The Texts of the Convivium

NEW AGE AND CHRISTIANITY

Reflections about a Vatican document


Two of the Vatican’s Pontifical Councils – those for Culture and Interreligious Dialogue – have just published a document on New Age. The title is: Jesus Christ, bringer of the living water. Subtitle: A Christian reflection about New Age. The little volume has been published by Libreria Editrice Vaticana in this year 2003. It is a reflection about this movement – if one may call it such – taken as a whole. It is a reflection that rejects it, dissociates itself from it. 

As a believing Christian, I have dissociated myself from it on many occasions. But I have breathed its atmosphere, reading, dialoguing, taking part in meetings and other events. At this point, called upon to be an active member of the Church, I feel an intimate need to make a small contribution with the present modest note: a reflection about the reflection, as it were. A reflection not only to reaffirm my different positions, but also to note certain similarities: reasons for which I feel myself rather close to New Age and solidary with it at least in certain respects. 

Certainly, New Age resumes, albeit in new forms, the ancient gnosticism that flourished in the early days of Christianity, later re-emerged with the cabalists, the alchemists, the astrologers, with mystics of various orientations like Meister Eckhart, Jacob Boehme, Emanuel Swedenborg, and philosophers like the humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola at the beginning of the Renaissance and, four centuries later, with Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry Thoreau, exponents of American transcendentalism; with Rosa Croce and Masonry, with the theosophy of Helena Petrovna Blavatski and Annie Besant, the anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner, the Arcane School of Alice Bailey, and so on, right through to the “esoterism” of our own days. 

But New Age also has roots in Hinduism and Yoga, in Buddhism and, more particularly, Zen and Taoism. In far more recent times, contributions to it have been made – in certain respects – by the evolutionism of Charles Darwin, subsequently re-expressed in a Christian-Catholic horizon by the Jesuit Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. 

I should also like to recall the contribution made by occultism (which, taken up again by the oriental seers, describes thin animist bodies thought to be within living physical bodies as the principle of the vitality, the chakra, and so on), and then by spiritism, metapsychics, parapsychology ( all of which certify the relativity of space and time and demonstrate that the spirit shapes matter, is autonomous of it and survives it). 

New Age derives important inspirations from the psychologists Carl Gustav Jung, Erich Fromm, Victor Frankl, Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, Roberto Assagioli and from scientists like Ilya Prigogine and Karl Pribram, from a scholarly writer like Aldous Huxley, from a spiritual master like Krishnamurti, from a popularizer of Indio spirituality like Carlos Castaneda. And why should one fail to mention, at least in passing, philosophers like Henri Bergson and William James, astronomers like James Jeans and Arthur Eddington (who affirm the mental nature of the universe), or a writer like Hermann Hesse? And why should one not recall also among the spiritual forerunners, great masters like Gandhi and Aurobindo? But the names that merit mention here could be multiplied even further, may I be forgiven by those I have left out. 

The practices in some way connected with the New Age experience range far and wide, as wide as they are variegated. Many have been drawn from very ancient oriental traditions. As even the document itself does not fail to note, in the medical field one might mention acupuncture, biofeedback, chirotherapy, kinesiotherapy, homeopathy, iridology, massage and various types of bodywork, the nutritional therapies, psychic healing, therapies bound up with the assumption – far more disputable to my mind – of reincarnation. 

Here the underlying principle is that the source of healing is within ourselves. This source is said to consist of an energy, cosmic but at the same time interior, with which it is possible to establish contact. 

In a long list of the different “psychotechnologies” provided in Marylin Ferguson’s famous book The Aquarian Conspiracy we can find, among others, music and other forms of artistic creation, improvised theatre and psychodrama, mental control, autogenous training, diary of dreams, hypnosis and self-hypnosis, meditation of many different orientations (transcendental, Buddhist-Tibetan, Zen, Tantri, Rajyoga), psycho-therapy in accordance with the various schools, corporeal disciplines from Hathayoga to dancing, Karatè and Aikido, sporting activities to be undertaken in natural environ-ments… 

Everything cooperates to direct the attention of each one to his own being and the sense of his own life. There is, as one can see, an undoubted wealth and creativity. Everything conspires in favour of an expansion of consciousness. A contribution to such an expansion had also been made by psychedelic drugs, which subsequently proved to be false shortcuts and, in many cases, rightly gave way to far more authentic and seriously demanding spiritual practices. 

New Age is the new age in which our world is about to enter, thanks to a cosmic phenomenon that can be observed by astronomers and to which astrologers attach particular significance: the passage of the Sun from the Pisces constellation to in front of that of Aquarius, the Waterbearer. 

The Age of Pisces has seen the development of Christianity and, in its wake, of modern humanist  and scientific and technological civilization. In its turn, the era of Aquarius will see not only a profound spiritual rebirth, but also the advent of a new spirituality of a higher level, accompanied by a revolution of the entire way we see things and live together. 

In the Age of Pisces we humans ended up by accepting the mechanistic view of the world that was proposed to us by the modern science of Newton and Galileo. The entire universe had thus ended up by seeming nothing other than a cold and squalid world of things and pure matter. There the spirit could not but feel itself gravely alienated and as if imprisoned in a kind of immense jail. Today quantum physics propose a universe no longer as a material reality, not even a reality of particles, but of pure energy. Energy is a reality that can be far more readily assimilated and traced back to the spirit. And so we have a world in which, in the last resort, everything is spirit, everything is divine. 

Now, this seeing every reality as divine, this concentration of attention on the spiritual, holistic (i.e. unitary), global, positive, good and perfect dimension of things can induce one to lose sight of the opposite and yet complementary aspect, which we may call multiplicity and separateness and distinguish as negative. 

Everything is Spirit, everything is God, man himself is intrinsically divine, the Earth and the entire cosmos constitute a live reality that is pervaded by the Divine and therefore merits sacred respect. Every individual is a hologramme of this universal Soul, that is to say, nothing other than a particular aspect and manner of being of the absolute One-All. 

It is essential that we should all be conscious of this fundamental truth. Evil, sin, separateness and antagonism spring from our ignoring the essential unity of our being. Becoming conscious of the fact that we humans are bound by a vital solidarity and called upon to live one for the other and each for all, the profound feeling that we are all one, will of its own accord produce the effect of bringing rivalry, contrasts, nationalisms and wars to an end: we shall thus have a united world. 

World unity will be obtained without there being any need for us to worry excessively about setting up the yet necessary political mediations. In the last resort, the sole problem is that of becoming conscious of something that to all intents and purposes is already going on. This new awareness will make us understand that even the religions, notwithstanding their differences, are nothing other than the expressions of one and the same truth, a truth of which the sages, the initiates were able to attain an “esoteric” knowledge. 

New Age affirms that all is spiritual, that all is divine, and that we humans are divine, are Gods. We can draw unlimited resources from our divinity. For us the essential thing is to attain illumination. This is self-realization by means of spiritual techniques, techniques that are offered us particularly by the traditions of the East, to which I have briefly referred. 

Here we are concerned with resources of our psyche. The psyche, obviously, is the field of study of psychologists. And in our epoch there would seem to be many scholars of the psychology of the profound, all of whom, in the wake of Jung, discover the spirit in the profundity of the psyche, rather, they there discover the Spirit that has to be written with a capital letter, because it is to be identified with God himself. 

This divine principle that dwells in the depth of the human psyche is called the Self. And it is identified with the Atman of the Upanishad, the Vedanta, the Yoga. In the human personality the Hindus distinguish a more superficial dimension, where the character of the individuals takes shape from a more profound personality, which in the depth of depths and the essential purity of its principle coincides with the Divinity. They thus identify the Atman (i.e. the pure Self of each human being) with the divine Self, with the Brahman. 

The authors of the Vatican document seem to be concerned above all with highlighting the incompatibilities that exist between Christianity and what in general can be defined as New Age thought reduced to a minimum common denominator. They analyze the phenomenon in accordance with its many different aspects and in the end propose a test, subdivided into a series of questions in each of which there are expressed, albeit in brief synthesis, the answers of Christianity and New Age, this with a view to pinpointing the differences, the contradictions. 

In each of the questions that follow, the first mentioned horn of the dilemma obviously refers to New Age, the second to Christianity. 

Do we save ourselves, or is salvation a gratuitous gift of God? 

In prayer and in meditation do we ultimately turn to ourselves or to the God who transcends us? 

Are we tempted to deny sin or do we accept its existence? 

Are we encouraged to refuse suffering and death or to accept them? 

Do we have to avoid social commitment or seek it? 

Ultimatums given to a traditional Christian in these terms cannot but induce him to opt for the second alternative of each dilemma, excluding the first or, rather, decidedly denying it. 

Conclusion: New Age, erroneous, heretical position, has to be refused en bloc, has to be “condemned”. 

Here, however, one must also note that the document in question does not condemn in the proper sense of the term, does not pronounce anathemas. 

It limits itself to putting the faithful, and especially the clergy, on their guard, warns them about certain confusions. Right from the very first lines it affirms to be only a “provisional report”. 

In the final chapter the document cites an allocution made by Pope John Paul II to a group of North American bishops (28 May 1993), where he undoubtedly drew attention to ambiguities in New Age incompatible with the Christian faith, but only after having recognized some of its positive aspects: for example, “the search for a new sense of life, a new ecological sensitivity, and the desire of going beyond a rationalist religiosity. 

I, too, should like to adopt a criterion, a methodology of this kind, explaining first of all what I find to be positive in New Age. Here we shall limit ourselves to considering New Age in its more general terms: I shall therefore limit myself to a few basic com-ments. 

To what had the vision of the world become reduced at the end of the so-called Age of Pisces? To the conception – as I have already noted – of a universe wholly of matter governed by mechanical laws, where it seemed impossible to find a place for the spirit. The old and dying Age of Pisces had arrived at a scientific and technological civilization where not only the world seemed an immense machine, but the entire existence of man had become machine-like in its rhythms of work and even of rest and distraction. 

At a certain point, however, a new awareness gives rise to a vision of the world decidedly different and opposite. In our days the modern science of Galileo and Newton gives way to the new relativist and quantum science of Einstein and Max Planck. Bodies and corpuscles, right down to the smallest particles, prove to be made up of energy. The development of science and, at the same time, the delving into spiritual experiences reveal to us a universe wholly spiritual and full of God. 

One may say that New Age is simply a rediscovery of the Spirit, is nothing other than the rediscovery of the God on whom the modern epoch had decidedly turned its shoulders at the end of the Age of Pisces. The starting point of my reflection is the recognition that New Age rediscovers the spirit and spirituality of all existence. Here, then, is the point: honour to New Age for this great merit! 

It is, however, only human that those who discover – or rediscover – something very important should become exalted, enamoured, inebriated by their discovery to such an extent as to absolutize it, so that eventually everything comes to revolve around it, every-thing is reduced to it. 

And thus New Age – at least in what one may consider to be its mystico-metaphysical aspect – has become inebriated with the Divine at which it has arrived; and, in its consequent exaltation, reduces to the divine every reality, every aspect of life, and renders all things divine. 

If everything is divine, everything happens according to the divine will, all is providence, all is good, evil does not exist, sin does not exist, there is no need for salvation because we are already saved and realized, all we have to do is to become conscious of it. Nothing is really negative. The shadows of existence are there to make the light stand out. Even the devil himself, if he exists, has a positive function. Sufferings are trials to be overcome, something the person concerned has accepted before being born. We are Gods, and therefore we have all the resources within us. To activate this positive potential within us it is sufficient to become conscious of it. 

This new-found consciousness is the solution of all problems. And all mediation is thus superfluous. The political union of the world will be the immediate effect of our becoming conscious of the fact that all of us are but one thing: hence the ultimate uselessness of all our political and social commitment.  

When one takes a closer look, however, this attitude seems to be characteristic only of a part of the New Age people: if we want to consider, for example, the impressive manifestations in favour of peace that today (2003 A.D.) are taking place all over the world, it is difficult not to link them with New Age and the spirit that pervades it. And what should we say, to give another example, of the forceful initiatives in defence of the environment that are being taken in numerous countries? Or, lastly, of the volunteer movement in its various forms, where the spirit of New Age cannot but be a spur? 

Always in the vision of New Age, the truly illumined knowledge that we today possess is far superior to the limited knowledge of the sciences, as also the old doctrines of the enlightenment and their positivist and rationalist counterparts. This renders superfluous all mediation by science – and, more generally, of rationality - to get us to know what is truly essential for us. 

And, passing into the ambit of religion and particularly Christianity, the inexistence of sin, the unreality of evil in general renders vain all need for pardon and salvation. Moreover, the esoteric knowledge we can obtain by means of enlightenment renders superfluous also every special revelation and deposit of faith, as also the teaching and spiritual guidance of the Church. All said and done, even prayer is nothing other than asking for something we already possess or, at least, forms part of a human potential that is within our immediate reach. 

This feeling ourselves full of God, this seeing the fullness of God in all things seems to me a kind of undue absolutization. I would attribute it to a kind of spiritual drunkenness deriving from the discovery of God. It is a mystic enthusiasm, a drunkenness  that makes one lose the sense of limits, imperfections, inadequacies, and even of negativities and all necessary mediation. 

One forgets how much evil actually exists and acts in the world, how great a need there is for rationality, self-criticism, science, political commitment for a better society; how far removed we humans are from the truth and how greatly we stand in need of guidance, how greatly we are sinners and in need of being forgiven, comforted, sustained by the spiritual energy of the sacraments. 

Let us therefore reconsider in a new light the series of ultimatums I have cited from the document. 

God undoubtedly is the profound being of each one of us. He is the vital force on which we can draw when we delve deep down within ourselves. And undoubtedly each one of us can be “full of grace” to the extent to which he realizes himself as a saintly and transformed man. But the fact is that we are still in a phase of growth. It is true that God dwells within ourselves, but it is equally true that we humans are still very far from the ultimate goal when, as the apostle Paul tells us, God will be “everything for every one” (1 Cor 15, 28). 

Jesus Christ is one only, is Jesus of Nazareth. But all of us are called upon to enter and form part of his mystic body and to grow in him to the point of reaching his selfsame stature. At that point we shall be able to speak of a collective Christ. To this collectivity there will accede also all the religious men and spiritual masters who have commenced their growth in Christ, be it even without knowing it or knowing him, within the ambit of the many spiritual traditions different from the Christian one. 

When God will be “everything for every one”, we humans will be associated so closely and so intimately as to constitute almost a sole being. And this trend has already commenced within the mystic body of Christ of which each one is a member, of which each one of us, in a certain sense, is an organ or a cell. If at that time we shall be but one body and one soul and one will, at present we are still very distinct and different in all things, in character, in ambitions, in tastes, in opinions and beliefs, in wills. 

In the present situation, therefore, each one matures his own experiences, each one has his own way of feeling and interpreting and understanding, each one has his own truth, and yet we are all on the march towards the one Truth. Prayer and meditation may undoubtedly benefit from psychic techniques and a certain self-manipulation, if we may call it thus. Sin, evil, suffering and death are unquestionable realities, and such they will remain until the last day when all these negative realities will be destroyed by the “revelation of the sons of God” (Rom 8, 19; Acts 20, 14; 21, 5; 22, 3-5).  Social commitment is necessary in the present situation, because we are still very far removed from the goal of perfection that will overcome this situation.  

In short, New Age rediscovers God, but sees Him in that final, conclusive situation in which He will fill all things with Himself and will be everything for every one. New Age grasps truth, but in an indiscriminate manner. It grasps the divine dimension, but forgetting the human, historical and evolutional condition of everything that is still in the making, in a phase of development and extremely slow progress in the midst of a thousand difficulties and obstacles of every kind, amidst the thousand snares of all the possible negative forces. It grasps the absolute, but remains indifferent vis-à-vis the relative. It becomes drunk with the infinite, forgetful of the finite. It becomes emerged in the eternal, forgetful of time, becoming, the long toil of the ascent.  

This absolutizing of the Divine, the Infinite, the Eternal, considering the finite, temporal and contingent as unreal and illusory is a motive that can already be found in Greek philosophy with Parmenides and the Eleatic School, and even before that in the Hindu tradition of the Upanishad, the Vedanta and the Yoga. Another important correspondence is constituted by the Zen. Motives that New Age clearly takes up again, and  certainly finds itself in elect company. 

Christianity, and especially the Catholic Church, has always endeavoured to redimension certain inflations of spirituality, certain unbridled superspiritualisms. One may here recall that the Church contested both Monophysitism (which in the early centuries attributed only divine nature to Christ) and, much later, many centuries later, Ontologism (which tended to reduce all knowledge to a direct and immediate vision of God). Face to face with a tendency to consider Christ as merely divine, not human, a long series of ecumenical councils highlighted also his humanity with the consequent conditionings and limits. Face to face with an inflation of the role of divine grace (Augustinianism, Lutheranism, Calvinism, Jansenism), Catholicism has always  empha-sized the role of cooperation that has to be attributed to man, his nature and will, to his ascetic commitment, and to the Church as institution. 

The magisterium of the Church is called upon to undertake a patient work of revision, of redimensioning. The Church’s style has changed: no longer condemnations, but careful analysis with a view to better discernment that may rightly induce people to note the incompatibilities and dutifully put people on their guard in all serenity. 

Humbly, I too take the liberty of making a proposal. When considering New Age, let us bear in mind that we find ourselves face to face not so much with sinners who have denied God and turned their backs on him, but rather with men and women who in their fervour of looking for the truth have discovered the Spirit, have discovered God, and have become impassioned by him to the point of seeing him everywhere. Here we are concerned with new converts to God, invaded by the enthusiasm that is the classical privilege of neophytes. 

Such a conversion to God may be more or less express and conscious, but even when it remains implicit, it nevertheless gives rise to a new attitude. It abandons the old competitive spirit, it turns its back on consumerism and its status symbols. It adopts a style of life that can be defined as spiritualistic, humanist, of extreme creativity, of live attention and sincere search of truth and good, of strong desire to experience and understand, of respect for every form of existence, sensibility and delicate solicitude for all men, of communion with all beings. Who would dare to say that New Age is all that far removed from Christianity and the kingdom of God? 

It is true that a certain type of atheist, being wholly disinterested in the things of religion, will be less of a potential competitor, be far less bothersome than a heretic, who will be tempted to propose new theologies, if not to give life to new editions of Christianity or even to found new religions. 

The confrontation with New Age has to take place under the sign of charity, intelligence and the desire to obtain a better understanding of things. It is a dialogue with believers enamoured of God, who in certain respects may have strayed from the right road, but in other respects can also teach us many things, and this not only as regards the vast field of associated interests (which I have briefly mentioned), but also as regards religion in the strict sense and even Christianity. Who knows, but guiding us through dimensions of Christianity that have as yet been only barely explored by us, they may well help us to become more sensitive and more conscious Christians. 

Let us therefore listen with greater humility, suspending every attitude of teachers armed with a red and blue pencil and anxious to mark, first and foremost, the errors, be they grave or otherwise, and, if not the “heresies” (a term no longer in the fashion), at least the “incompatibilities” and the “ambiguities”. 

Charity, listening with humility, mental aperture, thirst for truth, desire of learning, all these are strict synonyms. If it is true that “catholic” – a word of Greek origin – means “universal”, it is also true that authentic universality calls for this unconditional aperture in the face of the divine Word: no matter where it becomes revealed to us or the interlocutor – even the most unexpected – by means of whom it may want to send a message to us.
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