The Texts of the Convivium

THE DEIFIED DEFUNCT

Human beings have always questioned one another on their destination after their physical death. A certain sensitiveness suggests that the soul survives. And our imagination plays its part in depicting the conditions of a future life. And here we have the cult of the dead, which is already present in the primitive society.

The attention of he who practices it is concentrated on those who were part of the same community: family, clan, tribe, population or church. 

In this way, the cult of the dead comes to take the shape of the cult of ancestors, founders, heroes, saints. 

The dead, as such, is considered an impure being; and the living keep well away from him and resort to rituals of purification of all that which has come into contact with him and has been contaminated. 

Any phenomena of infestation of a recent dead - which comes to manifest himself as "double", "ghost" or "spectre" - cause problems, if not fear; they are anyhow feared and seen as negative. The funeral rites have the function of freeing the dead of his load of impurity, transforming him into an ancestor. 

The ancestor continues to live, or at least makes himself present on recurrent dates, in places and in the community where he had spent his own existence on earth. Here he acts in a positive, useful and beneficial manner. He ensures the fertility of the descent, of the earth and of the fish of the sea and rivers, and prosperity and all good.

The group, who receives its ancestor's protection, supports him with offerings. In a certain way, one sacrifices to the ancestor as one does to a divine being. 

What is deemed superior to the common ancestor in the primitive-archaic religions, is what the scholars generally call the cultural hero. This hero, who has become a legend, is a man to whom the institution of an art or an activity is attributed (like cultivation, hunting, fishing, breeding, forging) or rather the invention of a particular means or tool (like the canoe, the net, the trap, the plough, the spear, the shield, the boomerang). The cultural hero could be the founder of a city or a village, of a sacred place, of an initiation ritual, he could be the progenitor of a family, a clan, a tribe, a population, entire mankind. 

A cult is addressed to the heroes which is similar to that of the one for the dead, but of a higher level. They are considered demi-divine beings. 

From this point of view, one has a whole range of levels in which the ancestors of different conditions could be found, according to the most different religious beliefs and visions of the afterlife. 

In the Chinese tradition, the object of particular worship is the slab of the defunct, called the "seat of the soul" which is kept in a special room or niche of the temple of the ancestors of rich and illustrious families, built in imitation of the temple of the imperial ancestors. The rural families dedicate a corner of their houses to the defunct. 

According to an extremely detailed ceremonial, food was offered on determined occasions or anniversaries, which the ancestor was said to consume, in order to regain strength and revive, through the mediation of a living person who represented him, in a certain way incarnating him. 

To make an example, here is a prayer which was dedicated to the slab of the ancestors from the epoch of the Yuan dynasty (XII-XIV centuries): "The Slab of the Ancestor is in the temple, / its spiritual soul is in the heavens. / Come for the sacrifice, after the offerings the music, / it makes its return to the invisible heights. / But not without having left a mysterious blessing / which will make all our enterprises successful, / considering the Emperor's piety throughout all these countless years. / Let us cense, let us venerate, / the countless Genies come to make merry. / Satiated by our offerings, / the Transcendent Genies make their return. / The seasons are favourable, the year will be fruitful, / the wind and the rain will come at opportune moments. / Ten thousand years of life to the Emperor / and infinite happiness!" 

In the Japanese tradition the legendary progenitors of noble families were qualified as divine ancestors; whereas it was deemed that the emperor, defined "a divinity who is currently a man", was destined to become a god, after his death. 

In Iran it was said that the defunct beneficially intervened on the occasions of the feast days dedicated to them. 

Particular space was dedicated to this cult in ancient India. This cult is also extremely widespread amongst the African populations and Australian aborigines. In particular as far as the latter are concerned, the ancestors make themselves present during initiation rites, as guardians of the trial ethos and good customs. 

As regards the Greeks, the heroes were ancestors ascended to the divine condition, and the same was said of the "lares" of ancient Rome, derived from the Etruscan ones. 

The bodhisattvas and the Buddhas of the Mahayana, Buddhism of the Great Vessel, also rise to the divine condition. These have vowed not to enter the absolute peace of Nirvana (to which, indeed, they would have matured the right to do so) until all sentient beings have achieved the same liberation. 

Thanks to the extreme compassion and generosity which animates them, the bodhisattvas reach a very high spiritual level, a fullness of being which not only allows them to perform great prodigies, but to evolve in the cognitive capacity towards the supreme goal of omniscience.

The bodhisattvas dwell in an eternal and heavenly dimension, from which they can go out to manifest themselves, to become incarnate in any place of our world. In this way they help the spiritual maturation of all sentient beings in their journey towards the ultimate goal of liberation. 

In their own way the bodhisattvas assume the shape of a sort of saints, who, with the aim of becoming Buddha, ascend towards a divine condition. 

It is nevertheless a form of ascension which they accomplish using their own forces and due to their merits, not through the intervention of a superior divine grace. 

At least as far as tendency is concerned, Buddhism, not only Hinayana but also Mahayana, proves to be averse to affirming the existence of a supreme Divinity which has always been as such, in an original way. The metaphysic Buddhas of the Mahayana are men who have reached these goals after a long journey of spiritual elevation. 

The intuition that at the base of the metaphysic Buddhas (Dhyanibuddhas) there must nevertheless be an "original" or "without origin" metaphysic Buddha (Adibuddha), a divine Prime Cause which exists in itself and by itself, remains rather too much in the background, half-hidden and misted up. 

The acknowledgement of an original Divinity, of a supreme Being in clearer and more explicit terms, is generally found in the primitive religions themselves. 

This supreme Divinity mainly assumes the shape of a God creator of the universe. It is the God who has placed every reality into being, and, together with human beings, those mysterious powers known as Gods or Demons. 

The supreme God is acknowledged and worshipped as the Creator and Legislator of the universe, but far too often He remains confined to the background, whereas invocations are addressed to inferior powers, which men perceive as being much closer and active. 

For example, invocations are addressed to a god of the river, so that he allows to ford without danger; to the genie of the species one hunts, so that, by understanding man's needs, it will not be hostile but propitious; to the tree spirit, so that it will bear good fruits; to the arrow, so that it will hit the enemy; to the god warrior, so that victory will be ensured. 

The ancestors, the heroes of the descent, the founders of institutions and the saints are considered inferior powers.

All these are also creatures of the supreme Being: they should not consider themselves as autonomous divinities (those known as Gods), but entities at God's service, His manifestation vessels, those which the monotheists call Angels.

Such is the conclusion which emerges every time the so-called monotheistic "revelation-revolution" takes shape. 

In a certain manner, monotheism already imposes itself in the Mazdaism of Zarathustra, but later assumes a much stronger connotation in Judaism and Islam.

In these monotheistic religions, the cult is concentrated on God. It is a God who, in Judaism, takes more care of the people of Israel as a whole rather than the individuals who make it up. Here very little talk was dedicated to the single people's post mortem destination for a series of centuries, and the problem of how and when the good and evil committed in this life on earth will receive its suitable compensation, was only faced towards the end.

It is from the outside, from other populations' religions that the Israelites got the idea of a more clearly defined personal survival, where the impious will be punished and the righteous will receive their reward. 

The destiny of the righteous is well defined in a famous passage from the Book of Wisdom: "…But the souls of the just are in the hands of God / and the torment of death shall not touch them. / In the sight of the wise they seemed to die: / and their departure was taken for misery: / and their going away from us, / for utter destruction: / but they are in peace! / And though in the sight of men they suffered torments, / their hope is full of immortality. / Afflicted in few things, in many they shall be well rewarded: / because God has tried them, / and found them worthy of himself. / As gold in the furnace he has proved them, / and as a victim of a holocaust he has received them, / and when the time comes for his visitation they shall shine forth / and shall run to and fro like sparks among the reeds. / They shall judge nations, and rule over people, / and their Lord shall reign for ever. / They that trust in him, shall understand the truth: / and they that are faithful in love shall rest in him: / for grace and peace is to his elect" (Wis 3, 1-9).

There is no real cult of the righteous in Judaism, which can be compared to the Christian cult of the saints and that of the Islamic one of the awliya. As already mentioned to some extent, Judaism concentrates every cult on God with such exclusiveness, that there is no room left for any possible cults to be lent to any creature. 

Furthermore, as we have also seen, for many centuries, the Jews were hardly at all interested in the post mortem condition. In an analogous manner to the Assyrians and Babylonians, for many centuries the Jews considered the afterlife, the sceol, like a vast, dark subterranean environment, like an immense tomb, which welcomed the dead of all the nations and conditions, the good as well as the evil. 

In the sceol, the relationship of the defunct with God is interrupted. They no longer praise God, nor do they have religious duties. Their dark existence is totally devoid of meaning. They are separated, as they are from God, from all their loved ones left on earth, who no longer have any more relations with them except for the memory of their merits. The defunct can no longer do anything for the living, they can give them no help, and therefore it is no use addressing them any invocations. 

The idea of this separation between the living and the defunct persists also today, after the difference between the afterworld condition of the righteous and that of the impious has been affirmed. 

We have mentioned the Islamic saints. One should notice that Islam is strictly monotheistic and, at least in principle, concentrates every cult on God "who has no second". As a matter of fact, the cult of the awliya greatly contradicts this strict monotheism. It originates from a practical "consent" (igma) more than from a development of doctrine regarding the necessity of the mediation of saints between men and God. It comes from an intimate spiritual need which is largely shared especially amongst the population. 

Who are the awliya? In Arabic, awliya is the plural of wali, "friend". This latter word derives from wala, "to be close", and from waliya, "to protect someone". Therefore, wali is also a protector, a benefactor. God Himself is the wali of those who believe (Koran II, 257). It is only later on that the same term passed on to mean saint, "friend of God", His "neighbour", His "protégé". A saying (hadith) attributed to Mohammed says: "There will be men who the prophets and those fallen in the holy war will envy for their [afterworld] dwelling close to God: they are those who will be loved by the faithful and loved by Me [says God Himself], by ordering the commandments of my Law".

As a result of the divine favour which acknowledges and rewards merits, the saints receive an overabundant gift of grace (karama). This grace confers a numinous power (baraka) to the single individuals. During their life on earth they already perform miracles similar to those attributed to Christian saints. The prodigies are repeated in favour of those who visit their tombs. One goes on pilgrimages in order to obtain other graces, being cured of infertility, and also receive the solution to many problems of daily life.

Both during their lives as well as when dead, the awliya act as protectors of their devoted. Due to their mediation, the grace of Allah is poured not only upon humans, but on nature itself. Therefore, they also function as a cosmic support, as a "pole", as axis mundi.

I mentioned Islam immediately after Judaism as Islam appears, rather than a development of Christianity, a development of Judaism which turns around Christianity without passing through it, without really understanding it and therefore, without being able to constitute a real surpassing of it.

In accordance with their strict monotheism, Jews and Muslims tend to concentrate the cult on one God, whereas, as far as the Christians are concerned, God is, together, the Trine God, who takes place in a plurality of dimensions. 

Here the second Person of the Trinity becomes incarnate in the Man-God Jesus Christ, and this leads to an extension of the divine cult to the person of the Divine Master.

However, Jesus has disciples called to grow in him until they reach his own stature. This is what justifies a cult addressed to the Christian saints themselves: to those who have followed and imitated Jesus becoming like him in some way until they share the glory with him. 

The Catholic and Orthodox Christians profess great veneration for their saints; and they turn to them for help. Theologians affirm that saints can intercede with God. Graces and miracles come from God; however, the saints, apart from interceding for grace, can also be its means or instruments, its channels, its vessels. The faithful can obtain grace and even miracles, in particular healing, due to the saint's mediation.

Since Jesus is God incarnate, the Christian theologian can say that such incarnation is well extended in his authentic disciples. They are to Jesus what the vine-branches are to the vine that feeds them (Jn 15, 1-7). Pervaded and guided by the Spirit of Christ, they come to be part of his own divinity. 

This is a concept that the New Testament expresses in the most explicit manner. This is how the difference between the saint in the Christian vision and that which, to the eyes of the Muslim, is the wali, comes to be clarified: this is a man who receives a pure and simple gift of grace from God, without being able to speak of real participation in the divine life. 

Muslim orthodoxy denies man the faculty to incarnate God, to extend His presence. One can be "close" or "near" to Allah, whereas the idea that humans can establish a close relationship of union with God which transforms them and makes them more similar to the Creator, is repugnant to the orthodox. Therefore, they reprehend every cult of saints, deeming it only slightly less serious that the cult of idols which was contested by Mohammed. 

The cult of the saints is more connected to Sufism: a mystical trend of which the orthodox do not wish to see any trace in the Koran and not even in the life of the Prophet, who is defined as an exemplary man but not a saint. 

If Sufism presents points of contact with Christianity, then this definitely remains much farther from Islamic orthodoxy. 

The Christian's goal of spiritual evolution is to be "filled with all the fullness of God", says the apostle Paul (Eph 3, 19).

And the author of the second epistle attributed to Peter specifies this objective exactly with the words "become partakers of the divine nature" (2 Pet 1, 4).

John adds that "when he [God] appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is" (1 Jn 3, 2).

Once again Paul: "When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory" (Col 3, 4).

"He will come on that day to be glorified in his saints, and to be marvelled at in all who have believed" (2 Thess 1, 10).

Jesus Christ "will change our lowly body to be like his glorious body…" (Phil 3, 20-21).

Therefore, "we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another…" (2 Cor 3, 18).

Died with him to sin to be resurrected with him, we have by now become with him a one and only being (Rom 6, 1-6).

In the prayer he addresses to the heavenly Father after the last supper, Jesus asks that the apostles "that they may be as one", as the Father and Son are one (Jn 17, 11). He then extends the request in favour of all those who, listening to the apostles, will be converted: "I do not pray for these only, but also for those who believe in me through their word, that they may all be one; even as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us… The glory which you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you have… loved them even as you have loved me. Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which you have given me in your love for me before the foundation of the world" (Jn 17, 20-24).

Jesus manifests the God Father and reveals to us that we are all destined to become sons of God through the Son.

To be declared sons of God is not a simple token of benevolence from the Creator, but it involves the promise of receiving everything, all good and all fullness of being. 

In the parable of the prodigal son, the father says to his eldest son that his younger brother's rehabilitation has disappointed and irritated him: "Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours" (Lk 15, 31).

The son of God is his heir: all the Father's wealth potentially belongs to him. Therefore, all we "sons" and "heirs of God", are "fellow heirs with Christ", affirms Paul (Rom 8, 17). Therefore, Christ is "the first-born among many brethren" (Rom 8, 29).

In fact, the letter to the Hebrews (12, 23) mentions an "assembly of the first-born who are enrolled in heaven".

Paul also makes Christ the "head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all" (Eph 1, 22-23).

"In who the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord" (Eph 2, 21). Here is the necessity to "hold fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together with its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God" (Col 2, 19).

This is how we "are to grow up in every way into him, who is the head, into Christ" (Eph. 4, 15).

Jesus himself points out a corollary of this growth: "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do" (Jn 14, 12).

Christ's disciples grown to his own spiritual stature will practise his powers, when they will return with him to this earth at the end of time. "Do you not know that the saints will judge the world?", says Paul (1 Cor 6, 2).

And Jesus prophesises that his apostles will judge the twelve tribes of Israel seated on thrones (Lk 22, 30).

Therefore, the martyrs will be seated on thrones and judgement will be committed to them, and they will live and reign with Christ; first of all for a thousand years, as the holy text specifies (Rev 20, 4).

In the description offered by the same book (4, 4), twenty-four elders are seated on thrones around God's throne.

As emphasis that the growth of saints is accomplished until they reach Christ's stature who is one with the Father, the book of Revelation (3, 21) provides us with the image of a one and only throne: "He who conquers", promises Jesus, "I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne".

The final manifestation of Christ is, according to Paul, identified with the manifestation of the "sons of God", so "the creation waits with eager longing" and "the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now" (Rom 8, 19-22).

Another description of this collective manifestation is offered to us in confirmation, by the Revelation (21, 2-3) with the image of the "holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as bride adorned for her husband… Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them…"

The universal resurrection, which the first Christians awaited in a short time, has not yet happened; however, this does not mean that it will not happen in a future moment in which there are favourable conditions. 

An essential condition could be that human progress, in its pursuit of the omniscience and almightiness that are divine perfections, could sooner or later reach its highest peak with divine help. 

Whereas this world is the theatre of humanism and progress, the other dimension is the place where the disincarnate souls pursuit saintliness.

It is likely that heaven and earth are destined to meet, in the end, or whenever. This will be the moment in which there will be an exchange of gifts between the defunct and the living of that time. The resurrected defunct will transmit saintliness to the living and they will receive the fruits of humanism which has reached its full maturation. 

In the meanwhile, it would be better that, in the dimension of heaven, the "sons of God" pursuit religious perfection all together until a unanimous, compact collective body of extreme spiritual perfection and power, is formed. It would be better that a - so to speak - ecumenical relationship is established between the disincarnate souls, which grow closer and closer until reaching their completed fusion. 

The Christian souls all have to grow in Christ; but Jesus himself will have to grow in his Father, overcoming the limits of his Jewish culture until reaching omniscience. He will have to offer his very high teaching to the souls who come from the most different non Christian traditions; but he will have to also welcome and assimilate the teachings which may come to him from them. 

In order to give an example, the Buddhist will have to be initiated to the knowledge of the Christian Trine God, but he will positively be able to make Christians much more sensitive than they are now, to the idea that, in the end, nobody, not even the most heinous sinner, can be excluded from salvation. 

The bodhisattva puts off gaining access to his liberation until everybody is freed. The road that leads to liberation will be arduous and tormented as much as one wants, but everybody has to travel along it. If there were even only one destined to eternal damnation, this would mean that the divine plan of creation has failed miserably. The Christian who accepts the idea that somebody is damned without turning a hair, is indeed very far from an authentic Christian sensitiveness experienced right through to the end, and is likewise very far from the consciousness of all that being Christian implies right up to the last consequences!

At least from this point of view one can say that the Christian can go to school with the Buddhist, to learn not only about humanity and compassion for all beings but also precisely about Christianity. 

It concerns here of a single example out of many which one could quote. As far as I am concerned, I am convinced that the Christian saint does not only have a lot to teach other men, but also a lot to learn from each one of them, should he really know how to be a humble listener. 

Furthermore, I am certain that Christians have a lot to teach different traditions, but also a lot to learn from each one of them. 

What could be defined as a new collective God is destined to take shape, to be placed into being from this mutual teaching and this growing together.

Each one of us humans is potentially such a Man-God. 

The presence of the Man-God in each one of us has to be perceived and acknowledged, but it can also be made the object of veneration and, at the utmost, even worship. 

An example is given to us by the attitude of St. Camillo De Lellis towards the sick he cured, who founded the religious hospital society, known as that of the Ministers of the Sick towards the end of the sixteenth century, in order to assist them. He saw the presence of Jesus Christ himself in the sick. 

This is an application of what Jesus said which is reported in the Gospel according to Matthew (25, 34-40): "…I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me… Truly, I say to you, as you did it one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me".

Repulsive as he was to look at, although he had become nasty, insolent and even violent and aggressive, as far as St. Camillo was concerned, the sick man was Lord Jesus himself, His Divine Majesty, God incarnated in man.

Indeed, each one of us humans is sick in body, in mind, in will. And nevertheless, each one of us is potentially a god incarnated: one of the countless members of that collective body through which the Incarnation of God multiplies itself in the world. 

PAGE  
7

