The Texts of the Convivium

 IS ASCESIS STILL TOPICAL?


Today there is a new and very lively interest for religion and, more generally, everything that concerns the occult and metaphysico-sacral dimension of reality. But there is still a refusal, a repulsion, a lack of interest for ascesis, which nevertheless plays a very essential part in the religious phenomenon.


This spiritual deafness for such an important factor inevitably ends up by limiting both the vision we can have of the religious phenomenon and our own possible religious commitment.


The concept of ascesis is therefore something that has to be "revisited": and that is what I shall now try to do, albeit with very limited means: first of all, with the good will of trying to understand it better in order to better explain the sense of things, which effectively seem extremely difficult for the mentality of so-called modern man and yet must have a not by any means negligible significance of their own.


Let us begin by giving a definition of ascesis. What is particularly important for the moment is a religious definition, given the particular approach with which we are here concerned. And we are also interested in a definition of ascesis in the strict sense of the term. We can take it from Dizionario enciclopedico di spiritualità [Encyclopedic dictionary of spirituality] published by Studium, a Catholic publishing house.


We can therefore expect a "Christian" definition from this source; but when we consider it more closely, we shall note that it can be quite readily adapted to any other religious tradition: all we have to do is to substitute "God" by a more generic "divinity", and "Christian" by "man".


Here is the definition: "In current spiritual language, ascesis or asceticism means the personal and toilsome effort that, sustained by the grace of God, the Christian has to make in order to attain supernatural perfection" (E. Ancilli,  entry "Ascesi" in Dizionario enciclopedico di spiritualità, Studium, Rome 1975, p. 151).


"Effort" and "toilsome" are two words that, put together precisely with a view to stressing the difficulty of the undertaking, cannot but sound displeasing to the ear of many people of today: displeasing and almost incomprehensible.


At least for the time being, we can still conceive that work may imply a toilsome effort (and, most appropriately, everything is being done to render it less alienating and as interesting as possible and also less disagreeable, lightening everything that could suggest pónos – to say it with the Greeks – namely work as toil and travail and penalty, with total elimination of the biblical sweat of one's brow).
 If all (and even the trade unionists) admit that work can be toil, we are far less receptive when it comes to the idea that study can be toil: study must be something that one does on account of a spontaneous interest and in the free joy of creating. In short, study without ascesis: which, however, has the effect of not really preparing our youngsters for the impact of real life, which may – as it were - prove far more "ascetic" than expected. School without ascesis is simply a continuation of the education without ascesis that contemporary pedagogies recommend in order to avoid Freudian traumas with their negative consequences on personality formation.


There can be no doubt that the problems raised by many pedagogues and psychologists are serious and that their instances are legitimate. Nevertheless, one cannot but wonder whether their vision is perhaps just a little one-sided, whether they are not overlooking something to which all men who lived in previous epochs attached the greatest importance, including the foremost exponents of the thought and the spirituality of all ages that preceded our own.


Which leads one to ask oneself whether our psychologist, pedagogues, educators, etc., are not excessively losing sight of the value of things is that it is  difficult to think that so many people could have been mistaken en bloc, almost as if they were suffering from a collective hallucination: the value of application, of effort and also of a certain sacrifice that we are prepared to make of ourselves and our "sense inclinations"; the importance of being prepared to apply ourselves also to things that do not particularly interest us at that given moment, things we don't like doing; a value and an importance that cannot but have a certain severity when it comes to educating true men and true women (dominae and not simple feminae).



Nor would it be right to characterize as mere dolorism or even sadomasochism the need – felt from prehistory right through until a few decades ago – of getting youngsters accustomed already in childhood to putting up with not only a certain amount of contrariety and antagonism, but even as little physical pain, not least with a view to avoiding the excessive lack of preparation that leaves them annihilated when they suffer a pinprick , causes them to commit suicide on account of a simple rebuke, or become drug addicts when they discover that, unfortunately, the world is what it is.


Especially in the case of fragile personalities, there is a need of not causing the famous traumas already during the first steps of growth, but there is also a need of not creating adolescents without a backbone, spoilt and bored, contented in everything and yet forever discontent, who then end up despising their selfsame educators, who fell over backwards in their endeavour to gratify them in every possible way, but without really educating them, without giving them any really substantial food and without indicating any ideality that really makes life worthwhile. These two opposite needs cannot exclude each other, but rather integrate each other in the formation of a complete man, and to this day await a proper synthesis.


If these summary considerations are not mistaken, we stand in need of even a certain amount of ascesis for living in general, for living as men and women and, even before that, for being educated to become men and women.


If correct, this first conclusion can already pave the way to our understanding that it is not a total absurdity to apply ascesis to religious life: the religious life that we cannot play with if we authentically opt in favour of it and which, rather implies a complete interior upheaval for us, a dialectic of death and rebirth; and truly calls for our complete commitment, if not altogether for forms of heroism.


It is of particular interest to recall what the Gospel says in this connection. One of the very first events in the public life of Jesus, immediately after his baptism, is the long fast to which he subjects himself in the solitude of the desert (Mt 4, 1-11; Mk 1, 12-13; Lk 4, 1-13). 


Here we have a form of ascesis from which, among others, the humanity of Christ draws particular strength, quite apart from the long prayer to which he usually dedicates himself.


It is significant that, after having expelled a demon from a boy that his disciples had not succeeded in chasing out, he explained to them: "This kind [of unclean spirits] can come out only through prayer" (Mk 9, 29; Mt 17, 21).


Though he did not disdain good meals and merry company and though he avoided all dismal ostentation of ascetism and all moanful glum face, Jesus is perfectly clear when he says: "Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it" (Mt 7, 13-14).


There is a strange dialectic in spiritual life, by virtue of which it is only by dying to ourselves that we can find true life and, finding it for ourselves, can we spread it around us, radiating it from our renewed being. What is asked of us in general is an initiation death (which has its most illustrious symbol in baptism); at times true death may be asked of, the supreme testimony that one gives by the sacrifice of one's own life.


In all case, however, another saying of Jesus remains fully valid: "Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain, but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life"  (Jn 12, 24-25).


It is a "hate" that one has to have for one's own life and also for one's own relatives, inasmuch as they are a hindrance to the vocation (Jesus has the air of knowing something by personal experience), as also for the members of the body and one's own sensitive nature in general, because they, too, resist  and claim gratifications of the opposite sign. All this hate for realities to which we are greatly attached recall the idea of a violence that we necessarily have to commit on ourselves in order to be able to detach ourselves from everything in the hope of recuperating everything (and, indeed, a hundred times more) but in a different attitude and in a different context.


That may well be the key for understanding that other and extremely mysterious Gospel passage that says of the kingdom of heaven that "from the days of John the Baptist" it "has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force" (Mt 11, 12).


The apostle Paul well clarifies the motives that justify ascesis. If we want to review certain considerations in logical order – abstracting from the chronology of the letters – we can say that he moves from a fact that he draws, first and foremost, from his personal experience: "I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 


"Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  


"So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?" (Rom 7, 15-24).


Another passage that is clearly related with the one I have just quoted from the Letter to the Romans can be found in the Letter to the Galatians: "…What the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed each other, to prevent you from doing what you want" (Gal 5, 17). Different are the directions in which they act, and profoundly different are their fruits.


There is no need to recall here that for Paul "flesh" is not by any means a synonym of body, but has to be identified with a certain tendency of doing evil and, in any case, gratifying egoity, its pleasures, its sense inclinations, which are all rooted in the members of the body and, in any case, hinder the motions of the spirit and of grace.


"Fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Fruits of the flesh: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these (ibid., 19-23).


There is sufficient here for pointing out the clear contrast that cannot but exist between two such different and opposed tendencies and their connatural state of war. Anyone who, analyzing himself, sees things in considerably less dramatic terms, has undoubtedly been endowed with a far less refractory nature that lets itself be moulded by grace in a docile and ready manner, without resistance and without intimate contrasts: a "beautiful soul" of Schillerian memory.


That there are some human natures that are particularly  at peace with themselves and agreeable to their fellows and others that are less so is a fact that we can readily note around us. But a more thoroughgoing inquiry will strengthen the suspicion that many men and women who do not feel these internal contrasts do not feel them precisely because they do not create for themselves even the least problem of contrasting the desires of the flesh.


Their flesh is perfectly alright for them, and the voice of the spirit reaches them only so weakly and altered  through their sense channels that of it there remains nothing other than a generic religious itch that can readily co-exist with various other itches of other origins.


And thus the little that remains of the intimate voice of the Spirit speaks in so meek a manner that the subject may well illude himself that the motions of his flesh receive a kind of justification and consecration from it.


The true ascetics and mystics often warn us against what seem to be motions of the spirit and in actual fact are nothing other than disguised motions of the flesh, if not altogether inspirations that draw their origin from negative, diabolic outside forces. 


In man, moreover, there is an unconscious mechanism of gratifications and compensations by virtue of which the subject, often frustrated by life, feels himself soothed and comforted and validated in certain of his tendencies, in certain and often unconfessed desires, in certain aspirations and ambitions. Man thus illudes himself that the divinity approves all he does and even inspires it. And, not by any means rarely, he arrives at illuding himself  that he is vase of election chosen by the divinity for the loftiest tasks. All this, quite probably, without his feeling even the least need for modifying or improving himself: he is already perfect, the divinity itself finds perfect expression in him.


The contrast between flesh and spirit seems to be inevitable, ineliminable. Those who have not yet set out on a certain road are unaware of its tribulations; but the authentic religious, the saints, become increasingly aware of them as they proceed along it. They thus become more and more aware of their condition of sinners, of our common condition of sinners, a conditions that draws a smile from many self-righteous persons who think they know more about it on account having sustained and satisfied a very generic religious curiosity and aspiration by reading an occasional article or having a chat.


Certainly, the saint who feels more and more a sinner as he becomes saintlier does not do so on account of having taken some steps along the road of sin; rather, the very contrary is true! Likewise, the true thinker, the true and great artist, etc., seem more and more problematical and dissatisfied precisely on account of their growth, while the mediocre artist, the philosophers who is not truly critical and, more generally, the one who is commonly said to be nothing but run-of-the-mill and can reveal himself also such in the religious ambit, will be satisfied with himself, dogmatic and incapable of improving himself: he is already "perfect", and the Divinity is perfectly expressed in him.


There is an undeniable contrast between the motions of the spirit and of grace and those of nature, of the flesh. Conceived in this Pauline sense, the flesh is something that has to be identified and faced.


It does not follow that it always has to be faced like an enemy, in a tough face-to-face encounter. One can also adopt other techniques. One can try to act on the unconscious with yoga techniques, techniques of suggestion or self-hypnosis, autogenous training, mental control, and so on.


Those who suffer from bad habits, especially mental habits, will be well advised not to dwell on them and rack their brains about them all the time, but, quite the contrary, let them fade away on their own account by simply distracting themselves, by simply keeping themselves occupied with more interesting and also more attractive things.


However, something that must never lack is a precise diagnosis, calling things by their proper name, recognizing the negativity of certain tendencies as far as our spiritual progress is concerned, deciding to eliminate these tendencies at their root: the how may be a question of technique, but the decision must be clear and firm. The attitude must be ascetic; the rest concerns the modes of ascesis; though, first and foremost  it always considers the action of grace, with which ascesis collaborates.


In one way or another, we have to mortify certain sense  inclinations. Mortifying, dying and death are words whose Latin common root sounds unpleasant. And this explains, at least in part, the terror that man has of the sacred, even though he feels attracted by it: so that the sacred appears to him, at one and the same time, fascinans and tremendum .according to the terminology of Rudolf Otto (cft. Rudolf Otto The Sacred, Chapters IV and VII).


It also explains, at least in part, the attitudes by means of which so many men, and even entire religious traditions, do have relations with the sacred but, at one and the same time, also maintain themselves at a due distance (Let me here recall what Gerardus van der Leeuv calls the "religions of removal", cfr. his book Phenomenology of religion, § 90).


Lastly, it explains the numerous and variegated attempts that men make to domesticate the sacred, to imprison it, letting it transpire only to such extent as suffices for their own uses and gratifications. It seems that we men love the sacred and also fear it, just like a fire, which may warm us, but may also burn us if we let its flames lick us from too close a distance.


But if we have the courage – or if this courage is given us – of sustaining our initiation trial to its very end, we shall discover that initiation death is only the death of the "old man" who is in us. What remains burnt is only the sum total of our negativities, which prevent each one of us from realizing himself as "new man", as man raised above the human, as deified man.


The adoption of certain techniques drawn from oriental wisdom, the adoption of techniques for acting on the unconscious in the most direct and certain and scientific manner can eliminate a great deal of useless suffering from ascesis and can represent a shortcut; but there can be no doubt that, in one way or another, anyone who seriously wants to set out on the religious road must die to many things, must die to his carnal, egocentric and egoistic  nature: and a death cannot be wholly and solely sweet, if for no other reason than the instinct of conservation of a flesh that desires anything other than death and, consciously or unconsciously, will call on all its resources to survive, no matter what the cost.


Irrespective of whether he does so with or without the help of the anesthetist, the surgeon always violates the patient; and even the family doctor prescribes medicines of which the action, at least at the microscopic level, can be to some extent violent and lethal.


As we can see, there is no way of getting away from death even in the religious ambit, where we have to pass through a baptismal, initiation death if we want to pursue an authentic rebirth, if we want to attain true life in a very different dimension.


It is in this light that we have to consider Paul's exhortation to die with Christ in order to rise with him, in him. Rather, the Christian awaits resurrection with Christ, because he has already died together with him: "We know", writes the apostle in his Letter to the Romans, "that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin" (Rom. 6, 6). And it is for this reason that "if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his"  (ibid., 5).


Such is the perspective in which the invitation to mortification acquires its full value:  : "Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry)" (Col 3, 5).


 We mortify ourselves by making "no provision for the flesh to gratify its desires" (Rom 13, 14). But, so it would seem it is not sufficient to renounce and soothe the body; it also has to be treated toughly.


Not masochism, not dolorism (as I already said earlier on): Paul compares the Christian ascetic to an athlete (a happy image that must have seemed very familiar to the Corinthians, accustomed as they were to their Isthmic Games): "All the fighters at the games go into strict training; they do this just to win a wreath that will wither away, but we do it for a wreath that will never wither. That is how I run, intent on winning; that is how I fight, not beating the air. I treat my body hard and make it obey me, for, having been an announcer myself, I should not want to be disqualified" (1 Cor 9, 25-27).


I have outlined the idea that even Jesus needed ascesis. I have shown – be it even summarily – that this idea was developed in the thought of Paul. In short, we have considered
 the Christian idea of ascesis in its original inspiration. Once we have established these premises, we can make a leap of a millennium and a half to note – once again in a very summary manner – how ascesis is conceived by John of the Cross, supreme mystic and doctor of the Church, whose mystic theology remains an obligatory point of reference, at least so it seems to me, for anybody who wants to gain greater insight into these topics, and this quite independently of any confessional vision.


The soul, as John of the Cross would substantially have it, cannot be wholly in God, cannot completely unite with him in the "spiritual marriage" if it does not first purify itself its "sensitive part" and then also in its "spiritual part". This twofold purification is entrusted to ascesis, i. e. to the subject's active commitment, only in an initial moment and only if ascesis is understood as cooperation with divine grace, because it is essentially this grace that brings about the purification.


This is not the place for delving into the theology of the great Spanish mystic, nor is it the place for analyzing what he calls the two "nights" (the "dark night of the senses" and  the "dark night of the spirit") or recalling the ideal itinerary that he traces for a soul that really wants to make progress.


Such a soul has to despoil itself of everything and mortify itself completely, so that, no longer seduced by the appetites or by its own sense or its own spiritual powers (intellect, memory, will), no longer confiding in human support, it may attain its perfection solely by placing itself in the hands of God with full abandon in a pure attitude of faith.


Here, to remain true to our theme, I only want to underscore that this gradual detachment of the soul from its appetites, be they of the senses or the spirit, brought about by man's cooperation with an initiative that remains essentially divine, is something that is not only necessary, but also rather painful and truly calls for great determination and strength of mind: "To arrive at such a high state of perfection as the soul desires, the spiritual marriage", so John of the Cross tells us, "it is not enough that it should be clean and purified of all the imperfections and rebellions, and all the imperfect habits of the inferior part that, despoiled of the old man, is already subject to the superior part; but the soul also needs great strength and a very lofty love for such a strong and close embrace of God. Because even in this state, the soul not only pursues great purity and beauty, but also acquires a terrible force on account of the close and robust link that becomes established between it and God by means of this union" (Spiritual Canticle, Annotation for verses XX-XXI) .


This passage of the Spiritual Canticle can constitute an extremely incisive starting point that suggests the true sense of three other passages of the great Carmelite that I should like to cite here, taking them from Living flame of love.


"The tribulations are necessary", says the first passage, "because, just as a fine liqueur is not put in anything other than a vessel with robust walls, well prepared and cleaned, so also this lofty union cannot occur in a soul that has not been fortified by adversities and tempetations, and purified with tribulations, obscurity and poverty …. (ibid., Strophe II, 21 [25]).


Second passage: "By means of the travails into which God throws the spirit and the sense, the soul acquires solid virtues, robustness and perfection by bitter grazing, so that virtue may become perfected in weakness" (2 Cor 12, 9), and refine itself in the exercise of sufferance: iron cannot become shaped in conformity with the idea of the arteficer other than by dint of fire and hammer" (Strophe II, 22[26]).


And here, to terminate this brief reference to John of the Cross, is the third passage: "O souls who desire to go secure and consolate in the things of the spirit! If you knew how much you have to suffer before obtaining this security and consolation, and that without suffering and without attaining the desired goal, you could rather turn back, you would not seek consolations in any way, neither from God nor from creatures. You would rather bear the Cross and, clinging to it, desire to drink the cup of gall and pure vinegar, and you would do so to your own great fortune, seeing that, by thus dying to the world and yourselves, you would live for God in delight of spirit" (Strophe II; 24 [28]).


The length of some of these citations is motivated by the extreme difficulty of re-expressing the same ideas with an incisive force and rigour comparable to those of a prose that springs from personal experience of a great spiritual adventure.  ?


Though he describes those intimate transformations as the work of God with which the soul can only cooperate in preparing the ground and access, what John of the Cross has left us in writing is of extreme importance for a positive valuation of ascesis, if the essential aspect thereof, rather more than in the modes and the techniques, resides in the ascetic attitude, in the readiness to face the initiation trial with strength of mind and full awareness that it is an extremely difficult trial that calls for abnegation and great and generous courage.


After having said this about ascesis in general, considering it first and foremost as ascetic attitude, we can now come to grips briefly with some more particular aspects and some more detailed comments. Let me recall, first of all, three sayings of the Desert fathers.


Questioned about the body, an Elder said: "All the wild animals, the beasts, even the wolves and all thing, if you honour them, they will honour you; but man's body, if you treat it well, will requite good with evil" (Patericon aethiopice, 14, 8).


Similarly drawn from personal experience seems to be the saying of another ascetic, Abbot Moses: "Four things generate passion: abundance of food and drink, satiety of sleep, idleness and play, and the wearing of elegant clothes" (Rufinus, Vitae Patrum, III, 58).


The third saying I should like to cite is that of an Elder who dwelt in Egypt and was wont to repeat: "There is no shorter road than that of humility" (Paul Evergetinos, Synagoghé ton theophthongon rematon kai didaskaliòn ton theophoron kai hagion aperon, Venice 1783, Costantinople 1861, III, 38, 44).


This third remark once again springs from experience; and one can note that these three assertions become to all intents and purposes translated into practical advice: do not treat the body well; do not eat and drink and sleep to satiety, do not remain idle, do not play, don't worry about elegance, be humble (and there could be many more exhortations of this kind), because the experience of men dedicated to the pursuit of sanctity has shown that all these concessions to the flesh are, de facto, harmful to spiritual progress, and that acting in the opposite sense bears good fruit.


In short, ascesis is of practical importance. Just as it is impossible to obtain certain sporting performances without adequate training, it is impossible to progress spiritually in a certain manner without adopting an ascetic attitude in general and without adopting certain counsels that spring from experience and are constantly confirmed by it.


All this – be it clear – has value on the assumption that the spiritual goals that are being pursued have sense and importance and, better still, are essential for the implementation of man, in short, that it is worthwhile making lots of sacrifices for attaining them.


Let me take another cue from the Fioretti of Saint Francis: Fra Giovanni della Verna "being a boy of the world, greatly desired with all his heart the life of penitence that maintains the purity of the body and the soul" (the purity that is so essential for becoming a saint) "so that, being very small indeed, he began to wear a very rough hair shirt", etc. (Fioretti, ch. 49).


"You have to pass through the Desert and dwell there to receive the grace of God", wrote Father de Foucauld from his hermitage in the Sahara to a Trappist  friend (M. Carrouges, Charles de Foucauld explorateur mystique, Ed. du Cerf, Paris 1958, p. 160). 


His biographer, Michel Carrouges, comments  that ever since the time when he was taken on as sacristan and general factotum by the Clares of Nazareth and lived in a hut in the garden of the monastery, Charles de Foucauld, rather more than poverty, had chosen abjection. Why? Here, once again, there transpires a practical reason. "Men", writes Carrouges, "are at times capable of despising the riches and the pleasures to take pride in their asceticism (ibid, p. 132). And what is there that could prove more practical in this sublime practice?


The biographer also notes that the shortest road for reaching the last and most humble place are humiliations accepted with passion. And in this connection recalls Saint Benoît Labre, the great hobo, who was happy to arouse the repugnance of men and to feel himself despised and insulted; and then Germain Nouveau, poet, friend of Rimbaud and Verlaine, who became a beggar and slept under the bridges of Paris (cfr. ibid., p. 134).


It is clear that this desire for being despised, insulted, slandered and ignored has here nothing to do with masochism: it is the simple desire of taking a shortcut to sanctity and to participate in the passion of the incarnated God – He, too, disregarded and derided and sent to an atrocious and humiliating death – which is but another way of becoming united with the divinity and in keeping with the fundamental religious aspiration.


A little episode from the life of Saint Vincenzo Pallotti, who lived in Rome in the nineteenth century – shows us what can be the concrete reaction of a religious man to words that would profoundly disturb anybody else, but which for him represented merely for ascetic exercise: one day the priest, "for reasons of his ministry, could not arrive in time at the Assembly [of a charitable insitution]. Met on the public road, he was loudly and bitterly reproached and also accused of hypocrisy. >He could have justified himself with a word or two, but preferred to remain silent and, arriving at Santa Maria del Pianto, thanked God for the humiliation he had granted him" (F. Amoroso, Il beato Vincenzo Pallotti [The Blessed Vincenzo Pallotti], Società dell'Apostolato Cattolico, Rome 1950, p. 28).


Another thing to be recalled about Saint Vincenzo Pallotti is the need, the desire for hiding. The biographer from whom I have taken the first anecdote notes that "glorifying God was undoubtedly the scope of his life, but without being known to anybody but God and also staying with Him, but without anybody else becoming aware of it" (ibid., p.15).


Among the possible ways of imitating Christ, Charles de Foucauld, in his turn, chose to imitate him in the thirty years of life spent hidden at Nazareth.


Saint Vincent de Paul, whose charitable works ad such resonance and influence as to obtain for him even important commission from the royal government of France, was a man of extreme reserve, as is brought out, among others, by the way he behaved in the home of the Seigneurs of Gondi, where he lived for a certain period as tutor: "He would never appear before the general or his wife unless he had been called, never presumed to express an opinion on matter that did not concern him unless it was asked, and outside the hours he dedicated to the instruction of the youngsters, he lived withdrawn in his room or went out on his charitable errands" (A. Franchi, San Vincenzo de' Paoli, p. 63).


An even better example of this ideal of perfect withdrawal is provided by the life that Gabriele dell'Addolorata led as a Passionist student before his very premature death. His existence was extremely circumscribed, uniform and monotonous and was rendered even less eye-catching "by the great diligence  with which he sought to hide from the eyes of men the great perfection of his virtues" (Father Germano, San Gabriele dell'Addolorata, Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, Rome 1920, p. 127).


His biographer, who was likewise a Passionist, also had this to say about him: "Enemy as he was of all singularity, he abided by the ordinary and common life as established by our holy rules, well aware that this was no more than his duty. He certainly did not lack the desire to do more, but contained it within his own heart, awaiting with full abandonment to the divine will that the right occasion should be offered to him" (ibid. pp. 127-128).


To come back to the Desert Fathers, the anthology of the sayings and deeds from which I took the three thoughts cited above, contains a Glossary that gives a definition of their greatly loved and practiced xeníteia: it is a "voluntary exile, embraced for better realizing the perfection of renunciation and the continuity of prayer. It can be spiritual exile, xeníteia in the world, in the midst of a crowd. Silence. Mastering one's own mouth, that is true xeníteia.' (Abba Titoe). Living in the world as a man who does not exist'".


The phrase I have italicized clarifies its function also in relation to this particular form of ascesis, the reason for it: it clarifies that it once again represents a means that has a very specific purpose. Just like the other modes of ascesis, xeníteia is underlain by an essential religious motivation.


It is true that in the ambiguous complexity of the human mind and of the unconscious there may insinuate itself a desire of dissolving dictated more than anything else by weariness, there may insinuate itself an instance of convenient and indolent mimetism, and so on; though all these are elements that can accidentally co-exist with xeníteia, they do not explain, do not tarnish its irreducible essence, just as masochism does not explain ascesis and hysterics do not explain the mystic phenomena.


Taking a more concrete look at "the sayings and deeds" of the Desert Fathers, we may recall that "Abbot Agathon assured his own maintenance and used discretion in everything, both in his work and in his dress. He wore… clothes that seemed neither too good nor too poor to anybody" (Rufinus, Vitae Patrum, III, 75).


The highly suggestive idea of living in the world as a man who does not exist is expressed in the dialogue between two Desert Fathers. Abbot Agheras came to Abbot Poemen and said to him: "I have gone to dwell everywhere, but did not find repose. Where do you want me to dwell?" Reply of Abbot Poemen: "There is no longer any desert. Go therefore to a populous place, in the midst of the crowd, remain there and behave like a man who does not exist. You will thus have supreme repose" (Collectio monastica, 14, 66).


Whoever lives like a man who does not exist becomes insensitive not only to things that may greatly displease him, but also (as we shall see right away) to things that can please him, to things that stimulate and even excite his sensitivity and his inclinations.


Here is another dialogue in this connection: "Abbot Anthony said to Abbot Amun: 'You will make a great deal of progress in the fear of God'. Then he led him out of his cell and showed him a stone: 'Start insulting this stone', he told him, 'and keep on hitting it'. When Amun had finished, Saint Anthony asked whether the stone had made any reply. 'No', said Amun. 
'Very well!', added the Elder, 'You, too, must attaint his perfection and think that you have not received any injury'" (Pascasius, Vitae Patrum, VII, 9, 3).


It in this context that mortification of the senses can attain its full significance. Saint Gabriele dell'Addolorata willingly spoke of mortification in relation to mental prayer and said: "The Lord at times tells us: Mortify yourself in this, do not behold that object, do not listen to that discourse, do not satisfy that curiosity, because it could become an impediment to holy prayer; and if we do not mortify ourselves, mental oration will not succeed" (P. Germano, San Gabriele dell'Addolorata, op. cit., p. 158).


Saint Gabriele's biographer, from whom I have already cited several passages, was also spiritual director and first biographer of Saint Gemma Galgani, the girl from Lucca who for several years was maidservant in the home of the very numerous and well-off Giannini family and, just like Saint Gabriele, died at a very early age, no more than twenty-four, at the beginning of last century.


Very well, this first biography of Saint Gemma tells us that "the mortification of her senses was continuous and most severe" (P. Germano, Santa Gemma Galgani, Postulazione dei Padri Passionisti, Rome 1972, p. 98). Just a few particulars. Gemma dressed in a manner that lacked any suggestion of being garish or showy. She never complained of either heat or cold, nor of any contrariety or inconvenience, and not even of the grave and troublesome illnesses from which she suffered (ibid.,  p. 98).


Without any affectation at all, she always kept her eyes looking down, putting a curb on all curiosity; this, above all, "by dint of a special resolution she made one day when, the while she was in church, she happened to fix her eyes for a moment on the hairstyle of a young girl sitting by her side". On that occasion "she was so angry with herself for what to her seemed almost a crime, that she resolved never again to raise her eyes to voluntarily fix any person of this world". Thus "from that day onwards, those innocent eyes remained closed and yoked to her will" (ibid., p. 174).


As to eating, she barely reached an ounce of food a day (cfr. ibid, p. 98). She made out as if she were eating, and every pretext was good for getting up from table and doing first one thing and then another". She went as far as implementing the thought of making a hole in her spoon, so that the soup would drain from it before it reached her mouth (ibid., p. 174). She asked and obtained permission from her spiritual father to ask Jesus the grace of no longer tasting the food she ate; and then, suddenly it was granted one day: her palate lost all sensitivity for the rest of her days.


As to control of her tongue, she curbed it so completely that it seemed she didn't have one. Since she could not deny herself to certain friends who came to visit her, but then repented this bitterly and cried  the whole day long for having consented to chat innocently with them for a few minutes (cfr. ibid., pp. 173-176).


All this may seem exaggerated, at the limit of psychopathology, but has to be seen in relation to the end the young woman had set herself: to dominate her senses in a total manner, to turn her entire self into a perfect vehicle of the divine will. Now, straining towards this highly spiritual objective (even though it may be devoid of sense for the great majority, indeed, almost the totality of persons, especially in our present epoch), Gemma considered every relapse as of extreme gravity. And it really could have been something very grave in relation to the lofty objective she pursued.


And it is in relation to this objective of perfection that we have to consider the functionality of her perfectionism, this extreme scruple of avoiding any relapse into certain defects (even though they may be minimal or even inexistent for the mentality of most people), as also her tragic reaction to even the least back-sliding.


The ultimate end is to dispose of a personality that is wholly obedient in all things. Saint Giovanni Bosco seems particularly aware of this need. About the general ascetic tenor that he recommended to the congregation he had founded, he left the following incisive words: "When comforts and ease begin in our midst, our pious society will have run its course" (Giovanni Bosco, Scritti spirituali [Spiritual writings], Città Nuova, Rome 1976, II, p. 292).


From the same work as this citation, let me also quote a passage from the brief biography that Don Bosco wrote of Domenico Savio, a pupil of his, who died when he was still a boy and was likewise canonized among the saints of the Catholic Church. The passage is significant because, in the simplicity of the dialogue between the priest and the boy, it scores a bull's-eye and grasps the essence of the relationship that exists between ascesis and obedience.


"The best penitence: obeying and accepting our daily trials" is the title that the editor of the work proposed for the passage in question. At a certain point, as Don Bosco tells us, "it was absolutely forbidden for Domenico to undertake penitences of any kind without having first asked express permission; though it caused him pain and affliction, he submitted to this ruling" (ibid., pp. 150-51).


What were the precise reasons that made him hold these penitences in such great store? They are summarized in a note of the editor: as related in previous chapter of his biography, "Domenico sought afflictive penitences on account of his concern for both forestalling any temptations and becoming united with the suffering Christ" (ibid., Note 27).


Don Bosco's account continues as follows: "Once I found him severely afflicted, for he kept on exclaiming: 'Poor me! I'm really in trouble. The Saviour says that without penitences I shall not go to paradise; and penitences have been forbidden for me: what, therefore, will be my paradise?'. 'The penitence that the Lord wants from you', I told him. is obedience. Obey, that must be enough for you'. 'Could you not permit me some other penitence?' 'Yes: you are permitted the penitences of patiently bearing any invective that may be hurled at you; to tolerate with resignation, heat, frost, wind, rain, tiredness and the failings of health that it may please God to send you'. 'But one necessarily has to suffer this'. 'Whatever you may have to suffer of necessity, offer it to God and it will become virtue and merit for your soul'. Content and resigned on hearing this advice, Domenico left me serenely (ibid., p. 151).


There is another note on the same page that recalls Saint François de Sales, from whom Don Bosco's Salesians take their name: "Whoever mortifies himself well is sufficiently a martyr", wrote Geneva's saintly Bishop; "it is greater martyrdom to persist in obedience for the whole of one's life than dying all at once by the sword" (Entretiens spirituels, ed. Ravier, Paris 1969, p. 1155).


Saint Gabriele dell'Addolorata greatly loved penitence, but then, as his spiritual father testified, "little by little, as the Servant of God progressed in virtue, he freed himself of this attachment and became docile at the very first word, while yet maintaining the same spirit of mortification, he promptly sacrificed it to obedience and said: "In this way one gains twice, not only on account of the sincere will of practicing mortification, but also on account of sacrificing this good will to obedience, an act of mortification that is nobler and more pleasing to God than practicing the mortification that one had in mind'" (P. Germano, San Gabriele dell'Addolorata, p. 212).


Before he realized that his true vocation implied the priesthood and study, Charles de Foucauld wanted keep well away therefrom, and this notwithstanding his contrary inclination, because he saw it as a temptation against his ideal of choosing the very last place for himself. At that time he was Trappist in Syria under the name of Brother Albéric and seriously ran the risk of some day becoming prior of his monastery.


Here is what he wrote at the time: "When they talk to me of study, I shall make present that I have a strong taste of being buried to the neck in grain and the woods and have an extreme repugnance for everything that could tend to take me away from this last place I have come to seek, from this abjection in which I desire to become immersed in following Our Lord…" (M. Carrouges, op. cit., p. 109).


At this point, as his biographer notes, Charles de Foucauld thought that perfect obedience was far purer than a purely personal project could ever be; and thus, he cut short, took a deep breath and added: "And then, all said and done, I'll obey" (ibid.).


The best ascesis is obedience. Ascesis acts on the entire psychosomatic personality in order to render it obedient in all things. It is true that one learns things by doing them, but one must not underestimate the importance of the moment of training and school.


As we saw earlier, Saint Paul compares the Christian, spiritual man, to an athlete. Let us therefore note that an athlete forms himself not only in competition, but also by training. In just the same way, obedient man forms himself for obedience not only by concretely obeying, but also, and even before that, in the particular moment of ascesis in which he moulds his personality for turning it into an ever more ductile vehicle of obedience, ever more open to any possibility. It is for this reason that Saint Paul, not content with leading – all said and done – a rather sacrificed life, deems it appropriate to subject himself to a particular ascetic exercise.


The sanctity of the Curate of Ars, the conversion of all the inhabitants of that village, from the first to the last, the enormous affluence of people who came from the whole of France and other countries to confess themselves to that humble priest, induced to do so, because in him they found an authentic spiritual man who could read their soul in a flash and could speak the essential words to them, all this cannot be dissociated from the very severe ascesis to which the saint subjected himself.


He relaxed this only during and after a grave illness: obedient to the double order he had received from the doctor and the bishop, the Curate of Ars decided eventually decided to interrupt his customary and altogether incredible fasts and to and to assume edible things that were decently cooked for him. Now, as his biographer, Jean de la Varende, make us note, "he assured everyone that in this slackening of penitence, in this concession made to the old Adam, he lost a great deal of grace" (J. de la Varende., Le curé d'Ars et sa passion, Bloud et Gay, Paris 1958, p. 161). It was in those circumstances and in that particular frame of mind that the Curate of Ars matured the intention to abscond from his parish in search of solitude and a hiding place.


Now, as La Varende goes on to note, "the idea of escaping seems to have come to the fore naturally from this change of life, from the weakening that derived from  the therapies to which he had been subjected, from the abandonment of his fasts, from a kind of still feverish somnolence in which there came to languish the terrible energy, the iron energy that had by then sustained the saint for twenty-five years" (ibid., p. 162).


The need for continuous ascetic exercise to avoid the lack of that certain spiritual tension was well understood by Father De Foucauld, who many years previously had been a cavalry officer in Algeria and on one occasion, travelling in Algeria and passing through a place where there was a French garrison, accepted the hospitality of the local officers, among whom there were some who previously served together with him; and, since one cannot keep on talking about business and serious things for three days on end, there were also some pleasant moments at table, when they were all together and, as an eyewitness tells us, "they sometimes forgot that Father de Foucauld was no longer Lieutenant de Foucauld" (M. Carrouges, op. cit. p. 180). He, too, willingly smiled and drank champagne, and asked an ex-colleague to play him a particular piece on the piano. 


The arrival of another guest was announced as soon as Charles de Foucauld had left, and the commander of the garrison sent his attendant to tidy up the room that had been occupied by the hermit; but everything was perfectly in order and the bed intact: he had slept for three nights on the floor (cfr. ibid., pp.180-181).


In ascetic exercise and, more generally, the pursuit of religious perfection it is, as it were, impossible to live on unearned income even for a single day, for stopping means moving backwards and probably losing a lot of ground.


In this essay I have concentrated attention on the ascesis that is practiced, in particular, in Catholic-Christian spirituality , an it is not here possible to attempt a comparative analysis, which would require far too much space. For the moment we can limit ourselves to saying that not only in Catholicism, but also in any other spiritual tradition, Christian or non-Christian, wherever there is  a serious religious commitment, there is also an ascesis: the shaman has an ascesis, the yoga has a particular ascesis of his own, but the same may be said of the arhat and the bhakti in India or the lama in Tibet or, to turn to the Islamic environment, of the awliya and the sufi.


Starting from the most primitive religious forms, there keeps on returning the idea that any form of initiation is always a dying to profane life to be reborn to a new regenerated and sanctified and  even – let us not be afraid of the word – a divinized existence. There recurs the idea of ascesis as initiation death. The neophyte has to overcome trials that may often prove painful and, even in the most aberrant practices, express the intuition, which is profoundly true as such, that nobody can really be reborn to a divine existence if the old man, the profane, sinful and egoistic man that is in him is not first made to die.


Referring particularly to the primitive forms of religiousness, Mircea Eliade notes the many different ways in which the symbolism of initiation death is expressed: among certain peoples, the neophytes are segregated in huts or buried or laid into tombs and imitate the behaviour of specters, or are tortured and mutilated at least in a symbolic manner; and then, as soon as they are initiated, they are treated like suckling babes, because they have just been born to a new life, and afterwards they are led by the hand and instructed anew in everything and given new names (cfr. Mircea Eliade, The sacred and the profane, ch. IV, § 6).


Given the religious importance that primitive-archaic  men attach to every act of their life, initiations are considered to be constituted both by the admission of a boy to tribal society, the admission of a girl into the community of the women at the time of her first menstruation, recovery from an illness, and even death (cfr. ibid., §§ 7-8).


Turning now to higher forms of spirituality, the acquisition of sacred knowledge and – by extension – wisdom as such are considered initiations with a particular symbolism of death and new birth.


Even Socrates considered himself, just like his mother, as the midwife who helped man to find  true and profound consciousness of himself, to be reborn as a new man. 


And a new Buddhist monk abandons his old surname to become a "son of Buddha" because he had been "born  among the saints". Buddha himself taught his disciples to die to their profane human condition of slavery and ignorance to be reborn to the freedom and beatitude of a new emancipated life.


The yogin dies to this life in order to be reborn to a liberated life.


In Alexandrine Judaism, Philo made a great deal of use of the image of childbirth (parturition) to symbolize being born to life of the spirit (cfr. ibid., § 9).


Coming back to Christianity, we well know how often there recurs the idea of a new birth that cannot but be preceded by an initiatory death: not a purely symbolic, but rather an effective death: an effective dying to egoism, to egocentrism, to sin, to the  profanity of the old man, and ascesis is the instrument at man's disposal that enables him to cooperate actively with the purifying action of grace.


Studying the various forms of ascesis of different traditions with interest and participation can certainly help Christians to deepen dimensions of spiritual life that have not yet been sufficiently explored by Christian spirituality, but can nevertheless be rediscovered in an original Christian experience and enrich it with ever new perspectives. 


I am however thinking of a particular possibility of integration. The Christian ascetic is a man who often tackles situations with great courage, with immense generosity vis-à-vis his Creator, to whom he offers an existence entirely devoted to the sacrifice of himself, to renunciation of any form of egoism and personalistic project. The best Christian asceticism is inspired by an instance of love and gift of oneself that, taken on the whole, seems something altogether unique and, as I would add, unsurpassed. 


This regards the ascetic attitude, the ascetic frame of mind, the frame of mind with which the end is pursued, the frame of mind with which God is loved and with which the Christian sets out to follow the crucified God.


But there is also a consideration to be made about the means of ascesis, about the possible techniques, about what could prove to be the most suitable techniques.


Now, it seems to me that Christian ascesis, while maintaining its fundamental attitude, its specific spirit and frame of mind, has everything to gain from becoming integrated with other forms of ascesis, of which it could to its great advantage take over certain techniques.


I am thinking particularly of the yoga. I think that if the problem of how one can acquire control of the whole of one's psychosomatic personality is to be properly formulated, one has to have a thorough knowledge of this personality. And it also seems to me that a great deal of help can be obtained from the possession of all the best techniques, especially those that have been adopted successfully for acquiring control of the unconscious and thus obtaining indirect control of that part of our psychic and physical personality of which the life is regulated by the unconscious. Now, among the various spiritual techniques, yoga is the one that par excellence is intended to act on the unconscious, fully aware that is by this road, above all, that effective and lasting results are obtained.


These yoga techniques, like many other oriental self-realization techniques, are based on an ancient tradition of direct experiences and on what, taken on the whole, can be considered – in its own particular manner – to constitute a science. Even in the West, there are today various techniques that draw their inspiration from the yoga and have been perfected on the basis of the better knowledge of the unconscious that we possess thanks to hypnosis and the psychology of the profound.


I think that  Christian ascesis could greatly enrich itself with all these contributions. Even maintaining the animus that has always inspired it, it would perhaps become more "scientific" in its daily application to ever loftier objectives, objectives to be pursued gradually, little by little, as the various possibilities open. Even the training of athletes, to which ascesis has been compared, pursues the objective of ever better performance little by little, as the improvements become possible, in a spirit of great sporting tension and passion, but also with the necessary serenity, without seeking to obtain everything right away, without despairing in the face of lack of success, without turning defeat into tragedy.


Perhaps it would not be a bad thing if Christian ascesis, though always practiced with the necessary rigour and with all the passion and the spiritual tension that have always inspired it, would lose certain hysteroid connotations, if it were to free itself of an excessive sentimentalism and also a certain truculence, if it were to lose the excessively sad and funereal and sometimes even macabre character that afflicts it, and not by any means on just rare occasions, and thus become more serene and, better still, more merry, more cheerful and more readily capable of being integrated with the needs of an integral human formation, an integral humanism. 


In man's life there is an ascetic moment, but then there is also a humanist moment, and the two cooperate – necessarily and in an equally essential manner – in the global implementation of man. We are becoming ever more aware of the complementarity, and it would be a good thing if ascetics were to recognize the contribution that scientists, artists, technicians and all those who work in human society for a better world can make to the edification of the kingdom of God.


Each generation of religious, saints and ascetics has a new and different style; and the world waits and – more or less consciously – invokes the Divinity to send it the new generation of saints and ascetics of which today, more than ever before, we stand in such extreme need. 
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