God: “Truly, it [the Koran] is a revelation of the Lord of creatures. The faithful spirit [Gabriel] descended with it and communicated it to your heart, so that you should admonish men in the clear Arab language (Kor 26, 192-196).


Immediately after these words, the Koran tells us that, indeed, such a revelation “was already to be found in the sacred books of the ancients” (v. 196). In this passage, which relates to the Mecca period in the life of the Prophet, refers us to the Torah or the Law (Pentateuch) attributed to Moses, the Psalms attributed to David and, lastly, the Gospel of Jesus. In a subsequent period of the development of the Koran, the one of Medina, this full identification became considerably attenuated. There thus came to be highlighted more markedly the perfect character of the Koranic revelation as such, in contrast with the limited, patchy and partially altered character of what has been handed down to us in those other texts.


It was essential that men should know certain fundamental truths and, at the same time, the line of conduct that pleases God. He therefore gradually reveals himself through the series of the prophets, of whom Mohammed is the last, the one through whom the definitive revelation is given.


Each of the men sent by God preached the same din, i.e. the same faith in Allah, in his attributes, in the Day of Resurrection and Judgment, in the prophets, and so on. That is specified, for example, by Abulàla Maududi, who nevertheless adds that “each of them brought with him a different Sharia (or regulation), [always] more in line with the conditions of his people and his epoch; this in order to assure the progress of the civilization of the various peoples throughout the epochs and to endow them with a superior morality (Abulàla Maududi, Conoscere Islam (Knowing Islam], Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1977, p. 22).


The gradual character of this revelation has had the effect that, by the will of God, “this canon law has undergone amendment from time to time”. But now “the process is concluded with the arrival of Mohammed (peace be with him), the Last of the Prophets, who brought the definitive code intended for the whole of humanity and for all the epochs to come” (ibid.).


Consequently, even though the din (faith) has not undergone any change, “today all the previous Sharias have been abrogated and only the Sharia brought by Mohammed (peace be with him) subsists as a valid canon of behaviour” (ibid.).


Yusuf al-Qaradawi summarizes the question as follows: “According to what we are told by the Koran, there has always been only one true and authentic faith, Islam. Islam means interior peace obtained thanks to a conscientious and loving submission to the Will and the Guide of Allah. That was the mission of all the prophets and Messengers in the course of human history. It is the same fundamental faith that was revealed to Moses, Jesus and Mohammed (may peace be with them), The original revelations given to Moses and Jesus are no longer available in their complete, original and unadulterated form. The Koran is the sole divine revelation that has been painstakingly conserved in its complete form, original and genuine form. As such, it has to be used as the yardstick for judging the authenticity of the forms that the more remote revelations assume at present” (p. 5, Note 1).


Another well known Muslim ideologist, Abu Bakr Djabar Al Djazairi, after confirming that “Koranic legislation abrogates every other previous regulation” and that “the message of Mohammed is the seal of the revelation”, concludes that the Koran “is the sole book in which God guarantees intangibility: nothing can be added to it or detracted therefrom, it will not undergo any modification until the Day of Judgment, when it will be taken back by God” (La via del musulmano [The Muslim’s Road], Unione degli studenti musulmani in Italia, etc., 1990, p. 25).


Islam does indeed express itself detailed precepts. The Koran itself is already laden with rules, and innumerable others are prescribed by or can be inferred from the ahadith, i.e. the sayings of the Prophet, the prescriptions he gave on various occasions, and even his silences.


Even an Islamic faithful may licitly wonder why God should want all this; and this question seems all the more licit for those who are thinking about converting to Islam, and are only seeking to support the decision they are about to take with valid reasons. 


Maududi claims the greatest conceivable rationality for the divine legislation: “The Sharia”, so he says, has been revealed by Allah himself, who has organized all things for man’s advantage. He could never want the ruin of his creation. He has not given man any useless or superfluous power. He has not created anything in the heavens or on earth that could not serve man. 


“It is his explicit will that this universe – this immense laboratory of so many different activities – should continue to function harmoniously so that man might make the best and most productive use of all its faculties and all its resources, seeing that everything in the heavens and on earth has been organized for his benefit.


“He should utilize them in a manner such that both he and his likes derive good fruit therefrom and never, wittingly or unwittingly, cause damage to Allah’s creation.


“The Sharia has the function of guiding the steps of man in this direction.

It prohibits everything that is harmful to man and counsels what can be useful and beneficial…”


As in all things, good and evil, loss and profit are closely interrelated. The principle of the law is that of choosing the least evil in the name of a greater benefit and to sacrifice a small benefit to avoid a greater evil.


“This is the fundamental principle of the Sharia (Conoscere l’Islam, p. 130).


The very obvious conclusion of this discourse is that Allah imposes these minute laws for our good. Given their altogether exemplary nature, this discourse has to be enlarged when it comes to the even more detailed rules that spring from the sayings and deeds of the Prophet. 


This is confirmed by what the compiler of a classical collection of ahadith, al Nawawi (1233-1277) wrote in the foreword to his work: “I deemed it desirable to draw up a compendium of the authentic ahadith in order to create a road towards the other life for those who follow it, and to determine interior and exterior behaviour, and to arouse both fear and consolation at one and the same time; and also every other kind of ahadith to point the way to foregoing desires, to mastery over animal instincts, to emendation of characters, to the purification of hearts and the healing of their defects, to the protection of the members and the elimination of their distortions, and whatever corresponds to the other intentions of those who know” (Muhyi ad-Din Abu Zakariya Yahya ben Šciaraf an-Nawawi aš-Šafi‘i, Il giardino dei devoti [The garden of the devout], Società Italiana Testi Islamici, Trieste 1990, pp. 2-3). Performing certain actions and avoiding others, we humans operate for our good. But in what way? Inasmuch as we merit the reward, i.e. paradise, and avoid punishment, i.e. the hell. This is what one can deduce from another passage written by Maududi: “…It is necessary to know the consequences of obedience and faith, as also the consequences of unbelief and disobedience”. What consequences? We don’t have to look very far: on the Day of Resurrection man “will be brought before the Supreme Court presided over by Allah in Person”, where “the good actions will receive recompense, while the bad actions will be punished” (Conoscere l’Islam, p. 29).


Allah requires men to act in a certain manner: in keeping with what Maududi would call “the line of action pleasing to him”. Thus, still according to the same author, man could not make the right choices if he were unaware of “what pleases Allah” and “what does not please Allah”.


In other words, is an action good because it pleases God or is it good because it has an intrinsic validity?


That is a perfectly legitimate question: to give an example, in the history of Western Christian thought there are authors worthy of the greatest respect. Duns Scotus and William Ockham being two cases in point, who made the right or wrong of a given behaviour depend solely on whether or not it is in conformity with the divine will.


In this sense, “God wants it so” is the sole foundation of moral law: “God cannot want something that is not right”, writes Duns Scotus, “because God’s will is the first rule” (Opus Oxoniense, IV, d. 46, q.1 No.6); no law is just except inasmuch as it is accepted by the divine will (ibid., I, d. 44, q.1, No.2).


Ockham even arrives at saying that, since the divine will legitimates all behaviour, God could perform any action, even a bad or evil one from a human point of view, without ever sinning: Even if he committed a sin, God would not sin” (Centiloquium theologicum, concl. 5, C). He could command men to hate him, and in that case their hatred for God would be good and meritorious (In quartum librum sententiarum, q. 9, E; Cent. theol., concl. 7, B, F). “Evil is nothing other than doing something opposite to what is obliged; but this obligation does not fall upon God, since he is not obliged to anything” (In secundum librum sent., q. 5, H). 


But even before that Thomas Aquinas had clearly affirmed the opposite principle: God is good, his will is necessarily aligned with good, is always will of good. Thus God requires man to do good: in other words, everything that perfects it, in accordance with his own nature of being both rational and sensitive (Summa contra Gentiles,l. III, ch. 143 and 144). 


From the point of view we have considered up to now, there exists a clear contrast between the Scotist and the Thomist school, and this contrast is similar to the one we find in Islam between the Asharite and Mutazilite schools. As Alessandro Bausani notes: “To bring out their value by means of a necessarily imperfect analogy or parallel with Western Christian theology, one could say that Mutazilism and Asharism are somewhat like the Thomist school and the Scotist idea of the divine will …” (A. Bausani, L’Islam, Garzanti, Milan 1980, p. 112-113). 


“For the Mutazilists”, as Bausani goes on, “God is first and foremost just. They therefore assume that one may say of what would seem blasphemy to the orthodox, namely that he can neither want evil nor command it (order and will are identical for them): he therefore has nothing whatever to do with the evil acts of men, who are free. The idea that God cannot do something, be it even evil, is so uncongenial to the Muslim mentality that there were Mutazilites who eluded the question by saying that God can do it, but in fact does not do so” (p. 114).


Speaking in more general terms, one may comment that a religion that did not connote itself as “good” could not even seem to be the expression of a “good” God. We may therefore ask ourselves whether in that case a Creator God indifferent to the sufferings of men would not take off his false mask of goodness to manifest himself as a Being who, in the delirium of his omnipotence, laid down the law according to his pure will.


A God who made good depend solely and exclusively on its being in line with what He wants, because he wants it and for no other reason, would fit into the concept of a William Ockham as into a tailor-made suit.


What feelings could we creatures have for such a God? Certainly not love, but only fear: the kind of fear that, in human terms, we might have face to face with a powerful person, some chieftain or a Mafia boss who “lays down the law”. A chieftain, a boss who must somehow be kept good, to be adulated rather than adored.


But who tells us that the true God is like that? Does not the image of such a God seem to reproduce that of a great barbarian king, undoubtedly familiar and in a certain way also admirable and charismatic in the eyes of some people? Such a sacred figure could also express a profound intuition, but as a figure would seem to be more readily identifiable as bound up with a mentality and culture of long bygone days.


We might say in general terms: whoever affirms in a coherent manner that a religious legislation is valid, presupposes that the divine will from which it springs is good. The Divinity is good: the philosopher or theologian must be able to demonstrate it or, at least, must be convinced of it or – and this would really be the minimum – must feel it deep down in his heart.


Demonstrating that, notwithstanding the presence of evil in the creation, the divine will is good may call for complex argumentations, that only very few people may be capable of developing. Nevertheless, even a very simple man can feel deep within him that God is good and affirm it with conviction, attest it forcefully, and this in spite of negative experiences of even the most atrocious things. In that case the intuition of the goodness of God is an immediate or direct intuition that, even in the absence of any reasoning or demonstrative procedure, can nevertheless grasp a profound truth.


Once we have established that God is good, there still remains – if we want to be coherent – a further step to be taken: we have to demonstrate to ourselves, or in any case be intimately certain, that God manifests himself to men through one or more “prophets” in revelations that are not in any way – not even to a minimal extent – conditioned by that human vehicle, by that person’s culture and historical environment.


At this point the judgment becomes entrusted to the conscience of each man. One can only hope that this conscience is well inspired and the judgment scrupulous and serene and, in any case, not rendered invalid by the “human, far too human” motivations that could exert a deforming influence. It is essential that whoever judges should be a person not only in good faith, but really illumined, intelligent, mature, free of prejudices. Now, even the best of men is always inserted in a given historical situation. And who can be truly certain that he is not suffering cultural conditionings of any kind?


The fact that a revelation and a legislation of presumed divine origin connected therewith may appear convincing can constitute a thoroughly persuasive argument, such as to induce what one might call a reasonable faith. On the other extreme, however, the fact that the human conscience – inasmuch as, be it clear, it has something better – repudiates an article of faith or a rule presumed to be of divine origin may rightly induce us to relativize either one or the other.


What does relativizing mean?It does not necessarily exclude that the given revelation or rule is divinely inspired. The intimate illumination may be genuine, just as the water of a spring may bubble forth in a pure state. We may ask ourselves whether that water, subsequently giving rise to a river, does not become polluted by the detritus that that it picks up as it passes through a succession of different soils. In an altogether similar manner, even the purest of divine inspiration may become deformed as it passes through a human vehicle conditioned by geography and history, by highly complex biological and cultural factors.


Relativizing a profession of faith and, with it, an associated legislation always means admitting that either one or the other could be divinely inspired, but also taking due account of the subjective human component that always intervenes when the credo and the regulations assume a concrete form.


Only by relativizing it in this sense could we liberate a revelation – to the extent to which this is possible – from the human that vehiculates it and therefore conditions it. And this, at least to a certain extent, will enable us to throw the light more clearly on the divine that is expressed by it and to see it in a more penetrating light.

5. The Islamic Sharia is articulated in rules 
         that nowadays seem stale and outdated 
         and at times even repugnant 
         to our present day moral sensitivity


Whatever the apologists of Islam may say about it, apologists who absolutize every comma of the Koran and the ahadith, there can be little or no doubt that both the faith and the rules appear far too closely bound up with the times of the original preaching. Let us leave aside the beliefs and concentrate attention on the laws, the Sharia.


The Islamic legislation, the Sharia, is articulated into numerous minute precepts that, taken all together, constitute a code. One may ask oneself: how is each precept justified? Whence does it derive its value as a categorical imperative? One may reply: from being written in the Koran or from having been enounced by Mohammed in such and such circumstances, as is certified by trustworthy witnesses. A third case is that the norms derive from some specific behaviour of the Prophet: Mohammed, on such and such an occasion, acted in such and such a manner: and, since his behaviour is always exemplary, each given example prescribes a conforming rule.


What motivates so faithful an adhesion to the behaviour of the Prophet, to his words and even his silences is well expressed by al-Nawawi: “…It is an essential duty of a responsible man to behave in the best possible way”. Now, “the straightest road to this end, the most direct road he can follow, consists of regulating himself in accordance with what we clearly know about our Prophet, the lord of the first and the last, the most magnanimous who lived before and lived after him… (Il giardino dei devoti, op. cit., p. 2).

Here we can clearly see the effort of codifying as exemplary for all eternity behaviour patterns that were often adopted for facing up to particular needs and problems of the moment. Indeed, many responses and solutions given by the Koran present the same character to those to reconstruct the situations in which they came to the fore.


No matter what may be the historical origin of individual norms, one cannot but wonder how one can possibly adopt today an ethic that – to use an expression coined by Kant – is heteronomous in everything, i.e. constituted by rules essentially imposed from outside, by an outside authority, rather than matured in the consciousness of men. With a view to proposing it in a more acceptable manner, efforts are made to make the rules be seen as reasonable, humane, beneficial. But there remains the fact that, at a certain moment, one comes up against such anachronisms, at times even extremely cruel, as to be obliged to fall back on the sacrality of a text, where it is said that God wants it that way and that’s all there is to it: end of all discussion.


Examples: there are many, but here we can at least produce a few. An author like Yusuf al Qaradawi (pp. 326-327) reminds us that in the Koran “Allah mentioned three crimes for which the penalty of death is justified”. What are they? First: “unjustified assassination”. We’ll let that one pass, even among us there are some – certainly not excessively endowed with human sensitivity – who want capital punishment in these cases.


Second: adultery (confessed, or at least materially ascertained by four witnesses). Here we are still at the biblical lapidation of bygone days.


Third: apostasy from the Islamic faith (Yusuf al-Qaradwi, The Lawful and the Prohibited in Islam, American Trust Publications, Indianapolis, Indiana, USA, 1960, pp. 326-32).



As to the third case, one may well ask oneself how such a drastic rule can be conciliated with the religious freedom that represents one of the cornerstones of modern democracy. Fundamental right of man, religious freedom is considered to constitute a truly irrenounceable principle. Albeit after many hesitations and a long travail, even the Catholic Church has clearly, unequivocably and definitively recognized it.


Diazairi’s text is far more severe: referring to passages of the Koran interpreted by affirmations of the Prophet and the opinions of illustrious sages, the author arrives at the conclusion that the penalty of death is to be inflicted not only upon witch doctors, but also on Muslims who neglect their daily prayers after they have been warned to comply with this observance and also on those who deny essential points of the faith and then refuse to retract, and even upon those who “for opportunism, weakness or fear fail to express their conviction and secretly nurture heresy”. The example produced by the author is one who “though declaring himself to be a Muslim, disavows the Resurrection or the prophetic mission of Mohammed or the reality of the Koran, divine word (pp. 555-557)


Sadly, we have to remember that in past epochs Christians did more or less the same thing, though not without adding that today no Christian author of sane mind would insist on saying so. It is true that Djazairi teaches, above all, in Saudi Arabia, but the fact that an author of such renown seriously speaks of the validity of capital punishment in such contexts gives us an idea of how greatly Islam is retarded in medieval positions nowadays cruelly out of date.


Reading Djazairi’s book and, more precisely, the chapter entitled Hadd, i.e. the sanctions to be inflicted for various other crimes, we can complete a list of particularly cruel punishments. The crimes include also the drinking of alcoholics, which is punished with eighty lashes of the whip. The same penalty awaits a slanderer. A hundred lashes are due to the fornicator who has never married. Lapidation for adulterers. The same for sodomites. The thief who has stolen a value greater than one gramme of gold is punished with the cutting off of his hand, unless he repents and returns what he has stolen or compensates it. Atrocious penalties await the brigand who, after being invited to desist, continues his delinquent activities.


Though adultery is repressed in such a pitiless and inhuman manner, it is altogether licit to have sexual relations not only with one’s wife, but also, where appropriate, with one’s wives in the plural (up to four, as is well known) and with one’s female slaves.


In spite of the conservative spirit that pervades his book, Djazairi once again insists a great deal, indeed every time he can reasonably do so, on the human and beneficent character of the precepts he illustrates. Even as regards the institution of slavery, he notes that before Islam you became a slave following a war or because you had been sold by your parents reduced to misery, or also because you had abducted by brigands or pirates. Very well, “Islam, religion of justice, in token of goodness towards mankind authorized only one of these forms of slavery, namely the one that derives from holy war”.

“Usually the thirst for revenge was unleashed upon the families of the vanquished, who were exterminated by the victors.


“Islam authorized slavery to save their lives and make it possible for the slaves to earn the grace of God and be emancipated” (p. 569).


Slaves must be treated with humanity. The Prophet once said: “Whoever slaps or beats his slave, has no other way of expiating his sin than emancipating him” (p. 570). Masters are encouraged to emancipate their slaves.


As far as female slaves are concerned, “Islam authorizes Muslims to have sexual relations with them, in the hope”, as Djazairi writes, of seeing them become mothers and thus re-acquiring the right to freedom The Prophet said: ‘All slaves who generate a son for their master shall be free upon the master’s death’ ” (p. 571).


At this point Djazairi asks himself: “Why did Islam not ordain the liberation of slaves and the abolition of this human condition?” It is interesting to see how he tries to answer this question. It was not convenient that the owners should suddenly be deprived of a part of their patrimony. On the other hand, many slaves, deprived from one moment to the next of what in a certain sense was a guaranteed position with their masters, would all of a sudden have found themselves without a livelihood and in a desperate condition (p. 571).



We do not have to be as anti-historical as were the eighteenth-century followers of the Enlightenment in their fervour for rationality and novelty: a medieval person is not necessarily by this mere fact a scoundrel! He can be a good person by medieval standards.


Nevertheless, the fact that many good persons are still wrapped in a medieval mentality hardly speaks in favour of their religion, notwithstanding the efforts that worthy authors may make to demonstrate its wisdom and its readiness to confront itself with the needs of the men of today.


Islam is very insistent in underscoring the value of the intention. And good intentions undoubtedly abound in it; but they are and remain the good intentions of medieval men, that is to say, men of an age that in many – and, indeed, far too many – respects was still archaic and barbaric.


It is not that the modern age is free of barbarism. The sense of God is certainly lacking in our epoch; nevertheless, there is a far more developed human sensitivity, at least as far as certain aspects are concerned. In the light of this new and certainly more mature sensitivity, many usages, many laws now appear outdated by the times if not altogether intolerable. And among these, the Sharia, the traditional Islamic legislation, as we have seen, offers us numerous examples.


Ascertaining that the prophets of a religion may be conditioned in their humanity does not by any means imply that we have to deny that the inspiration on which they draw may be authentically divine. Now, though the original inspiration that gave life to the Koran and the Sharia is authentically divine, every time their human formulations prove to have become time-worn, the wisest decision may be not to deny them or annul them, but to relativize them and thus, through them and beyond them, return to that prime Source from which they draw their true significance in order to express them in a new and more adequate formulation.

6. The tendency of Islam to imprison itself 
         in the letter of its laws is today 
         becoming excessively accentuated 
         in certain extreme forms of fundamentalism 


As we saw, Maududi underscores the intrinsic goodness of the Koranic law. From this we would have to deduce that the Sharia is valid not only extrinsically on account of its being wanted by God, but also by virtue of its intrinsic goodness: God is good and loves his creatures, and therefore he cannot want anything other than the good of man as such.

Yusuf al-Qaradawi defines the Sharia as “a system of which the primary objective is the good of humanity” (p. 6). It “removes from human beings the grave and harmful usages and superstitions with the intention of rendering the commitments of daily living easier and simpler. Its principles are intended to protect man from evil and to be of help to him in all the aspects of his life” (The lawful…, p. 6). In fact, the while he discusses the things that are permitted and prohibited in Islam, setting out a long and detailed case history, Qaradawi never loses an occasion of noting just how beneficent and appropriate the various precepts are. 


Qaradawi’s book was written in Arab and then translated into English. The translator, Ahmad Zaki Hammad, underscores that the author selected the points of view that, in his opinion, best meet the needs of Muslims in the general setting of the changes that characterize our epoch. Hammad says that Islam, God’s last and definitive message to men, has to show that it can well meet the needs of a society in transformation like our own (p. 8).


But if that is the aim, how can it possibly be sustained that the Islamic precepts, taken literally, are all perfect, unexceptionable and immutable? Are there not among them some that decidedly abhor the moral consciousness of modern men by what is expressed in them (and here I am thinking not so much of what is lax, permissive and ambiguous, but of what can clearly be bettered)? 


It seems to me that on this matter there is now widespread agreement in the Arab states that have come into being in our epoch. As an example I may cite a clear concept expressed by Mustadfa al Siba’I, who was the leader of the Muslim Brothers in Syria, when “he demonstrated the impossibility of applying the punishments envisaged by the Koran in case of theft or adultery, bringing out all their anachronism. According to al Siba’i, the verses that speak of amputation of a hand or whipping have to be read more as a powerful deterrent than as detailed prescriptions of a penal code. The threat of a severe treatment formed part of the category of moral exhortations intended more to prevent than to punish (Youssef M Choueiri, Il fondamentalismo islamico [Islamic fundamentalism], Il Molino, Bologna 1993, p. 90). 


In this connection Youssef Choueiri notes that, with the sole exception of Turkey, where the traditional Islamic legislation has been replaced by lay penal and civil codes, “all the countries with a Muslim majority either apply specific versions of the Koranic law or accept reformist and modernist interpretations of the Sharia” (ibid.).


An example is represented by Tunisia, where – following the dethronement of the pro-French Bey in 1956 – there was set up an Islamic republic with a president who has to be of the Islamic religion. In spite of this, many precepts of the Sharia have been amended by the codes and polygamy has been abolished.


Another example is provided by Bangla Desh, where the numerous mosques are full of scrupulous faithful who observe the rites, but accept that the day of rest has been moved to Sunday in order to be in line with nearby India.


The Islamic faith appears to be more superficial and lax in Indonesia, where the Ramadan is almost ignored and pork is consumed in large quantities (cfr. Paolo Grazotto, Il ritormo del Profeta [The Return of the Prophet], Editorial Nuova, Milan 1980, pp. 100 and 110).


In that context there is coming to the fore a tendency of reducing Islam to a factor of cohesion. 


We are in the climate of the “reformism” that has caused the vigorous reaction of “Islamic radicalism”, the “fundamentalism” that is bound up, above all, with the names of the previously cited Maududi, an Indian, and then the Egyptian Sayyid Outb and again, in Iran, the far more famous Ayatollah Khomeini. Here there is becoming delineated a clear tendency towards an integral adoption of the Sharia.


It should be noted that Islamic fundamentalism came into being and developed as a reaction to the modern Western civilization that, penetrating the Arab countries, pollutes their traditions and religious feelings.


This is a diagnosis that could be shared to a very large extent, even admitting the immense economic, social and cultural benefits that countries still immersed in their Middle Ages have drawn from these contacts. Indeed, there can be no doubt that there have also been traumas and crises on a very vast scale in this troubled transition process. Our scientific and technological civilization also has some very grave repercussions: eclipse of the religious sense, blunting of the aesthetic sense and of values in general, materialism, consumerism, crisis of the human relationship, crisis of the family and the traditional institutions…


Choueiri notes that “fundamentalism is not simply a movement of fanatics or traditionalists. Quite the contrary, it is a passionate attempt to face up to the overall crisis of the Muslim world, which must not be undervalued or derided” (Youssouf Choueiri, Il fondamentalismo islamico, p. 31).


All this can be readily understood. But none of it would justify a total, clam-like closure that sees nothing but lack of values, corruption and work of the devil outside Islam. A spirit really educated for the perception of values should be capable of discerning them even outside his own front door.

7. Quite apart from the letter of its law 

         Islam would do well to return 
         to drawing from its original inspiration 
         that turned it into a prophetic and innovating religion


In Islam there are undoubtedly coming to the fore clear limits, anachronisms, shortfalls, and inadequacies, but one also grasps the presence of very great values.


In his ponderous treatise that I mentioned above, Djazairi offers us a complete panorama of the Islamic Law enriched by his personal comments. The minutely detailed precepts are very far from covering all the possible cases, do not grasp the multiplicity of the concrete situations. But, once I manage to ignore the suffocating burden of these regulations, I confess that there are many of Djazairi’s exposition that gratify me.


The Muslim devotion to God, the live sense and sacred respect that they have for Him, seems to me to be beautiful, sublime and exemplary, as also the absolute seriousness and lack of all shabbiness in prayer, their abandonment to the divine will, the placing of God at the center of everything, their remembering him at every moment and performing all actions “in the name of Allah” (bismillah).


When performing his ablutions (which precede prayer), Ali Zein al-Abidin (d. in 99 of the Hegira, i. e. 717 A.D.), became of an earthy pallour. They asked him the reason and he replied: “You don’t know in whose presence I am about to appear” (Vita e detti di santi musulman [Life and sayings of Muslim saints], edited by V. Vacca, TEA, Milan 1988, p. 58).


Another thing I like in Muslims is their commitment to recommending the good and condemning evil, correcting wrong things, remembering the things that have to be done when they are omitted, proclaiming the truth even before a despot, without fear or hesitation and with all the courage that this requires.


Undoubtedly, we are all sinners, in the East as in the West, but to the man who denies principles to satisfy his desires I greatly prefer the man who, notwithstanding the urgings of his desires, affirms the principles.


I also greatly appreciate the fact that Muslims value the actions of each man first and foremost on the basis of the intentions that inspire them.


And in the Koran, just as in the ahadith and in the interpretations of these texts, there is a continuous recommendation of altruism, fraternal solidarity, generosity in helping the needy and furthering useful works, hospitality, piety, mutual condescension in licit things, putting up with the defects of others, humanity, honesty in dealings, punctuality in paying employees, as also, as far as the latter are concerned, commitment to doing their work well.


And also nobility, patience and strength of mind, delicacy in feeling and acting.


Above all, entrusting oneself to God, though always doing one’s best, doing everything that is necessary to assure the full success of each action.


There, be it even in extremely succinct form, we have a fair list of Muslim virtues. What is more, Muslim etiquette is rich in authentic subtleties. Confirmation of this is provided by the voluminous and previously mentioned collection of the ahadith compiled by al-Nawawi under the title The garden of the devout.


Side by side with assassination, severe reprobation is expressed for every form of violence that is not connected with holy war. Adultery is considered among the gravest faults. Fraud and usury are condemned together with theft. Envy, ostentation, laziness, hypocrisy, injustice and oppression are strongly condemned in everyday relations between people, as also every form of presumption, tongue-wagging and all undue curiosity for the affairs of others. Magic is likewise disliked and reproved. 


With the “infidels” it is thought best to maintain a certain reserve and formality, but it is recommended that they should be respected, avoiding to do them any harm, at least for as long as they do not seek to harm the Islamic cause.


One has to bear in mind the barbarism in which the tribes that were soon to be conquered by Islam were living at the time and how Mohammed succeeded in uniting them and communicating such a live sense of God to them, giving them a new morality and also a new law, subjecting them to such a demanding religious discipline and laying the basis for the sudden flowering of such a great civilization. All this may already give us some idea of how authentically inspired a prophet, how formidable an educator he was.


At this point let me give the floor to Luigi Bonelli, an illustrious Islamist and translator of the Koran into Italian: “The morality of the Koran is of the very purest; it takes account of the needs of existence and makes no demands that exceed the capacity of the greater part of men; to all intents and purposes, it recommends doing everything that is good and abstaining from whatever is bad, to come to the aid of our likes and, more particularly, the poor and – a fact that is characteristic for the commercial life of Mecca – to refrain from defrauding …


“Of the ancient Arab usages, the Koran conserves polygamy and slavery, but limits the former and alleviates the latter; it prohibits incestuous unions, which were frequent in Arabia at that time, improves the condition of women, whom it protects against infanticide and assures a dowry and a part of the inheritance; although it authorizes talion, the penalties it establishes are relatively moderate; it authorizes compromise even for intentional homicide whenever the nearest relative of the victim, his natural avenger, is prepared to accept this.


“One may therefore affirm that, as regards both the civil and the penal order, the Koranic legislation represented real progress for the Arabs and its author may thus be ranked among the great benefactors of humanity (Luigi Bonelli, Preface to the literal version of the Koran, Hoepli, Milan 1972, pp. X-XI)


One may reproach Islam for having triumphed first and foremost thanks to military victories. One should remember the famous “paradise in the shade of the swords”. Undoubtedly, Allah, God of the Muslims, i.e. our own God as seen and felt by them, proved to be no less bellicose and warlike than Yahweh, i.e. still the same God, but in the more ancient Hebrew edition.


With this difference: Yahweh guided the Hebrews to the occupation of the Promised Land at the expense of its original inhabitants, who were deprived of their houses and fields and vineyards when they were not passed by the sword in “holocausts” ante litteram; many centuries later, Allah sustained the Muslims in wars of conquest at the conclusion of which, with the sole exception of what happened in the Arab peninsula, the non-converted vanquished were subjected to the payment of tribute, but as a general rule remained free not to adopt the new religion.


The defeated, the prisoners, the abducted and even the slaves who converted to Islam could sooner or later be fully integrated into Islamic society and there follow careers right up to the highest level (a book I found particularly interesting in this connection is I cristiani di Allah [Allah’s Christians] by Bartolomé and Lucille Bennassar, Rizzoli, Milan 1991).


These considerations help us to understand that it is essential for Islam to return to its original inspiration so that it may once again become the factor of progress that it undoubtedly was for the long period in which the West remained in a condition of renewed and stagnant barbarism.


If it is to rediscover its original spirit, Islam will to a very large extent have to free itself of an excessive subjection to the literal interpretation in which, far too often, it risks being imprisoned.

8. The undoubted divine inspiration of Islam 
         has to be clearly distinguished from its human vehicle 
         which seems to be strongly conditioned 
         by numerous limiting and deforming factors


We always have to bear in mind something that remains true in all cases: no matter how divinely inspired a sacred text may be, the divine inspiration is always expressed through a human vehicle and is therefore obviously conditioned by the latter’s psychology.


Even when the Divinity manifests itself very forcefully in the message of a prophet or the vision of a mystic, the man in question receives the illumination in such a manner as is possible for him, within the limits of everything that exert an influence on the development of his personality.


We must not forget that even a sacred text that is deemed to be profoundly inspired as a whole, may at times intervene to legitimate personal desires of the prophet, giving him the comfort of feeling himself – always and in spite of everything – justified before his God.


Anybody who is truly just, unexceptionable in an absolute manner in everything he thinks and desires and does, would not feel such great need to justify himself. The problem would not arise in any way if Mohammed had been the exemplary and almost superhuman man of perfection that many believers affirm him to be when they take him as the model for their own behaviour. A kind of reasoned biography of Mohammed written in these terms is the nimble volume of the “martyr” Murtada Mutahhari that bears the title Vita e condotta del profeta Muhammad (Life and conduct of the prophet Mohammed, 1st Italian edition of the European Islamic Cultural Center, Rome 1987). But there is also the fact that all the biographers who have carried out a detailed and unprejudiced study of him are agreed in recognizing, side by side with his great qualities, also what Nietzsche would have called his “human, far too human” aspect.



An undoubtedly authoritative biographer, Maxime Rodinson to be precise, observes that the Voice from Above that guided Mohammed in the various circumstances of his life tended ever more to justify his actions, which on many occasions and in many different respects might have seemed questionable. But she goes on to say that this does not necessarily mean that we have to speak of imposture or bad faith: men have an infinite capacity of deceiving themselves”.


However this may be – whether or not it is to some extent a self-deception – Rodinson concludes that Mohammed “remained persuaded to the very last, and we have various confirmations of this, that in him there spoke from up on the seven heavens and directed him the voice of the implacable and all-powerful Lord for whom he had risked such a great deal, had sufferedand, indeed, was ready to keep on suffering. Surely there was nothing strange if Allah suddenly ordered him the reasonable decisions towards which his human thoughts were tending or decisions inspired by wise companions. And was it not perfectly normal that the orders imparted by the Lord should be in line with legitimate tendencies of his faithful servant?” (M. Rodinson, Maometto [Mohammed], Einaudi, Turin, 1973, pp. 217-218).


The sura of the Booty affirms that the booty belongs to God and his Apostle (VIII, I). In fact, to Mohammed there was attributed a fifth part of the booty taken from the enemy, and this enabled him not only to provide for his numerous family (whose needs were however very limited), but also to assist the needy and, more generally, the cause of Islam and, in any case, to keep this stream of great riches under his personal control: which is not by any means a little thing.


A passage of the sura of the Cow speaks of an ambush that was laid for a caravan from Mecca, at that time still an adversary, in which a man had been killed. The fact had aroused a great deal of emotion: blood had been shed in the month of ragiab, which according to the ancient tradition still in force at the time was a month of sacred truce. Faced with a reaction he had not been able to foresee, Mohammed decided not to touch the booty, until a new revelation of the Koran brought him succour: warring in the sacred month is a grave sin, but withdrawing from the “road of God” – i.e. from the holy war – is an even graver sin (2, 214). 


After a defeat suffered at the “barley fields” of Uhud that induced many Muslims to doubt that Mohammed’s cause still enjoyed the favour of Allah, it fell once again to the words of the Koran (sura of the family of Imran) to attest that it was a test that God himself had arranged in order to distinguish the believers from the doubtful and the hypocrites (3, 133-135 and 159-160).


The sura of the Light very appropriately sustains Aisha, one of the wives of the Prophet, against her slanderers, who accused her of having committed adultery (24, 4 and 11-20).


In the sura of the Confederates, Mohammed, the only one among the believers, is authorized to have more than four wives, choosing them also from among his female first cousins (as he had done in one case, and as many female slaves as he wanted. He has faculty of taking to his bed the favourite of the moment and for as many nights as he wishes, without being obliged to respect the turnover that common Muslim husbands are obliged to respect for the sake of equity. Since he is a little timid with his guests, it is Allah himself who suggests to the dinner guests that they should not arrive ahead of time and not to stay for a chat after the meal, because, even though Mohammed will not say so, that might bother him, possibly because it would mean a dilation of his necessary and well merited siesta (33, 49-53).


In the same sura, Allah authorizes Mohammed to marry – as he ardently desires – Zaynab, wife of one of his adoptive sons, notwithstanding the fact that an ancient tradition considered this to be equivalent to incest (33, 36-40).


This Koranic text must be slightly posterior to the actual words with which the Prophet felt suddenly comforted and justified in taking this step. Rodinson (pp.2054-205) reconstructs the scene as follows: “One day Mohammed was talking to Aisha when he entered in trance. When it was all over, he smiled and exclaimed: ‘Who will go to Zainab to bring her the good news and tell her that Allah has married me to her?’. And recited the revelation that had just ‘descended’ ”.


Here is another description, perhaps not wholly certain but at least probable, provided by the same biographer (pp.201-202) of the trance by means of which Allah gave the all clear for Aisha: “Mohammed [who was not by any means sure of his young wife] was extremely nervous. He was wrapped in a mantle and a leather cushion was put under his head. The Voice from Above was talking to him. Abu Bakr and his wife [parents of Aisha] had their breath cut by their anxiety. Could Allah be revealing the dishonesty of their daughter? But Aisha herself was calm and declared herself to be sure of her innocence. And then it was all over: the prophet sat up again, drying the sweat that was running from his forehead and ‘descended like drops of water on a cold day’. Then he spoke and said: ‘Good news, Aisha! Allah has revealed your innocence’; after which he went out and recited the revelation that had just been given to him” (which is to be found in the Koran, in verses 11-20 of sura 24, or sura of the light. The reference to a Mohammed lying wrapped in his mantle is in 73,1 and 74,1-2).


To understand the various components of a phenomenon of this kind, it will be as well to make a careful analysis of these altered states of consciousness, which can give rise also to long and complex discourses as dictated by another dimension of the personality of the subject – prophet, poet or writer as he may be – without any active participation of himself at least at the conscious level.


The subject receives these inspirations from deep within as if they were dictated by somebody else. In perfectly good faith, the prophet attributes everything to God.


But what is the profundity of the human psyche? It can be the place of a superior inspiration that can be ascribed – and why not? – to the Divinity itself. But, no matter how inspired a man may be, what guarantee is there that the words that emerge from deep within him come purely from God?


As the theologians tell us, God dwells in the profundity of each man; but this does not by any means imply that even excessively human instances, pulsions, instinctive tendencies and emotional drives may not act and take root at various levels. At these levels there also cohabits an entire patrimony of ideas and images that form part of the subject’s culture, conditioned – in its turn – by a whole complex of geographical, biological, sociological and historical factors.


Just like Manzoni’s “guazzabuglio del cuore umano” [tangle of the human heart], the magma of the psyche contains a mixture of factors of every imaginable kind, so that what emerges and is accepted as a divine revelation could well contain, together with a core of truly profound truths, also some highly suspect elements.


Hence the need for clearly distinguishing the manifestation of the divine from the “human and far too human” that, in conveying it, could also deform and pollute it.


Mohammed’s displayed capacity of seeing beyond the physical senses and becoming the vehicle of supernatural revelations made him similar in a wider sense to the shamans and, more particularly, those who in the Arabia of those days were called kàhin: seers inspired by mysterious genii or spirits that spoke through their mouths.


Rodinson (p. 60) notes that “Mohammed had traits in common with the kàhin… His psychological and physiological constitution was undoubtedly of the same kind. Just like them, he was subject to nervous crises, capable of seeing, hearing and feeling things inaccessible to the senses of other human beings.


“Perhaps his profound dissatisfaction was both cause and consequence of the temperament that, when he was about forty years of age, contributed to further enhancing these predispositions. However, being endowed with a personality considerably richer and more powerful than that of the kàhin, this dissatisfaction also induced him to reflect. In parallel with the repercussion of his innate temperament and his personal history, a process of intellectual elaboration took place at the nervous level. And this intellectual elaboration was of a rare quality”.


Here I should like to add that the elaboration of such a rich intellectual patrimony, rather than on the conscious level, had to take place more at the level of the unconscious, so that the various products emerged into consciousness in an unexpected and already fully formed manner, as if they were due to the creative action of an outside personality. That was the mysterious Voice identified with Allah: Voice from Above, which expressed itself, little by little on many different occasions, “profiting from what Mohammed was learning, quite apart from what he already knew”. With these words, which seem to me to be highly significant, Rodinson (p. 121) gives us an idea of even the divine Transcendence was in some way obliged to expressed itself within the limits of the human culture of its prophet.

9. Greater attention to the human element 

         that is theinevitable channel of every revelation 
         could induce Muslims to consider Koran and Anadith 

         certainly in all their sacrality 
         but also in a less fetishist and more serene 
         critical and reasonable a manner


The volume Bibbia e Corano [Bible and Koran] contains the conclusions of a study that a group of Christian and Islamic scholars of various extractions and tendencies carried out in common, not least by means of a series of debates.


From it I want to cite a text that was signed by all the participants, inclusive of the Muslims and inclusive also of two Protestant Christians who wanted to formulate some reserves in two partially alternative texts constituting an appendix.


Here is the text, which is of very particular interest as far as this aspect of my discourse is concerned. “A Revelation is always indirect, that is to say, there is no immediate revelation, this in the sense of divine words said to have been pronounced by God himself. In other words, a Revelation is always word of God in human language. God does not speak and does not write as men do. But raises men who transmit his Word in his name.


“The ‘theandric’ character of the Word of God enabled Christian thought to see the prophetic Revelation of the Old Testament as a preparation for the mystery of the Incarnation. And even in the case of Jesus Christ, who in the eyes of the Christian faith is eternal Verb of God made man, his humanity is radically human and expresses itself in human language.


“In the case of the Koran, which in the eyes of the Muslim faith is Word of God, it expresses itself in human language in the Arabic tongue of the society of the epoch, the society of the Prophet and his environment” (Bibbia e Corano, p. 27). 


These concepts are further developed on the next page, where there is another passage that I again want to cite verbatim, since the texts in question were signed also by two authoritative Muslims.


The second passage recites as follows: “One may therefore say that Scripture, as textual objectivization of the word of God, is a witness marked by the whole of the historical experience of a community of believers, subjected to its particular needs of legitimation and identification.


“It is for this reason that for Christians the term ‘tradition’ does not designate only the history of the re-readings of the original text within the believing community. It designates also a process within Scripture itself. In the Old Testament, for example, this corresponds to the manner in which Israel listened to and reinterpreted the events of Israel’s history as a Covenant with God. And it is also the way in which the early Christian community listened to and reinterpreted the event Jesus of Nazareth.


“In the case of the Koran one cannot note a similar distance between the Koranic sayings of the Prophet memorized by his Companions who subsequently cited them and the definition of the mushaf (definitive official corpus). But one can nevertheless recognize that knowledge of the historical and social context in which the Koran is set is essential for understanding its meaning” (p. 28).


In Islam there is a sufficiently clear recognition of this relativity that may be associated with a sacred text, though this does not in any way exclude the genuineness of the original divine inspiration. It is however a recognition that concerns the sacred books… of the others.


“The Koran”, as the Muslim participants note together with their colleagues, “often evokes the Scriptures of the ‘People of the Book’ and accuses these of tahrif.


“This term has generally been translated, not without exaggeration, as ‘alteration’, ‘falsification’. It is however a simple deviation that can assume various forms. (In note: The term tahrif derives from the root HRF, edge: it therefore means approaching the edge and moving away from the right road).


“Let us recall the beautiful formula of Mohammed Talbi: ‘The tahrif is the deviation suffered by the divine ray through the deforming prism of our imperfect humanity” (p. 126).


“Anybody who wanted to discern elements of tahrif in the Koran would seem blasphemous to Muslims in general it, since for them every word of the Koran is the direct revelation of God.


Fortunately, there exists a “reformist exegesis” like the one of Rashid Ridah, great Egyptian commentator of the Koran. Ridah ends up by attributing tahrif “also to Muslim authors, who in his opinion contribute to perverting the sense of the Koranic revelation and therefore produce tahrif for the Koran”. This is affirmed by Professor Alì Merad (interviewed in Cattolicesinmo e Islam oggi [Catholicism and Islam today] by Carlo Gasbarri, Città Nuova, Rome 1972, p. 289).


“Now, as Alì Merad goes on, “following this modern exegetic work, tahrif can no longer be considered a shameful action to the detriment of the Scriptures, but must rather be seen as a method of reading, of exegesis, of presentation of the sacred texts in a tendentious manner, and therefore this method, which can be bad, may be adopted also by Muslims”.


“It seems to me”, so he concludes, that in this we have something enormous that has been shifted, thus opening the road for an encounter between Christianity and Islam, so that this great obstacle has now been removed” (ibid.).


Returning to Bibbia e Corano, it contains a very promising note (on pp. 122-123) that is well worthwhile to quote verbatim. It forms part of a text prepared by Muslims.


Before doing so, however, we should note that Islam lacks a living magisterium that could legitimate this or that opinion, this or that interpretation of the Koran or the tradition. There is thus a great deal of room for expressing personal points of view, which enjoy freedom to diverge from the dominant opinion.


That said, here is the note: “The criteria according to which the classical Muslim doctrine of the ‘alim mujtahid (the learned who proposes a personal opinion) are essentially thorough knowledge of the foundations (usul) of the religion: Koran, Hadit, opinions of the great authors, etc., and aptitude for making use of reasoning by analogy. The mujtahid is opposed to the muqallid (blind imitator). And that is the greatly debated question of the igtihad (the effort of personal reflection)…


“The ‘Renaissance’ of the 19th and 20th century has profoundly renewed the problematic of the igtuhad in accordance with the new situation of the Muslim world. At present the conditions and the methods of igtihad could be enounced as follows:


“1. Casting a critical eye on the theoretical and juridical heritage of the past, which is only a human construction sacralized in the course of time.


“2. Freeing ourselves of the literal interpretation of the texts, first of all the text of the Koran, and immersing ourselves in its spirit to elaborate new solutions suitable for our time.


“3. Rather than concentrating on the juridical aspects of Islam or its socio-political implications, be it seen first and foremost as a witness before God and the conscience.


“4. Starting from the principle of individual responsibility, without claiming to be legislating in the name of God.


“5. Respecting the rights of man without reserve, including the freedom of conscience and belief, the right of each man to the integrity of his body, delinquents included, equality of rights and duties between men and women, etc.


“6. Respecting the principle of freedom of expression and ideological pluralism, inasmuch as these are rights inherent in the human person and factors of confrontation from which there will spring the light.


“7. Freeing ourselves of the apologetic and polemical reflections and the verbal discourses about ‘authenticity’ in order to face the problems of the present and the future without fear…”


The text compiled by Muslims to which I am referring – which bears the overall title For a Muslim vision of the Bible – denounces the fact that Muslims are as ignorant of the Bible as Christians are ignorant of the Koran (pp. 123 and 124) and sketches the historical reasons that have led to this situation.


It notes that, generally speaking, Muslims are persuaded that the Koran is a perfect and sufficient revelation. On the other hand, due to various causes, relations with non-Muslims have for far too long been reduced to a minimum. Today, however, we are witnessing a wholly new phenomenon: Muslims are beginning to live in a new situation of religious pluralism. Islam is becoming more and more a question of personal choice and, if this choice is to be serious and reasonable, it calls for a minimum of information about other religions, if possible drawn in a more direct manner from their own sacred texts, especially the Bible, which is the basic text of the monotheist religions of the Book.


Indeed, there is now beginning to delineate itself a tendency to take an interest also in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures and to apply an exegesis comparable to that of Western scholars to the Koran itself; but here we are only at the very first beginnings of a search that can bear fruit only in the long term.


This and other frank comments that we owe to Alì Merad induce the Algerian scholar to conclude: “…Every revelation has been expressed in the language of the people and… therefore the language of the people does not only imply the terms actually used, but also the manner in which these terms are understood… Applying this principle to the Koran, one may say that the sacred Book was revealed in the language of 7th century Arabs”.


“And it is in this way that “the revelation was rendered accessible and intelligible to the humanity of those days”. It follows that “these expressions cannot be considered absolute and eternal as they were practiced by the intelligence and the heart 7th century Arabs to whom they were manifested in a way that would make them comprehensible for them. The words of that language must not therefore be absolutized”.



Alì Merad admits that “if there is a divine revelation in the Koran, this can be formulated in the course of time also by means of other expressions”. This means that “every epoch... may legitimately express the substance of this fundamental revelation in accordance with its own style”. In conclusion, “it is legitimate for Muslims
to set aside the historical and psychological contingencies of the revelation and to adhere to the permanent contained in it…” (in Gasbarri, op.cit., p. 291).

10. It will also be helpful to consider 
         these selfsame Islamic texts 
         in the light of the spiritual and mystic experience 
         that originally gave rise to them


Another point of reference of the greatest importance is spiritual and religious experience, especially the mystic experience.


Though a complex and contradictory man in the sum of his great virtues and gifts, as also in his being “human and far too human”, Mohammed was undoubtedly a profoundly religious soul with strong mystic inclinations. At a certain moment he had dedicated himself to ascetic practices. He had thus rendered himself capable of attaining, as Rodinson tells (pp. 80-81), “a state of momentary ecstasy during which he felt despoiled of his own personality and passively underwent the irruption if a mysterious force, perceiving the nature of that force in an ineffable, incommunicable and untranslatable manner, relishing a beatitude beyond words.

Like other mystics, Mohammed had perceived locutions and visions, for example, those of the Archangel Gabriel who spoke to him. “This perception of the image and the words came to him from within, with crises that occurred also when least he expected them, sometimes in the course of a public conversation or while he traveled on his camel” (p. 76).

According to the same author (p. 79), “it is probable that Mohammed saw and heard the supernatural beings that had been described to him by the Jews and Christians with whom he had talked. One can readily understand that he must have perceived words from which the elements of his real experience, the substance of his thoughts, his reflections, his dreams, the memory of the conversations he had heard, emerged decomposed and then recomposed and transposed with such evidence and such a degree of realism as to impose themselves as testimony of an exterior activity that was wholly objective and yet inaccessible to the senses of others”.

In harmony with what my feelings suggest to me, I can only assume that this cultural, psychological, human part, far from excluding the manifestation of a real Transcendence, actually constituted its expressive garments: as human as you wish, relative, limiting, but always effective.


But the stage of the locutions and visions is a stage that the true mystics eventually leave behind. They may pass through long periods of aridity, by means of which they strip themselves of those sensorial phenomena, temper themselves and eventually, with their “spiritual marriage”, attain a state of lasting union with God (which, be it clear, may also bear visual and auditory experience in its own peculiar manner).


It is a state that, quite definitively, it would seem Mohammed never attained. For Rodinson (p. 82) “he stopped at the first stages of the mystic voyage”. In any case, his vocation would seem to have been different, though nevertheless such as to leave room for more specific mystic vocations of a higher level. It is for this reason that in Islam, side by side with the more common religious experience bound up with the ritual forms, great importance is assumed by the mysticism of the sufi.


Maumudi is explicitly referring to the Sufis when he says that “with the passage of time, there appeared a group of Muslims who considered themselves above the Sharia”. Now, as he goes on to say, “no Sufi has the right to overstep the limits of the Sharia or to treat the fundamental obligations- which include the prayer of adoration (salah), the Koranic impost (zakat), the fast in the month of Ramadan (saum), the pilgrimage to Mecca (hagg) – in an offhand manner” (Conoscere l’Islam, p. 125).


Rather than commenting, let me give the floor in this connection to R.A. Nicholson, author of a well known essay entitled The Mystics of Islam: The individual relationship that exists between the Sufis and Islam varies from more or less complete conformism to a purely nominal profession of faith in Allah and his Prophet. While the Koran and the traditions are generally recognized as the unalterable rule of the religious faith, this recognition does not include any external authority that has the right to decide what is orthodox and what is heretical.


“Credo and catechism mean nothing for the sufi. Why should he worry about it, seeing that he possesses a doctrine that derives directly from God? Reading the Koran with studious meditation and rapt attention, the infinite, inexhaustible hidden meanings flash to his interior eye. This is what the Sufis call istinbat, a kind of intuitive illumination; an inflow of revealed knowledge into hearts purified by repentance and full of the idea of God and an outflow of this knowledge interpreted in language.


“Naturally, the doctrines obtained by means of the istinbat do not concord particularly well either with Mohmmadan theology or with each other, but the discordance is readily explained. It is not possible for the theologians, who interpret the letter, to arrive at the same consequences as the mystics, who interpret the spirit; and if the two categories differ from each other, that is a merciful concession of divine wisdom, because theological controversy serves to extinguish religious error, while the variety of the mystic truths corresponds to the many different degrees and modes of mystic experience” (R. A. Nicholson, I mistici dell’Islam [The mystics of Islam], I Dioscuri, Genoa 1988, pp. 21-22). 


The concern that mysticism should not end up by depriving religious practice, ethics and commitment in society of their significance seems to me to be altogether legitimate. But I don’t think that this has to be feared in a mystic experience that, maturing, attains its full equilibrium.


Indeed, there exists an orthodox Sufism that, without substantially dissolving the letter of the Koran, seeks to gain greater insight into its spiritual sense. Thus, as is noted, among others, by Alessandro Bussani, “the rather anthropomorphist aspects of the Koranic paradise are savoured in the reading of the mystics as indications of very lofty spiritual states” (ahwal) (L’Islam, op.cit., p. 80). Here we have the procedure known as tawil: which means “spiritual transposition” of the sacred text, which is better than “allegorical interpretation”, the way this term is generally rendered in translation (p. 78).


Notwithstanding the great variety that the religious phenomenologies may present, I think that there are considerable concordances between the intuitions of the Muslim mystics and those of the mystics of other traditions, especially the monotheist ones, or also of devotional Hinduism, which seems clearly monotheist in tendency.


There is a difference of level, but still a solid basic coherence between the highest mystical experiences and the experiences of ordinary or common religiousness. To the extent to which this religiousness is really developed and deepened, it also proves to be in keeping with the experience – definable as “spiritual” in the wider sense – that we can have of the humanist values of knowledge, culture, and artistic creativity.


Given the rich diversification of these experiences in both dimension and level, all the expressions of the spirit conspire to give us an integrated experience of the Absolute.
Among these, Islam – where the sense of God is expressed in such an intense manner – can make a very essential contribution to ecumenical spirituality. Ecumenism means recognizing some genuineness, dignity and right of citizenship to every other religious manifestation and every other form of the spirit.


At least as far as the cult of the one God is concerned, Islam has clearly been ecumenical ever since the beginning. Muslims recognize the authenticity of the Jewish prophets and, among the prophets, attribute a special place to Jesus. They make him derive from a kind of divine emanation (however one wants to qualify it, be it even in the most reductive sense) that fertilized the womb of the Virgin Mary. Like Adam, they therefore consider him to be an original creation of God.


They hold that, after having preached the Gospel and confirmed it with many authentic miracles, Jesus was assumed in heaven while still alive, whence he will return to earth to defeat evil. He will kill the Antichrist. Then, in homage to the ultimate and perfect revelation, he will destroy synagogues and churches. He will re-establish order, assure peace for all living beings, and create Islam’s universal community of all men. He will die after forty years and be buried by the side of Mohammed. Christ’s part in the final resurrection will be second only to that of Mohammed. Certainly, Muslim’s will not turn Jesus into a divine being, but they consider him to be something more, a great deal more than a simple human being.


Apart from being strongly ecumenical, Islam is also profoundly humanist in spirit, greatly appreciates the arts and the sciences, and it is not by chance that it created a great civilization.


In Islam this twofold aperture for ecumenism and humanism is flanked by a congruous aperture for mystic experience.


Bausani (p. 73) notes that above all Sunnite Islam, far and away the predominant form, leaves a great deal of space for personal and direct contact between man and God once the believer has absolved his legal obligations (the five daily prayers, the fast in the month of Ramadan, alms, and the pilgrimage to Mecca). Thus “the soul of the Muslim, thirsting for a direct experience of the divine, attains it precisely by means of an accentuation rather than a diminution of Islam’s central religious positions”.


In the Muslim religion one should also note what could be called, quite generally, an aperture for all authentic values, for all the good things that enrich us spiritually, make us “be” more. It is something that brings to my mind an exhortation of the apostle Paul: “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (Phil 4, 8).


Bausani notes that, right from the beginning, Mohammed’s brilliant synthesis consigned in the Koran become “centre of attraction for other materials that were added in the course of time, always in obedience of what seems to have been a characteristic of Islam ever since its earliest days: its great aperture to compromise and synthesis and also its considerable tolerance – without prejudice to its monotheism – for everything that proved good for the community and favourable its spiritual or material ‘interest’ (Bausani, p. 166).


On many occasion scholars, including Bausani himself, have distinguished ideas, doctrines, tendencies that flowered in an Islamic setting and can be defined as more or less orthodox. I would say that in Islam an even better expression of orthodoxy – or, if you prefer, orthodox practice – would seem to be the benevolent tolerance for many genuine values and forms of knowledge and creativity that, little by little, ushered in new recognitions and integrations and, as I think, could have the same effect in future.


Indeed, this aperture to positive values singularly enriched the Islamic civilization right from the beginning, enabling it to attain peaks of refinement in a relatively very brief space of time.


A grandiose edifice, to which the Arabs contributed the powerful and rigid supporting frame constituted by the Koranic law, integrated by the anadith of the Prophet that apply it to many different circumstances. This supporting structure gathered within it, in a great spirit of tolerance and aperture, the cultural contributions of all the peoples who had been overcome by arms and thus added to the new empire. 


The encounter of such widely different cultures proved to be extremely fertile, precisely on account of the freedom in which it was allowed to take place.


And hence the development of the sciences, which grew until they absorbed the mathematics of the Greeks, their astronomy, their medicine, their physics and chemistry and – though not without contrasts – their philosophy. To all this and its technological consequences Islamic civilization impressed further important developments that had highly beneficial effects on our own medieval civilization.


It should be noted that science, knowledge as a modality of looking for God, is strongly encouraged by the Koran: “God Most High said: ‘Say: Lord, let me grow in science (20, 114). “Say: Are those who know equal to those who do not know? (39, 9). “God will raise in degree those of you who will have believed and those to whom science will have been given” (58, 11). “They only fear God, of His servants, those who know” (35, 28).


Science received similar encouragement from the sayings of the Prophet: “For those who proceed along a road of scientific research God opens a road to Paradise”. Therefore: “Those who go out to do scientific research are on God’s road until they return (Il giardino dei devoti, op.cit., XIII, 6 and 10, pp. 374-375). 


Islam also inspired a great flowering of the arts. The decorative arts (calligraphy, ceramics, carpets) far more than the figurative arts (limit imposed by the well known religious prohibition that sought to avoid the creation of idols). And also of poetry, music, architecture, especially of mosques and sanctuaries, but also of palaces, bazaars, public baths, caravanserais, entire neighbourhoods and cities. Of commerce and artisanry. Of navigation. Of law and theological speculation. Contact with the Arab language led to a great enrichment of both Persian and Turkish, and this not only due to the adoption of the Arab alphabet, but also the enlargement of the vocabulary with innumerable words drawn from that idiom.


Later, however, historical Islam withdrew into itself; it armour-plated itself, as it were, in the conviction of its superiority and self-sufficiency, it became rigid in the last-ditch defence of what it had already acquired; it inhibited all desire to know the “infidels” and to learn from them anything that did not correspond to immediate needs of a practical nature; there can be no doubt that in this way it blocked its road to many possible developments and processes of learning and growth.


I am convinced that for Islam a change of route would mean – if nothing else – the rediscovery of its original inspiration, together with its creativity of former days.


And hence the desirability of a revisitation of the Muslim religion that will reinterpret it in a more dynamic and more evolutional vision. This will enable it to go beyond the letter of the law and thus rediscover the authentic spirit that originally inspired and forged it.

11. A deepening of the religious experience 

         will bring Islam closer to Christianity: 

         we can clearly see this when we consider 

         the spirituality of the saints of Islam


I concluded the previous chapter with the hope that Islam will recuperate its original inspiration. I cannot but add the hope that the same thing will happen for Christianity and every other religion.


What do I mean by original inspiration? Not so much what happened before in a chronological sense, but rather what comes first in the metaphysical sense.


What is it that specifically constitutes the originality of a revelation, its genuineness, its as yet uncontaminated purity? I would say: it consists of its coming from God. 


And why does God manifest himself to us humans? Why does he reveal himself to us, be it even through the channel of the prophets, the vehicle of the saints? Certainly to illumine us. And each religion gives us something, and all together eventually give us everything: the integral revelation of which each individual revelation constitutes, be it even with all its limits, a particular aspect.


Islam is wholly pervaded by the sense of the divine transcendence. The Koran says that God loves the men who do good (3, 28) and two verses (3, 29 and 5, 59) speak of the mutual love between God and man. As a general rule, however, Islamic theology seems reluctant to speak of man’s love of God, given the in commensurable disproportion between the Creator and the creature. Man can love the law of God, his commandments, the good things he does, but never God as such.


Nevertheless, Louis Gardet notes that “in our days the expression ‘love of God’ (mahab-bat Allah) seems to be called ever less into question”. And cites an example: In 1965, a sheikh of the great university-mosque of Al-Azhar, in Cairo, entitled a newspaper article: ‘Islam, religion of love’ (al-islam, din al mahabba). It is true that he intended, above all, to speak of the love of men for each other, but with reference to the faith in God and as something that the faith requires” (Louis Gardet, L’islam e i cristiani – Convergenze e differenze [Islam and Christians – Convergences and differences], Città Nuova, Rome 1988, p. 51). 


Christianity, on the other hand, undoubtedly seems the revelation that God loves us and donates himself to us. The Christian God is the Father God: an idea that orthodox Muslims do not like very much because, applied to a God so far above us, they find it excessively human and reductive. They thus seem reluctant to accept a God who, quite apart from his sovereign “clemency” and “pity” and also will to be satisfied with us, truly loves us and asks our love, comes down to us, among us, in us, in short, turns himself into man so that man might turn himself into God.


And then, Christianity reveals not only the creating God, but also another mode of being of the Divinity: the God who communicates himself to his creatures to such an extent as to incarnate himself in their midst.


In God all this implies an articulation into several modes of being: something that to Muslims seems incompatible with the unity of God, which they conceive on a particularly exclusive and rigid manner.


It seems to me that we are here concerned with different aspects of one and the same reality. They are aspects that we should discern, but also see as composing a unity. To us men, however, what happens for the most part is this: those who discover a simple aspect of a more complex reality concentrate to such an extent on their discovery, fall in love and become infatuated with it to such an extent that all the other possible aspects end up by escaping their grasp.


Islam has concentrated on the idea of the transcendental unity of God to such an extent that right from the beginning it tendentially rejected the other ideas that one or more men may, in any way or to any extent whatsoever, partake of the divine nature or be invested by it or become its vehicle. To speak of things of this kind would have meant admitting that God has “a second”; would have meant diminishing Islam’s insistence on the most rigorous monotheism; would have meant sliding into new forms of polytheism, idolatry.


All the same, one has to admit that the universality of the religious experience, the experience of the Sacred and the Divine or the Absolute, no matter how one wants to call it, reveals two essential aspects of This to us: its transcending of the creatures and its donating itself to them.


Precisely by virtue of his transcendence, God can never be attained or captured by the creatures relying on their own forces; nevertheless, his love for them is such that He donates himself by grace and eventually donates himself to them totally.


This aspect of the infinite love of God for his own creation and his infinite donating himself to it, and in particular to man, its crowning feature, finds its strongest expression in Christianity.


Since every religious form grasps a different aspect of the divine Complexity, the best thing to for somebody who really wanted to gain insight into the Whole would be to tend towards a synthesis. Those who see only a single aspect, rejecting the other complementary aspects, would enclose themselves in a limited vision, would condemn themselves to seeing through an eye-shade. The best way of gaining a holistic, total vision of God is therefore ecumenism.


Ecumenism means that each one should deepen the religious experience of his own tradition, but opening himself to the idea that even in the others, that in each different tradition there is something good and interesting that can be drawn upon in order to become more complete. Knowing the religions of others, sympathizing with them, also helps us to gain a better knowledge of the original significance of our own, so that the revelation given to us will be seen as part of a more global divine revelation.


I think that that a “cure” of Islamic (or Jewish) monotheism would do no harm to our Catholicism: it would induce us to pay more attention to God than to his intermediaries, saints or blessed as they may be, who – far too often and without wanting to do so – end by occupying a large part of the space that is due to God and God only. This is what undoubtedly happens, if not in the treatises of theology, at least in the heart of far too many of the devout.


It is said that comparisons are disagreeable, but once we recognize the proper value of repetitive prayer, we shall do well to compare the two rosaries: the Catholic rosary is wholly concentrated on the Madonna (with the Ave Maria outstripping the Paternoster by ten to one), while its Muslim counterpart concentrates exclusively on the Names of God.


Attributing the proper space to God does not mean that we must necessarily discard all cult of his saints, have nothing more to do with them. Both in life and death, the saints prove to be illumined guides, effective helpers, channels of grace and benediction, intermediaries of divine action in the world.


A religion that really wants to immerse itself in all the divine Dimensions in order to feel them and – as it were – dwell in all of them, could not exclude relations with the saints while they are alive, nor their cult after death, nor any forms of communion with them. This need made itself felt even in Islam, possibly not at the very beginning, but certainly within a century of Mohammed, and thereafter progressed with ever greater vigour. 


Let me now give a definition of Islamic sanctity that is both concise and essential. Let us see how Alfonso Di Nola clarifies “the Islamic notion of sanctity” in a few brief but very dense strokes of the pen: “Wali derives from wala, ‘to be near’, and waliya, ‘to guide, govern, protect someone’, and in this sense is used to designate a protector, a benefactor, a friend, a companion, referring the term als, especially in Turkey, to close relative. In the Koran the term is used on various occasions with the meaning of close relative (17, 33), friend of God (10, 62), etc.; and is applied to God himself, who is friend, wali, of those who believe (2, 257).


“Only in a subsequent epoch did wali come to designate the Islamic faithful who, due to special merits and divine grace, assumes what are more or less the characteristics of the saint in Catholicism. His synonyms in this more recent acception are pir, sayyd, sidi, si, murabit, mrabet, mawlay, and, for women, the Berber term ialla.


The saint, considered in this way ‘friend of God’, ‘possessor of mystic knowledge’. ‘knower of God (‘arif bi’llah), is endowed with particular privileges that are not, as in the case of the saints and the yogin of the Indian area, fruit of personal ascetic apprenticeships, but the direct and gratuitous consequence of their contact with God.


“The Saint is free of the yoke of the passions, has the power of performing particular miracles, can transform himself, displace himself over great distances, speak different and unknown languages, bring the dead back to life, read the thoughts of others, know by telepathy, prophesy, raise himself in levitation, cause the miraculous flowering of a dry branch or one that has been cut from the plant, stop a river, control rain and other atmospheric phenomena, watercourses, etc., in accordance with a framework comprising numerous shamanic elements.

“The mystic interpretation of sanctity goes even beyond these indications and recognizes the saint as possessing a function of support and cosmic pole: he is the axis mundi that bears the universe, and his benediction or numinous force (baraka) becomes transformed into rain and well-being of peoples and victory in battle” (Alfonso Di Nola, entry “Awliya” in Enciclopedia delle religioni [Encyclopaedia of Religions], Vallecchi, Florence 1970-76, vol. I, pp. 887-888).


Di Nola mentions that Muslim theologians have on several occasions discussed the problem whether saints can be considered to be mediators between man and God either in life or after death. In any case, he notes that “the veneration of the saints had popular origins and was born of a practical rather than doctrinal consensus (igma’)”. He adds that “in fact, the cult of the Saints renews the superstitious forms against which Mohammed directed his preaching and is therefore in profound contrast with the monotheist spirit of the Koran” (p.888).


For my part, I should like to say that preaching is always directed at a particular objective and cannot comprise everything. Moreover, the Koran took shape little by little, from one occasion to another, result of the spiritual evolution of Mohammed and the development of his action as preacher and as religious, political and military head of the community. Every day had its problems and the inspiration from which Mohammed benefited offered him appropriate solutions and encouraged and comforted him in his difficulties.


In such a context, clearly, the problem of mysticism had not yet arisen. Mohammed was undoubtedly a mystic soul, but his instances of interior life never led him to a degree of sanctity comparable to those who are considered the great mystics, the saints in the full sense of the word. His “human and far too human” decidedly held him back midway along the road.


Muslims considered him to be the exemplary man par excellence, so much so that his sayings and deeds – be they authentic or only presumed – constitute law as far as the behaviour men is concerned. But this is true far more as regards the behaviour of average or common men than the behaviour of saints, who as a general rule consider themselves to be governed by rules of ascetic life that are incomparably more severe.


In this connection I also think that the pursuit of sanctity calls for a model far superior to the one offered by Mohammed, and this notwithstanding his grandeur as man and also as prophet. Now, according to the comments of Dr. Hassan Hanfi, Islamics consider Jesus to be “the model of perfect life” (Gasbarri, p. 182). If that is so, would it really be improper in Islamic terms if a Muslim, quite apart from the model offered by Mohammed, valid for common men, set himself a superior model of sanctity identified in the figure of Christ?


It is surely not irrelevant that Muhyi al-Din ibn ‘Arabi, paraphrasing the Koran (33, 40), where Mohammed is called ‘seal of the prophets”, calls Jesus “seal of the saints” or “of universal sanctity”. (A thorough discussion of this concept of Ibn ‘Arabi can be found in Roger Arnaldez, Gesù nel pensiero musulmano [Jesus in Muslim thought], Edizioni Paoline, Cinisello Balsamo 1990, pp. 115-141).


Before I close this line of thought, I should like to add another consideration. For many reasons, most of which can be desumed from what I have already said, Christian attempts to convert Muslims seem for the most part devoid of fruit. I am not saying that they should be wholly abandoned, though better practices can undoubtedly be adopted.



But we should not forget that “the testimony of life is the most efficient means for getting others to know the core of the Christian experience (G. Samir Eid, Cristiani e musulmani verso il 2000 [Christians and Muslims on the way to the Year 2000], Edizioni Paoline, Turin 1995, p. 40). This is said by someone who has profound experience of the psychology of Arab Muslim, who are as open to human contacts as they are diffident of any manoeuvre that can be suspected of having annexationist aims.


More than a “combative apology” intended to obtain conversions at all costs, more than aid and assistance lavished with second thoughts of proselytism, it seems far preferable to bear pure and disinterested witness to Christian life, to living lovingly by the side of these populations, in the midst of these communities, in order to help them grow and to grow together with them, but each in the tradition into which he was born. And then, if God wants it differently, let it be done by Him.


Would not such a witness make Jesus better known , so that he could be more readily proposed to those Muslims who, while remaining such, aspire to a more saintly life?


That would be a communication in real-life terms, thus avoiding the cultural terms that are as yet inaccessible for most people. Even before presenting any written testimonies about Jesus, it would be a case of making people see who and what he concretely is by imitating him, personally incarnating him.


Would not the spirit of Christ find in such a testimony a good and expressive channel towards people who have always accorded him such an ample place in their religion?


Christianity is the very person of Christ. The Church is his mystic body, the living prolongation that is to take Christ everywhere and to all men. If that is so, nobody reveal Christ better that Christians, always provided that they are his authentic disciples.


It has been said that in the thought of Islam Jesus is undoubtedly remembered and highly considered, but is tendentially reduced to the figure of an Islamic prophet. Now, those born in the Islamic tradition who show a real interest in knowing Jesus could seek his traces in the Koran, in the books of adab (something like popular encyclopedias), in the works of the Muslim mystics. But what would they find there of Jesus? Nothing other than a pallid and wholly Islamized resemblance, restricted and suffocated in a conceptual framework very different from the Gospel. (This is well explained, and with a great wealth of examples, in the previously cited book by Roger Arnaldez).


Hence the need for referring specifically to the Gospel. This is something that Christians could do and, indeed, none could do it better. But without requiring any prior “conversion” of their willing Islamic listeners. It is only too clear that any insistence of this kind would drive them away rather than encourage them. And that would be a real pity, especially when one bears in mind just how much real insight into the figure of Jesus could contribute to enlarging the mental horizon of Muslims and developing their spirituality. (And that, surely, is what God wants most).


Having closed this long aside, I can now come back to what I was saying before. The ideal of the mystic, the saint came to the fore in Islam only at a time when Mohammed and his companions had already performed their undoubtedly important historical function and had already been dead for several decades.


After the series of the four “well guided” caliphs – Abu Bakr, Omar, Othman and Ali – the advent of the Umayyad dynasty marked in many ways a period of grave spiritual decline. At that time (second half of the eighth and first half of the ninth century) many people felt the need for living a more profound religious life in incessant prayer and observances that were certainly not a substitute, but rather an integration of the five daily adorations and the Friday meeting in the mosque.


In contraposition to the rich silks that became the fashion among the well off, the new devotees dressed in wool (suf) like persons of low economic standing and in keeping with the austere example of the first four caliphs. Sufism took its name from the word suf. Right from the beginning, this movement was also known by the name of tariqa (or tariqat), which means “the way” and indicated the itinerary of the sufi towards God.


It is a spiritual road that springs from repentance; it passes through a long withdrawal, during which the convert frees himself of his old habits and concentrates on the objective of purification; he then inflicts on himself a series of physical and moral mortifications and abstinences from eating; he humiliates himself before God in order to be gratified by him with most inebriating ecstasies, eventually attaining the condition of the baqâ, an “eternal union” that recalls the “spiritual marriage” of the Christian mystics.


There are mystics who relativize the common rules of Islam, holding that they need not observe them; and there are other mystics who accede to their further experiences by passing through rigorous compliance with these ritual obligations. But Mohammed Mokri comments that both tendencies “nevertheless aim at an interiorization of the profound sense of Islam” (Mohammed Mokri, “La mystique musulmane”[Muslim mysticism], Encyclopédie des mystiques, Laffont, Paris 1972, p. 418).


The same author sustains that Muslim mystics, right from the beginning, aim at constituting an ideology that will comply with “the profound aspect of Islam, without neglecting any religious obligation and without dedicating themselves to reflections supposed to be heretical” (p. 392).


The profound aspect of Islam cannot but be identified with its original divine inspiration. It is the fundamental inspiration that springs pure from its source, to express itself everywhere in different forms, though always intermingled with the “human and far too human” of the various peoples and cultures. Now, such an inspiration is the divine Love that communicates itself to the creatures and makes them become enamoured of it: love that becomes gift, offer of itself to the creatures, infinite offer of itself that – in the Christian perspective – then tends to deify the whole of creation.


Invaded by divine Love and transformed by divine grace at all levels, the saint is more than a man. His supernatural powers, listed in extreme synthesis in the words of Alfonso Di Nola cited earlier on, prove, certify and confirm this.


The saint is something more than just a man with whom God is “satisfied”, as is said in the particularly restrained terminology associated with the origins of Islam: he is a friend of God. And God himself is his “friend”, he does not limit himself to looking down on him with his royal “clemency” and “pity”. If the Muslim’s ideal is to be “close” to God, it is certain that the thought and the practice of mysticism render him “closer” than ever to the Divinity: far more so than the Companions of Mohammed could imagine, notwithstanding their live sense of the unattainable transcendence of Allah and his tremendous mystery.


Virginia Vacca observes the “the Koran lacks a doctrine of sanctity; in it believers, prophets, ‘nations’ appear subject to a God who is immeasurably transcendent as to leave almost no room for figures characterized by sublime virtues to emerge at the humans level “As to Mohammed, he is not a saint; he is the very human man chosen by God’s inscrutable will to be his prophet” (Vite e detti di santi musulmani, op.cit., p. 9).


What shall we say, then, about love between man and God? “The idea of love of the devout for the Almighty, of exchange of love between the soul and its Creator, of mystic union, all these entered Islam much later and for along time encountered the firm hostility of jurists and theologians” (pp. 9-10).


But Sufism was not an Islamic heresy. It is nevertheless true that at times it came close to heresy when within it there took shape the “dangerous opinion that saints were superior to the prophets and therefore (extreme consequence) emancipated from the Law revealed to the Prophet Mohammed” (p. 17).


In any case, one can say that for the most part Sufism remained faithful of the Islamic Law “in the name of a divine love that the doctors of the Law did not yet understand” (p. 11).


Very significant in this connection are the words written by ‘Abd al-Wahhab ibn Ahmed ash-Sha’rami, author of the work on Muslim saints that has just been mentioned: mystic illumination is the point of arrival on an entire existence in conformity with the Law, “it is the cream of such a life, just as rhetorics are the cream of grammar”. The mystic ascent “does not bring a new Law, but brings a new way of understanding the Koran and the sunna (custom, tradition), indeed, allegorical interpretation of the Koran is compatible with its literal interpretation” (p.19).


Marijan Molé recalls the words attributed to God himself in a famous hadith: “Truly, men come close to me only through works similar to those that have been prescribed for them. And the servant keeps on approaching me through works that go well beyond the limits of all ordinary duties and common virtues, until I begin to love him sell. And when I begin to do so, I become his eyes, his ears, his hand, his tongue: it is through me that he hears, it is through me that he sees, it is through me that he touches and it is through me that he speaks” (Marijan Molé, I mistici musulmani [The Muslim mystics], Adelphi, Milan 1992, p. 53).


The Slovene author comments as follows: “Thus, man approaches God by means of works of devotion. At a certain point he encounters the love of God that opens in front of him; he thereupon loses his human qualities, God pervades all his being and he no longer exists except in God” (ibid.).


A mystic road travelled to the end ultimately leads to what – with a word taken from Eastern Christian theology, can legitimately be called the “deification” (théosis) of man. Would this be in contrast with the intimate, genuine original and primary inspiration of Islam?


I am far from being a specialist on Islam, but for the whole of my life, and this covers a good many years, I have tried to get a clear idea of the divine Self-Revelation to which Islam can undoubtedly be traced back as the prime source of every genuine religious experience.


Very well, I cannot see any contradiction between the figure of a transcendent God and that of a God who, by grace, donates himself in an infinite manner, without limits, to the point of the supreme generosity of giving all of himself to his creatures to be “all in all”.

A wholly transcendent and therefor wholly unattainable God can give himself only by grace. And it is precisely here that there opens a possibility, namely that the divine Grace bestowed in superabundance will render man capable of helping himself to an ever greater extent, collaborating with the divine initiative also in the most effective manner.


God does not have a “second”, as Islamic preaching has affirmed ever since the beginning. But it also affirms that He can do everything. It also asserts that his sovereign decrees are unforeseeable. Why therefore should one exclude that a God who originally has no “second” should want to have the saints as his “seconds”, and in the last resort all men, and that he should therefore want to give himself to all so that they should not only be “close” to Him, but also like Him?


Allah is unforeseeable and Islam itself, right from the beginning, developed and rapidly enriched itself in the most unforeseeable manner. Can the ulamà, the severe doctors of Islamic Law, place limits and barriers to the infinite love of God, to his boundless fantasy?

12. A return to the original spiritual experience 

         is desirable for every monotheist form of religion 

         in a perspective of great ecumenical spirituality 

         committed in the world to the full advent of the Kingdom


One may here note that intangibility founded on the idea that it is the word of God in the most literal and minute sense that is claimed not only by the faithful of the Koran, but also by those of the Torah and, lastly, those of the New Testament. As far as the latter are concerned, i.e. Christians, one has to make an important distinction. Catholics propose to interpret Scripture and to reinterpret it each day in the light of a living Tradition. This draws on the sensus ecclesiae of all the common faithful: that is to say, their way of feeling the Church, if possible, in an ever more profound manner. As it gradually matures in time, Tradition expresses itself through the equally live magisterium of the bishops and the pope.


While Catholics – be it even through the mediation of the clergy – tend to reinterpret Scripture day by day, seeking to gain insight into its intimate spirit, in the Protestant camp there is a vast trend to interpret it according to its letter. It seems to me that here, once again, we have a propensity for hypostatizing Scripture, almost to absolutize it.


We thus seem to find ourselves face to face with three different forms of fundamentalism: a Jewish one, a Christian one, and an Islamic one. Nevertheless, one can discern also the presence of an inclination of the opposite sign in all three religions.


I said that fundamentalism draws its origin from the conviction that God Himself has dictated the rules to be observed. From a psychological point of view one may here note that it is peculiar of persons who dwell in relatively immature states of evolution to ask themselves: “What, then, do I have to believe? What must I think? What exactly do I have to do?”


It is essentially, let us be quite frank about it, an infantile attitude: the child expects from its father and mother. He is told: “Obey. Do this and that”. Or: “You mustn’t do that” “Why?” “Because it’s not done, they are things you mustn’t do”.


On the other hand, it is a mistake to treat a child as a child in everything. In the child we already have a man who is growing. It will be as well to explain to him that certain commands and prohibitions are given for his good, and in what sense.


I remember that I was a rather tranquil child and ready to obey, always provided, however, that somebody explained to me the reason, above all, of certain prohibitions. One person at home had the habit of not saying any more, and that was the moment when I did just as I liked, without even hiding my misdeeds, rather, confessing them in all sincerity and serenity. However, another person in the family had the kindness and also the pedagogic acumen of losing a little time with a child to explain things to him and thus obtained full obedience based on conviction.


But there are also those who neither want to ask nor to think. Setting themselves problems is a kind of toil. They probably have other virtues. Always provided they do not call “virtue” certain forms of obedience that nowadays seem rather negative.


I remember the title of a rather famous book: L’obbedienza non è più una virtù (Obedience is no longer a virtue). Nevertheless, it may be that certain forms of obedience prove to be positive in their overall results.


In times when barbarism was far more widespread than it is today, it was surely – all said and done – a good thing that people obeyed without asking too many question. The ability to discuss, to criticize in a constructive manner is not a gift possessed by all, and this quite independently of man’s state of development, be it individual or social. Discussion can easily degenerate when people are not yet sufficiently formed.


Here we have a stagein which – perhaps very appropriately so – there takes shape a dogmatic ideology and a morality full of taboos, a morality consisting primarily of prohibitions that tends to calm an excessive vitality, an unshackled impulsiveness, an aggressiveness that would readily explode if it were not held in check. More that on good will, a taboo morality relies on terror: a goodly dose of healthy terrorism to safeguard the institutions.


In certain stages of the evolution not only of individuals, but also of societies and nations, we do in fact find a predominance of religiosity of this kind. It is legitimate to ask oneself whether, given such a context, it is not altogether providential that a religion should take root on account of its being in line with an as yet archaic level of development. A university course may be attended in due course, but certainly not by children at the age of ten, unless they happen to be authentic phenomena of precocity such as to make the headlines in the international press!


At an as yet infantile stage it is very difficult for a man to find all the possible applications of more general principle if these principles do not set out in detail what he has to do in concrete terms. The child will ask his mother or his teacher: “What shall I do?” and will remain uncertain, incapable of deciding by himself, until he is given a specific order.


But this is not only true of children. Many, indeed, far too many adults lack this selfsame capacity of deducing a particular decision from a more general principle. We are still at the “What shall I do?” stage. And woe if somebody, preferably a wise person, were jot to tell him: “without orders”, he would remain perplexed, undecided to the point of utter confusion and disorientation.


Situations of this kind take shape also in societies at an as yet immature stage of human development. Whenever a new case arises, men want to know – and it is the eternal question – exactly what they have to do. And hence the minute collections of rules, one rule for each case, each rule an imperative – no doubt about it – because prescribed by God in person and dictated by Him word by word to his prophet, each rule backed and sustained by a glittering prize or a fearful punishment.


To say that a certain type of religiousness proves to be – taken on the whole – suitable for the men of a certain epoch does not by any means imply that it will remain appropriate for all eternity. Normally, a child has his mother as his point of reference; but later it would be altogether unnatural if he remained attached to his mother’s skirt even at fifty years of age: it is true that there is no lack of cases of this kind, but they are certainly not to be taken as an example, and that is the least that can be said about them.


It is perfectly natural that the child should sooner or later ask itself: “Why do I have to obey my mother? Is it only to please her? Or, as she often says, for my own good? But in what way does this good come to the fore when I do as she says? What exactly is this good?”


Little by little, as he becomes conscious of this good, the child and then the boy or youngster becomes more an more capable of acting in view of this good on his own initiative. It is a good that learns to understand ever better, he becomes more and more sure of it, and identifies himself ever more closely with it. He no longer acts because he expects a reward, but because this action is already a reward or a prize in itself.


Another sign of acquired maturity emerges when the subject no longer feels the need for somebody to judge him, to reward or punish him, but learns to judge himself and to recognize the positive and the negative consequences of his actions.


The individual thus enters an incomparably more mature phase of growth. Now, as I said earlier on, I think that we can talk about human growth, and religious growth in particular, be it of an individual or a society, in strictly similar terms.


The growth of religious man takes place in experience. And it is in spiritual experience that every article of faith or moral precept finds its sense and validation.


In spiritual experience all the religions encounter each other as if they were on common ground. It is here that ecumenical solidarity comes into being. And it is here that religious experiences of many different kinds find their counterparts, confirm each other, can dialogue, debate and correct each other.


In spiritual experience we also grasp the values of humanism, culture, the arts and the sciences, as also of every form of knowledge, the many different techniques for transforming reality at every level.


In an integrated spiritual experience the religious, aesthetic, cognitive, scientific and technological values seem simply different expression of a single whole. And it is in this whole that part acquires sense.


Likewise, in an integrated spiritual experience religion is the soul of all the various expressions of the humanism by means of which men cooperate in God’s creative work and help God to bring everything to perfective completion. Help him to promote his kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.


It is thus in an integrated spiritual experience that each expression of humanism, each art or science or form of action, grasps its ultimate significance.


And it is here, lastly, that the letter leads us back to the spirit and, far from imprisoning it, far from mortifying it and, in the limit killing it, places itself and remains in its service as a discreet, efficient and faithful handmaiden.

