The Texts of the Convivium

THE DESIRE FOR GLORY 

AND ITS CELESTIAL EPILOGUE

The desire for glory is something of its own. It can dissociate itself from any other desire: for love, for wealth and also for power. He who pursues pure glory could be, if necessary, a kind of ascetic, that sacrifices everything for an increasingly abstract ideal. 

The desire for glory is man’s second nature. It starts to show itself in the child who wants to be the centre of attention at all costs. 

It is the desire to be heard, admired and even envied. By who? By a certain category of more qualified people, if we want to be particular; otherwise, by the largest number of people possible and for as long as possible. 

To the limit, by everybody and forever. 

A true metaphysical expectation emerges and becomes more and more defined as the desire for glory goes beyond all limits. 

“I have raised a monument that is more endurable than bronze”, announced Horace with rightly and self-conscious pride, “and higher in size than the royal pyramids, that no rains will destroy, nor the fury of North wind fell, neither the countless numbers of years and time that flies by so fast. I will never completely die… (Odes, III, 30). 

 A more modest ambition can be appeased by more restrained realisations in space and in time: just a little “mundane rumour” (“mondan romore”). As Dante calls it in his famous tercet which immediately reduces it to pure vanity: “Naught is this mundane rumour but a breath / of wind, that comes now this way and now that, / and changes name because it changes side” (“Non è il mondan romore altro che un fiato / di vento, ch’or vien quinci ed or vien quindi, / e muta nome perché muta lato”. - Purgatory, XI, 100-102). 

“Oh, how quickly does the glory of the world vanish!” exclaims the author of the Imitation of Christ (I, 3, 6, 1). 

“Tell me ”, is written on the same above mentioned page, “where are those gentlemen now, those masters, who you knew so well when they were alive and flourishing in their studies?” 

“Their prebends already belong to others who I am not sure even think of them. When they were alive, they thought they were something; and now we no longer speak of them” (I, 3, 5, 3-4). 

The classics are saved: one has to speak of them because they are on the syllabus. Who reads such literary men and poets, that I will not name, in our days, unless they have to for an exam? 

In a classroom clotted with ancient dust and unspeakable tedium a disenchanted teacher tries in vain to communicate them to impatient pupils. Sad love, sad glories. 

As far as “glory… of which our ancient fathers were laden with” (“gloria… ond’eran carchi i nostri padri antichi”), is concerned, if young Leopardi was not able of seeing it in his times and had to limit himself with contemplating it, then it appears much more obsolete in our times, where people prefer to cultivate a squalid substitute: “celebrity”, as an aspect of “success”. 

The latter is a more general aspect, that also involves economic aspects: celebrity, as such, pure and simple, is abstract. 

But fame is not glory, sic et simpliciter: one can also give inglorious fame. 

I have read about a rather crazy member of the de’ Medici dynasty, Lorenzino, who in order to acquire fame no matter how, he took to slashing ancient statues. 

He became even more famous with the murder of his cousin Alessandro, the Duke of Florence. 

Maybe today his immortal soul that has recovered its wits would have preferred the darkness and total silence of the historians. If the ambition of glory is the desire to be admired, one has to accomplish something admirable. 

If the worst comes to the worst, a bad, admirable action, not a trivial action: a cleverly designed and well done fraud or even crime.  

Or better: something really good and useful, that is unexceptionable both in its idea as well as its performance. 

What we have done that is admirable wants to be admired by many and for a long time, if necessary by everybody and forever. 

The mass means of communication satisfy the first condition well. We are in full midst of “the civilisation of image”, where the most abounding in images and therefore by far the favourite, is the television. 

A national network is watched by millions of spectators and one can be admired by a length of time that varies according to the circumstances. 

The less famous, he who is less news, will have a few minutes that are tightened and contested by the production, the director and the presenter right up till the end, even during the programme. 

The most famous and favourite of the public talks and talks and gets ahead with his own show as much as he likes: he has more than slaked his desire for glory, if that is really what he pursues. 

Then the magical moment is over and you are forgotten. The public needed you because you were the spokesperson of one of their expectations, who knew how to express themselves efficaciously. Now they do not need you any more. 

To be used once then thrown away: even if you appear on the magical screen again, a high percentage of “audience” flicks from one channel to another (“zapping”) pressing the button of another channel that offers them more “new” images, that are not yet worn out and obsolete. 

If we therefore aspire to a real much more solid glory that is no longer subject to such fast, sudden, unexpected and inhuman consumption and rejection, I am afraid that our only hope lies in celestial glory. 

In a well set out theology, the logic is fluent and it always tallies. 

Lord, You have so clearly shown that the real being and our well being is from You, in You, for You. Therefore, the real glory is in You. 

By showing Yourself to us, You have shown us that the only real merit is serving You, helping You to accomplish the creation of the universe. 

Each one of us can do this from the place that has been assigned to him according to his particular vocation. 

From this point of view, the president of the United States can aspire to be a great president, but so too can the local street-sweeper or the inn scullery-maid can aspire to being a great street sweeper or glorious scullery-maid. 

It may be that the scullery-maid knows how to wash up (in Italian: "come rigovernare") far better than the president knows how to govern ("come governare"). 

The great is reorganised in divine justice where everybody can be great even in one’s own small way. 

In the beatific contemplation of heaven everyone will have the admiration of billions and billions of the largest ever audience possible. And no longer for a few miserable minutes that man can grant them, but for the eternity of God. 

In heaven’s “show” everyone is a spectator and actor, a bestower and object of infinite love and admiration. 

For all those who know how to have a good understanding with it, there really is glory for everybody here, which goes beyond every possible ambition and expectation, without any limits and with no end and finally without jealousy. 

 But how: is not the desire for glory also the desire to have others under us to look up to us from below, and almost to make use of them like footstools? I am sorry: I am afraid that we must relinquish this gratification. 

Besides, everybody will love others without any limits. And when we love, we think less of prevailing over those we love. On the other hand, we place ourselves at their service. 

In love that is projected outside oneself, one’s own Ego tends to forget itself: one big less problem to worry about. 
In other words: a real happy ending. 
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