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THE PATHS OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Towards a synthesis of spiritual experiences

by Filippo Liverziani

C O N T E N T S

Foreword

Part I

LISTENING TO THE ABSOLUTE THAT IS PRESENT WITHIN US

1. The Absolute is our real being. It encourages us to become aware so as to really be fulfilled. And speaks to us from the depth of our being on condition we are capable of listening.

2. To really listen we must silence in us all vain anxiety and every inclination to become distracted. Hence the obvious need for inner silence.

3. It means reducing to silence certain of the sensitive nature’s impulses and the continuous work of the ratiocinating mind. One can thereby release intuitions and inspirations arising from our most profound dimension. Hence the need for specific psychic techniques. 

4. It is best as a first step to enter a particular state of awareness definable as “hypnotic”, or perhaps, even better, as “hypnoid” or also “sofronic”. For this purpose one may need a particular suggestive technique to allow oneself to relax.

Part II

DISCOVERING GOD AS PURE SELF

5.   Now one might extend this relaxation technique to one’s feelings, thoughts and sensations: to all that forms the real mind. Hence the meditating person de-identifies       himself from his body, and not only also from his mind and all that is not pure Self.       And hence he discovers the Self: the only reality he will end up by identifying with.

6. This technique is also found in the mental techniques used by the Indian Upanishads,        Vedanta and Yoga schools of thought. Here the ascetic de-identifies from all that is not the Self. Since he acknowledges himself only in the Self, it is only with the Self that he attempts to establish a full and perfect unity.

7. Upanishads, Vedanta and Yoga see the Self as the only Reality and the only ultimate End. The substance of the creation the values of humanism and the religious relationship face to face with the living God appear belittled. A more careful analysis however and a better integrated consideration indicate a far more complex and articulate reality.

Part III

THE DIVINE DIMENSION OF THE ONE-ALL

8. A more careful analysis indicates that the world’s beings are anything but illusory.       Four-dimensional realities, in which the totality of events and beings are all contemporary in an eternal present, form all together the One-All, and nothing is illusory or in vain. The One-All is a particular level or way of being of the Absolute        that is completely distinct from the pure Self. Studies concerning the parapsychology of precognition, relativist physics, and the philosophy of Parmenides and Spinoza all converge in this vision.

9. In following the premises already established within Buddhism of the Great Vehicle       Zen also converges in a vision of an absolute and eternal One-All. And Zen comes to us       in its experiential and irrational particular manner that nonetheless confirms the essentiality of the discovery of this new and different dimension of the Divinity. 

10. We can consider the One-All dimension as the Divinity’s particular way of being   that remains totally distinct from the more original way of being in which God presents himself as pure Self. In this second way of being, God is present as the absolute, eternal Consciousness all-inclusive of all the beings of the universe and the entire series of temporal events. Within the perspective of a present that does not change, beings and events are present all together in full and perfect unity.

11. The absolute dimension of the One-All can be of inspiration for authentic artists  who communicate something of this in their work. Analogous experiences can be had         when taking certain drugs. Aldous Huxley bears witness to this analysing experiences obtained using mescaline and comparing these to those of the artists. He says that art consists not only and not simply in having these experiences but in being capable of expressing them happily.

12. The concept of an All-One eternal absolute Consciousness is shared by the doctrine of the "Cerchio Firenze". In this perspective both finite and becoming beings achieve reality only in God. All their separate existences and becomings are an illusion. This illusion ends when, at the end of the evolution of each one, the separate consciousnesses flow into and identify with the divine Consciousness.

13. We have already seen in what ways gaining awareness of the Self can be acquired and intensified through yogic meditation. We will now address the problem of a noetic meditation, through which one can acquire and intensify the awareness of the One-All.

Part IV

THE PERSONAL GOD OF RELIGIOUS PEOPLE

14. The search for God, on the other hand, pursues the religious experience of a transcendent God that is also totally other. Religious experience is a gaining awareness that is totally distinct from and specifically irreducible to those resulting from the search for the Self or from practising Zen. We can consider the transcendent God of religious people as a third level of the Divinity: as God in his way of being the creator.

15. Religious gaining awareness evolves through a series of stages: from primitive animism to the monotheistic revelation-revolution. And it is par excellence in monotheism that God reveals Himself as the Creator: He Who from nothing creates us for the all.

16. Religious meditation takes place within the experience of I-you relationship with the  living, transcendent, creator God. Therefore it has specific contents totally distinguishable from those of yogic meditation that takes place within an experience of God as pure Self  and also distinguishable from the contents of noetic meditation taking place when experiencing God as the One-All. That said, we should attempt to outline         with a series of points the possible contents of a religious meditation with monotheistic characteristics.

17. For the moment we have characterised the possible contents of monotheistic religious meditation in the strictest sense such as takes place in Hebraism, Christianity and Islam. It is now worth analysing the contents provided by Hindu religious meditation in its imperfect and tendential monotheism.

18. Still in the same monotheistic backdrop we will now try and see what the best method for praying meditation might be.

Part V

RELIGIOUS LIFE AND PSYCHIC TECHNIQUES

19. Gaining religious awareness is encouraged by immediate and total immersion in the reality of a religious commitment. 

20. Gaining religious awareness and more in general all forms of religious fulfilment an receive great help from mental techniques. Such a use of these helps not only to promote within us the attitude of faith but also intensifies it and strengthens it until it becomes a second nature for us.

21. How it is in practice possible and also advisable to apply autogenic training to religious life.

Part VI

HUMANISM, ART AND SCIENCE

22. Humanist activities present themselves as irreducible to both the search of the Self and the religious search for the living God. Each of these activities pursues a specific form of sensitivity and gaining awareness. 

23. A specific moral sensitivity derives from moral experience and all that is an ethical gaining awareness.

24.  It is possible to refine and deepen in a specific manner social and political experience, sensitivity and awareness

25. One should now consider historical experience, sensitivity and awareness.

26. There are also an aesthetic experience and sensitivity and an aesthetic gaining awareness. 

27. Science itself involves both gaining awareness and experience, to be studied in depth with a particular sensitivity. All this applies both when understanding “science" as philosophy in the most traditional sense deriving from the Greeks, or whether addressing the “modern science” inaugurated by Galileo, or, finally, when referring to “human sciences" or those “of the spirit”.

28. In each of these various forms of humanism the problem always consists in promoting  a specific experience, sensitivity and gaining awareness. This is confirmed in many different concepts and then also in an entire terminology one finds in discussions on the role played by human sciences.

Part VII

KNOWLEDGE AND CONTROL OF THE PSYCHE
29. We will now address psychological experience, sensitivity and awareness.

30.   Finally, one must not neglect  the experience, sensitivity and gaining of awareness        that can be acquired through paranormal perception.

31. By exploiting the power of imagination  it is possible to remould the personality.

32.   Repetition to also be used for the same objective is equally effective

Part VIII

HUMANKIND’S ASCESIS AND TRANSFORMATION
33. Human beings feel the need to renounce oneself and all egotism to be transformed into a pure vehicle for divine manifestation, hence into God’s “angel”, God’s man, into a “saint”. This is achieved through an ascesis that cannot but be extremely exacting. Such an ascesis (from the Greek áskesis: “exercise”) can of course make use of psychic techniques, but it basically arises from an ardent love for the Divinity that becomes offering and total oblation. 
34. The transformation of man is what each person implements within himself and promotes in others and in the whole of humankind finally extending this to the environment he lives in, and the universal reality. Hence the deified man can bring the kingdom of God to the entire creation in all dimensions and at all levels.
Foreword

“The paths of consciousness” may be a beautiful and suggestive title, but what does it mean precisely? The subtitle “Towards a synthesis of spiritual experiences” starts to provide a vague explanation.

What else could one add using only six words? One regrets the days in which one could confidently give books a title followed by subtitles that were half a page long!

What I mean with that word “paths”, is the various forms of humankind’s spiritual experiences, or in other words, various forms of “gaining awareness”.

I wish to provide brief and extremely incomplete list of these.

I could start by distinguishing a number of ways of experiencing God. There is one very special one that perceives God as pure Self. This results in what one might describe as the “God of yogis”. Hence what is described here concerns a “yogic form of gaining awareness”.

Experiencing God as One-All and all-inclusive, absolute, eternal Consciousness, is a different experience, providing with meaning all realities by thinking of them. This is what Pascal would call the “God of philosophers”. This results in a “noetic form of gaining awareness”.

Most monistic philosophies such as of those of Parmenides and Spinoza mainly reach this conclusion with a God conceived (and, I would add, experienced) in such a manner. However, as we shall see, new relativist physics and the parapsychology of clairvoyance in the future also converge in this as well as Mahayana and Zen Buddhism. Among the various expressions of mediumistic literature this is confirmed by the messages of the Cerchio Firenze. In their own way we also have the particular experiences deriving from artistic creation, and, in a deviant albeit significant form, also those resulting from the use of psychedelic drugs. A rather curious “plot”!

A third form of experiencing God is the one in which He is perceived as a “living” and “personal” God. Or, in other words, as a You, to whom one speaks and addresses prayers and adoration. He is seen as a totally Another. As One who becomes manifold and whose “glory… penetrates through the universe and is resplendent more in some places than in others”: like the Eternal One who over time works and continues the creation of the world through cosmic evolution and the history of humankind. What is revealed in such a “religious form of gaining awareness” can be called the “God of religious people”.

Have we seen, here, the presence of three Gods, or perhaps are these not rather three different aspects of one single God experienced at three different levels? If God is one and the same, then the three aforementioned forms of gaining awareness require humankind to no longer regard them as separate and antithetic, but, on the contrary, as one integrated within the other.

We have abandoned any idea of a search for the Self that considers devotional religion as an inferior stage; as a sort of primary school compared to university. Such an analogous exclusivist attitude no longer seems tolerable even within the context of a philosophy of the absolute.

The three forms involving a search for God have equal dignity, just as within a correct theology the three divine Persons of the Christian Trinity, they seem to correspond to, also have this.

Compared to the Father, the Holy Spirit is not a Sub-God, as is instead the Hindu Lord Ishvara compared to the Brahman; or, respectively according to Plotinus as is the Soul of the World compared to the One.

A multiform spirituality therefore corresponds to a multidimensional God in His unity.

This in turn does not intend to be a spirituality of escape, of getaway from the world, but on the contrary a well incarnated and committed spirituality.

This means that it yearns to a new synthesis with humanism, so that this too may be accepted and incorporated within a spirituality to be understood in the broadest and most inclusive sense possible.

The yogic, noetic and religious forms of gaining awareness will therefore be joined by many other forms: humanistic, moral, political-social, historical, aesthetic, scientific, psychological, paranormal and so on, with all their possible articulations.

Each form of spiritual experience can be considered in its specificity (and this is addressed in the book’s individual sections), however, none exclude the other. They all cooperate in achieving a global gaining of awareness that is all-inclusive.

The time has come to put an end to the separations, to the “isms”, to the antagonism of specialisations, to conflict between the various parties, each of which aims at becoming auto-absolute because it does not acknowledge that it is part of an “everything”. 

Everything is spirituality. Everything cooperates in gaining awareness. Everything is a search for God, who is to be discovered also in His most incarnate presences.

Finally everything is an imitation of God. Science and philosophy imitate His omniscience. Technologies pursue His omnipotence, as their ultimate goal. Each artist, in his own small way, imitates the divine Artist. And every human initiative can become a cooperating with God to help Him fulfil the creation of the universe.

Only global awareness can induce humankind to become totally transformed at every level, mobilising every means and techniques available to ultimately achieve fulfilment in a full and perfect manner; thereby crowning its highest aspirations, and perhaps, even beyond these, achieving what one had never even dared hope.

For believers, all this can only be the work of God, to whom humankind is called to provide the most generous, responsible and effective help.

Part I

LISTENING TO THE ABSOLUTE THAT IS PRESENT WITHIN US

1.   The Absolute is our real being

      It encourages us to become aware so

      as to really be fulfilled

      And speaks to us from the depth of our being 

      on condition we are capable of listening

We all aspire to improve , to be fulfilled.

What does being fulfilled mean? Each individual may perceive this in a different manner, depending on his own personal values that may differ from those of others.

It is however possible to distinguish between living at a superficial level, which really is not fulfilling, and authentic and profound fulfilment.

A more refined sensitivity can help us discern. What it draws on, what it manages to perceive and understand, is comforted by approval from those who are considered wiser.

There is one thing we learn from our best sensitivity, and is confirmed by those who are known as wise people and appear to be the best among human beings: there can also exist implementations at a more negative level. These are all things that make us worse, that intimately degrade us. Those that result in damage inflicted on others and make them suffer, and suffocate and oppress them.

Then there are all superficial realizations: ephemeral pleasures, wealth, and power. These are external and temporary factors that anything might suddenly thwart.

Vanity of vanities... Is there anything that evades the dissolution of vanities? Is there anything that really fulfils us permanently, without ever turning back? Is there anything we are not sooner or later destined to lose?

Is there anything we can call our own, acquired once and for all, with which we can only progress towards a better goal?

The wise say that this something cannot be found outside us, but only in our own inwardness and profoundness. 

It is here that we must learn to observe the core of our own personalities. It is here that we must address all attention. From here we can draw all inspiration, all strength, all help.

Our profoundness, inhabited by the Absolute, founds and supports us: it gives us everything that we ourselves may be fulfilled as new absolutes. 

In the dimension of the Absolute we discover our real being, that is one with what we must be.

It is best we should open our hearts to the dimension of the Absolute since we live of this at all levels.

It is not possible to be fulfilled in the Absolute if one is not first aware of it. And it is not possible to be aware of the Absolute if we instantly cover it with our own definitions that provide us with a deformed vision of it.

To learn something about the Absolute, to at least provide ourselves with a vague idea, we must allow the Absolute itself to speak from within us.

One must therefore stop and listen to the Absolute that speaks within us from the depth of our being.

To really listen to the Absolute one must silence the thousand voices that cover His voice.

2.   To really listen 

      we must silence in us all 

      vain anxiety and 

      every inclination to become distracted

      Hence the obvious 

      need for inner silence

In current times however, our life appears to be increasingly spasmodic and distracted by the dimension of what is relative. We increasingly turn our backs on absolute values.

And yet we sense that our real being is there. We miss it in our most painful and desolate moments.

Our best nature encourages us to a conversion.

The Other Dimension summons us. But it is not easy to be open to it.

Even simply gaining awareness becomes impossible, unless we are able to remove our attention from the distracting calls of superficial, ephemeral realities, to concentrate all our attention on the profound aspect of things, the profoundness that exists within ourselves. 

It is a question of listening to the inner dimension. But to listen well, one must be silent.

Hence on Mount Horeb Elijah saw, “the passing of Yahweh”: “A strong and heavy wind was rending the mountains and crushing rocks before Yahweh - but Yahweh was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake - but Yahweh was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake there was fire - but Yahweh was not in the fire. After the fire there was a tiny whispering sound. When he heard this, Elijah hid his face in his cloak...” (1 Kings 19, 11-13). God was there and only perceivable in the silence.

“Our God is the God of peace”, points out a spiritual author in these decidedly non-peaceful times of ours. Hence the divine Spirit “is not communicated in agitation, nor is it communicated to those distracted or whose minds wander... God wishes us to be free, calm and at peace” (Vannucci). Within our most intimate part there should therefore be peace, silence and listening.

So as to listen, to hear properly, one has to be on the right wavelength, listen to the right frequency. Facing He who is supremely pure, we too must be pure. This is the only way of establishing a real contact with Him.

Purifying ourselves means there must be silence in us.

We ask God to enlighten us. However, if the channel is not a pure one, there is the danger that the entire inspiration may come to us in an adulterated state.

Of course this is not because it is adulterated at the Source; but only because it becomes polluted along the way, as happens to the river’s water however pure and unpolluted it may be at the source. 

The soul is the channel through which the profound dimension’s voice expresses itself. If the soul is not pure, there is the danger that the inspirations may be contaminated, hence domesticated, almost as if the Absolute were obliged to adapt to humankind’s size, to his small brain and mental blinkers, his bias, his fears, weakness, mediocrity and miseries.

People who wish nothing better than to remain in their own status quo will above prefer the “inspirations” addressed at justifying their selfishness.

More a soul is purified, on the contrary, the more reason it has to expect the inspiration to be genuine: the more reason it has to expect the inspiration to really be the voice of profoundness; to be in some way the voice of God Himself.

Only at this point are the eyes no longer clouded by suspicious motivations. No longer restricted by blinkers, they are no longer prevented from seeing what they might not wish to see. The eyes are now free and clear.

As the Gospel says, “if your eye is bad, your whole body will be in darkness” (Mt 6, 24). The transparency of the eyes makes our whole being transparent, open to the truth and to God.

Creating silence within oneself means quietening all that might prevent real inspiration. It means silencing everything that acts as a negative impulse when facing inspiration.

In this case one should bear in mind that many of the soul’s impulses are unaware of their negativity.

What is it we need to silence within us? There are really very many voices: a disorderly crowd of prejudices, desires, passions, vain concerns, distorted thoughts, useless words.

One needs to silence the daily chattering. Our own and that of others: of those who live with us, the radio and the television, the papers and even books.

An abuse of books can daze one and lead to an entirely bookish kind of intellectualism. For most people who do not use books this is not a threat, of course. But those who live on books should be careful: they should not allow themselves to become engulfed.

To avoid reading becoming a vice, one should avoid indigestion of printed material and all excesses of information.

One needs to know how to read, to learn how to read: meditating on what one has read, reflecting, reacting in a personal manner, venturing into writing, establishing a dialogue with the written word, filtering this with the necessary discernment, accepting only what seems acceptable.

We must not allow ourselves to be overcome by books, or by newspapers, the radio, television, advertising, what people say, by all this daily bombardment of words, words and words.

Everything we are induced to do day after day, hour after hour, without respite, to produce, not only, and also to consume, according to the persuaders who would like to organise our whole existence is added to the distracting effect of all these messages.

One speaks of everything except for those things that are really important to human beings. We do everything except for what really matters.

Hence the need for a call to what is fundamental: a rappel, as Lanza del Vasto calls it.

In Lezioni di vita (Life’s lessons) Lanza del Vasto provides us with the technique: more than once in the course of the day, we should stop doing anything and spend a few moments balanced on both legs, as if suspended.

We thereby stop and suspend all involvement; and this allows us to pay attention to ourselves, to what we really are, to that meaning of our existence that consists in our real, profound being. 

We must break the rhythm of our spasmodic existence. We need to learn to “switch off”. Hence to be detached. To be alone and free.

All identification with what leads us in wrong and negative directions, that steals us away from ourselves, that distorts us, that induces us to betray our real essence, must be annulled.

All too often we identify with our ambitions and concerns; with problems, anxieties and obsessions, with prejudices, mental automations and habits, with all the “waves” that come to us from the external environment and from our own physical nature, our emotiveness and also our own mind.

We need to find a few moments for ourselves and for the Absolute that is within us. It is there that we must elect our domicile and lock ourselves in and strengthen ourselves well.

It is from that invincible fortress that, step by step, we will be able to attempt a widespread reconquest of the time we have lost.

In the end our entire existence will have to be overturned to acquire a decidedly opposite meaning, an authentic spiritual meaning.

Spiritual life is a life that is renewed, transformed and revolutionised at all levels. Spiritual life means thinking in a spiritual manner, but also acting in a spiritual manner to spiritualise every reality.

Such spiritual acting is qualified by an act of consciousness that informs it and provides it with a meaning. Gaining awareness is the very first step. 

See J.A.T. Dinouart, L' art de se taire, principalement en matiere de religion, [Montbonnot-St-Martin], Millon, 1987; A. Gratry, The well-springs, translated from the French with introduction and notes by Stephen J. Brown, S. J., Oates & Washbourne, Ltd., London, Burns, 1931; Lanza del Vasto, Lezioni di vita (Life's Lessons), Testi d'Ontignano 1976; G. Vannucci, Invito alla preghiera (An invitation to prayer), Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 1979; J. Borst, A Method of Contemplative Prayer, Society of St. Paul, Homebush, NSW, 1979; A.C. Carretto, The desert in the city, Engl. transl., London 1979; A. Gentili and A. Schmöller, Dio nel silenzio (God in silence), Ancora, Milan 1986; Raguin, How to pray today - A book of spiritual reflections, Abbey Press, St. Meinrad, Ind., 1973.

3.   It means reducing to silence 

      certain of the sensitive nature’s impulses 

and the continuous work of the ratiocinating mind

One can thereby release intuitions and inspirations 

      arising from our most profound dimension

      Hence the need for specific psychic techniques

It is impossible to gain awareness of something if one is not free of what prevents us from doing so: all kinds of inhibiting factors, social-cultural conditionings, inveterate mental habits, even mental laziness, the desire to maintain the status quo at all costs, anxiety and fear of what is new and different.

We wish to gain awareness. This desire does not become a will to do so, it remains a desire. Will does not take shape, it is inhibited from doing this.

One needs to free the will and allow it to take shape and increasingly strengthen itself. To achieve this, mental techniques are necessary.

These are techniques that will help us suspend the inhibiting thoughts that go round and round in our minds.

They will also help us concentrate our mind on the thought we wish to allow to emerge and promote and strengthen.

They will open our minds and our entire personalities to that thought, providing it with a more favourable environment to develop in: so that, since this is a positive thought, it may exercise upon us a more positive action that is as effective as possible. 

In this manner the chosen thought is slowly helped to develop, to take shape and consistency, to become fulfilled as a real, experienced and dominant state of awareness.

One needs to appeal to the unconscious’ potential. What performances, gifts and graces can we ask of our innerness and profoundness?

We can ask for inspiration, but not only, also to provide us with the necessary strength to transform ourselves according to these inspirations. We can ask for help to become better people.

We can ask for all that will help us to improve everything, not only our own personality, but also the exterior reality, other people, and our entire existence.

To start with, we can ask our inner nature and our profoundness to block and neutralise the activities of our conscious mind, of that conscious part of our psyche that tends to inhibit within us the manifestation of the profound. 

Through the nervous system the unconscious governs our vital functions. On this, one must exercise suggestion, that it should work effectively in the direction we wish it to, so as to even condition the body, moulding it to serve our objectives.

The unconscious is situated in the brain’s right hemisphere, the consciousness in the left half; the two hemispheres are separated by the bundle of nerves called the corpus callosum.

The corpus callosum is like a wall that prevents the two hemispheres from establishing a greater and better contact. It is hence necessary for the left hemisphere to act on the right one through the corpus callosum: in other words, the consciousness must act on the unconscious.

It can do this through rational and persuasive action, but it can exert influence even better by suggestion.

The greater effectiveness of suggestion compared to rational action depends on the manner in which the hemisphere is structured.

It is no coincidence that together with the unconscious, emotions, feelings, affections, imagination, creativity, synthetic capability and the elaboration of symbols and dreams are situated within this hemisphere, which is hence the location for their best expressive channel. 

Hence the right hemisphere is clearly different to the left one which, on the contrary, hosts the consciousness, reason and logic, the ability to read and write, add up and subtract, and analyse and express oneself clearly in concepts using the correct language.  

This is why the right hemisphere allows itself to be influenced by suggestion, while the left one is persuaded by the strength of rational subjects. 

Suggestion may be exercised also through imaginative poetic language, music and also the repetition of rhythmic and singsong sentences. The most effective suggestion however is that exercised over others using hypnosis and also oneself through self-hypnosis.

If suitably influenced, the profound can provide us with inspiration and energy. However, so that it is really free to do so, it is necessary to neutralise the left hemisphere’s censorial activity, hence that of the brain’s left hemisphere, the part of the psyche’s conscious side.

One cannot exactly command the unconscious, but rather influence it. Rather than commanding the hypnotised person to do this or that, it is better to tell him that he is already doing so.
Suggestion becomes hypnosis and self-hypnosis when the conscious psyche’s (left hemisphere) censorial activity is blocked. And then there comes to pass a state of consciousness that is similar to that of dreaming.

The analogy lies in the fact that also in dreams there is the suspension and silencing of all censorship, all criticality, hence nothing doubts the reality of many situations that the rational mind would instantly judge as illusions.

If one suggests to a hypnotised person that he is participating in a cycling competition, then seated astride a chair the person will start to pedal intensely. The person would be well aware that he is not in fact cycling at that moment, but this information is crowded into the left hemisphere with a great deal of other information, and that side of the brain is temporarily asleep.

Devoid of all critical control, the person obeys the suggestion to such an extent that he experiences it fully.

Giving someone false suggestions can be a negative act; in this case, however, the person has to provide himself with suggestions that are addressed at helping him improve.

A person who is unwell tells himself he is fine. This is actually inexact information, however he has provided himself with the order that helps him feel better.

There is reason to hope that, at the end of this self-suggestive cure, the “I feel well” will end up by becoming exact and true just as information. 

Hypnosis is a state ob consciousness in which there is the suspending of all judging activity, all self-criticism of the consciousness, of the intellect, or, in other words, of the left hemisphere. In this hypnotic state the assessments provided by the right hemisphere may emerge from the unconscious in the most spontaneous manner, or may be suggested by the left hemisphere.

In the first case, the right hemisphere’s assessments contain a truth of their own, albeit in a form that has developed through the influence of a variety of factors.

If instead they are suggested by the left hemisphere, the assessments made by the right one may not be entirely true although having functional characteristics, which will consist in developing ideas-forces capable of producing a beneficial effect.

The first positive effect searched for is to neutralise the left hemisphere’s mental activity, since it would inhibit the person from achieving the state of hypnosis.

Once the left hemisphere’s rational mental activity is quietened, the right hemisphere becomes far more open to receiving inspiration from the profound. At this point the positive effect pursued consists precisely in those inspirations that come to the person from their best part, the one inhabited by the Divinity itself.

These are inspirations that enlighten the individual; they guide, fortify and provide him with the energy needed not only to acquire awareness, but to be fulfilled, transformed at all levels, to step by step achieve an increasingly integrated perfection.

At least in abstract and in synthesis, one can distinguish between two kinds of inspirations: those helping the person to gain awareness and those that help the person achieve fulfilment in the sense of redesigning their personality totally, at all levels.

At this point we can also consider a third kind of inspiration: those that help a person to positively and beneficially transform not only themselves but also others (healing them, for instance), the environment and even perhaps universal reality. 

This is a really ambitious project. Within a religious framework one can identify this with the divine Plan itself. The divine Plan of the creation is addressed at the fulfilment of a perfect creation. This would be its ultimate goal, what Teilhard de Chardin calls the creative work’s “omega point”.

Within the same religious framework, God calls upon we who are human beings to actively cooperate in the creation of the universe, so that it may be fulfilled. And not only does He summon us and enlighten us helping us to gain awareness, but He also progressively gives us the strength to implement our own full creation and that of all realities. These are strengths we must learn to draw on from our own profound dimension and the God who lives there.

All this is a great mystery; however, in human terms, I believe I have provided sufficient information for outlining an overall view that summarises this subject I will now analyse point by point in greater depth and in an analytical manner.

4.   It is best as a first step to enter 

a particular state of awareness 

definable as “hypnotic” 

or perhaps even better 

as “hypnoid” or also “sofronic”

      For this purpose one may need 

      a particular suggestive technique 

      to allow oneself to relax.

We wish to communicate with our inner nature and our profounder aspect, to draw from there all it can give us to achieve total fulfilment. Hence we wish to be in the best possible condition to obtain all this, even if gradually and over a very long period of time.

We have seen that when a certain degree of intensity is exceeded, the rational activity of the brain’s left hemisphere interferes to obstruct what could instead be a fecund contact with the unconscious, with the profound, with the Absolute itself that is manifest there in a privileged manner.

So the first thing one must do is to restrict the activity of the left hemisphere to the point of suspending it in some way.

Relaxation is one very widespread technique. It is applied in autogenic training and also in sofrology. These are western techniques inspired in some way to yoga.

Like yoga, these techniques try to control the unconscious and acquire a degree of domination over it. In this manner they then try to influence the psyche’s conscious part. In this way they manage to remould to a certain extent even the physical aspects of the personality and its behaviour. 

It is best we should directly address what we can do concretely. I will start with a brief analysis of relaxation techniques that are usually used.

According to these techniques, the person lies or sits down, not necessarily following the oriental style. The person may lean his head against the back of an armchair, hold it up without support or also let it hang forward in the classical carriage driver position who, on a seat without a back, rests between one passenger and the next.

For those used to it the lotus position is extremely comfortable. It certainly is not so comfortable for westerners who are not accustomed to it. Instead of lying flat, one can sit in a position that is more comfortable than the lotus position, also leaning back in a chair although always keeping the back vertical and straight.

The person keeps his eyes fixed on a point straight in front until his eyes become tired and close.

On the back cover of his book Training autogeno (Autogenic training; I refer here to the Italian edition) Gerhard Jaeger has portrayed the following image: in the higher part a completely red rectangle with a large black dot at the centre, and below another identical black dot dominating a far larger white space.

If one stares at the first dot for one minute, or even less, when he then moves to stare at the second dot he will see it within a rectangle with the same measurements as the one above, but coloured in green. After a few seconds the green vanishes; and in the end, if the person returns to stare at the first dot, his eyes will feel tired and he will experience an overwhelming need to close them.

Of course that green is an optical illusion. It proves that a person is easily influenceable and impressionable. This can become a starting point for developing a self-suggestion or self-inductive technique such as the one knows as “autogenic training”. This is a technique we shall have plenty of opportunities for discussing in various chapters n this book.

It is best to breathe slowly. Exhalation should take longer than the opposite movement, and there should be a brief pause between the two.

Attention should now be addressed to the points of the feet, providing us with suggestion that their muscular fibres are becoming increasingly relaxed.

How can one provide oneself with such suggestion? Either, for example, by using one’s imagination to feel the muscles of the feet as they relax and then the entire foot, the ankles etc. slowly moving upwards; or by mentally repeating what are known as “affirmations” using sentences such as “the muscles of the feet are relaxed” and “my ankles are relaxed” and so on. 

In this manner the muscles of the first one and then the other foot gradually relax entirely.

Following the same technique one then relaxes the leg muscles below the knee and then those above the knee.

One then relaxes the tummy muscles, the chest muscles and those of the hands, the forearms, the whole of the arms, the shoulders, the neck, the jaw, the cheeks, the nose, the forehead, until the whole body has “fallen asleep”.

The affirmation one should then start to use is: “My right arm (or the left one) feels heavy, very heavy”.

The person can concentrate on the heaviness of that arm, only to then discover that this feeling of heaviness has been communicated to the whole body.

Then the person can say to himself: “My body, my whole body is immobile, as rigid as a piece of wood, as heavy as a marble statue, very heavy”.

As one can see these are not orders but rather suggestions. One does not say “these muscles must relax”. One simply affirms that they “relax”, just as one states a fact. Although that may not actually be the case, the affirmation acts as a password, as an idea-force; precisely, as a suggestion.

A command would be far less effective. One should remember all those times when one was unable to fall asleep. Everyone knows how little effect an order such as “Sleep!” has and the albeit relative but far greater effectiveness of the affirmation “I am falling asleep”.

Jaeger suggests that, in speaking to the subconscious (or unconscious), one must use penetrating, incisive words, rich in repetitions, and poor in or totally devoid of originality. This must not be ‘literary’ language or laconic and rushed. Those used to talking in a hurry will therefore have to learn to speak (or think) as slowly as possible and with a persuasive tone. Strong interiorisation favours contact with the organ the message is directed at”. 

This applies both to the relaxation stages and affirmations to be used throughout the entire exercise, as we shall see in other chapters.

And also: create a brief and very simple sentence.

Finally: always use positive, optimistic and affirmative expressions, never sentences that might cause agitation or make you feel unwell, such as: ‘I no longer want to feel anxious’ or ‘I must not fight with my boss any more’. These are forbidding formulas, that do not calm us”.

Relaxation such as mentioned above should have the effect of allowing us to fall into a sort of hypnotic sleep, but with the consciousness remaining well awake and extremely vigilant.

I used the word “hypnotic”, but it would be better to use “hypnoid”, indicating something similar but not exactly the same thing.

The inventor of autogenic training, Johannes Heinrich Schultz, declares that his method derives from hypnosis, specifying however that it is intended as something a little different.

This is how Tullio Bazzi summarises the teacher’s conceptual distinction:

I) hypnosis, he says, to obtain the well-known results involving pleasant relaxation, passiveness, regulation of the vegetative system, and a clarifying interpretation of past traumatic and conflictual psychic experiences, hypnosis uses external directives, hence induced or suggested by another;

2) autogenic training instead, uses one’s own influence on oneself.

This is why so many authors define autogenic training as a form of self-hypnosis. This is a concept that appears in many passages also in Schultz’s books.

To be even more precise, Bazzi observes that there is no loss of consciousness, or even a contraction of it, but rather a vigilant contraction of the range of consciousness”.

How can this rejection of hypnosis be explained, such an allergic reaction with regard to the very idea of a hypnosis, albeit revisited and corrected?

Hypnosis was very fashionable at the beginning of the century, also due to the impulse coming from the famous schools of Salpetrière and Nancy. Hence however, as Durand de Bousigen observes, the inconveniences of hypnosis did not escape a number of psychotherapists of that era.

And which are the inconveniences of hypnosis? The sick person’s passiveness, complete dependence, his alienation in the transfert (the falling in love with the hypnotist, let us say, placing him at the centre of everything and ending up by becoming totally dependent in everything).

Now Durand observes that the attempt to overcome these difficulties resulted in two great psychotherapeutic systems: psychoanalysis and autogenic training by J. H. Schultz.

These two are interrelated. Wilfried Dogs observes that it was psychoanalytic research that clarified many aspects of the effectiveness of medical hypnosis establishing the presuppositions for an almost equivalent method, based on intention wordings. The genial combination of the results of psychoanalysis and psychophysiology in hypnosis and autogenic training was the work to which J. H. Schultz devoted his entire life. 

To get an idea of how Schultz’s method actually works (at inferior levels of course), let us see how he himself summarises it: assuming a specific and adequate position (on one’s back, in a comfortable armchair, or sitting like a carriage driver) is the first stage in autogenic training; simultaneously the person is invited to close his eyes and assume a calm mental attitude (affirmation: ‘I am perfectly calm’).

Then comes the experience of heaviness obtained by psychically concentrating on the arm, which is so to speak closer to the ego, using the affirmation: ‘the right arm (or left one) is completely heavy’; since this heaviness is the essential element in this first exercise, the relative wording must be imagined 5 or 6 times, while the one concerning a calm attitude needs only to be thought once, because it is only a predisposing factor. The heaviness exercise should be carried out 2 or 3 times a day for a period of time lasting about 14 days (at the beginning the sessions should not be too drawn out); on average, with this kind of training period, one can reach a good generalisation of heaviness. 


“After this one then moves onto the second exercise: calm, heaviness and heat; as far as this purpose is concerned, an increased warmth in the arm is represented with the formula: ‘the right (left) arm is hot'. This second exercise is also carried out methodically for 14 days and one must not move onto the following one even if the sensation of heat has already been accomplished during the first week. 

“The exercise of the heart will be the next to follow: for a period of at least 14 days one will try to reach the cardiac experienced with the formula: ‘the heart beats calmly and strongly’; in subjects with particular cardiac erethism the adoption of the following formula could be more advisable: ‘the heart beats calmly and regularly’.

“The following 14 days will be dedicated to the breathing exercise, with the formula: ‘the breathing is calm and regular’.

“The solar plexus exercise is practised for the next two weeks with the concentration of heat in the abdomen with the formula: ‘my solar plexus (is) hot’.

“Finally, to complete the autogenous connection the exercise of coolness to the forehead is practised for another two weeks with the formula ‘my forehead is cool’”. 

 So far we have addressed the “inferior cycle” of Schultz’s training. This is followed by a “higher cycle”, we shall analyse at a later stage.

Autogenic training has many different applications: the softening of the emotional effect of feelings, hypalgesia and anaesthesia, uses in psychosomatic medicine (cardiovascular, respiratory, endocrine and metabolic syndromes, gastrointestinal and urogenital illnesses and diseases, painless childbirth, glaucoma, psoriasis and eczema), uses in neuropsychiatry (problems affecting the nervous system such as migraines, backaches and brain traumas, neuromotor problems such as shaking and stuttering, insomnia, neurasthenia, neurosis with panic attacks, hypochondriac neurosis, phobic neurosis, obsessive neurosis, drug addiction], uses in infantile neuropsychiatry, in labour pathologies.

Let us now return to relaxation techniques as practised in autogenic training and other methods inspired by it. One can observe that the gradual relaxation method described so far is certainly not the only one, however in this form assumed through the development of autogenic training it is the most universally known.

The method in question can also require many minutes to practice. Luckily there is also another less known one that is almost instantaneous. I learned of it in a manual by R. N. Shrout, entitled Self-Improvement through Self-Hypnosis. I have experimented it personally and found it to be extremely effective.

This second method is based on the principle that basically one falls in hypnosis when the eyelid muscles relax. These are the muscles that allow us to keep our eyes open.

Here it is in practice. To start with, close your eyes. Then relax the eyelids until the feeling arises that the muscles would no longer allow one to reopen them. At this point one checks whether this is really the case or not. Finally one allows this relaxation to spread to the whole of the body, all the way down to one’s toes.

What does the check previously mentioned mean exactly? Hence checking to see whether one can still open one’s eyes? This is totally different to the challenge a hypnotiser presents to a person when telling him to try this or that, certain that he will not succeed in the state he is, which inhibits him totally.

The person discussed now, on the contrary, would be able to open his eyes with greatest ease should he wish to.

The point is another: should he open his eyes, he would leave his current relaxed state. The impossibility therefore lies in using the eyelid muscles to open the eyes, and actually open them, without interrupting the relaxation. This is what the person must verify; he must test this.

At this point all he has to do is induce relaxation all the way down his body to the tips of his toes, and the person is well relaxed after only about thirty seconds.

When relaxation is complete , the person is in a totally particular and characteristic state of consciousness, definable as “hypnotic” or even better as “hypnoid” (for the aforementioned reason). Those who practice sofrology call it a “sofronic state”.

Although extremely vigilant in its own way, the sofronic state is definable as a state of awareness that is only partial: a state of awareness, but “bordering on sleep”.

Such a state of consciousness is achieved, let us say, by “putting to sleep” certain of the conscious psyche’s functions. One could also say that it puts them “in brackets” or “outside the circuit”. In other words it consists in suspending these functions, temporarily neutralising them.

The neutralised functions coincide with the person’s more peripheral faculties - so to speak - that allow him to turn to the exterior to consider matters from the outside, to objectify and manipulate them. Once again this involves the brain’s left hemisphere.

This is a kind of attention that we have suspended. We no longer need it for the moment. At this point we are capable of addressing all our attention to other levels of the psyche. It is at these levels that our attention will become multiplied and strengthened to the highest possible degree becoming extremely vigilant.

Although it comes to pass “at the borders of sleep”, this state we speak of is not at all a falling into unconsciousness. It is quite the opposite, it is definable as a state of full awareness.

It is a consciousness limited at certain levels, however, for this very reason, it is concentrated and strengthened just like river water is by a dam.

It is the restriction of the range of consciousness that allows concentration and renders the consciousness extremely vigilant and attentive, fully “conscious” with the greatest intensity and at the highest possible level.

As Naomi Humphrey correctly observes, a profound trance (per se an unconscious state) should not be confused with deep meditation.

The opposite of a deep trance, meditation maintains both memory and awareness.

Or rather, the mind is active and its faculties appear broadened: trance and meditative consciousness are directly opposite even though they may superficially appear similar, and a certain literature seems slightly confused on this point.

In Autohypnosis Ronald Shone proposes other methods with which a person can induce and increase a hypnotic state in himself, a state definable as mentioned above. Here are a number of suggestions one can give oneself depending on the circumstances; they should be repeated although here, to keep things short, I simply state each of them only once.

Holding a coin in one’s fingers: “I am now relaxing and, as I relax, my fingers are becoming looser and looser. And the more loose they become, the more relaxed I am becoming. And when the coin drops, that will be the signal for me to close my eyes and fall into a very deep relaxed sleep, not a natural sleep but a hypnotic sleep…”

Holding one’s hands together: “My hands are clasping tighter and tighter, and as they clasp tighter and tighter so I am becoming more and more relaxed and going into a deeper and deeper sleep… I am now relaxing my grip and as I relax my grip, so I shall go into an even deeper sleep”. Here again, as always, there is the suggestion that this is hypnotic and non-natural sleep. When at last the person has totally separated his hands and is well relaxed, he gradually begins to relax the muscles of the various parts of his body as previously described. 

These two methods are used to induce hypnotic sleep. The same author presents other methods to induce a deeper sleep.

“I am now going to count dowh from one hundred in units of ten. With each number that I count, I shall go deeper and deeper asleep…”

“I am now going to go down the escalator. And I am now on the fifth floor (or whatever) and as I go down on the escalator, so I will go down into a deeper and deeper sleep…”

“My arms are becoming very, very heavy and, as they become very heavy, so I am sinking down into a deeper and deeper sleep

“In a moment, I will find my right arm becoming lighter and lighter, and as it becomes lighter and lighter, so it will begin to rise [by itself, automatically]. And as it rises, so I shall go into a deeper and deeper [hypnotic] sleep. The deeper my sleep becomes, the lighter my arm will become, and it will rise up higher and higher until I touch my right cheek with my hand, and when I touch my cheek with my right hand, that will be the signal to relax utterly and completely and the signal for me to sink into an extremely deep sleep indeed…”

“My eyelids are becoming very heavy, so heavy that I cannot open them. The harder I try to open them, the heavier they will become and it will be impossible to open them”. 

This affirmation reminds one a little of the one by Shrout.

The same author also tells us that when using self-hypnosis it is more difficult to close down one’s own left hemisphere, that one continues to use for stating suggestions. Hence he advises one to “dissociate” from oneself.

The person using self-hypnosis ideally separates his “I” (providing the suggestion) from he who receives them and who Shone calls (using his own first name) “Ronald”. Situated in the left hemisphere, the “I” instructs “Ronald”, who in turn is situated in the right hemisphere. He says: “Ronald, you are relaxing all your muscles, very relaxed, and you are going into a deep relaxed sleep”. 
Shone also advises the use of post-hypnotic suggestions so as to make induction increasingly easier and faster. Still immersed in the hypnotic state, the person will give himself the following suggestion: “[Ronald, or whatever your name is], in the future, whenever you say to yourself… [there is a word, or a sentence] you will immediately close your eyes and fall into a deep hypnotic state”-

One can also use a tape with all the instructions recorded on it. This may however cause problems especially if there should be delays in the reactions compared to the taped affirmations: this is not serious and one should not worry excessively. A particular taped suggestion will tell the person that, in the event of a forced interruption (for example if someone suddenly rings the doorbell) he will immediately awaken and be ready to answer without experiencing any problems at all.

All the methods mentioned here help the person relax and enter a state one could describe as hypnotic or sofronic. In this state of consciousness the activity of the brain’s left hemisphere is reduced as much as possible, one tends to annul it, so that the right hemisphere is free to act with the utmost autonomy from all conditioning.

I would like to end this review of ideas provided by specialists and experts in self-hypnosis and autogenic training with a number of converging and significant remarks by a master in Christian meditation, Father Giovanni Vannucci.

In the introduction to the booklet entitled Lo Yoga cristiano - La preghiera esicastica (Christian Yoga - Esicastic prayer), which will be discussed at a later stage, Vannucci recommends that, when praying, the body should be in a vegetative state, reduced to pure organic exchanges because this is a state that frees the mind, allowing it a full spiritual activity. 

And he continues noticing that muscular relaxation, quickly eliminating all toxins, allows one to achieve a more acute awareness of one’s body. It becomes more present, more alive, and if one remains in this position it will then feel extremely light. 

As far as breathing is concerned, it is the only organic function that the will can control. These voluntary interventions on the respiratory process acts by modifying the person’s physical and psychic organisation. And in this manner, “during the exercise, a larger and richer quantity of blood reaches the brain, and its rhythm, now synchronised with the breathing, causes an extraordinary richness in the mental processes”. 

Vannucci finally also advises one to hold one’s breath when the lungs are totally filled with air. He observes that holding one’s breath makes a hard and dense heart thinner. Therefore the hearts damper elements, suitably compressed and reanimated, become more tender, more sensitive and humble, more open to repentance and more prepared to shed tears. And then of course the brain becomes thinner and mental activity becomes uniform, transparent, open to unity that is produced by God’s supernatural enlightening.

One could at this point begin discussing the role played by self-hypnosis and autogenic training within religious life in the strictest sense of the devotional relationship with the living God. It is however a discussion we must postpone to later in the chapters dedicated to this subject: from Chapter Nineteen to Chapter Twenty-one.

See J.H. Schultz and W. Luthe, Autogenic Training: A Psychophysiologic Approach in Psychotherapy, New York: Grune & Stratton, 1959; W. Luthe and J.H Schultz, Autogenic Therapy, Grune and Stratton, New York 1965-1973; B.H. Hoffmann, Handbuch des autogenen Trainings : Grundlagen, Technik, Anwendung, Taschenbuch-Verlag, München; G. Jäger, Autogenes Training, Orbis Verlag, 1989; W. Dogs, Autogenes Training: Erlebnisstufe für Fortgeschrittene, Haug, Heidelberg 1980. T. Bazzi and R. Giorda, Il training autogeno (Autogenic training), Città Nuova, Roma 1979; same authors, I nuovi orizzonti del training autogeno (New horizons in autogenic training), Città Nuova, Rome 1980; R. Durand de Bousingen, La relaxaxion, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris 1961; H. Boon and Y. Davrou, Relaxez-vous par la sophrologie, J.-P. Delarge, Paris 1978; Y. Davrou and J. C. Macquet, Guide pratique de la sophrologie, Retz, Paris, 1978; B.H. Hoffmann, Handbuch des autogenen Trainings : Grundlagen, Technik, Anwendung, Taschenbuch-Verlag, München; R. N. Shrout, Self-Improvement through Self-Hypnosis, Thorsons, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1987; N. Humphrey, Meditation - The Inner Way, The Aquarian Press, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1987; R. Shone, Autohypnosis, Thorsons, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1982; Lo Yoga cristiano - La preghiera esicasta (Christian Yoga - Esicastic Prayer) by an anonymous author, ed. by G. Vannucci, Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 1978; E. Alexandrou, Christian Yoga and you, Engl. transl., San Jose, Calif., 1975; J. Déchanet, Christian Yoga, English transl., Harper, New York 1960; J. Déchanet, Yoga and God: an invitation to Christian Yoga, Engl. transl., Abbey Press, St. Meinrad, Ind., 1975; A.K. Mozumdar, The life and the way; the Christian Yoga metaphysics, Phillips & Van Orden, San Francisco 1914; N. Roth, An invitation to Christian yoga, Cowley, Cambridge, Mass., 2001; N. Roth, A new Christian yoga, Cowley, Cambridge, Mass., 1989. 

Part II

DISCOVERING GOD AS PURE SELF

5.   Now one might extend this relaxation technique 

to one’s feelings, thoughts and sensations: 

to all that forms the real mind

      Hence the meditating person de-identifies 

      himself from his body, and not only 

      also from his mind and all that is not pure Self

      And hence he discovers the Self: 

      the only reality he will end up by identifying with

One expects the person’s most profound aspects to act on the ego to provide it with all its best inspirations, not only, but also with all those forces that can help him achieve total fulfilment.

In order for the more profound aspect to operate in total freedom, with no impediments, no conditioning, it is necessary that the personality’s more superficial elements, its external layers, should be as if asleep; it is necessary for these to be as if suspended. They need to be placed outside the circuit and neutralised for a certain period of time.

They will then start to work again; these too are integral and fundamental aspects of the personality, it is just that at that moment it is best they should be silent allowing only what is profound to speak.

These two moments will of course alternate; like the heart’s systoles and diastoles, which are fundamental movements for each other; and, should one or the other stop working, the heart would stop beating.

The brain’s rational activities cease. The one that distinguishes between realities and tends to separate them. It separates the ego from others and from the environment. Thus the ego manipulates the environment and puts it at its own service.

A man who is all rational brain does not identify with other human beings, and does not sympathise with them. Such a man tends to reduce them to brute realities, to lifeless beings, to things: obstacles to be removed, or objects to be exploited; nothing more than matter to manipulate, so as to exploit it even better. An individual exclusively abandoning himself to such an attitude and immersed in these kinds of activities acts more like an animal of prey than a spiritual man.

Only a suspending of these rationalising, objectifying, manipulating activities can allow the person to rediscover himself as a spirit.

Neutralising the vortex of thoughts, the person stops his attention on his own ego and understands that it is the ego that provides meaning to the existence of spiritual life in all its expressions.

He realizes that the feelings that come from his physical body and the external environment are not the ego, while it is the ego that gives meaning of being to those feelings.

He realizes that emotions are not the ego, but that the ego provides them with meaning too.

He realizes that thoughts are not the ego, but the ego provides thoughts with meaning.

When one speaks of the ego, one can consider it also in its empiric reality, including the physical body, and one can also consider it in the purity of its principle, as an act of consciousness devoid of all coming and going phenomena.

One can answer the question “What am I?” in two different ways, each seeming legitimate to me at its own level.

One can answer: “I am this real individual, with this one psycho-physical reality, that is different to that of all others, also and above all because it is characterised in this extremely particular and unique manner”.

It is equally legitimate to answer this same question as follows: “I am the pure principle of my subjectivity, and as such I distinguish myself from all that does not seem to be essential to the same degree”. That is: “I distinguish myself from the body, the molecules and cells of which are constantly changing; and I also distinguish myself from feelings, thoughts and emotions that come and go”.

It can be helpful to imagine an onion with its many concentric layers one outside the other.

The most external layer is completely part of the onion although relatively extrinsic compared to the next more intimate layer.

The most external layer can symbolise the physical body.

The next layers can symbolise the sensations, which are received from the body although they are already part of the psyche.

With the even more internal layers one can symbolise concepts and reasoning, more intellectual assessments that organise sensations and give them the meanings they assume over time for the person. 

The onion’s even more intimate layers can be the symbols of the person’s emotional life, his feelings.

The most intimate of feelings seems to be the one each of us has of his own personal identity. I said “seems to be”, because it corresponds to the sense of self a person normally has when he is in a “normal” state of consciousness, when the brain’s left hemisphere is fully functioning.

When however the left hemisphere is quietened using hypnotic techniques to release the right hemisphere and allow it to fully express itself, the ego’s perception of itself changes: it no longer feels united with the usual feelings, thoughts and sensations. Here the ego feels detached from those phenomena of consciousness and even from the physical body.

Through the relaxation of all the muscles, the physical body is quietened. And the relaxation process now gradually affects let us say also the mind’s most rational, inferior and external part.

After the body, in the end, the mind itself, I mean that part of the mind, is “put to sleep”, it is “suspended”, it is “neutralised”.

Now, so to speak, all that remains is the perception an individual has of himself as of a subjectivity that only exists in potential, devoid of all contents of consciousness and transparent to itself. This is the experience we can each have of ourselves, as pure “I”, as pure Self.

This is experience one must embark on personally. The starting point is the relaxation of the muscles we have discussed. However, this relaxation of the body’s muscles must expand to also involve the rational mind, usually also in continuous spasmodic activity.

For us this consists in being able to de-identify, both from the physical body, the rational mind that receives sensations from the body and reprocesses them into judgements by the intellect, and finally from that emotiveness that makes us feel like distinct individuals and in a certain way one separate from the other, from the environment, and from the totality of being.

During our own century, Sri Aurobindo reformulated what in the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga school of thought is a very ancient methodology for the search, discovery and definition of the Self.

He distinguishes between a positive and a negative discipline. The negative method consists in repeating to oneself “I am not the body” and then “I am not life” and then also “I am not the mind, or the movements, or the senses, or thought”.

Hence, creating a constant abyss between us and the things we tend to identify with, little by little the veils will fall from our eyes and the Self will begin to become visible for our experience.

It is precisely at this point that we will be able to say in the positive way: “I am That, the pure, the eternal, the blessed”. And it is by concentrating on That all our thoughts and all our being, that we will “become That” in the end. 
Here in the West, Roberto Assagioli uses the same reasons for presenting a psychological path for the discovery of the Self as self-consciousness.

Assagioli follows the process through which each human being discovers himself as an empiric, personal subject, distinct from all others and in a way separate. During those initial stages, each is inclined to define himself more or less as follows: “I am persuaded and I affirm that I am a Centre of pure self-awareness, of pure self-consciousness; I am a Centre of will, capable of dominating, directing, using all my psychic functions and my body”. And it is in this specific sense that the subject of such an experience can say “I am”. 

The “I” revealed by such an experience does acknowledge itself as the centre of all psychic activity. It is however able to see itself as clearly and totally distinct from these psychic activities.

How and when does this discernment take place? It takes place in the very initial stages of that exercise of de-identification and auto-identification” that Assagioli proposes for those wishing to gain awareness of the Self.

This is a meditation thanks to which one can become aware that – not following pure logic, but personally, through a direct experience - the I is totally distinct from its functions (although it is implemented through them).

Hence the person could for example say to himself: “I have an emotional life, but these are not my emotions, my feelings”.

Normally a person can say: “I am annoyed”. He does not however realise that these words represent a psychological grammatical mistake easily made; it is not however correct to identify the “I” with psychological conditions that seem changeable and contradictory. One should instead say: “There is within me a state of annoyance”.

One progressively becomes de-identified from the body, emotions, desires and the mind itself. This is all preparation for the final and very positive stage of meditation, in which the person identifies with that pure Self that is enlightened through self-awareness.

If the Self is the real centre of the personality, the consequence is obvious: the person really wishing to gain awareness of himself will have to centre himself within the Self, he will have to identify with the Self.

See Sri Aurobindo, The synthesis of Yoga, Pondicherry, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, 1970; R. Assagioli, Psychosynthesis: individual and social: some suggested lines of research, Psychosynthesis Research Foundation, New York, 1965; same atthor, Principi e metodi della psicosintesi terapeutica (Principles and methods of therapeutic psycho-synthesis), Astrolabio, Rome 1973.

6.   This technique is also found 

       in the mental techniques 

       used by the Indian Upanishads 

       Vedanta and Yoga schools of thought

        Here the ascetic de-identifies 

        from all that is not the Self

        Since he acknowledges himself only in the Self 

        it is only with the Self that he attempts 

        to establish a full and perfect unity

In the course of the history of India’s spirituality, the discovery of the Self takes place in the stage that takes its name from the documents that have been left by the Upanishads.

The Veda man addressed earthly goodness and pleasures with great enthusiasm and entrusted himself to rituals to obtain the fulfilment of his own desires.

The Upanishads man instead appears replete and disenchanted; for him worldly things are fleeting and life is a painful illusion, appreciated by many only due to ignorance. The only permanent and unchangeable reality, the only thing that is not ephemeral is what we are able to discover inside ourselves. It is ignorance that leads us to exchange illusions for reality. Real knowledge allows us to experience, deep within ourselves, the identity of the profound Self (the Atman) with the Absolute self (the Brahman): the real I of each human being is identical to the divine I.

“This [Brahman] [is what] you are”: a literal translation of the Sanskrit Tat tvam asi. These three words of the Chandogya Upanishad (6, 8, 7) express the great spiritual discovery, from which the following corollary actually derives: “He who knows the Brahman becomes him” (Mundaka Upanishad, 3, 2, 9). He effectively becomes the Brahman because he has always been him. In the end “one becomes what one thinks” (Maitry Upanishad, VI, 34).

The knowledge that allows this is not of course mere intellectual knowledge: it is rather a vital existential form of knowledge, knowledge that does not remain detached from its object to consider it from an external position, but rather permeates it, experiences it, assimilates it.

The more he de-identifies with the external world, his own physical body, his sensations, thoughts, feelings, and the very meaning of his own separate individuality, the more the Upanishads ascetic addresses attention to the Self. This de-identification from all empirics is motivated by a devaluation of empirics as such.

All that is empiric - the external world, information coming from sensations, objects of passion - is nothing but fleetingness, caducity, suffering and illusion. It is therefore reasonable to turn to the Self, the only authentic reality, and the only real good. This is what the Upanishads ascetic believes.

The procedure described so far is different. One achieves an experience of the Self moving on from relaxation and extending it to sensations, thoughts, feelings, and the very feeling of one’s own separateness.

Although the procedure is dissimilar, there remains however an analogy. This because both the Upanishads man, and this new meditating figure we are outlining, reach this experience of the Self through their own de-identification from all different elements, from all and any Non-Self.

The meditating person turns attention away from the Non Self, to the extent of neutralising it, and instead concentrates on the Self. As Shankara says, this consists in “having the inner eye turned towards the Atman, the supreme Reality” (Vivekacudamani, 336).

“Remain still and satisfied within the Brahman”, suggests the teacher of the advaita Vedanta (“non dualist”, hence monist).

It is “like a king in the middle of his army", who “needs to firmly establish oneself in one’s own Self and reduce the universe in the Bralunan” (V., 265).

It is by keeping “the mind concentrated on the Atman” that one can make great progress in the search for Self. On the contrary, “for he who pursues knowledge of the Brahman there is no worse death than distraction” (327).

The ascetic is animated by that intense, uncontrollable desire that is the “yearning to achieve the Brahman” (318). “Like the caterpillar that wishes to become a wasp, becomes one, the yogi, acutely contemplating what is real, fulfils it. And like the caterpillar, putting aside all other interests, intensely aspires only to become a wasp, the yogi, contemplating the Paramatman [i.e. the Brahman], achieves the Paramatman” (358-359).

One can assume a dual attitude that corresponds to a dual invitation: 1) “contemplate the Atman that is beatitude and the source of liberation; 2) and also “renounce all that is Non-Self, and generates suffering” (379).

Hence the need to be “detached from all objects external to the senses and the I itself”. It is this “impartial” attitude that makes possible this neutralisation of the Non Self (373). “Impartiality and enlightened discernment are for an individual what two wings are for a bird” (374).

Here is another warning, strictly coherent with the overall view: “Hence you must eliminate all desire for the objects of the senses, dangerous poisons that are the bearers of death; abandon the pride of the caste, of the family and social status; abstain from acting, do not identify with the body, the mind etc. all unreal things, and fix your awareness on the Atman, because, in truth, you are the Witness, you are Brahman, with no duality, supreme, uncontaminated by the mind” (179).

Identifying with the Self, de-identifying from the body and the mind: these concepts are now clear and have been emphasised.

What is the Witness? I would say that it consists in the act of the conscience, in relation to which everything exists. Is it conceivable that something might exist outside a consciousness that thinks of it as existent? If one really meditates upon this, it will appear as definitely unconceivable. Hence the need for an act of consciousness that enlightening all the rest provides it with meaning.

The consciousness’ phenomena - sensations, thoughts, feelings - are fleeting, they come and go. The totality of the consciousness’ phenomena can vanish and dissolve: the consciousness remains in all its pureness, a consciousness without phenomena, thought that thinks of nothing, a sense of pure subjectivity that is totally transparent unto itself.

All this is perceived in an intimate experience. And then, within this extremely particular experience, the astonishment of discovering that pure consciousness, and this alone, remains after all things and phenomena have vanished: “Where has the universe gone? Who made it vanish? I just saw it and now it has disappeared already. Oh the wonder of this mirage!” (483).

The ascetic who has experienced this says: “...I no longer see, I no longer know and feel anything, I am Atman, eternal beatitude, distinct from all other forms” (485).
The Atman-Brahman seems to him “beyond all differentiations created by the maya”, by illusion and hence “without parts; without shape” (237-238). And also “without quality” (468), “without activity” (465), “pure”, “uncontaminated”, “supremely pacified” (237-238), “beyond all activity” (397).

It is “without beginning and without end” (240), “eternal” and “immutable” (294).

It is “the real” and “the everything” (237-238), although “beyond being and not being” (266, 294).

It is the “Inner Self” (131) and also the “Self of everyone” (240) and “the subject of all things” (466).

It is “elusive” (467), “thin” (468) and yet of “incomparable greatness” (240).

“Not-manifest” (237-238), it seems “incomprehensible” and “beyond the mind and beyond words” (469), “incomparable” (464), “incommensurable” (237-238, 240).

In its “fullness” (240) it is “happy” (237-239); it is in fact, “constant and full beatitude” (131), “it is of the nature of the essence of supreme beatitude” (237-238).

It is obvious that all these expressions acquire meaning within the framework of an experience, out of which they would mean nothing.

Personally I can testify that not only these concepts appear clear to me, but also that they are confirmed by experiences such as those achievable though relaxation and de-identifying exercises I myself have personally and really experienced.

It is not of course that I wish to compare these intimate experiences to those of authentic and profound students of the search for the Self in ancient India or in our times: compared to their spiritual conquests, mine is only a hint of an experience, sufficient however to provide me with the feeling that I understand what they say and am fully at ease with this. What more could I say?

It is now time to move from the monist Vedanta to Yoga. In particular I mean Raja Yoga or Royal Yoga, addressed in the most direct, centred and exclusive manner at experiencing the Self.

As Vedanta is linked above all to Shankara's name, Raja Yoga has its basic document in Patanjali’s Aphorisms.

The Vedanta greatly recommends perseverance in addressing the objective of the Self. Just as the caterpillar only wishes to become a wasp and wishes with all its strength to become one, those who practice Vedanta look away from all that is not the Self and look exclusively at the Self making it the object of all their desires and continuously only think and dream of achieving full unity with their own Self.

One could briefly summarise this as follows: the Vedanta exhorts one to ceaselessly and endlessly address this objective; Yoga predisposes the means. In what sense?

Let us now attempt to clarify the terms of the vast question we are now presented with.

The ascetic who follows the Hindu tradition wishes to achieve a state of awareness involving total unification with the Self, and his aim is to conquer this permanently, with no danger of returning to his previous state.

What now opposes such a final conquest? The basic obstacle comes from mental vortexes, which tend to return to the mind its normal restlessness, in spite of all attempts to silence them.

A long spiritual path that requires extreme commitment, in the end manages to destroy all these kinds of tendencies, which expressed themselves at a conscious level. However, if one has not takes the subconscious into account, one must always fear that from its depths other forms of vortexes may take shape, destined to emerge to always threaten the balance achieved with such an effort.

Hence one must implement techniques addressed at acting on the subconscious and keeping it under control.

In the Patanjali’s classical presentation, Yoga techniques are organised in the famous eight “members”.

The first thing consists in inviting the disciple to respect his moral duties so as to provide himself with “brakes”, a “bridles”, and “reins”. This is the meaning of Yama, a word that describes the first member.

The second one is called Niyama and consists in obeying religious precepts.

Being in the correct position is fundamental: it eliminates all effort and helps concentration: this is the Asana or “seat”.

Then there is a correct way for breathing, Pranayama. Irregular and changing breathing corresponds to a dispersed and agitated mind, while regular and rhythmic breathing helps a calm and concentrated mind. This new way of breathing will no longer be so natural; there is something forced about it, also emphasising the idea that everything must be under control by exercising a strong will that is also very determined to overcome all opposing forces and all obstacles.

Pratyahara is the subtraction from the senses of external objects and all stimuli, solicitations and attractions that may affect the soul of the meditating person.

“Fixing one’s thoughts on only one point” (Yoga Sutra, III, 1), Dharana is that concentration that requires a particular methodical form of exercise, so that final unification may also be definitive, with no more involutions.

Dhyana is the real meditation of those who, having concentrated on a given object, wish to assimilate it. As Vyasa explains when commenting the Sutra III, 2, this is “a continuous mental effort to assimilate the object of meditation, free from all other efforts to assimilate other objects”.

At the top of the range there is Samadhi, which is “attention”; this is the supreme state of unified consciousness. In this the yogi achieves full and permanent unity with the Self. It is a mental state in which one has a continuous experience of the Self and in which one can bring other phenomena to mind only to the extent that they are needed for the ascetic’s daily survival, his relations with the external environment, his teaching and his earthly mission.

See The Upanishads, Penguin Books Ltd, UK, 2004. For the Vivekacudamani by Shankara, Italian translation and comment by Raphael, Ashram Vidya, Rome 1981. For the Yogasutra of Patanjali, see The Patanjala yoga sutra, with Vyasa commentary, Engl. transl. from Sanscrit, Sham Sunder Mulkraj Puri, Kapurthla, Punjab, 1943. And also Yoga Sutra of Patanjali, DK Print World Pvt. Ltd., India, 2001. 

As far as more recent masters are concerned, I would suggest Sri Aurobindo, The synthesis of Yoga, Pondicherry, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, 1970; Sri Aurobindo, A practical guide to integral Yoga, Extracts compiled from the writings of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry 1959.

I would also advise The teachings of Ramana Maharshi, edited by A. Osborne, York Beach, Me., Samuel Weiser, 1996; Be as you are, Teachings of Sri Ramana Maharshi, edited by D. Godman, Arkana, UK, 2004; The spiritual teaching of Ramana Maharshi, foreword by C. G. Jung, Shambala, Berkeley & London, 1972; V. Ganapatimuni, Forty verses in praise of Sri Ramana, Sanskrit text with translation into English, Niranjanananda Swami, Tiruvannamalai 1936; Ramana, Shankara and the Forty Verses, Foreword by Alan Jacobs, Watkins Publishing, UK, 2002. 

Unlike Sri Aurobindo, Ramana Maharshi seems to refer more to non-dualist Vedanta than to Yoga with its techniques addressed at a prior control of the unconscious. One must remember that when he was about twenty years old he read and translated Shankara’s Vivekacudamani into Tamil.

The following are a number of his more significant sayings: “Remove ignorance. That is all that needs to be done”. “...Real knowledge does not create a new being for you, it only removes your ignorance”. “The first stage is to hear the truth. If understanding is not still, one must practice meditation and uninterrupted contemplation”.

As Ramana also says, to fulfil the Self however, some only need to listen, other need to reflect for a period of time, and those less fortunate instead “need many years of intense spiritual practice to reach the goal of fulfilling the Self”.

According to Ramana Maharshi the search for the Self can be implemented either by turning to that Self that is the source of the empiric “I”, or by abandoning oneself to the God that consists of the Self and identifies in it. There is no transcendence of God, no duality as to the empiric “I”. The strictly religious aspect that presupposes the reality, in God, of also a dimension involving total otherness is lacking here.

Sri Ramakrishna instead is also a devout person. In Ramakrishna the search for the Self is integrated with a religious search for the living and personal God, which we shall discuss in Chapters 14-20.

From the very beginning Ramakrishna was devoted to the Divine Mother, hence to the God who is personal and active in the creation of the world. He was however also initiated to advaita (non dualist) Vedanta and to the experience of the pure Self. Having in succession followed the teachings of many masters from a vast variety of schools, he wished to re-experience the most different spiritual experiences and even the strictly religious ones belonging to Hinduism, and, to a certain extent, also those of Christian and Islamic monotheism.

I wish to quote two passages from his work that clarify his thought with regard to the impossibility of reducing God of religious devotion to a mere illusory aspect of the Self.

First: “The advaitist [meaning he who, like Shankara, professes a non dualist vision of reality] must not say: ‘My point of view is the only correct, rational and sustainable one. Those who believe in one personal God are mistaken’. God’s personal manifestations are no less real, but, on the contrary, infinitely more real than the body, thought and the external world”.

Second: “Thinking of God as a shapeless Being is perfectly correct. But be careful not to believe that this point of view is the only true one and that all others are false. Meditation on God perceived as a Being with shape is equally correct. Stick to your own beliefs until you have ‘achieved’ God; through this all will become clear to you”.

See L' enseignement de Ramakrishna, textes groupes et annotes par Jean Herbert, Paris, Albin Michel, 1949.

The study by M. Eliade Techniques du yoga (Yoga techniques), Gallimard, Paris 1948, is especially important in connection with religious phenomenology in general.

For an introduction to the vast scenario of spiritual research in India and for comparison with that which developed throughout the history of Christianity, I wish to now mention a book that has been rather forgotten but is very clear and useful: Il misticismo indiano e cristiano (Indian and Christian mysticism) by V. Vezzani, Bocca, Milan 1951.
7.   Upanishads, Vedanta and Yoga 

      see the Self as the only Reality 

      and the only ultimate End

     The substance of the creation 

      the values of humanism 

      and the religious relationship face to face 

      with the living God appear belittled

      A more careful analysis however 

      and a better integrated consideration 

      indicate a far more complex and articulate reality

It is now time to address a number of issues. Yoga is not pure research for ecstasy as a gratifying experience, representing a kind of evading life. What Yoga intends to create is a man solidly anchored to reality, an individual with excellent human foundations; a man who does his duty, respects his commitments in the world and also his duties towards the divinity, a religious man.

I wish first of all to say a few words about Pranayama. Bearing in mind the importance breathing assumes also in relaxation in autogenic training and sofrology. Slow and rhythmic breathing allows the individual to become calm and serene, to provide himself with a rule and a rhythm, to deepen relaxation.

So this kind of breathing helps the person to better enter the sofronic or self-hypnotic state. Such is the altered state of consciousness that, as we have seen, on one hand encourages the suspension of usual, normal and daily experiences, and on the other helps the experience of the Self to emerge.

Rhythmic breathing is a precious help for those following the path mentioned in these first pages. Its great usefulness and effectiveness are extremely authoritatively confirmed with the Yoga tradition. 

The emancipation of the senses from external objects and their solicitations (Pratyahara) can be linked to the process of de-identification, that must be followed not only with regard to realities that are part of the environment, but also to the physical body and even to the mind: ideas, images, feelings, that always however bind us, condition us and become obstacles in the search for the Self.

I wish however do add something about Dharana, which means concentration. Dharana, “fixing thought on one single point”, acts on the unconscious, educating it to keep its attention on what the object of one’s exclusive attention is meant to represent. As he progressively becomes stronger also at a subliminal level, the person becomes less vulnerable and increasingly less exposed to returning to the previous state.

Moving on now to Dhyana (meditation) I would like to observe that careful consideration helps us to increasingly characterise that particular form of knowledge that is achieved through meditation: this is not at all an intellectualist, abstract and detached objectifying form of knowledge; quite the contrary, it is knowledge that “assimilates” its object, as Vyasa says; it is knowledge that makes the object its own through experience: hence a vital form of knowledge, existential knowledge par excellance.

Finally let us address Samadhi, the eighth and final stage of this spiritual ascent. What Yoga acknowledges about Samadhi repeats and implements what both the Upanishads, and the non dualist Vedanta have always said and repeated about the final immersion of the ascetic in the Brahman.

In the course of the entire Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga trend of thought, the Brahman is considered the only reality in a vortex of illusory appearances.

There s some truth in this, but one cannot be absolutist. This needs to be reappraised.

In what sense? This can be expressed in just a few words: the Brahman is the heart of everything, it is not everything; the Brahman is the stronghold, not the entire city; the Brahman is the root, it is not the tree; the Brahman is the source, it is not the river.

The world is formed by the thoughts of the Brahman, but nothing authorises us to reach the conclusion that these are evanescent thoughts, clouds dissolved by the wind, a sand castle that a wave knocks over reducing it to a heap of shapeless sand, a soap bubble ready to burst.

And what if a God, understood in a strong sense, should think strong thoughts? The God of the Jewish-Christian and Islamic tradition is a strong God, the creator of a very solid and real world.

God is one and always the same; however, there is a great and fundamental difference between the God perceived by Christianity and God as perceived by the Hindu tradition of the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga trend: this tradition really and fully considers only the Self as God, while the Christian God is one and trine.

In the Hindu perspective we are referring to, God can also express himself in one of his inferior ways of being as the Divinity that creates and works within the created world: this is the Lord Ishvara, this is the Bride or Paredra of the absolute immobile God who dancing around him generates changeable illusory forms of the world; this is the Divine Mother.

Compared to the Self, this way of being of the Divinity is decidedly inferior and subordinated; and in a sense also appears illusory since only the Self is fully real.

The God of Christian theology also expresses himself in a multitude of ways of being that are distinct and different.

The Father can be compared to the Brahman: a pure act of awareness that precedes all determination.

The Son or Logos or Word or eternal Inage of the Father is real and absolute awareness of all that exists, has existed and will exist.

The Holy Spirit is God’s real creative work, manifesting itself both since the origin, and then also through the creation, evolution and history of humankind, to then bring all this to its perfecting fulfilment.

These however are ways of being all equally absolute: the Son is no less God than the Father and the Holy Spirit is no less God than the Father and the Son.

And it is precisely this not inferior reality of the other two divine Persons that allows Christianity’s One and Trine God to place into being a reality consisting, yes, in thought, but a strong thought and hence a strong reality, not illusory, and all but ghostly.

Only a perception attributing equal and full reality to all aspects of God, at all levels of divine life, can result in consequences such as:

1) the full ontological consistency of the creation;

2) the fill value of humanism;

3) the full meaning of a face to face relationship with God, hence of prayer and more in general of religious life.

I believe that in view of these considerations, one can conclude that:

1) nothing authorises us to state that the pure Self (or Brahman) is the only reality;

2) nothing authorises us to state that all other realities are illusory, including the deriving levels of the Divinity itself: hence the second Person of the Trinity (Nous or Logos or Son or absolute Consciousness of all things) and the third Person (the Holy Spirit in Christian words; the Soul of the world in neo-Platonic terms; or finally, according to the Hindu tradition, Lord Ishvara or Shakti or Divine Mother);

3) nothing authorises us to state that the search for the Self provides us with the only possible knowledge of authentic realities, while all other forms of knowledge have as object nothing but illusory forms;

4) on the contrary, everything authorises us to state that the search for Self is one of the possible expressions in a broader and more integrated spiritual research.

I previously said that the Self, the Brahman is not the river, but rather the source; it is not the tree, but the root; not the city, but the stronghold. I can complete this thought qualifying the search for the Self as precisely a study having as its object the root and not the tree, and so on.

It is obviously always possible to study the whole tree. But would a study of the tree that did not include the root be a complete one?

Hence the study of the root is necessary, as part of the study on the tree. The search for Self should not be perceived as the only valid form of research, but as a very fundamental part of a far more complex research. 

There is another image that is dear to me. When I travel by plane, I always try and get a window seat, from where I can admire the wonderful view one has.

The sky is often cloudy: clouds the plane travels through when it takes off, carrying us instantly to an altitude from which one can see clear skies. The clouds are now below us. They provide a vision of a wonderful landscape and yet they cover the earth down below.

Well, the thick layer of cloud, that obstructs our view of the earth, allows us to concentrate on contemplating the sky. This is a vision we can enjoy for as long as the flight lasts, at the end of which we will land, returning to earthly experiences. These experiences too are a fundamental part of a more complex integrated experience, totally valid in all its aspects.

Part III

THE DIVINE DIMENSION OF THE ONE-ALL

8.   A more careful analysis indicates that 

      the world’s beings are anything but illusory

      Four-dimensional realities, in which the totality 

      of events and beings are all contemporary 

      in an eternal present, form all together the One-All 

      and nothing is illusory or in vain

      The One-All is a particular level 

       or way of being of the Absolute 

       that is completely distinct from the pure Self

       Studies concerning the parapsychology of precognition 

       relativist physics and the philosophy of Parmenides and Spinoza 

       all converge in this vision.

We have mentioned this first, fundamental way of being, originating from the Divinity that is the Self. It is perceived in the Samadhi, the highest level achievable in the research for the Self.

The Upanishads, Vedanta and Yoga consider this the only reality, compared to which both empiric phenomena, the beings of the world and the less original God's ways of being (those – let us say – deriving from the Divinity itself) all appear illusory.

Only the Self really coincides with the Divinity. And so what happens to the living God of the religious experience? The Hindu traditions identify Him with the God’s Bride or Paredra, or with the Divine Mother, or they also call him the Lord Ishvara. Religious people see in this Divinity, the object of all adoration, and Yogis and similar people cannot deny such expressions of the Divine. They accept them, but end up by emptying them to a certain extent. They end up by considering them, more than the Self’s ways of being, its ways of appearing within a reality that is also all appearance and illusion.

I will now briefly analyse the various schools of thought opposing this illusory manner of perceiving all that does not coincide with the pure Self. They do not all follow the same beliefs; they have different starting points, but they certainly come to similar conclusions.

Among other things, parapsychology studies phenomena concerning clairvoyance of the future. Many future events have been foreseen so precisely and in such detail, that chance is reduced infinitely. The probabilities that they were guessed by chance are so small that one can in practice exclude this.

All that still stands is the hypothesis that what we call the “future” and “tomorrow”, are in reality co-present with our “today”. This obviously not in the sphere of temporal order, but in a more inclusive further dimension.

Contemporary physics help us prove the relativity not only of space, but also of time. It provides us with models for perceiving time as a fourth dimension of space. Considered from a superior point of view, later events are perceivable as contemporary.

This idea is graphically expressed with a geometrical shape know as “space-time or "chrono-topic" (cronos, in Greek means “time”, topos means “space”).

The drawing shows us a space organised in various points, just as we can see in any other geometrical shape of real things, or a painting, or a photograph, such as what we see in front of ourselves every time we open our eyes. So far, very easy.

But a space-time drawing provides us with something more when it represents in spatial terms also the passing of time.

How does it do this? It’s simple: of space’s three dimensions it simply expresses one less, and hence the third spatial dimension remains available for representing time. Hence time is reduced to a spatial dimension with a procedure that allows us to see its various successive moments in absolute contemporaneity.

In the graphic presentation of space-time designs there are variations corresponding to the various theories; hence there is one by Minkowski, one by De Sitter and one by Castelnuovo.

In addition to these schematised tables, we are helped by more realistic representations that we can use as symbols. A novel consists in a series of pages that are to be read one after the other and are however simultaneously present. As one picks up that book, one holds the entire history in absolute contemporaneity.

Let us imagine a novel about the history of humankind and even the entire evolution of the cosmos. It is all simultaneously present in the book we are looking at.

Let us now also imagine that we remove the pages from the book and tidily glue them all in the right order on a large wall. If we had powerful enough eyes and minds to read it all in one single moment, then the entire history and cosmic evolution would be under our eyes in absolute contemporaneity.

Opening a comic magazine we see cartoons illustrating a series of events drawn on the same page: and now the “before” and the “after” are simultaneously present under our eyes.

Something very similar happens when we consult a railway timetable. We see there a series of stations, listed one after the other, each with arrival and departure times. In one single instant we grasp the entire route followed by the train in a series of different moments.

Conclusions of this kind, which we come to nowadays, had already been anticipated at the earliest stages of western philosophy; one should bear in mind the Eleatic School, and in particular, Parmenides. 

This philosopher from Magna Grecia begins by stating that every time we think, we think about something, hence about a being. Now what is cannot become; birth and death, or even pure and simple becoming, are a passage from non-being to being and from being to non-being, and such a transformation is unconceivable according to logic.

Hence the Being is immutable forever: it is eternal. Furthermore the Being presents itself as a compact, continuous, self-contained reality. What it is, exists in an absolute, total and undividable manner.

One can observe that Parmenides reaches these conclusions starting from considerations that are purely rational and to which he applies strict logic.

Of course this concept contains something that is absolute: all concepts are themselves in an absolute manner, without compromise, without approximations, with no ‘more or less’. The triangle is a triangle, in an absolute manner, and in an equally absolute manner it is not a quadrilateral; with the same absoluteness with which it is not a plane with a million angles. There are no plusses and minuses here. No geometer would say that the triangle is not a quadrilateral a little less than a pentagon is not one, and even less than a hexagon is not a triangle, and so on. The triangle is absolutely itself, it is not absolutely what is different, the non-self: and that is that!

The conclusions reached according to the strict application of logic and starting from absolutely exact premises are equally absolute.

Other philosophers have reached what are of course personal and different intuitions that are however quite similar to those reached by Parmenides.

One of these was for example Plotinus. In Plotinus’ philosophy there is the One, an originating metaphysical principle very similar to the Self of Indian ascetics. Then however he moves on to discuss a first emancipation of the One: the Nous, or divine Intellect, the absolute Mind that understands all ideas of things in perfect contemporary unity, coeternal.

The Nous, which we could describe as the second Person of Plotinus’ Trinity, seems to correspond to the second Person of the Christian Trinity. This too is perceived as a universal, absolute Mind that thinks of all the beings of the created world as well as of the entire succession of events in the unity of one same eternal moment. It is by thinking of them that the divine Consciousness provides creatures every sense of being.

It is at this level that Dante, having reached the summit of paradise, sees “in that depth… in one volume clasp’d of love, what’er the universe unfolds!” (Par. XXXIII, 85-87).

Many centuries later, Parmenides’ monism, his concept of the One-All absolute, eternal, omni-inclusive and containing all reality, reappeared in Spinoza.

According to this philosopher, who lived in Holland during the 17th century, there is only one reality: God. If “substance” is “what one perceives within oneself and for oneself”, God is the only substance. “Being belongs to the nature of substance”, adds Spinoza. And he concludes that there can only be one Being: God, who exists thanks to himself.

Spinoza moves on to address God’s characteristics. Here we are interested in remembering these words of his, contained in the Brief Treatise on God, man and his happiness: God is the immanent not the transient cause, because he enacts all with himself and nothing outside himself; because there is nothing outside God.

The beings of the world have no existence of their own. They only exist in God, as His ways of being. And if all is good in God, all is equally good in a world that only exists in God. What we call evil is such only for human beings who possess an inadequate and imperfect awareness of reality.

According to Spinoza "the strong man” must instead, consider that all things proceed from the needs of divine nature and that hence all he considers as troublesome and bad, and also as ungodly, horrible, unjust and vile arises from what he sees in a disturbed, mutilated and confused manner (Ethics, IV, 73, Scholium.

If I may now comment, I would say that all this characterisation seems without doubt exact and correct, but only when referred to that particular level of being Referred to different levels it seems instantly disclaimed by experience in the most clear and obvious manner.

Parmenides and Spinoza refute that the experience appearing to disclaim what they say is illusory. It is an illusion that might soon be revealed as such, at the end of a human being’s earthly life, let us say after seventy years. In this case it would be an illusion lasting a lifetime. But after all what is an illusion lasting a lifetime if not life itself? Hence, for as long as there is life, that illusion is precisely reality.

Let us now address different levels of reality. One can distinguish between the level of pure Self and a level of the One-All.

With regard to the level of Self, all mentioned by the Upanishads, monist Vedanta and Raja Yoga is fine and appropriate.

Regards to the level of the One-All everything said by Parmenides and Spinoza and the parapsychology of precognition is fine, and the relativist physics of time-space converge in their conclusions.

All said about the Trinity seems very suggestive to me. If I may return to this subject, I would now like to address these two divine levels so that they respectively coincide with the first two Persons.

Let us now move on to a third level of being, in which time and space and the future are normal and in which to a great extent, evil is dramatically dominant: physical and moral evil in all its forms, suffering, guilt, evilness and sin.

We have mentioned two Persons of the divine Trinity and one must ask oneself how and in what sense one can speak of a third one. Hence the preliminary question: could one say that this third level of being, the last one mentioned, also corresponds to one of the Divinity’s ways of being?

The answer seems to be provided by religious experience. It is precisely at this level that one experiences the transcendent and creator God, the ‘totally other’ God, with whom it is possible to establish a personal relationship of the ‘me-you’ kind through prayer.

Returning for a moment to the second level, there Parmenides can really say that “nowhere is there a more nor a less ‘being’", but only “a oneness filled with being” (fragment 8). And of course one can also say that at this second level God is everything in all realities, and hence all is goodness, all is perfection.

Nonetheless at the third level the opposite is true: at the third level God appears present in to various extents and in different ways; He appears more present in values and far less in negative values.

At this third level, God is present above all in goodness, in what is beautiful, in the truth and in sanctity.

At this level the tercet with which Dante starts his Paradise seems especially appropriate: “His glory, by whose might all things are moved / pierces the universe, and in one part / sheds more resplendence and elsewhere less”.

Hence we see outlined, at their respective levels, the three divine Persons, the Divinity’s corresponding three ways of being:

1) The Plotinian God the Father and One, pure Self and original Beginning of the Divinity Itself;

2) God the Son, the Word, Logos, Nous, Intellect, omni-inclusive, eternal Consciousness, absolute of all realities and all events and therefore One-All, one and total Thought, one and total Being;

3) God the Holy Spirit or Soul of the World, who creates the universe without identifying with it, and also, operating within it as an immanent force, brings the creation to perfective fulfilment.

We now find ourselves developing all that concerns the second divine Person, the Divinity’s second way of being and the level of reality. We should address this subject in full, without however ever totalising it, without ever forgetting that it is part of a vaster and more complex whole, and there alone can it discover its full meaning.
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9.   In following the premises already established 

      within Buddhism of the Great Vehicle 

      Zen also converges in a vision 

      of an absolute and eternal One-All

      And Zen comes to us 

      in its experiential and irrational 

      particular manner that nonetheless 

      confirms the essentiality of the discovery 

      of this new and different dimension of the Divinity. 

Both Parmenides and Spinoza come to the affirmation of a one, total and eternal Being through purely rational procedures. Even Spinoza’s ethics and metaphysics are more geometrico demonstrata, that is proved according strictly rational, "geometrical" demonstrations. As fragment 1 of what remains of his work recites, on a horse-drawn chariot Parmenides reaches the conclusion of the Being following “the path greatly celebrated by the goddess”: and this path, comments Sextus Empiricus, is “speculation founded on philosophical reasoning”.

It is astonishing that Zen should reach these same conclusions: this is achieved within a very different cultural and historical context, not only, also with a methodology that definitely disdains conceptual thought and is exclusively entrusted to irrational and experiential procedures.

Zen does not wish to be intelligible, hence understandable for the intellect, observes Alan Watts. Zen eludes, excites, puzzles, exhausts the intellect until it becomes clear that the intellectual act is restricted to investigating around realty; it provokes, irritates and once again exhausts all feelings until it becomes clear that these are nothing but impressions surrounding reality; and then, when the disciple reaches a blank wall, Zen fills the abyss existing between concepts which have an indirect knowledge of reality and immediate experience. 

Greek and western thought is usually instead very differently motivated in the rationalist sense. Parmenides and Plato attributed full rationality only to metaphysical realities and not at all (Parmenides) or much less (Plato) to the empiric realities of this world. Now, in correcting both these philosophers, Greek and western thought starts from the premise that each reality even in this world has its own identity: hence it is definable and can be conceptualised. Hence it attempts to explain the essence of things, their causes, their relationships, all proceeding with reason.

In the tradition of Buddhist spirituality instead the idea that the world’s realities are without identity becomes increasingly important: each takes life from other realities and exists, and continues and is transformed in others too.

So in Buddhism the world’s realities appear to increasingly escape all applications of logic. And it is increasingly stated that the secret of reality can only be perceived through an intuitive awareness, thanks to enlightenment, an inner awakening.

The Indian Buddhist monk Bodhidharma introduced Zen in China during the sixth century after Christ. In those days the Chinese Buddhists paid great attention on the traditions contained in the canonical texts that were extremely popular and read by many people. In that fervour of studying far more interest was shown for problems concerning exegesis and the organisation of ideas than practising meditation.

As referred and explained by a famous Vietnamese Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, it was within such a context that Bodhidharma presented Zen as follows: it is a separate transmission, outside the taught doctrine, not based on books, but directly addressing the spirit of man that he might see within his own nature and become an enlightened being. 

And what does “enlightenment” mean? This is said to be the question a philosopher posed to Buddha. He wished to know in what manner his doctrine was different with the following question.

“What method is this?... In other words: what do you do every day?”

“We walk, we eat, we wash, we sit down etc.”

“But what is so special about these actions? Everyone walks, eats, washes, sits down...”

“There is a difference Sir. When we walk we are conscious of the fact that we are walking, when we eat we are conscious of the fact that we are eating, and so on... When others walk, eat, wash, sit down, they are not aware of what they are doing”.

The practising Zen is involved in the “Process of the Three Studies”, that can be respectively expressed with three Sanskrit words: sila (discipline), samdi (concentration) and prajna (wisdom). This actually means “enlightening existence”, “producing the power of concentration” and “allowing wisdom to spring”.

The word “Discipline” should be understood here not as devotion to rules, even if moral ones, but rather as maintaining the body and the spirit in a permanent state of awareness of being. Here not only the intellect must work, but the totality of the human being.

With the power of concentration one draws on “wisdom”, that is enlightenment, awareness of being, the perception of the truth of being and of life. In this sense Zen implements what has always been the fundamental basis in Buddhism: Buddhism is a doctrine of reawakening, to be achieved not through studies and intellectual speculation, but by practising the “way”. It is in this sense that reawakening consists in knowledge acquired through direct experience, it is seeing within one’s own nature, it is a return to life.

Reawakening can occur in any circumstances; not only while practising zazen, hence meditation, seated with one’s legs crossed; not only in the course of a conversation with the roshi, the teacher; but while one works or when dealing with any daily occurrence.

It can even happen at the market as in this story:

While walking through a market, Banzan listened to the dialogue between a butcher and his client.

“Give me the best piece of meat you have", said the client.

“In my shop everything is the best there is", answered the butcher. "You will not find a piece of meat here that is not the best there is".

Banzan was enlightened by these words. 

We shall see how in the Zen perspective the butcher’s point of view is really enlightening as we continue reading this chapter: there is no good and evil in the Zen perspective, and not even good and less good, everything is at its best, everything is the fulfilment of being. (We have already seen something similar in Parmenides and in Spinoza).

The Zen master uses “fit means” to induce the disciple to pursue that experiential awareness. One must first of all break his habit of thinking in concepts.

More than being verbal, a fit means can consist in a gesture commentated then by a few words, or even without words when these appear pointless. In the following anecdote there is a professor in need of explanations, and the roshi provides them. It is hoped that the professor was enlightened, since the story does not tell us.

Nan-in, a Japanese teacher during the Meiji era (1868-1912), received a visit from a university professor who had come to question him about Zen.

Nan-in served tea. He filled his guest’s cup, and then he continued to pour.

The professor watched the tea spill over, then he could no longer remain silent: "It’s full. There isn’t room for any more!"

“Like this cup", said Nan-in, "you too are filled with your own opinions and conjectures. How can I explain Zen to you if you do not first empty your cup?".

One of the means used consists in a certain kind of question the teacher may formulate; or the answer he provides to a question posed in intellectual terms by his disciple. Questions and answers are formulated in non-logical terms, but on the contrary, so as to cause a crisis on all forms of logic and to induce the disciple to eliminate logic and rely only on experience in the most direct possible manner.

Here are a number of examples of such questions or koans: “Two hand clapping make a certain sound; what sound does one make?”

“How can a duck that has grown up inside a bottle get out without damaging itself or the bottle?”

“A man hanging over a precipice is holding on to the branch of a tree using only his teeth, because his hands are full and he has nowhere to put his feet. A friend asks him: ‘What is Zen?’ What would you say if you were that man?”

Humphreys explains that all these problems are without solution and are not addressed at reason. They are needed to purge the mind, causing a surprising explosion. He remembers that Professor Daisetz Suzuki who compared koans to deadly poisons, which, once taken, result in a stomach ache and the intestine is affected by repeated convulsions as the Chinese would say. 

What happens to the poor disciple? He is totally astonished, he may at a certain point refuse to eat and be unable to sleep and even have a fever. However, it is through that tension that in the end the spark leading to enlightenment that Humphreys describes as follows may be set off: Knowing that everything is the One - this is a conquest worth every possible effort. 

The question however may come from the disciple. Here is a quite famous one: “What were Bodhidharma’s intentions when he came to China?”

The master Tchao Tcheu answered: “Look at the cypress tree in the courtyard”.

Here the koan lies entirely in the answer.

In posing the question, the disciple is still using concepts. Furthermore, he speaks of intentions, within a context in which life is, on the contrary, to be enjoyed and understood in the present, never with objectives in the future.

And what basically is the master’s answer? It consists in frustrating and causing a crisis in the pupil’s rational procedures. It is a call to a direct experience, to the experience he can achieve at that very moment and in that place looking at the cypress tree in the courtyard in which they are at the time. Instead of providing an intellectual explanation, the master shows him reality to be instantly experienced.

What could be an explanatory-rational procedure is replaced by a really sui generis answer reduced, or almost reduced to an ostensive gesture.

One must learn to look at the cypress tree, and therefore one will in the end see it as it really is, which coincides after all with the truth of the person looking at it and with the truth of all things and all existence. In the end looking at the cypress tree leads one to discover the truth of being, to gaining awareness of this.

The cypress tree does not have an identity of its own clearly and rigorously distinguishing it from all the rest of the world. There is little use here for the Aristotelian-scholastic logic of the “A is equal to A” and of the “A is not equal to Non-A”. The cypress tree rises from the earth and is nourished with water, air and the sun. It forms a whole with the rest of the world in the present and in the past. The cypress tree is equal to the non-cypress tree.

If you will allow me a brief observation I would like to say that:

1) Aristotelian logic is only fully applied within the world of abstract concepts created by our minds;

2) its application is far more restricted in the real world, in which beings inter-penetrate, are born one from the other, live one within the other, differ in a relative manner;

3) hence actually nothing authorises us to state that logic is purely and simply inapplicable as far as the real world is concerned.

Zen is far more extreme, exasperating the gap between the world’s beings and concepts.

Why such an exasperation? I believe it derives from the different manner in which the beings of the world are perceived: we believe that each of these may have a specific identity, while Buddhism, especially Mahayana and above all Zen, see them in a far more monist manner all together in the unity of the only absolute Being.

One should remember Parmenides: he thought that Being is One and that multiplicity is appearance. One should remember Spinoza too: he thought that the beings of the world are ways of being of the Divinity. The beings of the world did not have their own real identities for either of these philosophers.

Something similar, always mutatis mutandis, can be said about the Zen vision. Here, as generally in Mahayana Buddhism, the world’s beings are each devoid of their own dharma, their own identity, of all being and consisting for themselves even if in a relative sense. This precisely is the doctrine of Emptiness.

In this Buddhist perspective, individual beings appear without both identity and permanence. This does not mean at all that they do not exist. They exist within the eternal unity of Being that remains the only reality that is permanent and identical to it.

Nan Ts’iuan says that, if we achieve the state of non-doubt, we can see an unlimited universe open to our eyes, a universe in which things are only one.

This particular characteristic that Zen is addressed at discovering and knowing is called the “Spirit of Unity and of the That Is as it Is” by Huangpo. Such Spirit is definable as follows. Buddhas and living beings participate in one same, pure and unique spirit. There is no separation in all that concerns this Spirit.

From time immemorial this Spirit has never been created or destroyed; it is neither green nor yellow; it has no shape or look; it is neither being or non-being, neither old nor new, neither short nor long, neither large nor small.

It transcends all the intellect’s categories, all words and expressions, all marks and indications, all comparisons and discriminations. It is what it is: if one tries to understand it, one loses it.

As unlimited as space, it has no boundaries and cannot be measured. This Spirit of Unity and of the That Is as it Is, is the Buddha”.

One can also add that the Spirit of Unity and of the That Is as it Is, is made manifest to us as something which already exists within us. Buddha’s state is equally something to be discovered within ourselves. Not to be searched for. Those who search do not find since they become lost along the way. Buddhity cannot be seized nor manipulated with concepts. It creates in us the dimension of the absolute, that we may become aware of since it is revealed to us. And hence Enlightenment, Satori, bursts forth in us suddenly in a moment of grace.

In modern times, often mentioned Thich Nhat Hanh, the author of a really precious synthesis about Zen, commented Huang-po’s words explaining that the Real Spirit is the radiant nature of the Being, while the false Spirit is nothing but the capability to conceptualise and discriminate. 

If one achieves the True Spirit, the reality of being is revealed entirely as the unlimited way of Zen.

The world of concepts differs from living reality. The world in which birth and death, good and evil, being and non-being are in contrast, does not exist for those who do not live in the Reawakening. 

On this subject one must remember the aforementioned words by Spinoza. Basically he says that the presence of evil is perceived only by those having a distorted and inadequate vision of things.

If we see reality, the quiddity (tathata), of the natural world exactly as it is, we no longer find anything that is good or evil.

Nothing should be preferred, nothing is to be chosen. The beginning of the most ancient Zen poem by Seng-Ts’an, reads:

The perfect way (Tao) is without difficulties, 

except that it avoids preferring and choosing. 

It is only when one is free from hatred and love 

that this is revealed in all its clarity. 

A distinction as slim as a hair 

and heaven and earth are separate!

If one wishes to achieve the perfect truth, 

one should not worry about what is fair or unfair. 

The conflict between just and unjust 

is an illness of the mind.

This is a theme already very present in Tao Te Ching (Il):

In this world everyone knows the beautiful that is beautiful 

and in contrast what is ugly; 

everyone knows goodness that is good

and in contrast evil; 

hence being or non-being produce each other, 

what is difficult and what is easy complete each other, 

the tall and the small characterise each other, 

the high and the low differ from each other, 

and sound and tone are in harmony.

Alan Watts comments that perceiving this is the equivalent of perceiving that good without evil is like the above without the underneath, and that proposing to oneself the ideal of obtaining good is like trying to avoid the left by constantly turning right. One would therefore be obliged to keep turning in a circle. 

Zen has its historical premises in Taoism and also and above all in Mahayana Buddhism. The eight negations that Nagarjuna expresses in the Madhyamika-Sastra already open the way for the Zen vision of a one and eternal reality, without multiplicity and without time:

There is no production, 

no destruction; 

there is no continuation, 

no interruption; 

there is no unity, 

no plurality; 

there is no arrival, 

and no departure.

Time, in one with the being born and the death of things, is pure and simple appearance. And referring to the doctrine of Buddhism, in his Shobogenzo, Dogen writes that when the wood for burning becomes ash, this ash never returns to being firewood. We should not however deduct that what is now ash was previously firewood. In fact, the firewood remains in the state of firewood.

The teacher Shunryu Suzuki (not the be confused with Professor Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki) explains that, strictly speaking, there is no link between the me of yesterday and the me at this moment; there really is no link at all.

As Dogen said, charcoal does not become ash. Ash is ash; it does not belong to charcoal. Each has its own past and its own future. Each has an independent existence, since it is a flash in a vast phenomenal world.

And on the other hand, charcoal and red fire are totally different pure existences. Even black charcoal is a flash in the phenomenal world. Where there is black charcoal there is no burning charcoal.

So black charcoal is independent from burning charcoal; ash is independent from firewood; each existence is independent.

In a certain sense we are in absolute phenomenism, like David Hume's, one could say in the terms of western philosophy. Here phenomena are, so to speak, devoid of reality, just as phenomena are devoid of reality according to Parmenides, who denies reality to all beings of the world, who denies reality to all that is not the absolute eternal Being. Dharmas, things, are also reduced to pure phenomena; and hence, from another point of view, the Buddhist doctrine of Emptiness is confirmed here.

If I may confide an impression of my own, the “state of firewood”, as well as the state of burned wood of which only the ash remains, remind me a little of the railway timetable page previously mentioned. I see the stations marked in temporal order, yes, but as immobile “positions” and all simultaneously present for us, in a dimension in which time is included but transcended.

As far as life and death are concerned, Watts remarks that life is a temporal condition. So death is a temporal condition as well. They are like winter and spring, and in Buddhism one does not consider that winter becomes spring, or that spring becomes winter.

Let us attempt to translate these concepts into terms of lively experience with the help of the personal evidence of a modern Zen teacher called Sokei-an Sasaki. One day he cancelled all notions from his mind. He renounced all desires. He eliminated all the words with which he thought and he found himself at peace. He almost felt faint, as if transported within something, or as if he were touching a power unknown to himself... and shh! He entered.

He lost the boundaries of his physical body. He maintained his own skin of course, but he felt he was at the centre of the cosmos. He spoke, but his words had lost their meaning. He saw people move towards him, but they were all the same person. They were all himself.

He had never known this world. He thought he had been created, but now he was obliged to change his mind; he had never been created; he was the cosmos; no individual called Mr. Sasaki existed.

See C. Humphreys, Zen buddhism, Unwin, London, 1961; D. T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism, first series, Rider, London 1975; by the same author, Essays on Zen Buddhism, second series, edited by C. Humphreys, Rider, London 1974; by the same author, Essays on Zen Buddhism, third series, Luzac and Co., London, published for the Eastern Buddhist Society, Kyoto 1934; S. Suzuki, Zen mind, beginner's mind, Weatherhill, New York and Tokio 1970; Thich Nhat Hanh, Zen keys, Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, New York 1973; Watts, The way of Zen, Penguin, Harmondswort, 1957; 101 Zen stories, ed. by N. Senzaki and P. Reps, McKay, Philadelphia, undated; M. Ballester, Il Cristo, il Contadino e il Bue - Via zen e via cristiana (The Christ, the Farmer and the Ox - Zen path and Christian path) Edizioni Appunti di Viaggio, Roma 1997.

10.   We can consider the One-All dimension 

  as the Divinity’s particular way of being 

  that remains totally distinct 

  from the more original way of being 

  in which God presents himself as pure Self 

        In this second way of being 

        God is present as the absolute, eternal Consciousness 

all-inclusive of all the beings of the universe 

and the entire series of temporal events

Within the perspective of a present that does not change 

beings and events are present 

all together in full and perfect unity

From the Zen point of view, the “cosmos”, in which Sasaki feels merged in oneness, ends up by identifying no longer with this universe, perceived in this precise moment of its becoming, but in the totality of the existing being, seen within the totality of their temporal stages. And now these stages appear simultaneously present in the unity of an eternal, absolute act of awareness that all things and all moments place into being as one.

What is provided in Sasaki’s ecstasy is no longer the vision of an empiric world, and not even of a world created by a God and vivified by his presence. It is rather the absolute vision of a level of different being, in which God, the world and humankind are one.

Ruth Fuller Sasaki, who was at the head of the famous Zen teaching centre in Kyoto, expressed this idea in ‘more simple and direct terms: only THIS is. All and every reality that appears to us as an individual entity, or phenomenon, be it a planet or an atom, a mouse or a man, it is nothing but a temporary manifestation in a given form of THIS; any activity that may take place, be it birth or death, loving or having breakfast, is nothing more than a temporary manifestation, in a given activity, of THIS.

None of us are, so to speak, anything but a cell within the body of the Great Self, a cell that is born, does its duty and moves on, to be transformed into a different manifestation.

Although we have a temporary individuality, this limited temporary individuality is not a real self, and not even our real Self. Our real self is the Great Self, our real body is the Body of Reality. 

We are here faced with an absolute. But not of course the only absolute conceivable. In the history of spirituality concepts of very different absolutes take shape. There is the absolute as pure Self preceding all real thought of beings or of events. There is also the absolute as living God. What happens to these two so different ideas of the absolute in a concept admitting only one absolute as the One-All?

I return to stress the idea that the aforementioned forms of absolute can all three be accepted only when it is possible to perceive them as three levels of a same absolute: three levels, each different and irreducible, yet all three assumable in this vision of a more articulated absolute, of an absolute that is both one and trine.

Hence one returns to the vision of the Christian Trinity. Here the absolute as One-All appears as a way of being of the one God: his particular level of being, identifiable with what is known as the second Person of the Trinity.

In the chapters devoted to the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga school of thought, we addressed the subject of God in his original way of being, which however does not totally address all the Divinity’s possible dimensions: we spoke of God as pure Self.

At this point the study of the parapsychology of precognition, the relativist physics that reduces time to a fourth dimension of space, the monist philosophy of Parmenides and Spinoza converge in outlining another and a different way of being of the Divinity.

At this different level, let us say at this second level, one can speak of God as universal, eternal and absolute Consciousness, as the Vision of all existing beings in all their temporal moments, that appear simultaneously present in eternity although successive in their becoming.

As also previously mentioned, one can also finally speak of the Divinity’s third way of being: hence of a God that creates the world and carries forth the creative process through the evolution of the cosmos and the history of humankind to the “omega point” of perfected fulfilment. 

At this third level the God that acts as the Creator is totally distinct from the beings of the world, He is to them “totally other”. And each created being also assumes its own identity: it is anything but a mere God's way of being, as stated by Spinoza; and even less is this being a puppet in the hands of the Creator.

Distinctions between the various existing beings are clearly legitimate at this third level. And each can claim its own identity, albeit a relative one: its own dharma. This is the level at which one can very correctly speak of both cause and objective. It is the level at which the distinction between good and evil is more than legitimate.

This triple distinction allows us to far better identify at which level, at what point the Zen and even earlier the Mahayana thoughts are valid, when denying all cause and effect, all objectives, all space and becoming, all birth and disappearance, all contamination and also freedom from contamination, all identity and distinction between existing beings, all distinction between subject and object, all distinction between good and evil and finally even the existence of evil.

All this of course does not count at an empiric level. Even if these were illusions here, the multiplicity, becoming, evil etc., would be far too tenacious illusions.

It is far too superficial to describe as “illusory” an illness one may have to endure for a lifetime. The dream is more elusive, and hence, comparing it with the coherent continuity of awakened life, we call it an illusion; but what would a dream lasting a whole lifetime be if not life itself?

I apologise for a number of repetitions of things previously mentioned, but these are concepts one needs to address once again every now and again, as the discussion continues, to better clarify the meaning of the overall analysis.

All that happens at an empiric level has however a reality that is very difficult to challenge. How can one deny the existence of evil, be it moral wrong or physical pain? And how can one deny that certain actions are reprehensible and the certain kinds of pain are terrible, almost intolerable?

While on an empiric level there are diversities, scales of values, good and evil as totally distinct, at the level of the One-All and divine Consciousness all things are contemplated in their unity. Everything is supreme goodness, happiness and beauty. Here evils are pure and simple shadows of a wonderful and immense fresco. 

Here, evil itself is transfigured and sublimated. It contributes to the beauty of the creation: just as happens in a true work of art that, even if it can derive its matter from the most dreadful evils, is read, listened to, observed and enjoyed with great happiness of the spirit. This is the mystery of catharsis: that is of the purification of feelings when faced with real art transfiguring any form of matter.

When the person engaged in Zen states that the Being is a timeless oneness also without differentiations between good and evil, he certainly does not refer to the experience achievable in empiric terms in the physical and human world. He instead refers to an experience one can achieve of the absolute. And it is necessary to specify in which sense the word "absolute" is used here. It is a particular way of being of the absolute. The absolute not as pure Self, but as the eternal Consciousness of all things.

As previously mentioned, Plotinus speaks of the absolute’s three ways of being: he calls these the One (or Goodness], the Intellect (Nous) and the Soul of the World. We have also seen how these three correspond in a way to the Persons of the Christian Trinity.

And among other words, when speaking of the Nous, Plotinus expresses himself as follows: “Here is a unique nature, that is the totality of beings; it is therefore a great God; or rather, this is not a determinate god, but the universal God, since he judges it good to be all things. This nature is God, but it is a second God...” (Enneads, V, 5, 3).

A being that comes after that “First” is no longer a simple being: “it is a multiple unit” (V, 4, 1).

Intelligence (Nous) is a multiple unit in the sense that it envisages all the beings of the universe. It does this seeing them as existing within the Intelligence itself. It contains them all. Hence Intelligence is all beings, forming a oneness with them all (V, 9, 5).
Plotinus confirms this by quoting, without however naming him, a well–known sentence by Parmenides: tò gàr autò noèin estìn te kài èinai, “being and thinking is the same thing” (fragment 3 by Parmenides). These words have also been interpreted as meaning that, if one thinks, one always thinks of something that is, being.

Plotinus however seems to use a more literal interpretation, reaching the conclusion that: “Therefore the action of intelligence and the action of being are one unique act, or rather, Intelligence and being are one. Being and intelligence are one single nature; beings too are one single nature, the act of being and Intelligence...” (V, 9, 8).

It seems to me that the level of being Plotinus refers to is the same analysed by the person who practises Zen, albeit in his own and different way.

Repetition may once again “help” the reader (as the proverb goes) without annoying him more than is strictly necessary. The level of being discussed here corresponds to the second of the divine being’s ways of being, to the second Person of the divine Trinity. It therefore differs greatly from the third way of being, from the third Person; this is God as He creates the world and acts in it, although transcending it, and creates beings that are different and autonomous one from the other, and creates a multiple and becoming reality in which there are scales of values and the difference between good and evil.

The Divinity’s second way of being is clearly distinct from the third, as we have said, but also from the first. God as eternal absolute Consciousness who gives meaning to all beings and events in the universe, this God as a One-All (second Person, Nous or Intellect, Logos, Word) differs totally from God as transcendent creator (third Person, Soul of the World, Holy Spirit, Lord Ishvara, Divine Mother etc.), and also from God as original pure Self (first Person, the Plotinus One, Brahman, the Father). It is always the same God, but with three distinctly different ways of being.

One should state the equal dignity of these three ways of being. In the Hindu perception, the Lord Ishvara appears to be less God than Brahman; in the Plotinian perception, the Nous appears less God than the One, and the Soul of the World an even lesser God; but I consider the Christian idea of absolute equality and fullness of divinity of both the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit as more correct.

We must now address our attention to the difference between the second Person and the first: the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga tradition is entirely based on the level of the pure Self, while Parmenides and Spinoza’s philosophy, the parapsychology of clairvoyance in the future, the physics of the fourth dimension and time-space, and in its own way also Zen, converge in reaching conclusions that concern the One-All level, the level of the divine eternal Consciousness.

This distinction seems quite clear to me, and there remains to dedicate a few thoughts to the difference of the divine levels on which the search for Self and Zen operate. 

The search for the Self is an exquisitely Indian contribution, while Zen, originating in India, developed above all in China and in Japan.

The Indian spiritual tradition is more markedly contemplative and concentrates attention on the Self after turning one’s back on the world, on that empiric life perceived as an illusion, as the cause of frustration and suffering, as lack of values and non-being.

Chinese and Japanese spirituality on the contrary loves life, appreciates its values, is more addressed at action and is more markedly humanistic.

The spirituality of the Upanishads, the monist Vedanta, and Raja Yoga searches for an experience at that more abstract level of the pure Self, where life is emptied, alienated, forbidden and, to use a more common expression, "bumped off".

Zen spirituality instead always and anyway searches for experiences which the world, a form of human action, an expression of empiric life belongs to. A reawakened person here is one living a perfectly normal life, only that he experiences each moment of it with the greatest intensity.

When a disciple asked Tchao Tcheu to speak to him about Zen, the master answered him simply saying:

“Have you had breakfast?”

“Yes, master”, is the answer.

“Well then go and do the washing up”.

Which means, is Zen not applied by living ones earthly life totally, all the way (although of course in a certain manner, and in a certain particular frame of mind)?

The disciple of another master blamed him for not having initiated him to the secrets of Zen, to the study of the “spirit”. And this is what the master Tao-wu answered: “Since you came here, I have only shown you how the spirit is studied”. “In what way is it studied, sir?” “When you bring me a cup of tea, do I not accept it? When you serve me food, do I not take it? When you bow to me, do I not return this bow? When have I ever neglected to instruct you?” And here is a precious note added by the master: “If you wish to see, see inside, directly; but if you start to think, then you are absolutely on the wrong track”.

A similar answer is attributed to the master Tinh Khong: “We have lived together in this temple. While you light the fire, I wash the rice, while you beg, I hold the bowl for you... I never neglected you”.

Thich Nhat Hanh comments that one must learn to remain within the Zen even when one is cultivating vegetables, sweeping the courtyard, doing the washing up, mending clothes. Many Zen teachers have achieved enlightenment while going about their daily tasks. It is fundamental for the person practising Zen to be capable of living Zen at every moment of the day. There is no enlightenment beyond daily life. 
He also adds that this world of birth and death, this world of cedar trees and plane-trees, is the world of reality itself. The world of reality is that of the cedar trees and plane-tress, of rivers, of mountains. If one sees it, it is there, in its complete reality. If one is unable to see it, it is but a world of ghosts, a world of life and death concepts.

Taisen Deshimaru describes a day in a Japanese Zen temple. At a given hour the zazen, seated meditation, is interrupted for breakfast. During breakfast it is necessary to think of nothing, not even about the zazen, to concentrate on the act of eating, with the body and the spirit unified in this act. In this way one can achieve satori (that is as already mentioned, enlightenment) because eating itself is satori.

Also sleeping and awakening are satori. Each moment without concentration is wasted.

Deshimaru speaks of increasingly deep satoris, to be pursued with all fit means available to us during the various moments of our daily lives.

The person practising Zen does a certain job: for example he works the land, or he drinks a cup of tea; or he goes for a walk enjoying the view of a mountain, of a lake; or he paints a picture, or writes a letter, or a poem; perhaps he writes a politically committed article, within the framework of an initiative undertaken with others; or he holds a conversation or debates an issue. Well, whatever he does, the Zen follower experiences that moment in all its meaning.

Since all realities are interdependent, each reality refers to all the rest of the universe, to which it is closely and intimately linked. So every moment of our life is inconceivable if not within the framework of all events: it is only there that it belongs and discovers its real and profound meaning.

Hence the real meaning of that certain action performed by a person in the world must always be seen in the One-All: it is a moment of the One-All and must be experienced as such.

Whatever the experience may be, living that experience with the greatest intensity will lead the meditating Zen disciple to study in depth the awareness of being.

We are no longer here looking at the abstract and purged being that the Upanishads, Vedanta and Yoga ascetics reduced to pure Self, excluding all forms of social and human empiric existence as an illusion and a disvalue.

The Being that Zen refers to is a Reality totally differently full and inclusive of cosmic and human life, a Reality that receives everything in the absolute.

Zen derives from Mahayana Buddhism, which already set the foundations. And here there is a premise we already find very clearly formulated in the Prajnaparamita, one of the first canonical books on Mahayana Buddhism tranlated into Chinese.

The Bodhisattva, which in Mahayana is the ideal figure of the fulfilled man, has successfully discovered the Emptiness, but abstains from fulfilling this totally. He abstains from following the entire path followed by the Arhat (Hinayana Buddhist ascetic) and also, mutatis mutandis, by the Upanishads, the monist Vedanta and Yoga ascetics.

Absolute and final extinction is postponed sine die. This happens because the Bodhisattva, in his impulse of love and compassion for the innumerable beings who are prisoners of ignorance, does not accept to enter Nirvana before all feeling beings are freed. The supreme peacefulness of what for Hindus and Buddhists is the final objective of perfection, the unifying contemplation of the pure Self for Hindus, Nirvana for Buddhists, all this is postponed. It is no longer at the centre of the Bodhisattva's attention.

Better expressed as follows: the contemplation of the pure Self is even excluded since Buddhism denies the reality of the Self, while the beatitude of Nirvana becomes totally non-influential in the later Mahayana Buddhism.

The Bodhisattva postponing the enjoyment of Nirvana because he first wishes to promote and obtain freedom for all beings, nonetheless ends up by achieving a state of “omniscience” comparable to what, according to the table proposed in the last chapters, can be attributed to the absolute Consciousness of the One-All.

The Dasabhumika Sutra says: “Oh son of Buddha, if the Buddhas had not loathed in this Bodhisattva the desire for omniscient knowledge, he would have passed into the Parinirvana abandoning all work which will benefit all beings”. 

The Bodhisattva is not as much a monk who lives isolated and devoted to pure contemplation; he is far more a lay person who lives in the world among men to help them in a more concrete manner. In Mahayana there is a preference for the religious person to keep his own job rather than beg. He is a simple man who works the land, or is a craftsman, and loves other human beings with active charity; he also loves nature and is interested in life and the variety of its expressions.

Life is of course all maya, it is all a temporary illusion; what joy there is however in portraying it in all its richness!

Among the Mahayanist texts, one should consult the Gandavyuha. This is a sutra, a rhythmic composition with a philosophical content and an aphoristic style, telling of the pilgrimage of young Sudhana. Guided by the bodhisattva Manjushri, Sudhana visits and interrogates, one after the other, fifty teachers, to understand what the path of devotion practised by the Bodhisattva consists in.

Among the contents that emerge from the Gandavyuha, there is one particular ecstasy that the great scholar of Buddhism Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki described as follows: when the Buddha enters a certain kind of Samadhi, the pavilion in which he is expands until it coincides with the very borders of the universe: in other words, the universe itself dissolves in the being of the Buddha. The universe is Buddha, and Buddha is the universe.

Considering that here we are discussing experiences and not reasoning, how does the universe appear to those who investigate it in these terms? It is “not simply an expanse of emptiness, nor is it concentrated in one atom, because the ground is paved in diamonds; the columns, beams and railings are set with precious stones and jewels of every kind that shine beautifully, each reflecting the other”.

It is a spiritual universe, in which there is no longer space or time. In such a universe there is no longer any distinction between the present, the past and the future: everything is immersed in an eternal present. Hence, in the absence of space, things are no longer one delimitated from the other, but rather merged into a reciprocal interpretation.

“Interpenetration” means that the All is an ensemble of beings, each one revealing of course something universal, but also expressing its individuality. 

In the Dharmadhatu, that is in the spiritual universe just mentioned, in which space and time are transcended, there is a “universal interpenetration” in the sense that, as Suzuki explains to us, individual realities are immersed in a single, great Reality, and each individuality participates in this great Reality. Not only, but each individual existence also contains within itself all other individual existences. 

Gandavyuha’s Buddha is a supernatural being, while the Zen Buddha is a human being like all others, that speaks to us and is accessible and familiar. On this point there appears to be a great difference. But let us once again listen to Suzuki.

The Japanese scholar observes that superficially there is an abyss between Zen and Gandavyuha’s ways of perceiving Buddha, his supernatural functions and environment. If however we analyse the essence of the problem in greater depth, we can acknowledge that in Zen there is much of the "Interpenetration" that can only be intelligible in the light of the Gandavyuha.

In this sutra the “Bodhisattva’s abode”, that is the abode of all spiritual guides who have really followed in the Buddha’s footsteps, is located in a legendary and fabulous Tower, as large and spacious as the skies, about which a great deal is said to allow us to explore all its varied and amazing dimensions.

To restrict the current discussion, here is a passage the contents of which are confirmed in many other passages of the sutra.

“Here live the sons of Buddha, who are well aware of the number of all the lands of the past, the present and the future, and who instantly think of their birth and their disappearance.

“Here live those who, respecting the life of the Bodhisattva, are perfectly knowledgeable about life and vows of all the Buddhas, and the various dispositions of all beings.

“In one single particle one sees the entire ocean of the lands, of beings and of the kalpas [the great eras of the world], as numerous as all the particles of dust that exist, and this fusion takes place with no obstacles.

“This is also true for all the particles of dust, for all lands, for all beings, for all kalpas, that we see here merged with all their multitude of aspects.

“Here, in this abode, the Bodhisattvas meditate, in harmony with the truth of non-birth, about the very nature of all things, about all lands, the division of time, the kalpas, and about the enlightened who are detached from the idea of nature in itself.

“Although living here, they perceive that the principle of identity prevails in all beings, in all things, in all Buddhas, in all lands and in all vows”.

Here the Bodhisattvas fulfil what the Mahayanist texts insist on calling “omniscience” (sarvajnata).

One should compare all this with a passage from the Avatamsaka Sutra, where it is stated that he who is fulfilled, Buddha or Bodhisattva it doesn't matter, “living in omniscience, has penetrated the real nature of all things”.

Suzuki observes that the knowledge contained in the satori concerns something that is universal, and simultaneously also the individual aspect of existence. He also emphasises that satori is the knowledge of an individual object and also knowledge of the Reality that, if I may express myself like this, is behind the object.

Suzuki also adds that omniscience does not mean that the Buddha knows every single individual thing, but that he perceives the fundamental principle of existence and is profoundly penetrated in the centre of his own being.

I do not know in what sense one should interpret this restriction made by Suzuki. I do however take note that the meditating Buddhist’s centre of attention is no longer distracted by existence and life in general, as by a disvalue from which one should withdraw in disgust; attention on the contrary seems addressed at empiric life and all its variety and richness with great interest and love.

 Tathata, the “state of being as one is”, the, what we could call “this-ness” is perceived as the absolute Being, per se positive and bright, where what exists interpenetrate and differences and relativities are annulled in composing the absolute.

So, concludes Suzuki, this which is also called Dharmadhatu it not a void filled with empty abstractions, but is saturated with real individual realities.

In his book entitled Buddha e il Buddismo (Buddha and Buddhism), Oscar Botto remembers the Lokottaravadin school (“Upholders of the Transcendent”, 4th century B. C. – 10th century A.D.). They speak of innumerable Buddhas in the plural form, and among them the Buddha Sakyamuni is considered one of the many who achieved enlightenment and spiritually benefited humankind. These Buddhas are men of the highest spiritual and also physical perfection. And, to use the words with which Botto summarised this concept, according to the Lokottaravadin the Buddhas are omniscient, thanks to their capability to think everything in one single moment.

Such omniscience is also the perfection attainable by the bodhisattvas at the peak of their ascent. This takes place in ten successive levels.

As the same author tells us, at the seventh level the bodhisattva already achieves the revelation of the unconditioned, indefinable reality of things. It is a knowledge needed for guiding to redemption all beings in those ways and with those means that are suited to the nature of each one.

Having reached the tenth and supreme level, the bodhisattva possesses and applies the perfection of jnana, of knowledge. The absolute and unlimited knowledge, that at least he achieves here, allows him to see things in their reality.

This perfect knowledge has a name: absolute reality, tathata, and the “being as it is” of all things, of all beings. Now, this absolute is perceived as pure mental reality. Such a statement is in particular championed in the “Upholders of Thought” (Vijnanavadin). In western terms one could describe them as “idealists”. They reduce everything to thought, to consciousness. Pio Filippani-Ronconi observes that various Mahayana holy books explicitly and in agreement state that “all that exists is consciousness”.

Returning to a motive of the followers of Madhyamika (a Mahayanist current developed around the year One Thousand), the Vijnanavadins empty and reduce to illusion all empiric, relative, contingent and changing reality. The absolute Reality remains, reduced to pure omni-inclusive Consciousness.

This preserves the latent impressions of all possible images at the origin of our feelings. As Botto explains, “all possible images leave their own latent impressions, also known as germs or "seeds" (bija), in alayavijnana, "the receptacle consciousness" or universal consciousness, the first objectifying of thought and the real foundation of being, which, as in a great storage space (alaya), preserves them until they are once again projected...”.

In the Vijnanavadins’ thought there are forms of consciousness applied to the five senses. Then there is a sixth one that enables us to be conscious of thinking. A seventh one is that which allows us to rediscover continuity with ourselves through the interruptions of sleep, catalepsy, syncope and so on. Now, as Filippani-Ronconi explains, this seventh form of consciousness guaranteeing the uninterrupted continuity of the “ego’s” empiric existence, solicits an eighth form of consciousness, the synthesis of the knowing subject and the known world. If this were not the case, “there would be no link between the two poles of knowledge (he who knows and the thing that is known, that is the world)” (F.-R., p. 42).

This is once again the ‘‘storehouse-consciousness’’ or ‘‘reserve-consciousness" (alayavjinana), which, continues the same scholar, “constitutes the invariable and immaculate foundation, made of pure thought, of the universal reality”.

The awareness of this particular dimension of being is achieved not so much through reasoning, but rather through meditation. The Vijnana-vada system is also known with the name Yogacara (“Practicing Yoga”) and this confirms to what extent it is linked to meditation, in pursuing new states of consciousness, of more profound spiritual experiences. It is only through meditation that one can achieve what Botto calls a “supreme cognitive intuition” (B., p. 160).

One must address further the conclusions already reached by Nagarjuna: the essences or natures (dharma) of individual beings in the world are one relative to the other in the unity of the All. This progress also takes place more than through reasoning, through inner experiences to be acquired through meditation.

This is a form of meditation for which Filippani-Ronconi summarises the fundamental elements saying that, when one experiences at an intuitive level the reciprocal relativity of all dharmas beyond all conceptual notions, at an ecstatic level of consciousness the intuition of the absolute level (parinispanna) bursts forth, made of pure thought (cit, citta), since it is simultaneously subject and object of itself.

In concluding this discussion, we can reassert what stands out as shared in both the Zen vision and in those concepts that are the premise for it in vast scenario of Mahayana. 

This is the fundamental point: that Being towards which attention is concentrated is no longer reduced to pure Self, as in the Upanishads, monist Vedanta and Raja Yoga.

The Being towards which attention is now concentrated is a Consciousness no longer empty, but real and filled with multiple contents. This real and full One-All is easily comparable to the one that takes shape in the converging of the most various forms of research mentioned in the last chapters and that we shall continue to analyse also in the next one.

The Being referred to by so many exponents of Mahayana and then in general those of Zen, is assimilable - if I may repeat this again without taking advantage of the reader’s patience - to the One-All, the Being-Consciousness of all things and all events that I have identified with the Divinity’s second way of being.

As one can see, Zen, and even before Zen certain characteristic expressions of Mahayana, still develop at a level that is very different from that at which the Yoga experience begins and ends. And, on the other hand, both the mentioned attitudes of Yoga, Mahayana and Zen, seem to be equally valid, each at a different level, for a better-integrated knowledge within the framework of total fulfilment.

 See again Parmenides (cited in chapter 8), Plotinus, the two Suzuki and Thich Nath Nanh (ch. 9). Moreover N. Wilson Ross, Hinduism, Buddhism, Zen, Faber & Faber, London 1973. 

11.   The absolute dimension of the One-All 

        can be of inspiration for authentic artists 

        who communicate something of this in their work

        Analogous experiences can be had 

        when taking certain drugs

Aldous Huxley bears witness to this 

analysing experiences obtained using mescaline 

and comparing these to those of the artists

He says that art consists not only and not simply 

in having these experiences 

but in being capable of expressing them happily

Drug using experiences have negative and often tragic results. There is no doubt about this. This however does not mean that there are not “cognitive” drugs capable of providing us with an extremely interesting and releasing new vision.

There are no surrogates or short cuts in spirituality. This is another definite point. Nonetheless certain drugs can provide the effect of dissolving this world made of pure matter, made absolute around us by modern science and in which we are locked as if in a sort of prison. The walls of this materialistic prison fall and we soar over a new spiritual horizon with no more barriers or restrictions.

I am convinced that it is a desire for spiritual freedom that induces so many young people to use drugs, and in particular substances that promise certain boundless immaterial vision that are in a sense mystical.

Then unfortunately, from light and cognitive drugs they move on to others that are less so and, on the contrary, blunt and ensnare them until they destroy their personalities.

There exists a great deal of literature about drugs that are cognitive or psychedelic (mescaline, hashish, LSD or lysergic acid, and so on), that it would be pointless to address at this moment: two essays by Aldous Huxley provide all I need here to emphasise in connection with metaphysic intuition of the One-All.

One morning in May 1953, Aldous Huxley decided to carry out an experiment with mescaline on himself and he took four tenths of a gram in half a glass of water. He was in his own study and in the presence of two other people.

During the first half an hour he felt nothing in particular, then he had a vision of slow golden dancing lights and then surfaces and structures in different colours, while the room he was in continued to look exactly the same. There was a vase with three flowers in it on a piece of furniture and already before the experiment these had impressed Huxley due to a degree of clashing in their colours, which bothered him a little. They continued however to look the same.

It was one and a half hours after taking the mescaline that his first new, unusual and amazing experience took place. This is how Huxley tried to describe his recollections: He was now no longer looking at an unusual flower arrangement. He now saw what Adam saw on the morning of the creation: moment by moment the miracle of bare existence.

He continued to observe the flowers. And all of a sudden he experienced what appeared to be the breathing of things, that movement after movement led him to the discovery of increasing beauty, of increasingly profound meaning.

Words such as "grace" and "transfiguration" spontaneously came to his mind. Then as he concentrated on one of the three flowers, a carnation, he instantly had an intuition with regard to the real meaning of the triple Buddhist expression Sat Chit Ananda (that respectively means: Being, Awareness, Beatitude).

Then he remembered the question a bewildered novice posed to a master in a Zen monastery: “What is the Buddha’s Dharma-Body?” (The Buddha’s Dharma-Body, the author observes, is a synonym for Mind, Essence, Emptiness, Divinity).

The master’s immediate answer was: “The hedge at the bottom of the garden”. The perplexed novice insisting in asking: “And may I ask what the man who perceives this truth is?” Not without tapping the young man on the shoulder with his stick, at this point the master answered: “A lion with a golden mane”.

Aldous Huxley confesses that when he had read that dialogue, it seemed like simply nonsense, vaguely significant. Now however, everything was as clear as daylight.

With the most vivacious of colours, the three flowers inspired a profounder meaning. The books in the shelves were also brightly lit, like precious stones with very intense different colours.

Huxley explains that mescaline inhibits the production of certain enzymes regulating the supply of glucose to brain cells. Consequently, the capability to remember and “think directly” is reduced a little. Then the eyes rediscover the innocence of childlike perception, hence of when feelings were still not so subordinated to conceptualising activities. What is instead reduced is willpower. Certain things, due to which the individual was previously ready to act and sacrifice himself, no longer seem so important, or even totally devoid of all interest: he feels there are better things to think of.

Feelings may differ from person to person. Huxley tells us about his own. He certainly alludes to himself when he says that to certain people the glory and the infinite value and meaning of bare existence is revealed, that of the given and non-conceptualised event. He also adds that in the final stages of the Non-I condition there is an obscure awareness that All is in everything, that All is effectively each person.

Those remembering what we have said about Zen can see the close analogy between the Satori’s fundamental contents and the results of these personal experiences obtained by Huxley through the use of mescaline.

I am not of course speaking here of everyone’s experiences, but of those of our author, who certainly had a predisposition for this thanks to long spiritual preparation. Others might not have this and this would result in experiences of a rather different kind, not definable in the exacts words used by Huxley.

Four or five hours after this experience, he was accompanied on a trip to the city and in a large supermarket he found some art books. He picked up the first one he came across and opened it. It was a book about Van Gogh. The page was one showing a reproduction of “The Chair”.

It is in particular worth remembering in full certain comments made by Huxley in detail. First however a word concerning nomenclature: the Ding an Sich, meaning “the thing in itself”, is, in the language used by Kant, the metaphysical reality in its absoluteness. Kant says that the body’s senses cannot achieve this. But how can one exclude that their may be other more subtle forms of sensitivity capable of perceiving something of this?

Let us give the floor to the English scholar. Huxley defines "The Chair" that astonishing portrait of the Ding an Sich, that the mad artist saw with a sort of terror and adoration and tried to reproduce on canvas. This however was a task for which even the power of genius turned out to be absolutely inadequate.

The chair seen by Van Gogh was obviously in essence the same one Huxley had seen. However, although incomparably more realistic than the chair ordinarily perceived, in his painting the chair was nothing but a usual expressive symbol of the fact. The fact had been Quintessence made manifest; this was only the emblem.

These emblems are the source of real knowledge with regard to the Nature of things, and this real knowledge can be used to prepare the mind accepting it for immediate penetration. But that is all. However expressive emblems may be, they can never become the things they portray.

Having replaced the book on Van Gogh, Huxley picked up the one next to it on Botticelli. Turning the pages he looked at the most famous paintings, but his attention was attracted by one he considered far inferior, Judith, and finally in a very particular was by the purple silk of the pleated bodice and the wide skirt worn by the Jewish heroine.

This was something Huxley had already seen, that he had seen that very morning, among the flowers and the furniture when he glanced down by chance, and with his legs crossed he had determinedly and passionately continued to stare at it. Those pleats in the trousers, what a labyrinth of infinitely important complexity! And the grey flannel material, it was so rich, and profoundly and mysteriously grand! And here they were again in Botticelli’s painting.

This was how Huxley reached his first conclusion: what we see only under the influence of mescaline, the artist is congenitally equipped to always see.

Second conclusion: staring at Judith’s skirt, he learned that Botticelli - and not only Botticelli, but many others too - they had observed the drapes with the same transfigured and transfiguring eyes Huxley had that morning. They had seen the Istigkeit (what “is”, ist, in the absolute sense), the All and the Infinite in the pleats of the clothes, and had done their best to portray this in paintings or in stone. There is no doubt that necessarily they were unable to do so. This because the glory and the wonder of pure existence belong to another order that even the highest art has not the power to express.

This is the reason for which the mystic, having overcome the artist’s limitations in seeing, is usually without interest for art, which can give him far less that what he achieves with his particular mystical-metaphysical experience: for a person whose transfigured and transfiguring mind can see the all in every this, the best and worst qualities even in a religious painting become a matter of supreme indifference.

Even more than Van Gogh’s chair, although perhaps less than those three “absolutely supernatural” flowers in the vase in front of him, the pleats of his own grey flannel trousers appeared to Huxley as absolutely saturated with essence. But then, as the English essay writer better specifies, in Judith’s skirt he was able to see clearly what, if he were an artist with genius, he could have made of his grey flannel trousers. This is his third conclusion.

A few pages further on, Huxley emphasises that poetry and art do not per se consist in “seeing” what in certain conditions others too who are neither artists not poets can see: the uniqueness of the poet-artist consists only in his ability to portray with words or (with a little less success) in lines and colours, a few hints at least of a not excessively rare experience.
At a certain point Huxley says to himself that everyone should be capable of seeing every detail of things, which is infinitely important, and of the even infinitely more important human beings.

He then confesses how lively he wished to be left alone with the eternity in a flower, the Infinite in the four legs of a chair and the Absolute in the pleats of a pair of flannel trousers!

As mentioned, there were two people in room in which the experiment was held. One was Huxley's wife and the other a man he greatly respected and admired. Both however, adds Huxley, belonged to the world from which, for the moment, mescaline had released him, the world of the “I”, of time, of moral judgment and utilitarian considerations, the world (and this was the aspect of human life he wished above all to forget) of words and notions adored as idols.

Once again one cannot avoid the analogy between the contents of this experience and those of Zen.

And here is another explicit reference to the same subject: in art, no less than in religion, Taoists and Zen Buddhists look beyond the visions to Emptiness, and through this Emptiness to one hundred thousand things of objective reality.

With his usual finesse, our author treats issues linked in the essay The gates of perception, from which I have taken the concepts expressed in this chapter, and also in another essay entitled Paradise and Hell, that also addresses the same subjects as others that are linked to it in a more systematic manner.

Not always are these experience, obtained using mescaline or lysergic acid, definable as positive: a schizophrenic or neurotic person, or one with a liver disease, or anyone taking these substances in unfavourable conditions, might precisely find themselves in hell rather than in paradise, with terrifying visions.

I think it is not appropriate here to review other problems. I have attempted to clarify the fundamental aspects of what might be Aldous Huxley’s contribution to our discussion.

To conclude, I would like to just add one comment of his about Zen art. In Appendix Five to Paradise and Hell, Huxley states that there is nothing comparable to the Chinese and Japanese translations of the nature see from close by.

This is an example: a branch of a plum-tree in flower, an eighteen inch bamboo stalk, with leaves, larks or chaffinches seen at a little more than an arm’s distance among the bushes, every kind of flower and leaf, birds, fish and small mammals. Each small life is portrayed as the centre of its own universe, the objective for which, each believes, this world and all it contains was created. Each silently repeats the divine tautology: I am what I am.

Huxley also observes that the effects of isolation combined with those of proximity can be studied in a very particular way in a 17th century Japanese painting. The artist, whose name is not mentioned, was a famous swordsman and Zen scholar (these two activities are well-matched, as is known: Zen was also applied significantly to the art of swordsmanship).

The painting mentioned portrays a razorbill, roosting at the very end of a leafless branch, waiting, with no objective, but in a high state of tension. Below, above and around it, there is nothing. The bird emerges from emptiness, from anonymous and shapeless eternity that is also precisely the substance of the multiform, real and ephemeral universe.

This razorbill on its bare branch is a close cousin to Hardy’s winter thrush. However, while the Victorian thrush insists on teaching us something like a lesson, the oriental razorbill is content with simply existing, with being intensely and absolutely there.

I would like to observe that the absolute identity of certain details is better portrayed by the isolation and proximity in which certain artists, especially those from the Far East, are capable of setting them; one should not however forget that every real work of art, to the extent that it is such, is in itself a small absolute and also in its own way a One-All.

While Huxley’s remarks seem more obvious on certain works of art and a few of their isolated or possible to be isolated details, he himself agrees that this is generally applied to art as such. It is the divine mystery of art, shown by at least all those who experience it or in any event approach it with intelligent love.

See A. Huxley, The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell, Chatto & Windus, London 1954

12.    The concept of an All-One eternal absolute Consciousness 

         is shared by the doctrine of the "Cerchio Firenze" 

In this perspective both finite and becoming beings 

achieve reality only in God

All their separate existences and becomings are an illusion

This illusion ends when at the end 

of the evolution of each one 

the separate consciousnesses flow into 

and identify with the divine Consciousness

I believe that by discussing the often-mentioned expressions of philosophy, parapsychology, physics and finally also Zen, I have sufficiently precisely specified the level of being at which these schools of thought develop, albeit with a degree of diversity, and them converge. 

At this point I think the analysis should be completed; briefly but precisely I wish to now address the subject of the "Cerchio Firenze 77".

As known, this is a group involved in experimental research, which since 1946 for over thirty years worked n Florence, receiving messages from various “entities” through Roberto Setti’s mediumistic gifts, until he died.

The messages are of particular philosophical interest. The contents are complex and cannot be summarised in a few pages that furthermore are devoted to a more specific subject. I will address my attention to those messages that, in their own way, seem to confirm the conclusions collected here from a variety of sources concerning the One-All.

The messages received by the Cerchio Firenze were in turn published in various books, each appearing to be complete. Having read a number of these books, I have chose to use quotations from La Fonte Preziosa - Rivelazioni sull'Assoluto (The Precious Source -Revelations about the Absolute), which addresses this subject in an extremely particular manner. The book consists in a series of 38 communications from the entity called Kempis. It was edited by Roberto’s sister, Luciana Campani Setti, and published by Edizioni Mediterranee in Rome in 1987 and then also in later editions.

The teachings of the Cerchio Firenze have a clearly idealistic trend. They reduce our experiences to a series of frames, the succession of which generates an illusion of the eternal realty and also of movement, as in the screening of a film. Actually, no physical realty corresponds to it. Using terminology that is fashionable nowadays, one cold say that every external thing is reduced to a virtual reality.

When we “see”, “hear”, or “perceive” something, we never perceive an external world. Perceptions are always pure phenomena of consciousness, immanent and within it.

All our identified consciousnesses follow a path, a development, “with no need for stimuli of the courser levels” (The Precious Source, p. 106).

The vision of the physical world known to us comes exclusively from the consciousness. And this is the identified consciousness we each have, but it is above all and fundamentally the one, absolute Consciousness. Consciousness is one, eternal, all-inclusive, since it is organised in the multitude of consciousnesses of individual persons.

The multiplicity of things is an illusion. Time and space are “illusions, arising from considering reality in a subdivided manner, and not instead as it is: one indivisible thing” (p. 205). More than elsewhere, I see here a close analogy with the Zen school of thought.

Multiplicity and becoming are appearances. The feeling we experience of being individual persons, distinct from God, is illusory: “Only He is the absolute Reality” (p. 81). He is Consciousness: and there is “only one absolute consciousness” (87). Consciousness and being are one and the same: more precisely, “it is not the being that has consciousness, but the being is consciousness.” (76)

There is an explicit reference to the doctrine of Parmenides and more in general to the Eleatic school (29). In an analogous manner there is a deduction of the Divinity’s attributes. God appears definable according to certain specific characteristics, each of which strictly implies the others. To affirm one and deny the others would be a contradiction.

“We believe”, says Kempis, “that God is the All-One-Absolute that is, and this means precisely among other things that God is eternal and immutable. Only God is total Reality, absolute Reality, and only God is equal to Himself” (31).

Time and space belong to what is emanated. Kempis does not say “of the creation”. He denies the creation by God of a universe that would then exist as separate. Only emanation saves unity; and, in his strictly monist vision, Kempis admits emanation only as excluding emanated realities, that in turn, once existing remain separate (56-57).
The manifestation is not the effect of God, it is not the consequence of an act of his will, but it is one of his “aspects”, a “part” of Him, “not distinguishable” from Him (95).

However, there is also no emanation at the absolute level, where there is only God: where there is God in his “perfect stillness”, without activity, or motivation, or plans to propose, or objectives to achieve (58).

At this level there also cannot be any difference between good and evil (60). Seen from this level, all confusion and injustice, with the sum of the world’s evils and sufferings, they seem “part of a supreme order, of admirable perfection” (50).

Time and space belong to what is emanated as we said. We see that emanated reality is in continuous evolution. Now, “if the mutation was real, even God would change and no longer be immutable and no longer eternal, no longer absolute”. Hence it must be an apparent evolution (31).

The narration contained in the book consists in a series of events for the person reading it; but each event is, in fact, a stable reality: “What we see mutating, is in reality immutable, it is a collection of situations - let us use this word - fixed within the eternity of non-time” (57), says Kempis. The person who wrote the introduction to this book comments that, although one has the feeling of an evolution taking place over time, “all degrees of evolution” in fact “vibrate together simultaneously” (21).

What has merely the appearance of reality reveals its illusory characteristics when everything comes to an end. The future and separate individualities reveal their illusoriness when they flow into the absolute, the eternal.

“A person existing only in the illusion of separateness cannot understand the reality of the All-One”, says Kempis. And he asks: “Then is he perhaps destined to forever be lost in the bitter labyrinths of illusion?”

I find the answer provided extremely interesting and it is worth quoting it all: “It would be a derisory God who, creating a being, would allow him to understand all that is illusion but not reality, who would in some way preclude to him in a sense the highest of all forms of knowledge, denying knowledge of Self.

“And the reason that would prevent such a God from bestowing upon beings created by Him the gift that instead His creatures at times manage to give - he gift of themselves - ould it be His desire for supremacy, or His creative incapacity?

“Brothers, if God were unreachable, He would effectively be detached, divided from the manifestation, and this cannot be...

“So? We are faced with two conflicting and yet true statements:

· Man as such cannot reach God;

- God must be reachable.

“There is only one solution that reconciles them: that human beings are destined to overcome their human condition and, through the attention addressing process, become aware, understand, with increasingly intense perception, [until] they achieve the highest level of perception, absolute perception...

“However, the beings capable of learning to understand God, would become identical to Him, while God is equal only to Himself, because there can be only one God, only one absolute Reality.

“So? We are faced with two conflicting statements and yet they are both true. Only one solution conciliates them: that each limited being, each creature of separateness and illusion, overcoming its own limitations and therefore its own temporary being, should be destined to recognising itself in the Only Being and the Only Reality” (66).

In other words, “every being is an integral part of God, even if not objectively distinguishable from Him; and also in the world of relativity, every being is not condemned to perpetual limitation, but consciousness increases more ad more until it identifies with God...” (97).

This a coherent thought that basically confirms what we were saying regards to the results towards which Parmenides and Spinoza converged, the physics of time-space, the parapsychology of precognition and - always, I insist, in its own particular and different way - Zen.

And through which process are these conclusions reached? Experience is certainly a starting point, but then one reasons proceeding by deduction. One of the results achieved by physics and parapsychology, is in particular the concept of time as space’s fourth dimension.

Parmenides and Spinoza’s metaphysics above all are the result of strong deductive commitment.

Zen relies on special intuitive enlightenment, on the satori, and therefore on a form of experience sui generis.

As far as Parmenides and Spinoza are concerned, and other rational metaphysics also oriented towards God, is there no experience at the basis of this? No experience setting off the process? I doubt that metaphysics of the absolute can evolve if not enlightened, albeit in an unconscious manner, by some sense of the absolute, by some form of experience of God. How can one exclude that Parmenides himself or Spinoza may not have had their own satori?

Finally, as far as the Cerchio Firenze is concerned, one cannot but acknowledge the entities Kempis and Dali when they state: “What we say, we say through direct experience, not because it was referred to us” (28).

There is always a varied form of experience at the basis of these different and yet similar perspectives of reality. But an experience of what? It is certainly experiencing the empiric, spatial-temporal reality that everyone inevitably perceives. But it is not only experiencing this level of being.

The subject we are addressing - the Eleatic philosopher, the person practising Zen, and so on - inevitably perceives a world of finite and relative things; however, through them, they also perceive something beyond all this. They see nature’s multiple and becoming beings; and simultaneously, precisely through these, and thanks to them, they perceive personally an absolute reality that transcends them. As we have seen, this is the second level of being; through nature the Eleatic philosopher or Zen follower etc. perceive the One-All.

Through nature the yogi catches a glimpse of the Self, while instead the religious man sees the Living, transcendent and Creator God, and also perceives His active presence. Here however attention is addressed to that dimension of being and of the Divinity itself that is most dear respectively to the yogi or the religious person.

As far as Zen and the Eleatics and so on are concerned, attention is instead addressed towards a different dimension, at a different level: towards God’s way of being as the One-All. Attention is concentrated here, this is what they wish to see and what they see.

In following this path with the necessary commitment and in-depth, one will in the end no doubt manage to acquire greater knowledge of this level of being.

What is important is to bear n mind that it is a particular level of being, not excluding others. Only considering all levels will provide is with an integrated, adequate and full awareness.

See La fonte preziosa - Rivelazioni sull'assoluto (The precious source – Revelations about the absolute), edited by L. Campani Setti, Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1987.

13.   We have already seen in what ways 

        gaining awareness of the Self can be acquired 

        and intensified through yogic meditation

        We will now address the problem 

        of a noetic meditation through which 

        one can acquire and intensify 

        the awareness of the One-All

In a previous chapter we had discussed the search for the Self, addressed at gaining awareness of the Self in strictly experiential terms; addressed also, at the highest level, at achieving total unification with the Self. I also provided a few examples of the methods with which the search for the Self has been, and is, implemented in practice.

It is worth repeating that the search for Self takes place at the first level of being of divine life, at the level at which God is perceived as pure Self.

One must now address the problem of whether and how it is possible to do the same with a search aimed at analogous gaining of awareness on the second level of being, at the level no longer of God as pure Self, but of God as absolute Consciousness of all things, of God as the One-All.

Eventually the time will come to discuss in similar terms also a third search, to be implemented at the third divine level, the level of God as primordial creating Energy: that is, in other words, the level of the living and creator God. The third search will be in particular addressed at a religious gaining awareness.

As we have seen, three distinct levels of gaining awareness are provided. To each corresponds a distinct form of meditation, aimed at achieving the particular awareness one wishes to achieve.

At this point one needs a little nomenclature. Would one wish to give each of these forms of gaining awareness a specific name? What adjective would one use to characterise each one in a specific manner?

I have entitled the third a religious gaining of awareness. The use of the adjective religious is because we are here within a framework definable as religious in the strictest possible sense. This is the religious framework including the Divinity with whom one has a "close" relationship also establishing a dialogue through prayer.

Let us now consider the issue that concerns gaining awareness of the Self. This is a gaining awareness in which one tries to go deeper at a more original level: in fact at what appears to be the more original level of divine life, the original plan in the absolute sense. What adjective should one use to qualify the search for the Self?

There is one Sanskrit word that is very often used, Yoga, to which one can attribute a variety of meanings. I would like to address attention to the meaning used in Patanjali’s Yogasutra.

In presenting himself as the system organiser for Raja Yoga, certainly not as its inventor, Patanjali has no problem in acknowledging that the Royal Yoga he reduced to a system had been practised in India for as long as any one can remember. It was certainly broadly discussed in the Upanishads. One also then finds it in the Vedanta, especially the “non dualist” (advaita), where is appears to be analysed more rigorously and coherently.

I refer here to Royal Yoga, understood as the search for the pure Self. This is a form of Yoga the development of which has been followed, with a great deal of attention paid, since the times of the Upanishads and then the Vedanta.

Having chosen the word, Yoga, in the sense I intend to use it, I can then find the adjective, yogic. And it is in this same perspective that I wish to propose the wording: yogic gaining of awareness.

There is now the problem of choosing (or perhaps coining) yet another adjective, suitable for the intermediate level of divine life, hence at the level of God as the One-All. It does not seem that easy to me. In the end I remembered that Plotinus used the word Nous for the Divinity’s second way of being. And I thought that an unequivocal word would be, in this case, noetic. Hence one could speak of a noetic gaining awareness.

Having established a minimum of terminology, let us now see how the noetic gaining awareness can effectively be implemented.

A particular form of meditation is linked to the noetic gaining awareness. We have followed its basic developmental stages through the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga schools. After considering yogic meditation, and before moving on to address religious meditation, we shall now see in what terms it is possible to define noetic meditation.

Zen meditation historically plays an important role in this; and this helps us to become aware of our “Buddhity”. Buddhity is already innate in us: we have no need to learn it, only to become aware of it.

We are already the Buddha, understood as the metaphysical Buddha, of which the historical Buddha Sakyamuni is a particular manifestation, or, if one prefers, an incarnation. We are already the metaphysical Buddha, hence the total, one and undivided, infinite, eternal, absolute Being. We are already one with Him.

We have already seen how true this is with regard to the One-All, that is at the second level of divine life, in which God is fulfilled as the One-All, perfectly united with and identical to every single being, hence He is one with each of us.

Well then, it is best that we should become aware of what we really are at that level. This is what Zen meditation is aimed at.

We must not only gain an intellectual awareness of our Buddhity, but a profound awareness, so deeply-rooted that it transforms our personality and the manner in which we perceive life but also how we live it.

Zazen means “meditation in a seated position”. Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle, a Jesuit priest and a Zen teacher well known and greatly respected in Japan, describes the correct position as follows. One sits on a base consisting in a folded blanket and quite a thick cushion, neither too hard, nor too soft, the thickness of which is reduced as practice improves.

As far as the exact position to be assumed is concerned Enomiya advises as follows: the legs should be crossed so that the right foot is over the left thigh and the left foot on top of the right thigh; the sole of the foot must be turned upwards, the bust must be held perfectly erect, and so must the head, extending the backbone so that the point of the nose is vertical to the tummy button.

The “lotus position” (kekka in Japanese) will seem uncomfortable in the beginning. And therefore if one finds it is too difficult, one can try the following variation: only one foot is placed on the thigh, the other foot may be placed under the opposite thigh. The foot must then be placed as close as possible to the body, but without leaning on it. This is the “half lotus” position (hanka in Japanese).

As far as the eyes are concerned, they must remain half-closed and fixed on one point at a distance of about one metre, on the ground or on the wall, if one is seated not far from one. 

This is a position copied from Yoga, where instead the eyes are kept closed. Deep and slow breathing, without intervals between breathing in and breathing out, helps the person to achieve the correct mental attitude.

Taisen Deshimaru observes that, in Zen meditation, deep, slow calm and powerful breathing eliminates mental complications and the spirit becomes pure, as clear as a cloudless sky, as light and sweet as the full moon. This is the fundamental premise for accessing mushin and ku. The first of these, mushin, is “the non mental”, it is “the spirit with no objective, no activity, no profit, no perception and non-perception, in perfect concentration. The second, ku, is “vacuity, void”.

In the brief description contained in his small precious book, Deshimaru describes the daily practice that takes place in a Zen temple: he speaks of the dojo, the place in which one meditates; of the zazen, the seated position; of breathing; of kin hin, the march; of the precise function of the kyosaku, the stick; of timetables; of the differences between the Rinzai and Soto schools; of Zen as a spiritual attitude. And above all is the Soto School that valorises zazen, while the Rinzai is more concentrated on koan.

In Zen this consists in suspending all the intellect’s activities. The "ego" must place itself in the state of mind of one who does not speak but only listens.

Thoughts will appear that one should neither nourish nor eliminate. One must give them no importance, they will slip away.

So far we have addressed the pure and simple practice of being seated. Usually, but not necessarily, two other practices can be also followed:

1) concentrating on breathing, achieved by counting inhalation and exhalation, or one rather than the other, or simply paying attention to one’s breathing without counting;

2) concentrating on one koan.

Then finally there is also the help provided by a master, who walks to the rows of meditating people and touches some of them with his stick to correct them. The roshi is a man with sensitivity matured through a great deal of experience, allowing him to understand in an instant a disciple’s situation and his problems.

Koan is personalised and it is the master who assigns one to the person ready to confront it. And it is only the master who decides when a disciple is ready to confront a given koan without problems or dangers.

Resorting to koans should therefore be entrusted to the discretion of the Zen teacher, when there is one present, with disciples determined to follow him and accept them from him.

Practising zazen remains fundamental, whatever the specific breathing technique used or the position adopted may be.

The position will always be the one most suitable for the individual meditating person. No one expects a westerner not trained to the lotus position, or incapable of remaining in this position, or even to assume it, not to sit in a manner he finds more comfortable. He may even sit on a chair according to Western style. What matters is that he should keep his back straight; and for the rest, concentrate and breathe slowly and rhythmically, in an increasingly calm and receptive state of mind.

By practising zazen one can, a little at a time, acquire particular powers, also having paranormal characteristics. These may emerge as a consequence and Zen has little interest in promoting them. It is more interested in spiritual powers that arise more directly and consequently from meditation.

What do we mean when stating the acquisition of spiritual powers? To make a concrete example, we mean that the person becomes calmer, and free from all prejudice, rancour, envy or dislikes.

He learns to concentrate and to control emotions better. Therefore in this manner he becomes more charitable, more moral, and consequently also more lovable. If in spite of everything he should still lose his temper, he will quickly recover it much more easily than previously.

Greater availability does not mean being passive, or weak when facing others. There is no indifference for the problems and suffering of others. No emptiness. This greater concentration will make the person more efficient also in external activities as well as at a professional level, observes Enomiya-Lassalle. (“Zen meditation”, in the book entitled Meditation in the great religions, p. 26).

And Deshimaru states with determination that one must not make the mistake many well-read western scholars make considering zazen a state of apathy, a spiritual suspension: it is precisely the opposite, that is an absolute activity, a living source providing inner freedom.

Enomiya Lassalle writes that in a zazen one does not concentrate on any idea that may come to mind, one allows these thoughts to go just as they came, and without even make an effort to be free of them. So, this is the real zazen: remaining seated, nothing but seated, as Dogen did and as stated by the Japanese Soto school he founded and which we shall soon discuss. 

In zazen one achieves a perfectly empty consciousness. It is also through the practicing of koans, hence concentrating the mind on particular problems with no rational solutions. Once again consciousness must remain completely empty, observes Enomiya Lassalle, otherwise it becomes a lost opportunity. Should one succeed, there is only the need for a very light impulse for the spirit to open up to a new vision, in which enlightenment occurs. This is usually a sensitive perception, a sound heard or a beautiful object perceived by the eyes, at times a sensation resulting in a satori. However, a satori can also be experienced without zazen, when one is addressing the solution of a koan or undertaking any other kind of activity.

At this point however, the same author adds, it is necessary for this perception to occur in a manner that is unexpected and independent from the person meditating.

As far as the koan is concerned it is important to emphasise its importance and also its function in order to obtain satori. Satori is the enlightenment that allows us to perceive life’s real meaning. And this enlightenment provides us with a correct awareness about our real nature, about the foundations of our being, the One-All we are part of and in which our very individuality is fulfilled, and that only appears separate to us due to an illusion.

As mentioned, there are two great schools of Zen:

1) there us the Soto, which consists in "gradual teaching”, to be obtained persevering with the zazen, hence in meditation in the seated position, usually concentrating on a sutra;

2) then there is the Rinzai, which pursues “instant teaching” to be achieved thanks to the enlightenment (satori) that can happen all of a sudden, and that the person encourages by persevering with the continuous meditating of a koan. 

This koan may consist in posing a problem, and historically derives from the mondo, consisting in a series of questions and answers.

Koan means “juridical document” and, in this case, the evidence or proof of reawakening that has taken place.

One problem might be: “All things return to the One; and where does the One return to?” 

There are questions the master poses to his disciple (mainly as the subject for meditation), or those the disciple asks the master (to request instruction, to solve a doubt, to understand what the master's position is, to explore the results obtained under his guidance and so on).

And how does the teacher answer? In a way that will certainly seem strange to those who are not initiated. In a manner that often seems to be totally illogical.

It is hard to communicate in logical terms to those who have not intimately already had such an experience what one can learn from a satori experience.

As far as the intellect is concerned, observes Suzuki, there is an unbridgeable gap between the antecedent problem and its consequent solution, hence between the questions posed by the disciple and the teacher’s answers. The two remain logically unconnected. Suzuki himself remembers a well-known series of questions and answers.

Lin-chi asks Huang-po what is Buddhism’s supreme principle, and the teacher beats him thirty times with his stick. Lin-chi is enlightened, and having achieved satori, from the height of this acquired inner experience he judges: "There is not a great deal in Huang-po's Buddhism". However we are not to know what that "not very much" really means, comments Suzuki.

He continues saying that these are gestures and words that do not offer a stranger any indications regards to the contents of the experience they seem to arise from. There is a “logical discontinuity”, that appears to be a characteristic of all Zen teachings.

These are some of the questions posed to Ch’ing-ping and the answers received: “What is Mahayana?” “The rope on a bucket”. “And what is Hinayana?” “The cord for putting money in”. “What are moral impurities?” “A bamboo basket”. “And moral purities?” “The wooden ladle”.

These answers, concludes this great scholar of Buddhism, are apparently meaningless, however from the Zen point of view they are easily understandable, because in this manner logical discontinuity is overcome. It is obvious that the Zen throws open a locked door and reveals all the treasures hidden beyond it: it jumps to the opposite shores of logic and sets of its own dialectics.

It is like “jumping off a precipice”. It requires particular abandonment and moral courage, a readiness to confront the risk of paying the price personally. This unknown kingdom of logical discontinuity must be explored personally, concludes Suzuki, and it is here that logic is transformed into psychology, and here that conceptualism must leave way to a real life experience.

At this point the advice provided by Shoichi Kokushi, the founder of a famous Zen monastery in Japan, becomes important: “Imagine you are at the bottom of an old and very deep well: your one and only thought will be how to get out, and you will try desperately to try and find a way out; from morning to evening this thought will totally fill your consciousness”. 

Suzuki comments that, when the mind is so busy addressing only one thought, strangely or miraculously a sudden reawakening takes place within us. This search addressed with extreme commitment can be experienced in a dramatic manner, to the extent that it may result in a desperate state of mind or almost; and it is at this point that, by grace, the spark of satori suddenly and unexpectedly appears.

Tai-hui, the great 12th century supporter of koan, says: “Continue firmly with your koan in every moment of your life. If a thought should come to mind, do not try to suppress it with a conscious effort; just renew your attempt to keep the koan foremost in your mind. Whether you are seated or walking, keep your attention constantly on this.

"When you start to find it totally tasteless, then you are approaching the final and decisive moment; do not allow this moment to escape you.

“When all of a sudden something burning arises in your mind, its light will light up the whole universe, and you will see the spiritual land of the Enlightened revealed on the tip of a single hair, and the great wheel of Dharma rotating on a single grain of dust”. 

One should observe that there is never a search for mental void in these experiences. Extraneous thoughts are never chased away or suppressed, but are allowed to come and go, in the certainty that increasingly greater concentration will end up by weakening them, and they will spontaneously vanish.

Concentration is not addressed to a void, nor the transparency of the pure Self (unreal in Buddhism) but the koan: hence, so to speak, a "full" content. And “full” is also the experience one achieves in satori. Just as “full” of a very real content is the supreme experience one can achieve at the height of the spiritual ascent of the Bodhisattva.

Ever since Zen has become more organised, the idea that satori can be achieved without the authoritative guidance of a master has been removed from its orthodoxy. It is then the teacher who assigns the koan to the individual disciple and checks the results he progressively achieves. When in the end enlightenment occurs, or seems to, it is the teacher who assesses it so as to validate it or not.

The Roshi is an expert who personally looks after the disciple. There is no manual that could replace him.

In continuing the discussion about meditation to define its content, it is a good idea to try and define this using more rational and understandable words. Zen exasperates its criticism of reason and emphasises its irrationalism in a way I consider to be really excessive.

Parmenides and Spinoza are considered the rationalist philosophers par excellence; and it is very astonishing that they reach similar conclusions to Zen, which appears irrational par excellence.

What is it that these two trends have in common? In both there is a devaluation of the senses. To be more specific, not so much of the senses, (which are per se neither true nor false), but rather of the conclusions reached through reasoning, when it interprets sensorial data in a certain manner (and even in a way that seems most natural and spontaneous to us).

In both trends attention is paid to the One-All: not to the pure Self, devoid of all content; but rather at that One-All that seems to be full being, full of all realities and including all the beings, events and facts of the world.

Mahayana has a lively and very particular taste for that realness, for that fullness that it finds in the dimension of the One-All (second level of the classification I proposed) and that it does not find in the two other levels of being: neither in that of the pure Self (the first one), or in that of spatial-temporal existence (the third one).

So within Buddhism both the dimensions of existence and of the pure Self increasingly appear “empty”. Simultaneously however attention increases for a metaphysical dimension that is different from these two. All attention becomes concentrated on the dimension of an absolute as the One-All, as the universal Consciousness. Such a Consciousness will have as its object no longer the pure Self in its empty and auto-transparent principle, but rather all beings, facts and events in their effective reality and concreteness, seen however sub specie aeternitatis, in their eternal dimension, where they are all together and can be contemplated in an immutable, eternal and all-inclusive vision.

The perspective is that of infinite and coeternal total unity, but the contents of the vision, its object consists in a multiplicity of becoming realities. And this plural reality consists in the beings, human beings, animals and plants and mountains and fields and lakes and seas, they are nature and the creations of art.

This interest for existence must be seen in relation to the compassion Buddhists experience for all living creatures, but equally to that love for nature and for art and real and active life that above all animates the Chinese and Japanese for whom Buddhism is also and above all Zen.

However, one must repeat this so as not to forget it, Mahayana Buddhism and Zen are attracted to a contemplation of existence at the light of total unity, the infinite, eternity and absoluteness.

Enomiya Lassalle speaks of Zen enlightenment as an “experience of the being”. Then he asks himself what this might be: “Is it a relative being, an existent being?” He concludes that on the contrary it is the “absolute being”, the “ultimate and absolute reality”. 

The same author specifies that the being is the profound self of each human being. Of course a being perceived in this manner is one with the profound nature of each thing, each reality, each existing being. It is also simultaneously one with the absolute, with the Divinity. I would say with the Divinity certainly not in its “personal” way of being, but rather in its very different impersonal way of being that I like to theorise in the way the reader has seen.

I have specified that I believe, as far as I have been able to understand, that Zen addresses attention at the second metaphysical level, at the dimension of the Nous, while it removes it from the dimension of the Self and the dimension of a religious relationship with the living God experiencing which all beings appear as His “creatures”.

At this point those cultivating a meditation that really wishes to be integral will experience strong need to do something to fill these voids. They may experience the need to fill them in themselves, in their own personal spiritual lives and then certainly in those of others: in the intimate spirit of those people with whom they find themselves engaged in a dialogue about these problems.

With a desire to acknowledge all authentic values, and pursue these without preclusions, without blinkers, without prejudice, the person who wants to practice an integral meditation will try and open within himself all channels for experiencing all reality’s dimensions, all that appears to be interesting and valid.

All that Zen manages to perceive in the metaphysical dimension of the Absolute as the One-All, to which it addresses exclusive attention, remains an experience accessible to few, expressed in esoteric language that only those few understand; it remains an experience that with difficulty can be communicated to the majority of people.

It is best that the few who are initiated should settle matters among themselves. They communicate with one another in a sort of encoded language, hard to understand for others and for us westerners in general. Those who might wish to judge them for the outside, without having been through certain very particular experiences, would run the risk of saying the wrong things.

It is instead possible to be more at ease with regard to what Zen states using language more accessible for those of us who have achieved, or are capable of achieving, analogous intimate experiences. We can certainly make use of all this also for a comparative analysis.

Let us compare what Zen says about the All-One with what in different ways is expressed by the philosophy of Parmenides and Spinoza, the Cerchio Firenze, the parapsychology of precognition, time-space relativist physics, comparing all these data with different and yet converging origins. This comparison will lead us to conclusions in which meditation will occupy an important position.

Compared to the conclusions reached by these different schools of thought, all sharing rational procedures, the most interesting conclusions reached by Zen appear to be more than reasonable. They are of course linked to a rationality that is not enclosed in tight patterns, but on the contrary more open and more compatible with intuition.

This is reasonableness which is inspired to profound metaphysical sensitivity and can be appreciated only by those sharing such sensitivity.

An open rationality of this kind, so suitable for understanding the metaphysical dimension, is contrasted by the rigid, closed and insensitive rationality of those remaining decidedly deaf and impervious to metaphysical issues. Relying on open rationality, we can certainly list a series of conclusions. One must however never forget that conclusions must be reached above all and fundamentally using one’s intuition and through the spiritual experience, and also that rationality must be used only to provide intuitions with expression, a conceptual form, to define these within possible limits and link them to a coherent all.

All in all, I do have good reason to believe that intuition is only in conflict with rationality that is closed and insensitive to the metaphysical dimension we are interested in. And it is precisely this rationality that is eliminated through the violent therapy of the koans. On the contrary, the kind of rationality one hopes for will no longer be an obstacle but become a valid help.

I apologise for the repetitions, but this concept must be correctly clarified; and, to better emphasise it, I wish here to express it with different words, outlining in general terms two possible cases.

Case number one: those with sensitivity for the dimension of the One-All tend more easily to see reality through the eyes of Mahayana and Zen.

Case number two: those who do not share this sensitivity will see reality through their physical eyes, and their “closed” rationality will approve such a way of saying things as “positive”. Let us say that we are here within the framework of positivist-scientific mentality tending towards materialism. In this second case there is good reason to try and cause a crisis in this type of rationality.

In case number one instead, the rationality of the corresponding type appears rather an ally and a useful means to always be improved.

In case number two one should resort to break through techniques, such a continuous, intense and constant application of koans.

In case number one however, one would do better to entrust oneself to a quieter form of meditation, to a zazen considered in a broader sense, to be practised in any position and at any time in daily life, little does it matter, what is instead important is that it should be serene and calm, with no strain, without conflict with the intellect but educating it and making it, a little at a time, an increasingly suitable instrument for a continuing in-depth analysis of the metaphysical experience. 

This is why I now prefer to develop a series of propositions arising from intuition and also linking these to an overall coherent concept. Having implemented with all the possible esprit de finesse this rational procedure, I will attempt to prove that all the propositions reached are coherent with each other, and not only, but in some way also deductible one from the other.

What I propose here is clearly not a Zen meditation. It does not use a koan and can be done in any position; on condition that the state of mind is serene and calm. This involves entrusting oneself to the spiritual experience and to intuition without repudiating rationality. On the contrary it explicitly adopts it and wishes only to reduce and readapt it, that it may always cooperate increasingly better in confirming and analysing in-depth intuition itself.

So here is what the contents of noetic meditation can really be in a series of points that should be meditated on.

Meditation can be collective and guided, but is usually personal. Its contents can be conveniently formulated in the first person.

I would like to begin by observing what many thinkers also say: hence that our experiences are illusory.

I concede that my experiences may be illusory. This would however be an illusion I have experienced throughout my life.

But what is an illusion lasting a lifetime if not life itself?

A dream is revealed as a dream only upon reawakening.

The illusion will appear as such to me when I reach the truth.

The illusion of my life differs from the truth because my personal existence is a temporal event that will come to an end.

I can sense that true reality is immutable, eternal. Parmenides’ philosophy, relativist physics, parapsychology, the spiritual experience arising from Mahayana Buddhism and Zen, and finally also a certain type of mediumistic message sending converge in stating this.

It is something one can sense or also deduct. But it would be totally different to experience this in the best and fullest manner.

Is it possible to have such an experience in its absolute fullness? I could achieve it if and when my personal, finite, imperfect and inadequate consciousness would flow into the absolute. And did so together with all other human consciousnesses. 

This is what the messages received by the Cerchio Firenze say. But it is also a spiritual need as such, if it is true that the spirit is consciousness and simultaneously unity.

It is therefore necessary for the multiplicity of spiritual paths to occur in unity, and I cannot see how this can take place if not with their flowing into it all together.

That said, it is when I reach the absolute Consciousness that the illusoriness of my personal existence vanishes.

In me and in all others all change will cease at the supreme and final moment in which all our existences will flow into the absolute.

And it is at that supreme and final moment that the illusion of separateness, finitude and becoming will vanish.

And all together we shall enter eternity.

The eternal Consciousness is all-inclusive, and it is there that each reality receives its meaning.

In eternity, my separate private life also finds its consistency .

Each moment of my life, including those that seem the most insignificant and ephemeral, becomes alive in the eternal Consciousness: it is engraved and forever lives there.

I remain myself in eternity.

And who am I in eternity?

I am my own individual story.

I am the film of my personal existence, which remains forever, always ongoing and represented.

What forever distinguishes these human beings tending to flow into one is their individual pasts.

It is a past that I too revisit forever in my memory, but in the most intense and alive recalling, in a memory which once again brings everything up-to date.

In a living but transfigured memory. As in the art of writing a story, where also suffering and evil loose their heaviness to be transfigured into beauty: they are now art, enjoyment for the spirit.

When one hears of certain terrible things in the news, or even worse one experiences them personally, it is extremely disturbing, and there is nothing to soften the despair and horror in us. How is it then that the same events told in a sublime literary work of art, or seeing them painted in a wonderful fresco, or beautifully represented in the theatre or in a very artistic film, how is it that reading, hearing, seeing, tasting such a transfiguration into beauty gives us so much and such pure spiritual joy?

At the One-All level of being it seems that evil is no longer crudely something separate, but on the contrary, included within that grandiose horizon, elevated and sublimated to act as a shadow that emphasises the light.

In a particularly dreadful moment, Aeneas spoke words of encouragement to his companions in such a long ad painful odyssey, and then he said: Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit, “Perhaps one day it will give us pleasure to also remember these things”.

Remembering even the worse misadventures and even the most atrocious sufferings can become a pleasure for the spirit. This is a favourite pastimes for heroes, when, now retired, they find someone ready to listen to the tales of their adventures and feats told with the crudest realism and enriched with every possible detail.

We have reached the mountain’s peak and from up there we look down on the paths we have walked, and we see how each one meanders through places that remind us of adventures and misadventure as we wandered.

Each path is the itinerary followed by an individual; and all together we contemplate the paths followed and we revisit them in our memories, as they are re-experienced in the most lively way.

Hence my singularity remains within my personal existence, which I will always be able to revisit, and forever.

From high above I see my path meeting and accompanying for brief or short periods the paths followed by others.

And behold I can re-experience friendships and love affairs, ecstasy and battles, magical and squalid moments, serene and dramatic and feverish events.

All this seemed ephemeral, and now I see that the ephemeral is made eternal by the Consciousness that assumes everything in a fullness of being.

I remain myself in the revisited memories of my personal existence. But these are memories that all others will revisit as if they were their own, with the same vivacity and immediateness as well as full understanding.

I remain myself in my memories brought back to life; but for the rest, having flowed into the eternal Consciousness together with all others, I am also all others.

In the One-All I am everyone.

In the One-All I am the All, I am God himself. God was not miserly with Himself, in His infinite love He gave me Himself totally, without limitations; and now I am one with God.

I am myself within my own history as a separate individual, finite, imperfect, becoming, and finally reaching the Absolute; and I am the Absolute Himself, whom I reach and with whom I am now merged as one.

Oh infinite eternal happiness that awaits me, that awaits each of us!

Oh never-ending gratitude with no limits for He who gives us everything!

The discussion concerns what, according to the point of view we share, may take place at the end of time, when becoming becomes eternal. And therefore it is a subject concerning our ultimate eschatological future.

In the eternal Consciousness, those we now call the present, the past and the future appear to be contemporary. 

The future is present. The whole future. Hence I can already now send a message into the future of each person. Even into his ultimate future.

This is a subject that will certainly find a listening; moreover it will find the listener in the best possible conditions for a total and perfect understanding.

In the sphere of the eternal present, everything is co-present; hence if the state of consciousness present in each person is a reality, so are the series of his future states of consciousness. Each of these is actually already present, although in a different sphere.

So, if I address my attention to what my interlocutor will be tomorrow, or next year, or in the next century, I am sure that he would listen to me even now. I repeat: his consciousness does not belong to this temporal sphere, it is however very present in the eternal dimension.

I can as of now already speak to those who love me, but also to those who oppose me, hate me or misunderstand me.

Although in its own specific and different sphere, tomorrow is simultaneously present with today. From our own today we can speak to tomorrow, be it our own tomorrow or that of every other individual.

Nowadays many people see things in a very restricted, if not seriously mistaken manner. Speaking to the present of many people can be the most difficult task; but tomorrow they will become increasingly aware. They will be omniscient when their ultimate tomorrow comes. Those speaking to a person’s tomorrow will find a far more understanding interlocutor.

I can already now be reconciled with all others and be in peace with God and also with all other human beings.

We are separate branches, often ignoring our common roots, all to often in conflict.

But the branch becomes conscious of its real being only when gaining awareness of the roots.

In this common root the branches fully rediscover one another; they acknowledge they are branches of the same tree.

Why only perceive as strangers those human beings that one will inevitably, sooner or later, discover as other ourselves?

Why not start now to consider them from this different point of view?

Coming closer to the truth as from now will begin to open the way for the decisive discovery; and it would be best that we should not be found totally unprepared when the time comes.

One should learn now to get on well with others and be interested in them.

How many people seem only concerned with informing others about their affairs, pouring them over others rather like emptying a sack!

They are only interested in the interlocutor as an attentive audience, never as an autonomous personality; or as someone upon which they can unload their personal problems without ever wondering if the other may have his own problems or in turn is in need of comfort from others, or to be listened to.

If by any chance the interlocutor reawakens from his passive role as a caryatid because wishing to say something important to him, the other will change the subject as soon as possible, even abruptly, so the conversation returns to his favourite one concerning his own affairs.

If he is shier he will endure the other’s initiative, without participation however and his eyes may droop as becoming increasingly distracted and bored until he takes a nap. 

Refusing to listen to others is a subtle way of killing them; not physically of course, but, let us say, of civil death. 

Not listening to others, not being interested in them, showing no participation in their happy and sad experiences, not perceiving as one’s own their issues, their aspirations, emphasises our own closure within ourselves.

A cuirass of egoism increasingly envelops us until it suffocates us. The empiric ego is not the real ego. If can in fact grow and gain the overhand damaging the real ego, which is the profound one.

Egotism is the branch that disowns the root, it disowns the entire tree it belongs to, it does not take nourishment from it, it wishes to live independently under the illusion it exists thanks to itself, it condemns itself to an arid and sad life similar to death.

Those capable of being open to others are receptive to universal life and take nourishment from this at all levels; they draw on fresh water sources. In the other case they draw on a cracked tank filled with stagnant water that little by little runs out.

Abandoning one’s empiric self means gaining awareness. This lively knowledge is an increasingly profound awareness ultimately achieving in the end absolute knowledge, omniscience.

Achieving the absolute means experiencing the infinite joy of learning what is true. We will learn everything. Everything that we were curious about in the course of our individual lives will at the end be revealed.

There is vulgar curiosity and that of the scientist and the historian.

The historian’s curiosity pays attention to any current events for which history provides the key and reveals the meaning.

History actually ascertains the ensemble of all events. And no event, not even the smallest is unimportant, just as the tiniest atom in the universe contributes to its balance, to its completeness.

The scientist and the historian’s noble and benevolent curiosity lead us to knowledge of the One-All, which includes all realities, all facts and all events.

The philosopher’s and the scientist’s interest contribute to this, as does the religious person’s love for God’s creation, the artist’s taste for every form of beauty, the human being’s concern for those like him.

Experiencing others as part of oneself, participating in their hopes and problems with the same intensity one feels for one’s own, this is charity experienced in depth. This is charity practiced not out of a sense of duty, but in an absolutely natural and spontaneous manner.

When we are immersed in others, we feel what is theirs as our own, and we wish them well to the extent of fantasising about it.

Being open to the entire universe we feel the impulse to adopt the cause of the entire creation.

Hence we wish the good of every individual and of the all.

The hope of nations becomes our hope.

The well-being of cities, the beauty of nature and works of art, the brain’s creativity as well as social, economic and political initiatives, all interest us. 

We feel that everything others do, is done for us and with us; part of us plays an active role in this.

Anyone else is another me. I too live and act in him. His work is also my work.

In some way I feel sympathetic and co-responsible even for his wrongdoings.

I too have my weaknesses and can understand those of others. Each of them has his own “thorn in the flesh”.

If at times I didn't allow myself to do the most stupid things, it is due to a degree of balance I am convinced of having, but, it seems, we do not all have to the same extent.

Another person who is weaker than I am, or without my defence mechanisms may have been unable to control himself, or allowed himself to be trapped, or gave in to one of cowardice’s impulses, or allowed nastiness, evil, cruelty or depravation to enter him establishing strong roots.

And so he finds himself condemned to death or a life sentence, for actions I myself might have committed in his shoes, or in a similar situation, if I had grown up conditioned in the same manner.

This is why I do not stand in judgment of others, why I cannot condemn them or declare them irrecoverable.

This is why, in spite of everything, I continue to place hope in myself and in others. This is why, in spite of everything, I perceive in myself and see in others the divine presence as the seed that awaits development and then in the end total fulfilment.

In truth for the moment the results seem modest if not pitiful. And in spite of everything I perceive the divine presence, the divine seed, and the potential “buddhity” in the intimate soul of each person.

The fact that the real and profound nature characterising each of us is buddhity - meaning what in our own words we can call absoluteness, perfection, infinity, divinity – is a clear statement also shared by Mahayana and Zen.

All this brings us back to consider the profound truth of intuitions that have matured within that tradition.

These are intuitions that vitally affirm the presence of the Absolute, as the One-All within each of us.

They are intuitions that reveal something to us about this absolute and also allow us to characterise it a little, although it appears to be indefinable and inexpressible using the human language.

Mahayana, Zen and even Taoism’s intuitions tell us that in the divine dimension of the One-All the subject and the object, the Consciousness and its experiences, multiplicity and unity, becoming and co-presence are one.

In the divine dimension of the One-All there are no differences, there is no plus and no minus, no degrees of being, but all is fulfilment.

Let us remember the previous pages: in the symbolic butcher’s shop Banzan enters at the market, there is no better and no worse, there is no better and less better, but “everything is the best” and “you will not find a piece of meat that is not the best”.

The “Spirit of the Unity and of the That Is as it Is” mentioned by Huang-po “has never been created or destroyed; it is neither green nor yellow; it has no shape or aspect; it is neither being nor non-being, neither old nor new, neither short nor long, neither large nor small”. It in fact “transcends all categories of the intellect, all words and expressions, all signs and marks, all comparisons and discriminations”. All in all it “is what it is”, and therefore “if one tries to understand it, one loses it”.

In the absolute One-All there is nothing one can discriminate and distinguish and therefore define separately and oppose to anything else. There is nothing one can properly conceptualise.

There is nothing to be considered better or preferable: “The perfect way (Tao)... avoids preferring and choosing”. In this dimension there is no longer anything “just or unjust”.

And, as Nagasena’s Madhyamika-Sastra recites, “there is no production or destruction, no continuation or interruption, no unity or plurality, no arrival or departure”.

Here everything is one, the same and immutable. Nothing becomes. Nothing is an objective to pursue, or an evil to be escaped.

Nothing is created here, and everything is.

Here, in the sphere of the One-All, there are no longer parts, divisions, determinations as such: all is, let us say, posed in a monolithic block.

Here there are no longer plural dharmas, meaning that each exists according to its own particular nature, with its own and autonomous ontological density. Absolute Consciousness is totally “emptied” of such dharmas.

I would also like to remind my reader of what Deshimaru defined the principle sutra of Buddhism and Zen, the Maka Hannya Haramita Shingyo, in which the bodhisattva Avalokiteswara says to a disciple: “Oh Sariputra! All phenomena have the characteristics of the void. They are neither born nor do they die. They are neither pure nor impure. They neither increase nor decrease.

“Oh Sariputra! Where there is a void there is no appearance, no sensations, or perception, imagination or consciousness. [I think that Consciousness is seen here in the human sense, restricted and imperfect as all other relative qualities and functions also excluded in this passage].

“There is no eyes in the void, no ear, or nose, or tongue, or body or mind. There is no shape, taste, sound, colour, feeling, object, knowledge or ignorance. There is no illusion, or victory over illusion, there is no desire or extinction of desire, there is no bond or annulment of the bond, there is no being or ceasing of being, there is no age or death, nor any ceasing of aging and death. In the void there is no suffering, nor victory over suffering”.

In contrast, all these negations remind one of what in the Christian word is known as positive theology. All God’s perfections are stated: infinite knowledge, infinite goodness etc., and this is called the via eminentiae, consisting in attributing to God all positive qualities (knowledge, goodness etc.) at an eminent level.

Then there is also negative theology, the via negationis, consisting in denying God all human characteristics: not even at an eminent level does God have the positive qualities ascribable to human beings, because in spite of everything these remain human qualities and God cannot have what we are only capable of defining in human terms.

With the exception of the differences between Christian theology and Mahayana Buddhism’s spiritual experiences, it seems to me that the negations formulated here should be understood in a sense that is quite close to that of negative theology.

It is important to bear in mind what, among other things, is written in a famous Taoist book entitled the Chuang-tzu, about to the “equality of all things” (ch. II): “...If one considers the horizontal and the vertical, the ugly and the beautiful, the enormous, the suspicious, the misleading and the strange - the Path [Tao] includes them all in one unit. When there is division there is also definition; however, what is defined is disintegrated. When there is no definition or disintegration all things are once again as one unit”. And “only the enlightened knows how to understand everything as one”. And it is pointless to “intellectually exhaust oneself about the unity of things without knowing that they are all one and the same”. While “the objective of the wise is widespread splendour, they do not use this to make affirmations, but entrust themselves to what is constant” or, in other words, “they are inspired by the totality of nature”.

Elsewhere in this same book (ch. VI), one can read about a wise man who “when detached from life, managed to penetrate things clearly. When he had penetrated things clearly he was able to see that everything is one. After seeing that everything is one, he was able to transcend time. Having transcended time he was able to penetrate what is neither born nor dies”. 

Another wise man said to Confucius: “I have made progress”. And immediately after this, when asked, “What do you mean?” he explained: “I remain seated and I forget everything”. “What do you mean by you forget everything?” “I ignore the body and abandon intelligence; detaching myself from physical form and putting aside knowledge, I assimilate with the Universal”.

This is a good practice of zazen, encouraging the kind of contemplation through which the person, rather than rationally understanding the dimension of the One-All, intuitively experiences it and step by step enters it, vitally penetrating it: precisely, “he assimilates with the Universal”.

This is what we too try to achieve through meditation of this kind. The rational considerations developed are comforted by the intuitive truths proposed by the masters of Mahayana, Taoism and Zen through their aphorisms and also their koans.

I am persuaded that reason must not be mortified in us, but, on the contrary, guided to judge itself correctly. The intellect must, in this way, earn to perceive its own limitations, to trust itself, but also to “make fun of itself” in the sense Pascal uses the term.

Reason plays an important but complementary role as far as intuition is concerned. It is above all and fundamentally with his intuitive faculties that a man penetrates the dimensions of divine life.

We have clearly seen how philosophical speculation as well as scientific considerations (both deductive and inductive) converge in affirming the divine dimension of the One-All. At a certain point, however, it is worth entering this dimension to experience it totally.

This can only be achieved through a particular form of enlightenment to be pursued through a particular kind of meditation. This is the kind of meditation to which I have devoted this chapter to try, in a sense, to connote both the possible contents and the best methodology.

See H. M. Enomiya Lassalle, Zen meditation for Christians, La Salle, Open Court, 1974; same author, "La meditazione zen", in the book by various authors La meditazione nelle grandi religioni (Meditation in the great religions), ed. by M.Dhavamony, Cittadella Editrice, Assisi 1989; and again D. T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism, (cited in § 9); T. Deshimaru, Vrai Zen, source vive, révolution intérieure. Sho do ka, chant de l’immédiat satori, poème de Yoka Daishi traduit ey commenté par T. Deshimaru, Le Courrier du Livre, Paris 1974; T. Cleary (ed.), The essential Tao: an initiation into the heart of Taoism through the authentic Tao Te Ching and the inner teachings of Chuang-Tzu, HarperSanFrancisco, San Francisco, 1993;

Raguin, La meditazione orientale e l'esperienza mistica cristiana (Eastern meditation and Christian mystical experience), It. tr. by A. Ascoli Balzanelli, Edizioni Paoline, Cinisello Balsamo 1990; by the same author La Source, Desclée de Brouwer, Paris; Bellarmin, Montréal, Quebec, 1988. 

Part IV

THE PERSONAL GOD OF RELIGIOUS PEOPLE

14.   The search for God on the other hand 

        pursues the religious experience 

        of a transcendent God that is also totally other

        Religious experience is a gaining awareness 

        that is totally distinct from 

        and specifically irreducible to 

        those resulting from the search for the Self 

        or from practising Zen

        We can consider the transcendent God 

        of religious people as a third level of the Divinity: 

        as God in his way of being the creator

It might be a good idea, at this point, to repeat some of the concepts already addressed and to summarise them.

Religious traditions even in distant eras and in countries far apart distinguish different levels and different ways of being in God:

1) the God who is pure Self, immersed in contemplation of Himself;

2) the God who sees all things, the eternal absolute Consciousness of all that for us is the present, the past and the future;

3) the God who creates; and, through space and time, intervenes in the creation.

It is always the same God: I repeat, articulated in different ways of being and at different levels.

Of course the first of these three ways of divine being, the Self, seems to put itself as the original one. As the one preceding others, not in the sense that it was there even before time, but in the sense that metaphysically the others derive from it.

However, nothing authorises us to conclude that, in the divine ways of being, the Self is the only really and fully real one.

It is such for certain traditions in Hindu spirituality that perceive the Self as the only reality, beyond which all is illusory. In such a perspective even certain of the Divinity’s aspects or ways of being end up being considered as illusory.

Those Hindu ascetics, adhering to the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga school, seem to say: “Believers adore the Lord Ishvara or God’s Bride or the Divine Mother, hence the Divinity as active in the world. That -kind of cult, however, is still something illusory and inadequate. It is a sort of anti-chamber, propaedeutics; a sort of primary school compared to the high school of the search of the Self”.

As often repeated, the Self, the Brahman is in some way identifiable with the first Person of the Christian Trinity, called the Father.

But the difference with Christianity is this: in the Christian vision the three Persons all have the same dignity and metaphysical importance; while instead in the Hindu vision the Lord Ishvara (or the Mother of God or the Divine Mother if one prefers these other names) is the way of being of a clearly inferior Divinity: this is, let us say, a Sub-God.

In this Hindu perspective, the total God is a mere illusory image of the true God, who is really reduced to his principle or original nucleus, the Self. Compared to the Self, all the rest is pure and simple covering, pure and simple appearance.

Only those who consider the living God, the creator God, the total God, as the mere illusory image of the Self can identify the search for God with the search for the Self.

In reducing the first to the second, one would end up by seeing in a religious search for God a first naïve effort in pursuing what is effectively can only be fully achieved in a more enlightened awareness in the search for the Self.

One can in the opposite sense consider God in all His ways of being, and here one would discover a far more complex and consistent Reality, a Reality that cannot absolutely be reduced to the Self.

The different manner of seeing God perceives and considers a “living God”. And the religious person who experiences the living God sees in God also a “personal” dimension: discovering him as a “Person”.

The religious man therefore becomes far more capable of having an I-you relationship with the Divinity, to be consumed in devotion, in a dialogue of love, in prayer and in communion.

Communion is no longer unification: the subjects remain distinct, although united very closely indeed.

The religious path consisting in the search for God means searching for this communion. The religious soul can become united with God in this sense. It can finally celebrate its “spiritual marriage” with the Divinity itself when, devoid of all egoism and egocentrism, it has given itself up and made itself available in every sense to divine will.

This is the ideal for sanctification or also “deification” (théosis). This last word should be understood here in the strictly religious sense, no longer that of the previously mentioned Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga tradition.

The religious experience, the experience of the sacred, the experience of the living God must be distinguished with utmost clarity from the experience of the pure Self. And it must be equally clearly distinct from that experience of the One-All mentioned in various previous chapters with reference to the parapsychology of precognition, the physics of the fourth dimension, Parmenides and Spinoza, the Cerchio Firenze and the particular enlightenment achieved with Zen.

The religious one is a form of experience sui generis. With its own sphere and autonomous dimension. And nonetheless, complementary to other kinds of experiences. It cooperates with all of them to a general and global gaining awareness: it cooperates to that gaining awareness we pursue in our being, as in the being of all things and in the meaning of life. 

15.   Religious gaining awareness 

        evolves through a series of stages: 

        from primitive animism 

        to the monotheistic revelation-revolution 

        And it is par excellence in monotheism 

        that God reveals Himself as the Creator:

        He Who from nothing creates us for the all

It is extremely difficult to formulate in only a few pages a suitable definition for the religious experience and for the gaining awareness linked to it as well as their evolution over time. I will try to provide an approximate and summarised idea, necessarily schematic, with a series of brief flashes.

It is best here to start with the religious consciousness of primitive human beings. The primitive man tends to see all realities:

1) non inert, as in the mechanism of a Galileo and a Descartes, but instead animate, each characterised by something resembling a personality;

2) non distinct and external one from the other, able to interact only mechanically, but instead one permeated by the other, one vitally linked to the other through participatory bonds;

3) not existing in absolute autonomy in themselves or per se, but instead variously all participating in the divine, each reality being an expression of the divine, each in some way “sacred”.

And it is above all the “powerful” realities that seem “sacred”. Primitive man has a lively sense of depending from them and invokes their benevolence, protection and help.

For example he needs to fish in the waters of the river flowing through the tribe’s territory. This is how he would have invoked the spirit, the power: “Oh River, I ask you for permission to fish, just as my ancestors did before me... Oh River, get up, lock up your dogs, allow our young people to enter the water, to enjoy themselves with the fish with nothing evil happening to them”.

And just as he does with his own people, primitive man encourages the River’s benevolence with a gift: “If you agree, accept this chick” (referred to the Lobi tribe in central-western Africa).

Before a battle with his enemies, the Giur warrior of the River of Gazelles addressed his weapon using these words: “Oh Spear that belonged to my old grandfather, I now go into battle. That my young men may not trip, that the arrows may hit nothing and not my young men, We are not going to battle on a whim. You once killed my brother, you killed my cousin, you also killed my grandfather; may my spear today enter your back. We go to revenge our own blood”.
In such a context involving a battle for survival, primitive man can address his cult or invocation to any being in the world to which particular power is attributed.

The book from which I quoted the two passages is entitled La preghiera dell'uomo (Man’s Prayer). It is an “anthology of prayers in all times and by all peoples”, in which Alfonso Di Nola collects not only invocations addressed at the monotheistic God or the Supreme Being or those known as “gods” in the strictest sense of the word, but also many other invocations to the dead or to beings in nature to whom particular power is attributed.

And who are these deified beings in nature? Mountains, marshes, land that is here, land that is far away (according to the Mangio from the Ethiopian Highlands), the rainbow (Pigmies), the Spirit of virile Energy (the Fang in the Congo), the sacred baobab (the Bobo in Sudan), the Mother of Rain (Rwala Bedouins), the magic spear (the Giur in Southern Sudan as just mentioned above), the soul that rises the spirit of incense (addressed as “Oh Incense”, Malaysia), the spirit of a certain mountain, of a certain forest, or source (Lolo, China), fire or Mother Fire or the Sovereign Mother of Fire (Teleuts, Siberia, Tatars from Abakan; Mongols), the Bird of Thunder (North American Navahos), the sunflower roots (Thompson Indians), a trapped lynx (Brazilian Indians), the Great Beaver invoked before hunting for beavers (Canadian Indians). And also many other examples one can find all over the world.

Each of these entities has an almost human psychology. Like human beings, they can be magically bound, hypnotised and therefore reduced to rendering service to those able to exercise such arts. In this case a primitive man will obtain service simply by issuing a command, without having to bother to ask or to pray.

The best thing would be to reduce all sacred entities to be under one’s own power. When sacred powers avoid one, then one must invoke them. And so, just as when dealing with human beings, primitive man addresses prayers to these powers, tries to ingratiate them, perhaps buys their favours, or at least encourages them by promising gifts or other promises that are also very human ones.

“Preserve my life and bestow health upon me”, says the Djagga to the Spirits. “Or what else do you believe I should do? Be patient: I wish to cut some grass, until I have earned enough money to buy a goat and offer it to you. Will you receive anything if you oppress me in such a manner? Never. And your peers will tease you. So watch over me, and you will receive what belongs to you”. 

All these powers live in the natural environment, dominated by the skies. The sky is high and spontaneously arouses the idea of infinity and eternity. The idea of a Supreme Celestial Being is present in nearly all primitive religions. Usually identified with the sky or the sun, it is perceived as omniscient, eternal, and the world’s creator and legislator.

Here are a number of expressions taken from many different primitive-archaic traditions also distant from each other in space and in time.

Among their gods the ancient Egyptians adored “Hor the very old”, symbolised by a hawk with its wings spread flying over supreme spaces.

The supreme Being in the Wetar Islands in Indonesia, located in the sky and identifiable with the sun, is called “the Old One”.

One should bear in mind that Yahweh, God of the Jews, is “The ’Eternal One”.

To move in to another distinguished characteristic of the celestial Divinity: the Egyptian lunar God, Thot, is “he who sees everything”, “he with a heart that does not ignore”.

To Samas, the Mesopotamic Sun God, they addressed these words: “You look over the people of all countries; even in countries where different languages are spoken you know their plans, you supervise their behaviour”.

Moving on to the India of the Vedas, with regard to the Varuna God of the heavens they say: “Those who might manage to pass beyond the sky to the other side would not be free of the king Varuna. From the skies his spies come down here, with a thousand eyes they look from one side of the earth to the other” (Atharva Veda, IV, 16, 5). There are really innumerable examples.

The more one analyses in depth this concept, the more that of the celestial God seems a creating omniscience. The idea is expressed in the Bible with the utmost clarity: “God with His wisdom created the earth, with His intelligence He consolidated the heavens, thanks to His knowledge the sources erupt and rain falls from the clouds” (Prov 3, 19-20). When God created the world, wisdom was “next to Him as the architect” (8, 27-30).

The fact that the supreme celestial Being is the creator of the universe is emphasised insistently in traditions that are extremely remote from one another.

It is necessary to specify that the supreme celestial Being in primitive-archaic religions is usually a God created not from nothing, but from pre-existing matter. Furthermore, He usually does not fulfil the creation, but leaves it half done, entrusting it to minor divinities.

For example there is the celestial God Olorun, who starts the creation of the world, but then entrusts it to a minor god called Obatala, that he may govern it and complete it.

Ndyambi, of the Hereros, the Bantu tribe in South-West Africa, also leaves his creation abandoning it to inferior divinities.

The supreme celestial Being ends up by becoming characterised as a deus otiosus and is always greatly honoured, but the cult then concentrates on powers closer to this earth and in closer contact with humankind.

This is an invocation often used in Madagascar: “Oh Zanar, we do not address our prayers to you. Why should one pray to a good God? We must instead calm the anger of Nìang. Niang, the evil and powerful God, do not allow the thunder to roll over our heads; do not order the seas to break over the shore; spare the growing fruits; do not dry out the rice as it blossoms; do not open our women’s wombs on unlucky days; and do not oblige any mother to bury the hope of her old age in the sea. Oh Niang, do not destroy all the benefits of Zanar. You reign over those who are evil. There are many of them. Do not torment those who are good”. 

At a certain point of humankind’s religious evolution, what we can call the monotheistic revelation-revolution, breaks out. This is not a riddle. The supreme celestial and therefore transcendent Being reveals Himself as the only God, as what we call God in an exclusive manner.

He is the transcendent God, totally Other. He creates the world, in the original manner, not from pre-existing matter, but instead from nothing. And just as He creates it from nothing, He creates it for the all. He does not leave the creation unfinished, but carries it to its perfective fulfilment.

Facing God, there are no more gods, since divinity can only be attributed to the Creator of the universe, the only God, the only absolute.

These are the words God spoke to Moses: “I am your God Yahweh who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that place of slavery. You will not have other gods besides me. You shall not carve idols for yourself in the shape of anything in the sky above or the earth below, or in the waters beneath the earth. You shall not bow down before them or worship them, for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God” (Ex 20, 2-5).
This should be compared to the famous Islamic motto: “There is only one God and He is God, and Mohammed is God’s prophet”.

As said, facing the only God there are no other “gods”. There can be “angels”, hence messengers and vehicles, who announce Him; and in this sense each man or woman can be one of God’s angels.

On the contrary, anyone announcing himself as “god” is a sinning being. Due to their opposition to the true God, adopting his name and characteristics, Saint Augustine called demons all those gods of the gentiles, hence of the pagans: Omnes dii gentium daemonia. 
God is everything to us. He is the first Reason and the ultimate End and the only real Good. He is our Everything. In perspective He gives us everything.

The creation is still ongoing. It is uncompleted, imperfect. The forces of evil and death run rampant in it. Not in Himself in His absoluteness, but in His incarnation in the world, God Himself is restricted by evil, He is crucified by it. And we with Him. God is crucified in all human beings who suffer. Evil and sin even have the power to kill the manifestation of God within us.

We know however that, thanks to His omnipotence, God in the end will rise again and be triumphant, just like Jesus through the resurrection triumphed over death.

Finally, when the forces of evil and death are defeated and goodness infinitely fulfilled in all its possible manifestations, we will be perfect and happy forever. Immense is the goodness promised to us.

See A. Di Nola, The prayers of man, from primitive peoples to present times, edited by Patrick O'Connor, translations by Rex Benedict, I. Obolensky, New York, 1961; M. Eliade, The History of religions : retrospect and prospect: a collection of original essays, ed. by Joseph M. Kitagawa with an afterword by Gregory D. Alles and the editor, Macmillan, New York; Collier Macmillan, London, 1985; R. Pettazzoni, The all-knowing God, authorised translation by H. J. Rose, Arno Press, New York 1978.

16.   Religious meditation takes place 

        within the experience of I-you relationship 

        with the living, transcendent, creator God

       Therefore it has specific contents 

        totally distinguishable from those of yogic meditation 

        that takes place within an experience of God as pure Self 

        and also distinguishable from the contents 

        of noetic meditation taking place 

        when experiencing God as the One-All

        That said, we should attempt to outline 

        with a series of points the possible contents 

        of a religious meditation with monotheistic characteristics.

We are now in a religious context in which an I-you relationship is established with the Divinity at what is described as its third level. At this level God reveals Himself to us as transcendent and creator. And we establish a sort of personal relationship with Him.

This consideration leads us to immediately outline quite a clear distinction between religious meditation and the two other kinds of meditation considered until now: yogic and noetic.

The first explores the original level of being and of divine life itself; here one is involved in experiencing God as pure Self.

The second explores the second level, in which God is seen as the One-All, the absolute eternal Consciousness omni-inclusive of all realities and all events.

We have already discussed the first and second types of meditation in the most concrete manner possible to try and provide a realistic idea of them. Now it is time to address the third type.

In the introduction to a book written by various authors and entitled La meditazione nelle grandi religioni (Meditation in the great religions), Mariasusai Dhavamony, who edited the book, defines meditation in a way that perceives its overall terms, to then move on to define it in a stricter sense in the terms of religious meditation.

He defines meditation as a particular conscious mental process consisting in a profound, constant reflection on a given religious theme.

The adjective “religious” is certainly here to be understood in the broadest possible manner. It acquires a more precise and specific meaning when the Indian Jesuit then moves on to speak of meditation within Christianity.

For the Christian it has not only intellectual characteristics but eminently practical ones too. It consists in reflecting on a religious subject with the objective of stimulating the will to saintly efforts and healthy resolutions. 

Meditation, adds Father Dhavamony, usually differs from both thought and study. Thought and study aim at knowledge as such, while meditation is more finalised at allowing us to progress in virtue and love for God.

Not all thoughts are meditation, continues the Indian scholar, but all forms of meditation are thought. When I think of divine matters with the intention not of learning, but of being touched by and attracted to them, then it is called meditation.

Dhavamony concludes that meditation is the most direct means for achieving unity with God. Its function in reality is to nourish inner, intellectual and intentional contact with the divine truths. 

In the aforementioned quotes and also in the context I see an emphasis of meditation’s pragmatic aspects, hence of its practical function, addressed at both intensifying spiritual life within us and at promoting it around us, in our environment, in the world (through what is called the apostolate).

I would however daresay that meditation is above all addressed at gaining awareness. It promotes within us an awareness that is not however only intellectual. The objective is profound awareness, which must involve all our being and transform it.

Transformed in depth, our personality will irradiate divine life also in our environment, on other human beings, on things, thereby effectively contributing to the sanctification of the universe. It will contribute to that deification of the whole universe at all levels, which “the entire creation itself yearns in anxious expectation” and “until present time moans and suffers the pain of childbirth” (Rom 8, 19 and 22).

Meditation perceived in this manner is addressed at a gaining of awareness that does not only involve the intellect, but our entire being with such intensity and to such an extent that it allows the personality to be remoulded at all levels to also transform the external reality.

The point of arrival is the condition achieved by many saints during their life on this earth. Their spirituality takes concrete form through a profound intuitive knowledge of holy things and an equal understanding of the hearts of those people they established a relationship with, and not only, but tending to transform their very physical nature into a spiritualised corporeity.

Hence the emergence of paramystic phenomena and the powers linked to these, which I will discuss in the last chapter.

Here I am simply attempting to characterise religious meditation specifically. I would now like to define its possible contents: contents that are both plausible and coherent.

It is worth returning to what is the nucleus of the monotheistic revelation: monotheism is founded on the creatural experience.

The Divinity revealed in monotheism is God in His manner of being the Creator. God is the creator of all realities, He who creates from nothing for the all. He does not leave the creation half-finished, but completes it: in the course of time He leads it to its perfective fulfilment, hence to the fulfilment that is its total and ultimate perfection.

Monotheism is expressed in a fragmentary manner in the most different of religious traditions, but its main path, its central line of development certainly consists in the Jewish-Christian-Islamic current.

God’s supreme creativity is emphasised when compared to the smallness of the “gods”: in fact all the gods of the people are nothing, but Yahweh made the heavens”, sings David in the first book of the Chronicles (16, 26; see more generally in 8-36 and Psalm 115).
God is the powerful creator of the entire universe: “By the Yahweh's word the heavens were made / by the breath of his mouth all their host. / The waters of the sea were gathered as in a bowl, / in cellars the deep was confined. / Let all the earth fear the Lord; / Let all who live in the world show reverence. / For he spoke and it came to be, he commanded and it stood in place” (Ps 33, 6-9).

This is what Psalm 33 says. And 19: “The heavens declare the glory of God; the sky proclaims its builders craft” (Ps 19, 2).

So the creatures are encouraged to render thanks, praise and adoration to He who gives them life: “Come, let us sing joyfully to Yahweh”, sings Psalm 95, “cry out to the rock of our salvation. / let us greet Him with songs of praise. / joyfully sing out our psalms. / For the Lord is the great God / the great king over all Gods, / Whose hand holds the depths of the earth / who owns the tops of the mountains. / The sea and dry land belong to God who made them / and formed them by hand. / Enter, let us bow down in worship, / let us kneel before the Lord who made us. / For this is our God, whose people we are / God’s well tended flock” (Ps 95, 1-7).

To crown the creation, God created humankind: “Your hands made me and fashioned me...”, says the Psalmist (Ps 119, 73). “...Oh Lord, you are our father”, exclaims Isaiah, “we are the clay and you the potter, / we are all the work of your hands” (Isa 64, 7). It is in this manner that a man can express effectively the very meaning of having been created.

Jewish men feel created also as a people, through history. One could say, created from nothing. It was against all possibilities and human hope that God gave to Abraham and Sara, an elderly childless couple and at the time incapable of procreating, a descendants more numerous than the stars in the sky.

This was the origin of the people of Israel. Freed from slavery in the land of Egypt, the Jewish people were led back to the promised land of Canaan, and all this too took place as if thanks to a miracle, a sort of creation from nothingness.

“Not with their swords did they conquer the land”, Psalm 44 reminds us, “nor did their own arms bring victory, / It was right hand, your own arm / the light of your face for you favoured them” (Ps 44, 4).

One could say that divine creation continues through the evolution of nature and the history of humankind. And history leads to an ultimate future of perfection, which will be the happy and glorious fulfilment of the creative work.

At the end all people will gather in Jerusalem and there will be justice and peace on earth. Christianity speaks of regeneration of humankind and of the whole world, and of nature itself. The Christian perspective of ultimate matters enriches the Jewish concept of the final universal resurrection with a vision of humankind provided with transformed bodies and becoming the vehicle of the highest spiritual life.

According to the Jewish-Christian tradition human beings are created from nothingness for the all, to in the end achieve perfection and total happiness, an optimal final, never-ending condition, with turning back.

Faced with a creator God perceived in such a manner, and even before this perceived in reality in such terms, what can we human beings do? The answer can be summarised as follows, reduced here to five words: faith, gratefulness, love, participation and cooperation.

Faith means entrusting, it is entrusting oneself to God, putting oneself in God’s hands, to belong entirely to Him, to be guided by Him and assisted in all our needs.

Gratefulness is a feeling that appears spontaneously when confronted with so many benefits and leads us to bless God, to render thanks to Him, to endlessly praise Him.

Love means falling in love with a Being so lovable, the summary and inexhaustible source of all truth, of all beauty, of all goodness, of everything in life that can be most fascinating, attractive, interesting and exalting.

Participation means wishing to share all things of God: knowledge of the truth, good deeds, the creation of beauty. It means wishing in one’s own small way to imitate the omniscient God at all levels; the benefactor God, the active provider of al goodness; the God who is the supreme artist of the creation.

Cooperation means cooperating with God in all, let us say, that matters most to Him: the creation of the universe until its perfected fulfilment.

For the moment I have summarised these concepts in a briefer outline, to emphasise their connection more clearly. It is now worth going into greater detail once again with a number of examples.

The concepts listed so far can result in the same number of points for founded and coherent religious meditation, arising with particular strength from the monotheistic experience.

Both those for the moment briefly addressed, and others still to be more broadly discussed, are points to be meditated on. They are points that should not only be addressed using the intellect, but to be experienced and tasted and enjoyed using all the faculties of the soul: rational, intuitive and emotional. As Psalm 34 reads (v. 9): “Learn to savour how good the Lord is...”

There exists a whole range of experiences corresponding to these points proposed for meditation, that each person should try to relive when fully immersed in themselves. In this, divine help is even more necessary.

Thoughts that come to mind during meditation express truths that others have experienced before us and drawn from and hence felt inspired to formulate these in a literary form.

Such thoughts are expressed in a more impersonal form of meditation, hence within words addressed to the Divinity itself. There are prayers that express feelings more than anything else, and there are prayers that although in the form of messages addressed at a God one is on intimate term with, express thoughts. These are meditations expressed in the form of prayers.

So as not to restrict myself to Judaism and Christianity, I would like to observe that Islam itself concentrates its meditations above all on the divine creation of the universe.

In the Islamic perspective, meditating on the Creator is a vain and deplorable attempt, it is however possible to meditate on the creation. There are indications of this in various of the Koran’s suras.

“He who created the heavens and the earth and sends down upon you from the heavens water, and we cause to grow therewith gardens fraught with beauty, ye could not cause the trees thereof to grow! Is there a god with God? Nay, but they [the infidels] are a people who make peers with him”. This is what the Sura of the Ant says (Koran, XXVII, 61).

The Sura of the Bee (XVI) is a real hymn to the Creator. It lists the benefits of the creation: benefits that God bestows upon human beings. The idea that all is created for humankind is constantly repeated.

All this, says the same Sura, is certainly “a sign unto a people who reflect” (vv. 11 and 13); there are “signs to a people who have sense” (v. 12). Here there is an explicit invitation to meditate, to which this Sura seems clearly addressed.

Other Suras return to the same concepts, insisting on the benefits that human beings are overloaded with and orientating them to praise Allah for his power and his wisdom.

These are motifs already present in Judaism, as for example in Psalm 8: “When I see your heavens, / the work of your fingers, / the moon and the stars that you set in place, / what are humans that you are mindful of them / mere mortals that you care for them? / Yet you have made them little less than a God; crowned them with glory and honour. / You have given them rule over the works of your hands, / put all things at their feet...” (Psalm 8, 4-7).

Charles de Foucauld, a French cavalry officer and an explorer of the Sahara, was so impressed by the religiosity of the Muslims that he converted, not to Islam, but to Christianity, the religion of his ancestors. He became a hermit in the desert and he remains a testimony of high sanctity.

So this was how Charles de Foucauld expressed himself remembering what happened within him at the moment of his conversion: “A soon as I believed there was a God, I understood that I could do nothing but live for Him alone”.

This is how his biographer Michel Carrouges comments: “One still knows little of what will really become of this vocation. It will take years to discover this. But his decision is an instant one: God is everything. He will give him everything”.

A reference to the Gospel is needed here. When Jesus summoned Simon and Andrew, James and John, to follow him, they “left the boat” and “the nets”, Matthew reminds us in his gospel (4, 19-22); but about Matthew himself, who had been a tax collector previously, Luke the evangelists specifies that, upon receiving the divine summons, “having left everything, he rose and followed him” (5, 18). It is precisely about leaving everything to follow He who gives and will give everything.

Facing He who gives everything, a religious person’s most natural and appropriate reaction is gratitude, together with that prayer of praise that will arise from the soul in totally spontaneous manner.

Here is an expression of gratitude and a blessing that the practicing Jew addresses to the Lord during his morning prayers: “Blessed are You, oh Eternal one, who thanks to his pity destined the return to Zion. / We bow before you, oh our eternal God and God of our Fathers, / for the life you gave us and that we have entrusted into your hands / for our souls that are in your power, / for the miracles that you make for us everyday / and for the miracles and kindnesses we receive from you in all times. / For all this we thank you in the evenings, / in the morning and at midday...” (Amidah, quoted by Di Nola, p. 419).

And in the same spirit as that of Psalmist exclaiming: “I will extol to you my God and my King, I will bless your name forever. Everyday I will bless you and I will praise your name forever” (Ps 145, 1-2).

He is echoed by the prophet Isaiah: “Your name and your title are the desire of our soul. My soul yearns for you in the night, yes, my spirit within me keeps vigil for you” (Isa 26, 8-9).

There is another Psalm, number 92 (vv. 2-4) that repeats this idea: “It is good to give thanks to the Lord / to sing praise to your name, Most High; / to proclaim your love in the morning / your faithfulness in the night, / with the ten-stringed harp / with melody upon the lyre”.

And 104 (vv. 33-34): “I will sing to Yahweh all my life, I will sing praise to Yahweh while I live. / May my theme be pleasing to Yahweh; I will rejoice in Yahweh".

For the religious person God therefore becomes the centre of his life and of all his attention. The authentic religious person is in love with God. He wishes to be with Him forever, belong to Him and live for Him. He trusts in Him. He loves Him out of gratitude for the benefits he receives from He who is the source of all goodness each day and is enchanted y His greatness.

There is an Islamic evening prayer that goes as follows: “My God, / We adore only You, / We pray only to You, / and we bow to You; / we run towards You, / You are our precipice”. 
From the Psalms: “I love you Lord, my strength, / Lord, my rock, my fortress, my deliverer; / My God, my rock of refuge, my shield and my saving horn, my stronghold” (Ps 18, 2-3).

“Happy those who trust in the Lord...” (Ps 40, 5).

“...In you I trust, I do not fear” (Ps 56, 5).

“God is our refuge and our strength, / an ever-present help in distress. / Thus we do not fear though earth be shaken / and mountains quake to the depths of the sea” (Ps 46, 2-3).

“God is present as my helper, / the Lord sustains my life” (Ps 54, 6).
“Yahweh is my shepherd, there is nothing I lack! / In green pastures you let me graze, / to safe waters you lead me, / you restore my strength” (Ps 23, 1-3).

“One thing I ask of the Lord / this I seek: / to dwell in the Lord’s house / all the days of my life, / to gaze on the Lord’s beauty / to visit his temple!” (Ps 27, 7, 4).

From the Koran (60, 129): “If they turn away, say: / God suffices me. / There is no God but He. / In Him I put my trust. / He is the possessor of the glorious Throne".

A Shiite prayer starting in this manner then continues listing at length all the benefits of Allah: “My God, only Your help and your tenderness can heal my wound. / Only Your benevolence and Your generosity can enrich my poverty. / Only Your favour can calm my fear. / Only Your power can redeem my misery. / Only Your generosity can satisfy my desire. / Only Your richness can cover my nudity. / Only You fill the need I have of You...”

Allahu akbar, “God is great”, exclaims the Imam from the mosque’s pulpit during the Festivity of the Sacrifice, “God is great and worthy of praise. / He is holy. / We should praise Him day and night. / There is no one like Him, no one equal to Him. / Be He praised by all. / Saintly is He who makes the rich generous, and makes sacrifices for the wise. / He is great, without equal. / All praise be to Him. / Listen! / I bear witness that there is no God but God. / There is only Him, with no others. / This testimony is clear, as is early dawn, / brilliant as a glorious feast day”. 
Faced with the greatness of God, the religious person is both dismayed and enchanted. A cloud of mystery totally hides the Other, who nonetheless is revealed to Him, in some way, accessible, and supremely lovable. So the religious person ends up by loving his God, “the great king over all gods” (Ps 95, 4) just as one can love a personality that, out of love for us, comes to us, from a supreme height: the religious person adores such a God with fear and veneration, and yet with a haunting desire.

“Oh God, you are my God, for you I long, / for you my soul thirsts! / For you my body yearns; for you my soul thirsts! / Like a land parched, lifeless and without water, / So I look to you in the sanctuary to see your power and glory. / Your love is better than life, / my lips offer you worship. / I will bless you as long as I live; / I will lift up my hands, calling on your name / My soul shall savour the rich banquet of praise: / with joyous lips my mouth shall honour you. / When I think of you upon my bed; / through the night watches I will recall, / that you indeed are my help; / in the shadow of your wings I shout for joy. / My soul clings fast to you; / your right hand upholds me” (Ps 63, 2-9).

And also: “As the deer longs for streams of water, / my soul longs for you O God! / My being thirsts for God, the living God. / When can I go and see the face of God?" (Ps 42, 2-3).

God created us, hence He loves and protects us, he frees and redeems us, he provides us with all nourishment and all good things: “Shout joyfully to Yahweh, all you lands / worship Yahweh with cries of gladness, / come before Him with joyful song. / Know that Yahweh is God; / our maker to whom we belong, / whose people we are, God’s well tended flock” (Ps 100, 1-3).

God is great in His goodness and His mercy: “ Yahweh is gracious and merciful / slow to anger and abounding in love. / Yahweh is good to all, compassionate to every creature, all your works give you thanks... / Yahweh is trustworthy in every word / and faithful in every work” (Ps 145, 8-13).

God is great in his omniscience: “Oh Lord, you have probed me and you know me! / you know when I sit and stand, / you understand my thoughts from afar. / My travels and my rest you mark / with all my ways you are familiar. / Even before a word is on my tongue, you know it all Lord. / Before and behind you encircle me / and rest you hand upon me. / Such knowledge is beyond me, / far too lofty for me to reach... / I praise you so wonderfully you made me... / Your eyes foresaw my actions, / in your book all are written down. / My days were shaped before one came to be” (Ps 139, l-16).

This is a reference found in the Sura of the Cow (Il, 256): “...There is no Allah except for Allah, the Living, the Existing by his own virtue; neither tiredness nor sleep affect him... He knows what came before them and what comes after them. Human beings do not embrace his knowledge if not what He wishes them to”.

Words that complete the concept expressed at the beginning of one of the prayers for the pilgrimage to the Mecca: “My Lord, / You see what I am / and hear what I say. / You know what is secret in me / or manifest. / Nothing is hidden from You in my destiny”. 

The Psalm quoted last then continues as follows: “How precious to me are your designs, / Oh God, how vast the sum of them. / Were I to count they would outnumber the sands; / to finish I would need eternity” (Ps 139, 17-18).

Love is the desire to be as united and as close to the being loved as possible: therefore, if one wishes to follow this logic all the way, in all is implications, love is also the desire to participate in the love of the beloved being; it is the desire to share all that being cares about, to think the same thoughts, to follow what he does and cooperate in this.

We so often say that we love someone, but then we do not care at all about what that person has on his mind or in his heart; so we despise those he loves; his aspirations are vain; everything he thinks and does is wrong; when he speaks to say something, we are bored to tears, we interrupt him, or put up with it and allow him to speak and in the meantime we think about other things and boredom becomes sleepiness and we almost fall asleep in front of our beloved one. It is true, yes, that we love him dearly, but only for what he is for us. This is love that is never totally fulfilled, does not become real: how could we define it?

I believe that this human comparison is also valid for defining what our love for the Divinity could and should be. Loving God profoundly should result in extending this love to what God loves and to those that God loves.

In Psalm 119 there are passages that, even if briefly mentioned, express this coherence: “Your teaching is my delight” (v. 70); “Your teaching I love” (v. 113); “How I love your teaching Lord! I study it all day long” (v. 97).

In other words: I love what You Yourself, my God, love and care about so deeply. 

It is true that the Psalmist exclaims: “How great are your works, Yahweh; How profound your purpose!” (Ps 92, 6). And however, a moment earlier he had said: “You make me jubilant Lord, by your deeds” (v. 5).
In other words, once again: I love the creation, I admire it, I enjoy it intimately, I participate in its destiny; I care about Your creation and wish to cooperate in it. This is my feeling and my attitude facing the creation, although I am unable to penetrate its secrets.

And finally, yes, in their immensity, my God, your thoughts are hard for me; and yet I wish to be in someway part of them within my limitations. I ask You to inspire me with something of your thoughts, in my own small way this would mean progressing towards that Truth that is You.

And this will again be a way of being closer to You. A way of imitating You to the extent that it is possible. It is a way, albeit an extremely distant one, of pursuing Your omniscience. So just as through actions I pursue if possible Your own goodness and sanctity, in technology I pursue if possible your omnipotence. And just as in art I may if possible pursue Your creativity as the supreme Artist of the creation.

To love the Law does not only mean contemplating it, but also observing it. Participation must become cooperation. The authenticity of love, that does not wish to be a vain infatuation, is proven and tested in works.

Jesus himself warns: “Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one that does the will of my Father in heaven” (Mt 7, 21).

And he sometimes reprimands: “Why do you call me, 'Lord, Lord,' but not do what I command?” (Lk 6, 46).

If loving the Lord means doing His will, what the Lord above all wants from us is that we provide Him with the greatest possible amount of help in continuing the work of the creation. We are its real crowning and also those cooperating.

In the Book of Genesis a particular moment, or stage, of the creation is remembered, in which the earth was still without vegetation “for the Yahweh God had sent no rain upon the earth and there was no man to till the soil…” (Gen 2, 5).

Once He had created man, God placed him in the Garden of Eden “to cultivate and care for it”, says another passage in this same text (v. 15).

Above we mentioned that God created man and woman to His own likeness, and also said to them: “Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it. Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the living things that move on the earth...” (1, 28-29)

Having created the animals, God “brought them to the man to see what he would call them; whatever the man called each of them would be its name” (2, 19).

God assignes human beings with a very special role as his helpers in the creation. And in perspective gives human beings every goodness, to become in the end “all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28).

God loves human beings, and each human being, infinitely. Those who really love God also love each human being with no limitations. The great Commandment is “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind” (Mt 22, 38; see Deut 6, 5); and from this comes a second commandment: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Mt 22, 39; Lev 19, 18).

Take note: it says “as yourself”, not “more than yourself”. We are obliged to love ourselves to the extent that we love others. Theologians speak of a love for oneself that is “ordered”, that requires us not to satisfy our “desires” as such, whatever these may be, but to wish to improve.

This means first of all allowing our spiritual life to develop. The rest is the consequence. Good thoughts generate worthy deeds.

Loving the human being in oneself and in others means promoting humanity to the highest degree in each person.

God loves each individual human being infinitely; so those who really love God also love each human being, and also themselves in an infinite manner.

Those who really love God perceive His presence in all values; they love and promote values, in themselves and in others, within the communities they belong to and in the entire universe and in all forms of life and deeds.

Those who really love God pursue the real, the good, the beautiful in all their expressions.

Those who really love God are humanists in the best and most elevated sense.

I would also like to add that those who love God totally are revolutionaries in the strictest possible sense, because they are inspired to cooperate with the Divinity for the total transformation of their existences, and not only, but those of the community and of universal life.

By M. Dhavamony see the Introduction to La meditazione nelle grandi religioni (Meditation in the Great Religions), Cittadella Editrice, Assisi 1989. Also see M. Carrouges, Soldier of the spirit; the life of Charles de Foucauld, translated from the French by Marie-Christine Hellin; with an introd. by Anne Fremantle, Putnam, New York 1956. Lo Yoga cristiano - La preghiera esicasta (Christian Yoga - Esicastic prayer) is the title of the small book by an anonymous author that G. Vannucci published for the Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 1978. See also the bibliograpy of chapter 2. 

Fundamental contents for Christian meditation and important indications concerning the best method are provided by The cloud of unknowing (we suggest the English translation The cloud of unknowing and other treatises by an English mystic of the fourteenth century; with a commentary on the Cloud by Augustine Baker; edited by Justin Mcann, London, Burns Oates and Washbourne, 1924); by the Imitation of Christ, the Spiritual exercises by St. Ignatius of Loyola, the works of St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross, the works of St. Francis of Sales and innumerable other spiritual authors. A vast anthology exists in the series of books entitled I mistici dell'Occidente (The mystics of the West), by E. Zolla, Rizzoli, Milan.


Many spiritual authors may express the characteristics of an excessively disincarnate religiosity. More recent theology had instead emphasised the humanist characteristics of a strong commitment in the world that are implicit in Christianity. This is a vast movement of thought and action. Among the philosophers and theologians who inspired this one should remember in particular: J. Maritain and P. Teilhard de Chardin. By the first one should read Integral humanism; temporal and spiritual problems of a new Christendom, translated by Joseph W. Evans, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Ind., 1973. By the second all his works in general in which he expresses his thoughts, well introduced in the book The design of Teilhard de Chardin, Newman Press, Westminster, Md., 1967. We also advise to read the books Theologie der irdischen Wirklichkeiten by G. Thils, Gerolf Coudenhove Verlag, 1955, and Teologia delle realtà terrestri (Theology of the earthly realities) by G. Frosini, Marietti, Turin 1971.

In Latin America the theology of liberation is widespread and also politically active (cfr. Mysterium liberationis: fundamental concepts of liberation theology, edited by Ignacio Ellacuría and Jon Sobrino, Maryknoll, N.Y., Orbis Books; Collins Dove, North Blackburn, Victoria, Australia, 1993.

In Italy a large number of priests have in various forms implemented work with great social commitment: Among these one should remember E. Buonaiuti, P. Mazzolari, Z. Saltini, L. Milani, E. Mazzi, O. Franzoni, E. Balducci, A. Valsecchi, G. Girardi (see M. Pancera’s I nuovi preti [The new priests], Sperling & Kupfer, Milan 1977).

The Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes from the Second Vatican Council Il remains a fundamental document concerning ecclesiastical teachings on Christian humanism. The Magisterium has operated as a moderator, also at times with strong interventions, that does not in anyway invalidate with the acknowledged validity of Christianity’s humanist characteristics. The principle remains the following: humanism integrates the Kingdom of God, and human beings are called upon to promote it by cooperating with God Himself to fulfil the creation of the universe.

Here unfortunately, what appear to be lacking are texts of prayer and meditation. A rare example is provided by the homilies of which a selection has been published in the book La comunità dell’abate Franzoni (The community of the abbot Franzoni) by R. Mocciaro with an introduction by L. Bettazzi, Bishop of Ivrea, Napoleone, Rome 1973. Action and also intellectual speculation seem to gain control over these men so deeply-rooted in this era of ours, to a certain extent inhibiting that profound inner life that is also necessary, since it gives meaning to the very deeds wished to be enacted in that spirit. Let us hope that soon there will be a spiritual blossoming - and in a stricter sense, mystical - also in that direction.

Various quotations in this chapter 15 are taken from the Koran and other Islamic texts. See the Engllsh translation of The Koran, Penguin Classics, 2000. For a better understanding of Islam and its “inner dimensions”, it is also worth reading other books such as these we advise: Al-Ghazali, Inner dimensions of the Islam (from Ilya Ulum al-Din), The Islamic Foundation, Leicester 1983; W. Graham (ed.), Al-Ghazali’s path to Sufism for deliverance from error (Al-Munqidh Min Al-Dalai), and five key texts by Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali, Fons Vitae 2000; T. Burkhardt, translation of De l’homme universl by Abd Al-Karim Al-Jili, Dervy, Paris 1975; An-Nawawi’s Forty Hadith by Sheikh An-Nawawi, bilingual edition, The Islamis Texts Society, 1997; or Engl. transl., Dar-us-Salam Publications, 2001; Salman Ghaffari, La preghiera nell'Islam (Prayer in Islam), introduction and Italian translation by P. Abdu’l-Hadi, Centro Culturale Islamico Europeo, Rome 1987; G. Crespi, Nel nome di Dio - Preghiere, cantici e meditazioni islamiche (In the name of God - Islamic prayers, canticles and meditations), Edizioni Paoline, Milan-Turin 1985; Vite e detti di santi islamici (Lives and sayings of Muslim saints) by V. Vacca, Tea, Milan-Florence 1988; . 

17.   For the moment we have characterised 

        the possible contents of monotheistic religious meditation 

        in the strictest sense such as takes place 

        in Hebraism, Christianity and Islam

        It is now worth analysing the contents 

        provided by Hindu religious meditation 

        in its imperfect and tendential monotheism 

Discussing the contents of meditations addressed at the absolute as the living and creator God in the previous chapter, we privileged the Jewish-Christian and Islamic monotheistic tradition. This because in that form of meditation the figure of God is really seen as the only God with no limitations. 

There are also other traditions in which we find ourselves in front of a supreme God; this however within a metaphysical framework in which there are restricting factors of various kinds. There is however quite a marked tendency for monotheism. The same cult may present close analogies with one addressing the God of monotheism. Even meditations tends to assume the same contents.

I cannot here review all the religious forms that end towards monotheism. I do not however wish to ignore those that in particular flourish in India. I hope that these brief notes will be sufficient for indicating that there can exist other forms of prayer and meditation similar to those of the Jewish-Christian and Islamic monotheistic tradition, albeit lacking an adequate theological framework.

Hinduism is polytheist, with an extremely rich pantheon. Within it, however, there is a widespread tendency to reduce that multiplicity to one unit.

“He who is One, is invoked using different names by the wise”, recites a passage of the Rig- Veda (1.164.46). An another passage in the same text reads: “The wise ballad singers provide various figures for the beautiful winged one who is One in his nature” (10.114.5).
In another of his books, La luce di Dio nell'Induismo (The Light of God in Hinduism), Dhavamony says that this tendency, called henotheist, exalts the supreme position of any God when he is praised. More developed Hinduism completes this idea admitting that this was also a way of uniting the gods of the main sects under one single Great God...

Most Hindus are monotheists: among the numerous gods, one is the most important of all, since he alone is eternal and omnipotent; all the others are based on dependence on the Supreme God”.

Hence the Vishnuites venerate Vishnu as the Supreme Lord God, while the Sivaites adore the God Siva as their Only Lord. This does not at all mean that a Sivaite denies the existence of Vishnu or that a Vishnuite denies that of Siva. They are ready to acknowledge that the other God exists; it is just that they consider he holds a subordinated position.

A divinity perceived and seen in such terms is more a supreme God than a unique God.

With regard to the creative activity of such a God one must observe that he creates the universe to then dissolve it and create another, and an unlimited series of yet others. Therefore he does no show infinite love for his creation. He does not create a universe that can ultimately be described as perfect.

What is destined to return to be nothing is without doubt an imperfect universe. To say that a perfect universe is destined to dissolution is like saying that God Himself is destined to the same destiny.

The God of monotheism is, on the contrary, an incomparably stronger God. He creates from nothing for everything. The universe He creates is ultimately destined to perfection, “that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28). Hence the creation is aimed at an irreversible “omega point”.

The subject can be developed much more with many doctrinal references, but here we shall simply limit ourselves to defining certain contents of meditation just as they are provided in a lively way by holy and spiritual texts. I quote these texts from the same volume by Dhavamony, which consists in a broad collection of Hindu prayers, hymns, canticles and meditations. 

The celestial God Varuna is perceived as the universal creator is this passage from the Rig~ Veda (7.86): here He is “he who created /the separate worlds, / launched the heavens up high, / pushed the great star / into its dual path / and laid out the earth". 

In the eyes of his believers, Varuna is omnipresent and omniscient, as confirmed by the Atharva Veda (4.16): “Both this earth belongs to the king Varuna, / and these broad skies whose boundaries are far away. / Moreover these two oceans are the loins of Varuna, / but He is is hidden in this small / drop of water.

“He that should flee / beyond the heaven far away, / would not be free from king Varuna. / His spies come hither from heaven / with a thousand eyes do they watch over the earth”.

To the question: “Who is this God we must praise with our sacrifices?” another hymn in the Rig-Veda (10.121) names a different divinity, Prajapati, characterised as follows: “He is, / that golden bud, / source of all things; / when born / He was the only lord / of what exists...". 

"He gives breath, / power, vigour; / He commands / that all the gods must follow...

“It is He who through His greatness / dominates and controls / all that breathes / and closes eyes in the world; / the lord of bipeds / and quadrupeds...

“It is He Who provides spaces, / and solidity to the earth; / from Him heavens extend / and from the highest point in the cosmos / to the vast regions of the heavens / he traces the borders...”

This is how the Atharva Veda (14.4) unifies the various divine figures in one supreme Divinity described here as unique: “He rises to the heavens as Savitar / and sends down his light / remaining on the back of the firmament. / Appearing as the great Indra / He turns to the clouds / attracted by his rays. / He is the creator, the commander, He is Vayu / with the thick clouds, He is Aryaman, He is Varuna, / He is Rudra, He is Mahadeva (the Great God). / He is the only one, the sun, / all these gods are one in Him”.

Once again the Rig-Veda (3.62.10) moves the soul of the believer to meditate: “May we be permitted to meditate / this wonderful light of the God Savitar [who spread his light behind the dawn] / that it may awaken our thoughts again”.

Elsewhere (6.51.8) prayers of praise are exalted: “Powerful / is the prayer of praise... / Prayer / of praise / contains the heavens and the earth. / Prayer / of praise / is their dominator.

“I even atone for sins committed / reciting prayers / of praise”.

Devotion to the supreme God takes shape, or to the God the believer adores as Supreme.

In the Bhagavata Purana (9.4.68) the God Vishnu, seen here as one with Krishna, speaks to believers, to the bhakta, using these loving words: “Bhaktas are my heart / and I am the heart of bhaktas, / they know nothing but me / and I know nothing but them”.

And “I desire nothing, oh God / that might separate me from You” is the believer’s answer” (B. P., 6, 11, 25).

And also: “There is no one with lordship such as Yours / no one as small as I am; / You are ours and we are yours. / This is all that we wish for / we may live for one hundred autumns, / looking at You, / the beloved Uma, / the lord of the assembly, / while you dance”.

The mystic Manikkavacakar describes Siva as follows: “He alone is the king of my being” (Tiruvacakam, 10.49.51).

And addressed to Him he says: “...If not about you, oh King, / of what should your servant think? / Serving You is for me / the fulfilment of happiness” (T., 33.9).

And also: “I, a slave-dog, / only wish for your beauty! / I cry to You, Master: / show me Your divine sparkling shape; / and you will have accepted my service. / You my glory of long ago, / my august abode; / why have you now abandoned me? / ...My King, You have seriously wounded / my poor heart” (T., 33.10).

A person devoted to Vishnu (Narayana) exhorts: “Do not abstain from food, / do not hide in the hermitage, / but in every joy and sadness remember Narayana. / A child in his mother’s arms / worries about nothing. / You too must forget all other things, thinking only of Him. / Do not become involved in the things of the word, do not flee them; / but whatever you do, devote it to God / no longer worrying. / Tuka says: do not question me repeatedly, / because beyond this I have nothing more to teach” (Tukaram, Coll. I Abhang 1368).

As one can observe, we are within a particular expression of Indian spirituality that differs greatly from the search for the Self. Here Divinity is pursued not as the pure Self, Brahman, but as the living God. We are no longer at the first level of our classification, but instead clearly at the third one. This is a personal devotional relationship, a relationship of love, of dialogue and of prayer. We are at the same level at which monotheistic Jewish-Christian and Islamic religiosity operates.

The Tukaram mystic is not in search of the Samadhi, he does not pursue unification in the same sense as the Upanishads, the non-dualist Vedanta and Raja Yoga. He does wish to be united with his God, but in a relationship of love in which the I-you distinction remains. This is why he says to Him: “You will be my Lord and I your servant. Your position is a high one and mine will be low... / What happiness can there be / when one meets oneself? / I am happy, says Tuka, / at the thought that I have not been freed”. And then: “Your nature goes beyond the capability / of our mind and our words; but in love I discovered a rule for measuring it...” (Tukaram, Coll. I Abhang 1368; ColI. II Abh. 1411).

The passages quoted here are clearly insufficient, of course, for providing a complete idea of India’s devotional spirituality. A more extensive study would prove far better the limitations of this religiosity’s metaphysical horizon compared to that of Jewish-Christian and Islamic monotheism. It certainly does however confirm the depth of the love uniting the Hindu believer to the Divinity and could reveal dimensions still little explored by western mysticism.

So we Christians could gain from studying Hindu devotional spirituality, Bhakti Yoga, precisely with the intention of intensifying and deepening our own spirituality to become better and more complete Christians.

See M. Dhavamony, La luce di Dio nell'Induismo (The light of God in Hinduism), Edizioni Paoline, Milan 1987.

18.   Still in the same monotheistic backdrop 

        we will now try and see what the best method 

        for praying meditation might be

In the Jewish-Christian and Islamic tradition the attention of those who pray and meditate is concentrated on the contents far more than on the methods.

A disciple asked Jesus: “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples”. And Jesus answered him, not teaching a new method or technique, but proposing contents: “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name... Give us today our daily bread...” and so on, as the best known and most widespread prayer says, in which we ask God to promote His glory also here on earth and to remember our needs (Mt. 67, 9-13).

Jesus of course exhorts us to pray insistently and with trust (Mt 7, 7-11; Lk 5-13; 18, 1-8; 21, 36), with faith (Mt 21, 20-22; Mk 11, 20-25), without ostentation and with only a few words and correct intentions (Mt 6, 5-15), in peace with one’s neighbours (Mt 5, 23-24), but always resigned to Divine Will (Mt 26, 42; Mk 14, 36; Lk 22, 42). However, it is clear that the Lord speaks to us of the spirit in which one should pray. There is no mention of methods. No position is privileged.

In the monotheistic religious tradition, contents are usually drawn from the Holy Scriptures, hence from the Bible and the Koran.

I myself have followed those criteria in my attempt to define possible contents for religious meditation that could be adopted by today’s believers.

The Koran is continuously read and recited, and after listening to it so often the faithful easily assimilate its contents. There are passages in which great importance is attributed to meditation of the divine word and the faithful are exhorted to practice it. Effectively one meditates in the most spontaneous manner every time one returns to consider God’s greatness and its benefits, the creation and humankind’s ultimate destiny.

And the Jewish-Christian tradition meditates on the same subjects, proposed by the scriptures in an overall perspective that is that of the entire history of salvation. 

Those who listen over and over again to the inspired words of the scriptures, and take nourishment from them, now and again considering them to better understand the consequences, end up by assimilating them.

In this sense what is meditation? In Latin, meditatio means “exercise”, observes Charles-André Bernard, professor of spiritual theology at the Gregorian University. Meditation, in the word’s etymologic sense, is a reflection of the spirit that corresponds to the exercises with which soldiers or musicians train and perfect their work.

This is a task involving the assimilation of what the eye has read, of what the ears have heard and what one’s memory has remembered, a ‘mastication’ and ‘chewing’ of ideas with the objective of fully absorbing them. 

The Fathers of the Church meditate on the Holy Scriptures without worrying about the method. Their exegesis searches for a moral and mystical meaning beyond the literal sense. They do not even address problems concerning the application of a method for prayer.

Precise methods are only to appear at the end of the Middle Ages. An initial organisation can be found in the words of the Carthusian monk, Guigus II, who wrote and commented a precise list already drawn up by Guigus I: “Reading (‘Lectio divina’) consists in the constant study of the Scriptures, paying great attention.

“Meditation is a diligent activity of the mind, searching for knowledge of hidden truths with the help of one’s own reasoning.

“Prayer is a fervent yearning of the heart for God to pushing away evil and obtaining what is good.

“Contemplation is a certain elevation of the mind beyond oneself and towards God, enjoying the joys of eternal sweetness”.

Guigus II summarises these different aspects as follows: “Reading searches for the sweetness of blessed life, meditation discovers it, prayer asks for it and contemplation tastes it”.

And finally: “In a way, reading brings solid food to the mouth, meditation chews it and breaks it down, prayer tastes it and contemplation is that sweetness that gives joy and also recreates”.

Bernard comments that meditation must allow reading to become inner nourishment.

And then he once again leaves the floor to Guigus II who asks himself: “What gain is there is spending one’s time reading continuously... if one does not enjoy the juice by chewing and pondering on these things, and if, when swallowing them, we do not allow them to enter the most intimate parts of our hearts?”
In the spiritual booklet entitled De triplici via Saint Bonaventura expresses the need for a method, that one might apply oneself totally “in a meditation that is undertaken with all one’s soul and using all one’s faculties”.

During the 14th and 15th centuries the idea of initiating to meditation also lay people, and those extraneous to scholastic studies, asserts itself and methods multiply.

Historically, continues Bernard, the search for prayer methods provided an answer for the spreading of the practice of mental praying also outside monastic environments. Monastic life in fact, due to its lifestyle created in function of prayer, felt no need to codify the praying experience that was part of liturgical and community life. Secular life instead was obliged to invent a personal discipline that mental prayer was part of. Very soon this appeared as a privileged means for the personal assimilation of the mystery of the faith; this persuasion received decisive support from the teachings and the practising of Ignatius’ Exercises. 

The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola are characterised by great logical rigour. Each meditation has an introduction and a preparatory part, specifying the reference to a certain passage of the Holy Scriptures; these are followed by a main part, the real meditation; then finally there is a conclusion, in which the meditating person can find an answer with regard to the precise consequences and the concrete results he should achieve.

Ignatius’ method involving the “three powers” consists in the fact that memory, intellect and will are in series applied to the subject of each meditation.

In Ignatius’ intentions, the rigour of the method should never suffocate the spontaneity and affective participation.

In Ignatius’ Exercises considerable psychological knowledge is expressed. This same imaginative faculty is used to prepare the meditation, helping the practising person to represent for himself the evangelical scene in the best and most vivacious manner, as if present. Ignatius appears to have been well-aware of the singular influence imagination can have on man’s most profound being.

What Saint Ignatius says about a prayer scanded following the rhythm of one’s breathing is also of particular interest.

The saint who founded the Jesuits lists and advises three ways of praying. But now it is the third power that interests us in a special way: “The third way of praying is with every breath one should pray mentally saying one word of the Pater noster or of another prayer, spoken so that only one word is pronounced between one breath and another, and between the two breaths one should above all consider the meaning of this word, or the person one is praying to, or one’s own baseness, or the difference between such height and such lowliness of ours and with the same form; and with the same rules one will proceed in the other words of the Pater noster” (Spiritual Exercises, Second week).

One should observe here how Saint Ignatius, unintentionally, ends up by referring to elements of Indian spirituality and those of eastern spirituality in general. And a reference to autogenic training methods is also possible, as well as to various ascetic techniques used in the ancient East providing a more westernised and secularised version that is fundamentally therapeutic.

In addition to applying breathing rhythm to prayer, Ignatius of Loyola adoptes the “composition” method. This is an example of “visual composition of a place: “One must observe now that contemplation or visual meditation, such as contemplating Christ Our Lord who is visible, the composition will consist in seeing with the eyes of imagination the actual place in which the thing one wishes to contemplate is. The physical place could be a temple or a mountain where Jesus Christ or Our Lady might be, depending on what one wishes to contemplate”.

Sin too must be contemplated in its negative effects, and hell itself imagined visually. This means seeing through the eyes of one’s imagination the souls enveloped in flames, hearing with our own ears the screams of the damned, smelling the smoke, tasting the bitter taste and finally also getting hold of some fire for a tactile perception.

Leaving aside my personal dislike for all this, and for the very idea of eternal damnation with no chance at all of redemption, I must observe that here Ignatius shows profound intuition with regard to our imaginations’ capability to affect our subconscious incomparably better than concepts or reasoning. In brief it consists in using the imagination to also involve not only the intellect but also the whole personality even at the profoundest levels. This too is an ancient psychic technique, rediscovered nowadays as we saw in chapter three.

Bemard seems quite open to an integration of the Christian spirituality with techniques borrowed from different traditions. He does however rightly warn us about all tendencies to assimilate to the Christian vision, oriental metaphysics that are literally poles apart.

This is an idea shared by the same Catholic religious people who propose a Christian Yoga, such as Father Jean Dechanet, and a Christian Zen follower such as Father Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle.

I believe that metaphysics can be well integrated when referred to the different levels of the being. Our discussion so far addresses precisely this problem.

Metaphysics could all appear to be true, when one acknowledges that one (for example the classical one of Yoga) is applicable to the level of the pure Self, another (Zen for example) is applicable to the level of the One-All and a third (the one deducible from the Jewish-Christian and Islamic revelation) is in turn applicable to the level of the living, transcendent ad creator God.

Without this distinction between levels, the truth concerning certain kinds of metaphysics would involve the falseness of another.

Hence Christian Yoga might have two distinct functions. On one hand it could make meditation on specific and traditional contents easier and more effective: the living God and our relationship with Him. In could instead, on the other hand, lead to a more in-depth analysis of the search for the Self and its contents, towards which India’s classical Yoga always leans.

Yoga would do this keeping totally separate the two corresponding divine dimensions. Therefore, identifying the Self as the Divinity’s original level and instead identifying the living God as the God who expresses Himself as the Holy Spirit, as the Creator, at what is defined as the Divinity’s third level or way of being, the third Person.

Dechanet considers above all Hatha Yoga, considered an ensemble of preparatory techniques and less compromised by the Hindu metaphysics of the Atman and the Brahman. Then, moving on to Raja Yoga, he addresses it with greater mistrust and reservations. He considers it adoptable exclusively as support for religious meditation in the strictest sense (and for praying meditation and praying itself).

According to this author, a pure search for the Self remains without interest. I, on the contrary, wish to conclude that also a search for the Self is important in a both articulate and integrated vision of a gaining of awareness and the overall fulfilment humankind yearns for by vocation.

Father Giovanni Vannucci emphasises the value of mantra. Consisting in a series of words-sounds communicated by a spiritual teacher to his pupil, it transmits the will and thought of the divine to a single consciousness.

The words-sounds provide the divine will’s support; by repeating them while aware that one knows their effectiveness and extent, they introduce the awareness of the divine they express. 

In this manner a name or a holy phrase is repeated. The repetition (japa) can take place out loud, while the mental sort is reserved to those who are more advanced in the ways of yoga. The most repeated syllabus is “Om”. One meditates on this mentally listening to the sound or also visualising the letters.

Dechanet too speaks of repetition and applies it to Christian contents suggesting words or brief and incisive sentences in rhythm with the heartbeat or breathing: “Our Father towards whom we go”, “God the Saviour, God our love”, “God of my heart and my heritage", "sanctus, sanctus, sanctus”, “God, peace, shanti, happiness”. He adds, however, that each should choose the mantra that he considers most suitable.

It is known that the repetition of holy names and formulas takes place in many religious environments and not only Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic or Christian ones.

Father Vannucci compares practices in the dominant traditions in our countries: in the Christian West the method is known, both in the form of reciting holy formulas, "ejaculatory prayers", both in those repeating the name of Jesus using techniques similar to Hindu ones. Dechanet’s book too refers to (especially in the Appendix by another author) prayer in rhythm with the breathing and the heartbeat as known with regards to the Prayer of Jesus that we shall discuss soon.

Father Vannucci specifies that this method is linked to lectio divina, in which the holy texts were constantly repeated so they would lead to contemplation. Father Vannucci includes in this context the reciting of the Our Father and the Hail Mary within the Rosary and one should also bear in mind the praying method in the Saint Ignatius of Loyola Exercises.

On the subject the oscillating, alternating movement of so many verses in the Old Testament comes to mind, especially in its more poetic parts. And also the accentuated participation of the body in both Jewish and Islamic prayer.

At this point I would like to mention a particularly precious text: a guide to meditation and contemplation by an anonymous 14th century English author, entitled The cloud of unawareness.

This author defines prayer as “a reverent and aware opening oneself to God, with an immense desire to grow in goodness and to defeat evil" (chapter 39). He observes that “the contemplatives rarely use words in their prayers; however, if they do it, they use as few as possible. And a word with only one syllable is better than other longer ones and more suitable for contemplation. The contemplative in fact should always be at the highest point of the spirit” (ch. 37).

Those in serious danger shout “Help!” and this word on its own expresses all the person’s anguish and ensures the attention and assistance of whoever is close. So, as the saying goes, “a short prayer penetrates the heavens” (ch. 37).

But why? “Because this is the praying of the whole being. Those who pray in this manner pray with all the height, profoundness, width and length of their spirit. Theirs is an elevated prayer because addressed with all the spirit’s power; profound because all feelings are collected into one single word; long because if the person could continue with the same intensity she would continuously call out to God, as now; wide because with universal love they wish for all others what they ask for themselves” (ch. 38).

And which is the word one should choose? At the beginning, the author of Cloud proposes “God” or “Love”. It is however a monosyllabic word as pronounced in the English language. Its brevity allows one to remember it better and engrave it in one’s heart “so that it remains ensconced there whatever may happen” (ch. 7).

In another part of this book, the words proposed are “God” and “sin”. This is the author’s justification: “We know that all evil, even in thoughts and deeds, can be summarised with one single word: ‘sin’. So when one wishes to pray with all one’s fervour for the destruction of sin, all we need to say, think and mean is this one short word: ‘sin’... And when we wish to pray to increase our own goodness we concentrate all our thoughts and desire in the short word “God” (ch. 39).

Those who meditate and contemplate can replace various words advised here with those better suited to them. “However”, the author answers, “if you do not feel attracted by spoken prayer, forget also these two words” (ibidem).

The prayer suggested here is per se “an incessant prayer, that continues until it is answered” (ibidem).

In the following chapter we will discuss the experience of the Russian pilgrim; about how he discovered and learned to totally practice continuous prayer. This is a prayer he synchronises with the rhythm of his heartbeat and his breathing, participating in it mentally but also physically, with both his body and his soul.

We may, here, anticipate that the Pilgrim’s continuous prayer is what is called “the prayer of Jesus” or “prayer of the heart”. It is an invocation of the name of Jesus Christ: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy of me”. The more complete formula is “Lord Jesus Christ Son of God, have mercy of I who am a sinner”. There are some who, I think more suitably, use the “we”.

Both the expressed and implied contents of this prayer are a synthesis of Christianity that one can simultaneously profess and experience. It is an invocation to the incarnate God that He may save us; that He may save us from the sin from which all evil fundamentally derives. It is a placing oneself in God’s hands and those of His Incarnation among us. It consists in invoking; it is the essential prayer. It is stating our condition as sinners in need of help, begging for Grace, without which nothing is possible. And it is also a stating of Jesus Christ’s divinity and universal lordship.

The Prayer of Jesus had precise theological contents on which the person praying is induced to continuously meditate. It is a prayer that incessantly ruminates the contents of the Christian revelation so that the person may not only understand this but also assimilate it profoundly with all his being.

This prayer, or any prayer experienced in these terms, fundamentally consists in remaining in front of God with the mind incessantly within one’s heart.

One prays with one’s lips, then the prayer becomes increasingly interiorised and one mentally prays beyond that movement.

Prayer must not remain only in the mind, it must not be purely intellectual, but must descend to the heart and be the prayer of the whole man, also of the body.

The archimandrite Callistus observes that “in theory the Prayer of Jesus is only one of the many ways for achieving interior prayer; however, in practice, it has acquired such influence and popularity in the Orthodox Church that it has ended up by being identified with interior prayer as such”. And so “every spiritual authority recommends in particular the Prayer of Jesus as the ‘fast route’ towards incessant prayer, as the best and easiest way to concentrate one’s attention and place the mind within the heart”. 

The Prayer of Jesus is “remembering God” and “hidden meditation”: prayer-meditation or praying meditation par excellence.

Some have for centuries practised and advised a “physical method”: the head bowed and leaning on the chest, the eyes staring at the heart, breathing synchronised with the prayer and as many heartbeats when breathing on as when breathing out. The Prayer of Jesus however was created to be repeated incessantly during every moment of the day, whatever one is doing, whatever position the body may be in, until it becomes the very breathing of the soul.

Esichius says: “...Allow the Prayer of Jesus to attach itself to your breathing...” 

And Theophane the Recluse: “I will remind you only of one thing: one must descend into the heart with the mind and stay there in front of the Lord’s face, which is always present and sees everything in your heart of hearts. Prayer assumes a firm and solid characteristic when a small fire starts to burn within the heart. Do not try to put out this fire, and you will see that it becomes so stable that the prayer will repeat itself on its own: you will then experience a small murmuring stream within yourself...”.

“Unity between the mind and the heart is prayer’s fundamental aspect”, observed the bishop Ignatius (Brianchaninov), “and this is achieved by the grace of God at a time He establishes. All our techniques are totally replaced by an unhurried repetition of the Prayer... Technical methods having physical characteristics are proposed by the Fathers only as means for quickly and easily achieving concentration when praying, but not as something essential”.

About prayer in general one can say together with Saint Maximus the Confessor: “Each virtue helps one to love God, none however as much as pure prayer”.

Actually saint Isaac of Syria also said: “Prayer reveals reasons for loving God”. 

While prayer reveals what is fundamental to us, it is certainly the highest among all possible forms of meditation. It makes possible the highest of thoughts and also coherence in deeds, acting while abandoning oneself to a God who also becomes prayer.

And if Jesus is God incarnate who redeems us, the prayer that allows us to adhere to Jesus in continuation and forever can only be the best one.

To begin to conclude this chapter, I would like to present two anecdotes from the Philocalia. Here is the first one.

Tormented by physical thoughts and passions, the abbot Evagrius went to visit Saint Macarius and asked him: “Tell me a word that will give me life, Father”.

Saint Macarius answered: “Attach the anchor’s rope to the stone and with the grace of God the small boat will cross the diabolical seas, the waves of this seductive seas and the vortex of the shadows of this ephemeral world”.

Evagrius asked: “What do you mean by the boat, the rope, the stone?”

The answer: “The boat is your heart: look after it. The rope is your mind: attach it to the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the stone that has power over all the seas and demoniacal waves that battle against the saints. It is not easy to say with each breath ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy of me; I bless you Lord Jesus, will you help me’?”

Here is the second anecdote.

Saint Macarius visited a sick man and found him constantly repeating the name of Jesus. He asked about the man’s health.

The sick man answered joyfully: “Ever since I have been faithful in taking this sweet nourishment of life, the name of the Lord Our Jesus, the sweetness of sleep has been taken from me, I have seen the vision of our King, Christ, and three times he said to me: ‘You see, it is I and no one but me myself’. And I awoke filled with joy, so much so that I have forgotten the pain”.

With the title Lo Yoga cristiano (Christian Yoga) and the subtitle La preghiera esicasta (Esicastic Prayer), Father Giovanni Vannucci has published the Italian edition of a small book by an anonymous author, who was “a monk belonging to the Oriental Church” and about whom nothing else is known. This booklet is devoted to the invocation of the name of Jesus, with regard to which advice is provided that appears to be based on a great deal of experience. The author suggests variations of the wording, among them also restricting oneself to repeating the word “Jesus”. Another is the spontaneous expression spoken by the unbelieving apostle, Thomas, when he realized being before Jesus resurrected: “My Lord and my God” (Jn 21, 28).

The author writes precisely: “All too often our prayers are restricted to supplications, intercessions and repentance: the Name of Jesus can also be used for these reasons; however, disinterested prayer, praise offered to God simply for His glory, honour to God out of respect and love, Thomas’ shout ‘My Lord and my God’ must have priority over everything”.

I confide in my friend the reader that this is my preferred version of the Prayer of Jesus, which in my heart I feel induced to repeat to the Christ present not only in the Eucharist, or in the image I have when addressing Him, but also in front of any sign of His presence, any expression of truth, beauty and goodness, and then also in the Church and in our own humanity, especially that of needy and suffering human beings.

It is best, at this point, to allow our anonymous author to speak once again. “...The name of Jesus is a real and effective means for transfiguring human beings in their hidden, intimate and extreme reality. We should start to approach all men and women in the streets, in shops, in factories, in busses, and especially those who seem boring and repellent, with the Name of Jesus on our lips and in our hearts. We should pronounce His Name over them, since the Name of Jesus is their real name. Calling them with His Name, in His Name, with a spirit of adoration, devotion and love. We should adore Christ in them, the servants of Christ in them; Jesus is imprisoned in many of these men and women, in those who are perverted or criminals. Free Him by acknowledging Him silently and by adoring Him in them. If you go into the world with this new vision, pronouncing ‘Jesus’ over every person, each will become transfigured within himself in front of your eyes”.

Let us finish grandly with another thought from Theophane the Recluse: “The Prayer of Jesus consists in only a few words, but in these there is everything”.

See C.-A. Bemard, "La meditazione metodica in Occidente" (“Methodical meditation in the West”), in La meditazione nelle grandi religioni (Meditation in the great religions), edited by M. Dhavamony, Italian translation by V. Ristori and O. Merola Algranati, Cittadella Editrice, Assisi 1989; J. Dechanet, Christian yoga, Engl. translation by Roland Hindmarsh, Harper, New York 1960; and also H. Enomiya Lassalle, Zen meditation for Christians (see Chapter 13); See also G. Vannucci, Invito alla preghiera (Invitation to prayer) (see Chapter 2) and Lo Yoga cristiano - La preghiera esicasta (Christian Yoga - Esicastic prayer) (see cap. 16).

As far as the “prayer of the heart” is concerned, involving a meditative technique based on the heartbeat and on breathing rhythms, one can read an introduction to this and an anthology of spiritual texts in The art of prayer: an Orthodox anthology; compiled by Igumen Chariton of Valamo, translated from the Russian by E. Kadloubovsky and E. M. Palmer, edited with an introduction by Timothy Ware, London, Faber, 1966. See also La Filocalia (The Philocalia), a collection of texts by the holy monks of the Oriental Church about the prayer of the heart, meditation and ascesis, selection and Italian translation by G. Vannucci, Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 1963. English ed.: The Philokalia: The complete text, ed. by G. E. Palmer and Ph. Sherrard, Faber & Faber Inc., 1984. See finally L'esicasmo russo (Russian Hesychasm) by R. D’Antiga, Edizioni San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 1966. 

Part V

RELIGIOUS LIFE AND PSYCHIC TECHNIQUES

19.   Gaining religious awareness is encouraged 

        by immediate and total immersion 

        in the reality of a religious commitment 

We have presented an albeit summarised outline of the evolution of religious awareness. Now we must face the problem of how to encourage such a gaining awareness for those who have not yet done so.

Whatever human beings may say about the Divinity is always rather stuttered. However, if among the various forms of religious awareness, the most precise one is monotheism, the problem can be formulated using the words: how can one promote a sense of God?

 Over the centuries philosophy has tried to “prove God’s existence”. The reasoning that was most successful consists in the one arising from the reality of the cosmos. These are Saint Thomas Aquinas’ famous “five paths”.

This is what this reasoning fundamentally consists in: the cosmos cannot have created itself, hence those observing the cosmos are obliged to reach the conclusion that it must have been created by a God with attributes differing greatly from those of the cosmos’ beings: finiteness, contingency, becoming, imperfection and so on.

In our days, in the context of both existentialism and logic neo-positivism as well as derived schools of thought, there is also a great objection forming: it is said that those who consider the cosmos see the cosmos and nothing more, they see no God.

The Divinity remains beyond all possible experience: and any statement of a reality without verification is meaningless. The very idea of God remains meaningless, as well as all the definitions and language itself in metaphysics and religion.

To these objections one can, I believe, answer only by stating that experiencing God is possible: that is what happens to all religious people, mystics and saints.

In the same “five paths” of Saint Thomas, if one pays great attention, one finds the implicit idea that the experience this arises from, is not at all a simple experience of the cosmos and nothing more; it is rather an experience of the cosmos in which one perceives the presence of God.

This is what I had the opportunity of observing in a note entitled “The experiential character of the ‘five paths’” that in 1979 I wrote about the book Aspetti del tomismo (Aspects of Thomism) by Giorgio Giannini, a well knowh Thomist philosopher and dean of a pontifical university in Rome.

Let us consider a man who has an experience of nature, the world, the cosmos, whatever one may wish to call it, and also perceives a divine presence there. To clarify the sense of God for himself, and to explain and define it in some way, he will find it sufficient, so to speak, to abstract the experience of God from the more complex experience that already contains it.

This is a concept also expressible as follows: experiencing God can be abstracted from experiencing the world, when this is not a pure and simple experiencing the world but one in which God is present. Hence, using yet other words, when it is experiencing God within the world. Or also: when this is experiencing the world not as existing in itself and for itself, but as God’s creation.

The novel by Albert Camus entitled The Stranger is the story of Meursault, a man who feels a stranger to other men and also to everything. For no reason, due to a sudden gratuitous decision, Meursault kills an Arab, shooting him by firing five shots from his gun. He is put on trial and sentenced to death.

The prison chaplain visits him in his cell and tries to, let us say, help him die as a good Christian. God is present, one must simply be capable of seeing Him; this is basically what the chaplain tells him.

“You may be called upon to see”, says the chaplain. “See what?” asks Meursault.

This is how he himself speaks in the first person storytelling: “The priest looked all around and answered with a voice I suddenly found very tired: 'All these stones sweat pain, I know. I have never looked at them without anguish. But, from the bottom of my heart, I know that the most miserable among you have seen a divine face appear from their darkness. This is the face you are called upon to see’".

“I became a little more animated. I told him I had been looking at those walls for months. There was nothing and nobody in the world I knew better. Perhaps a long time ago I had searched for a face there. But that face had the colour of the sun and the flame of desire: it was the face of Marie [his lover]. I had searched for it in vain and now it was over. Anyway, I had seen nothing emerge from the dampness of those stones” (The Stranger, Il, v).

With someone like Meursault it would have been hard to try and prove the existence of God! At least at that moment of his spiritual evolution.

“God! God! God! If only I could see him, if I could hear him! Where is this God?” Manzoni’s Unnamed asks Cardinal Federigo.

And the cardinal answered: “You ask me? You? And who is closer to him than you? Cannot you not feel in your heart that he both oppresses, agitates and attracts you? That he allows you to perceive hope of calm, and a fill, immense consolation as soon as you acknowledge, confess and implore Him?” (The Betrothed, Chapter XXIII).

Step by step Federigo’s words have an effect on his interlocutor’s soul, a man experiencing a total spiritual crisis. Although the Unnamed is still confused, he is potentially extremely well disposed.

These are states of mind that can change from one moment to the next. Nicolai Berdiaev speaks of having met a peasant with a simple and profoundly religious soul. His name was Akimushka. About this man he says: “...He told me he had nothing in common with other peasants who were totally immersed in issues concerning material life; he was pleased to be close to me and that with him I could discuss matters concerning spiritual issues.

“Akimushka once told me about an extraordinary event that happened when he was a boy. At the time he was a shepherd and grazing his flock, all of a sudden the thought that God did not exist crossed his mind; then the sun started to go dark and he found himself immersed in shadows. Akimushka became aware of the fact that, if God does not exist, then there is nothing; only ‘nothing’ and shadows exist.

“All of a sudden the sun shone again and once again he believed that God exists and the ‘nothing’ returned to be the world.

“Perhaps Akimushka had never heard of Master Eckart, of J. Boehme; he spoke of his own experience, of a very original one like those described by the great mystics”.

Akimushka emerged from this atheist crisis experienced in a few seconds with extreme intensity. And all of a sudden he saw the world not just as the pure and simple world, but as a created world, a world full of the divine presence from which it receives its being and its meaning.

Many years ago I published a book entitled L'eclissi del Dio vivente (The eclipse of the living God, sold out, now reproposed in this internet site under the title The eclipse of the living God and the atheist adventure). In it I address the problem of atheism, especially in our times. In not so much doctrinal but rather real existential terms, atheism is defined as a lacking of an experience of what is sacred, and in particular of experiencing the living God.

Many atheists are actually better believers that many believers: theirs is an atheism of words; a simple doctrine that persuades the intellect without affecting them deeply in their souls. Atheism can however also be experienced with the person's whole being. In that case it is a sort of inverse mystic experience: experiencing no longer God, the fullness of the being, but instead nothingness.

A person who loses a sense of God to such an extent also loses his sense of being; and for him life had no objective and no meaning. Even morals lose all their meaning. At this point there exists coherent testimony from a great deal of literature ranging from Dostojevski to Nietzsche, to Sartre and Camus, to Simone de Beauvoir, André Gide, Samuel Beckett, including the early Heidegger.

This literature is astonishingly prophetic. In times when there was still faith in God or in the values of humankind, the aforementioned authors in their solitude deeply experienced what is today a widespread crisis, involving vast masses of men and women in our civilisation.

There is today an atheism that ensnares our entire lifestyle. After for centuries exclusively paying attention to the world, science now provides us with a vision devoid of all signs of the divine.

Hence all our ways of experiencing work, and what should be our rest periods, or holidays, are reduced to frenzied continuous consumerism.

The typical individual in our scientific-technological civilisation has become a "man with one dimension" (according to the title of Marcuse's famous book) without innerness and without transcendence.

We have become incapable of communicating with God, but also with nature, with the beings of the world and among ourselves. We are increasingly in a world of pure things. Man himself is reified by his own fellow men, used and thrown out without compliments, without even the embellishments and delicate hypocrisies that once sweetened life’s more crude aspects.

Man discovers he is a thing: a machine for working and consuming, a machine among many other machines crowding the world. Relations between human beings are like mechanisms that meet for a moment and then each progresses on his own. Language is mechanical and so are almost all our relationships and behaviours.

Personal relationships, conversations and prayers with the Divinity are lacking; people live as if God did not exist. It is if God were dead among us: and it is certainly not incorrectly that philosophers and even theologians speak of the “God’s death”. Atheism nowadays seems not only a doctrinal atheism, but also one that is existential and experienced profoundly.

This digression has been necessary and allows us to better return to pose the question at the beginning of this chapter: how can we encourage a religious gaining awareness in those who have none?

One could say that generally speaking there are two methods for involving someone in something new to him.

The first consists in moving slowly, by degrees, starting from the person, his persuasions, tendencies, current tastes. One invites the person to analyse in depth the meaning of what he is, of what he is currently doing, and it is precisely within the framework of what he has until then discovered about himself, that one tries to encourage him to learn something more. This something more – of course – will in the end turn out to be one with what we have to offer.

The second method consists in immediately involving our interlocutor with a full immersion.

Do you who are a land animal wish to learn to swim? Assuming that swimming is necessary, I can approach you as you stand on the shore and for hours discuss the truth, the beauty and the goodness of that experience, which consists in no more than continuing to walk as you already do, a slightly different and more convenient way of walking.

When will you make up your mind and go into the water? Probably never. You like the status quo and wish to maintain it. I try to persuade you that swimming is a better way of continuing to do the same things you did before. But the point is that you do not like water and wish to remain dry. When I try to exchange the dry for the wet, you sense I am cheating you and you are not totally mistaken.

Let us look at another solution. In the meantime I try to throw you into the water. In the beginning I frighten you, but then things get better: you like it, you acknowledge that throwing you into the water was a good idea, otherwise you would have spent centuries on the shore debating the pros and cons without ever reaching a conclusion. Now you experience the beauty, the goodness and the truth in what I had proposed, you feel fulfilled and happy.

We earlier quoted The Betrothed. In fact we remembered a particular episode, the dialogue between the Unnamed and Cardinal Federigo. About fifty or sixty pages away this dialogue precedes another: the dialogue between the same cardinal and Don Abbondio.

The archbishop of Milan reproaches the small priest, fearsome and enclosed in his miserly egoism, and tries to make him understand that under the circumstances involving Don Rodrigo’s veto concerning the marriage between Renzo and Lucia, he should have reacted very differently, in a manner far more worthy of a priest and therefore far more saintly and heroic.

Cardinal Federigo reminds Don Abbondio of his vocation; and he speaks to him about his mission in a manner that the old priest, locked in his own mental habits, finds in a sense new and unheard of.

While the cardinal continued to speak and address all the implications of what should be Christian testimony on this earth, “Don Abbondio hung his head; his spirit was reflected in that reasoning like a chick in the claws of a hawk, holding him up in an unknown land, in air he had never breathed before” (The Betrothed, chapter XXV).

Don Abbondio is certainly quite a difficult person to mould. Impervious as he is, he remains stubbornly within his own small restrictions. This is a situation experienced by many, perhaps the majority. And above all by the elderly, while the young, youngsters and children are far more open.

Those inclined to remain where they are should do so. One must work on those ready to chance so as to improve. Experience has convinced me that the best method is to involve someone immediately and totally.

Those who wish to learn to swim, do so by swimming. The same theory applies to practice; it is through practice that one acquires meaning and life.

So I am convinced that one learns to pray by praying: it is through speaking to God that one establishes (or re-establishes) a personal relationship with Him.

It is worth remembering the story told in an old and particularly beautiful book by an anonymous author. The Italian translation of the title is I racconti di un pellegrino russo (Tales of a Russian Pilgrim). I mentioned it in the previous chapter.

No word can better characterise the leading man than those simple and humble ones with which he introduces himself on the first page: “For the grace of God I am a man and a Christian, by deeds a great sinner, by vocation a pilgrim of the most miserable sinner, travelling from place to place. My earthly possessions consist in a knapsack on my back with a little dry bread, and the Holy Bible in the inside pocket of my shirt. Nothing more”.

The Russian Pilgrim is already a man of faith used to praying often and intensely. His problem does not consist in learning to believe in God, or to re-establish a relationship with Him. He wonders how it is possible to always pray, continuously, with no intermissions, as exhorted by the Apostle Paul (1 Thess 5, 17; Eph 6, 18).

Here too the issue consists in learning to pray by praying. Then to learn to pray at length by praying at length. But how can one assess progress made in this sense? And how should one train? How should one implement continuous prayer?

Some may object that Jesus contested long prayers. One should bear in mind the words of Matthew: “In praying, do not babble like the pagans, who think that they will be heard because of their many words” (6, 7).

Those who reason in this manner forget that Jesus himself used to retire to solitary places to really pray at length, for hours and days. This is what Mark (1, 35) and Luke (5, 16) tell us. “In those days he departed to the mountain to pray and he spent the night in prayer” (6, 12). There is no doubt that the forty days Jesus spent in the desert were spent praying as well as not eating (Mt 4, 1-11; Mk 1, 12-13; Lk 4, 1-13). Jesus’ insistence, perseverance and lengthy commitment when praying are mentioned in other passages of the Gospel.

Continuous prayer becomes the breathing of the soul and the religious person becomes a living prayer. This is the objective, which has nothing to do with the expectation of having one’s prayers answered by the Divinity on the basis of the number of prayers said. This indeed would mean reducing prayer to a mechanical element, resulting in obtaining its effects automatically, rather like industrial production.

If, suitably advised by a holy monk, the Russian Pilgrim used certain techniques, this was only because he saw them as a means for being in the best possible state of mind to receive the free gifts of divine grace.

We have already made all preliminary remarks on this subject in the previous chapter. The techniques already mentioned briefly consist in reciting in a certain manner that very short invocation that in Eastern Christianity is called the Prayer of Jesus: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy of me”. We have also seen that a slightly longer formula is “Lord Jesus Christ Son of God, have mercy of I who am a sinner”.

As we have seen this consists in an invocation of one of the Divinity’s many holy names. The invocation is repeated basically in an analogous manner that varies from one tradition to another, also in Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism.

One must ensure the invocation follows the rhythm of the heartbeats. And one must above all ensure they follow the breathing’s rhythm: “Lord Jesus Christ” must be recited when inhaling; “have mercy of me” when breathing out.

Finally, one is also advised to use a rosary: one bead for each invocation. The rosary is present not only in eastern and western Christianity but also in the aforementioned religions.

The beads are needed to count the number of the invocations one has decided to recite in the course of a given day: not one more, not one less. One begins with three thousand, and then one remains on this number for a few days and then increases it reaching a maximum of twelve thousand.

One must now consider the effects obtainable just as the Pilgrim describes them.

“One morning”, he says, “I was, so to speak, awoken by the Prayer. I started to say my usual morning prayers, but my tongue would not move with ease. I had only one extremely intense desire: to recite the Prayer of Jesus.

“As soon as I started I experienced relief and joy, while my tongue and lips moved on their own with no effort at all on my part.

“I spent the whole day in great happiness. I was as if detached from everything, as if living in another world”.

The Pilgrim easily finished the twelve thousand invocations before evening came, determined as always not to go beyond that limit. In the days that followed the Prayer arose from his heart very quickly and with extreme spontaneity.

At last he returned to the starets and informed him. The old monk said: “Thank God for giving you the desire and the ease for reciting the Prayer. This is a natural effect that comes from frequent and active practice.

“The same thing happens to a machine with a engine wheel that starts turning; it works at length on its own, but to extend its movement one must lubricate the wheel and now and again give it a push.


“See what extraordinary faculties God has bestowed, out of love for humankind, even to the human sensual nature; what feelings can arise not only outside grace, but even in a sensuality still not purified and in a soul soiled by sin; you have experienced this yourself.

“But what wonder, what beatitude, what consolation when the Lord deigns to give us the gift of spontaneous spiritual prayer and cleans the souls of sensuality! This is an inexpressible state of mind, and discovering this mystery is an anticipation on this earth of heavenly sweetness. This is achieved by those who search for God within the simplicity of a heart overflowing with love.

“I will now allow you to recite the Prayer as often as you wish to and as often as you can. Try and devote to this every moment in which you are awake, invoking the Name of Jesus Christ without counting any longer, humbly accepting God’s will and expecting help from Him. He will not abandon you and will guide you along your path”.

The Pilgrim spent the whole summer reciting the Prayer of Jesus. Even when asleep he now and again dreamt he was reciting it.

And then he was transformed, at all levels: now and again his heart experiences feelings of warmth and joy; religious ceremonies no longer seem long to him, they no longer tire him as they did in the past; he now sees the hut he lives in as a splendid palace.

And finally here is the testimony at the end of the First Tale: “I now walk and incessantly repeat the Prayer of Jesus, which is more precious and sweeter to me than anything else in the world. At times I walk more than sixty versts in a day and do not even notice it. The only thing I am aware of is the Prayer.

“When the intense cold grips me, I recite it more carefully and am immediately warmed. If I am hungry I start to invoke the Name of Jesus Christ more often and I forget the feelings of hunger.

“When I am ill and my legs and back start to ache, I concentrate my thoughts on the Prayer and no longer feel the pain.

“If someone offends me, all I have to do is remember the sweetness of the Prayer of Jesus, and humiliation and anger disappear, I forget everything. 

“I am semi-conscious. I have no worries, no interests. I do not even glance at the events of the world. I wish to remain in my solitude, there is only one desire I experience, to incessantly recite the Prayer; and while I pray I am filled with joy. God is aware of what is happening to me!

“Naturally all this is linked to the senses as my deceased starets told me, it is a natural effect resulting from habit. However I still do not dare proceed in the study of spiritual prayer within the heart, due to my unworthiness and ignorance. I await God’s time and in the meantime confide in the prayers of my deceased starets”.

“So, although I have not yet achieved uninterrupted and spontaneous prayer of the heart, thanks to God I have clearly understood the meaning of the teachings of Saint Paul ‘Pray without intermission”’.

By F. Liverziani see “Esperienzialità delle ‘cinque vie” (Experiential character of the ‘five ways’” in Aquinas, a. XXII, 1979, pp. 414-427. Then G. Giannini, Aspetti del tomismo (Aspects of Thomas Aquinas' doctrine), Città Nuova Editrice, Rome 1975; A. Camus, The Stranger (Engl. transl. published by Everyman’s Library, 1993); N. Berdiaev, Autobiografia spirituale (Spiritual autobiography), Italian translation by G. Donnini, Vallecchi, Florence 1953. Also by F. Liverziani L’eclissi del Dio vivente (The eclipse of the living God), Pàtron, Bologna 1969, which addresses various aspects of contemporary atheism and reviews literary works of particular importance as the expression of this atheism, caused by the absence of the sense of the sacred in our society, civilisation and culture, dominated by science and technology. See this book also in both Italian and English sections of our internet Site, The Texts of the Convivium.

As far as the problems concerning religious experience are concerned, and its absence in the contemporary world, how to represent it and teach it to children and to the young see the books Come suscitare e sviluppare il senso di Dio (How to solicit and develop a sense of God) by an anonymous author and edited by G. Nosengo, Italian translation by S. Baratti, La Scuola, Brescia 1959, and L'esperienza di Dio oggi (Experiencing God today) by an anonymous author and edited by C. Tessore, Cittadella Editrice, Assisi 1975.

See also by H. Marcuse The one-dimensional man, studies in the ideology of advanced industrial society, with a new introduction by Douglas Kellner, Boston, Beacon Press, c1991.

By an anonymous Russian author The way of a pilgrim, transl. into English by R. M. French, HarperSanFrancisco, reprint 1991.
20.   Gaining religious awareness 

        and more in general all forms of religious fulfilment 

        can receive great help from mental techniques

        Such a use of these helps 

        not only to promote within us the attitude of faith 

        but also intensifies it and strengthens it 

        until it becomes a second nature for us

In allowing the Russian pilgrim and his starets to speak as much as possible, I too have tried to involve my readers in a full immersion of this experience, allowing them to experience it personally to the extent that this is possible in a brief written presentation.

The Pilgrim certainly uses specific mental techniques drawn from a long tradition that flourished in the Christian Orient under the name of “Hesychasm”.

This technique shares numerous elements with what today is known as autogenic training; it is also based on the repetition of rhythmic sentences that follow breathing and when possible also the heartbeat.

Nothing actually opposes a full application of autogenic techniques to religious life. And the same can be said - why not? - as far as other similar mental techniques addressed at working on the subconscious are concerned.

To better motivate such applications it is worth starting from further a field. One can first of all observe that, generally speaking, knowledge is not sufficient when one neglects the education of the will, character and self-control.

Let us imagine a person capable of dominating everything and the whole world, with the exception of himself. So much power would really be entrusted into extremely unsuitable hands. Such a potentially disastrous situation would be unconceivable.

The need to educate the will, character and emotional-affective aspects of psychic life is all too obvious.

But let us address the subject that interests us most. For the persons entrusting themselves to inner inspiration and wishing to entirely give themselves to God, there is the problem of educating the will and to strengthen it as much as possible to be able to become an increasingly effective instrument and vehicle for divine manifestation.

One must renounce all egoism, so that the most superficial part of our being is placed at the service of the profounder one and the inspirations that come from it.

Hence the need to reduce to silence those requirements of our sensitive nature that are in conflict with the needs of our profounder and more authentic nature.

This leads to another need taking shape, that of what with similar words we could call mortification, ascesis, or purification, finalised at ensuring that the total gift of ourselves to God does not remain an intention but is really translated into the most total availability.

Entrusting oneself totally to the Divinity, an experience of faith one wished to experience integrally, involves a full donation of oneself, great courage and unlimited generosity.

Christian hagiography provides us with unsurpassed examples of such a love and such giving of oneself to God. What is above all emphasised in Christian sanctity is the ascetic attitude, the generosity with which the objective is pursued.

If instead one wishes to address in the broadest possible manner the subject of the means used, one must necessarily refer to the other various traditions, especially eastern ones.

What regulates in a continuous manner the life of our entire biopsychic being is basically a subconscious element. Within us, profound transformation can only be something involving our entire personality also at a subliminal level.

Yoga in particular pursues controlling the personality also at a subliminal, unconscious level. It is here that suggestive techniques are most effective: they affect the subconscious and can really remould the personality.

Auto-suggestive techniques multiply the effectiveness of acts of will the person formulates at the supraliminal level of awareness, when out of love for God he pursues sanctity according to the traditional models of Christian spirituality.

Many philosophers and ascetics, and even those who meditated in India before Patanjali's Yoga, have emphasised the great importance above all of consciousness, of gaining awareness.

One might ask oneself: the importance of consciousness with regard to what? I would say with regard to the conversion of us human beings to what is our supreme and only real good.

Many say that it is sufficient to know goodness to be converted and become good. This motif generally speaking also appears in the West, from Socrates to the rationalists, the idealists. And this is what in the language of philosophers is known as “ethical intellectualism”.

This is a highly commendable principle. I believe it should be interpreted in the sense of perceiving knowledge not as pure rational knowledge, merely involving the intellect, but rather as existential knowledge involving our being also at profounder levels.

Experience tells us how true what the Latin poet Ovid says about himself is for almost all of us, when he confesses: Video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor. Which means: “I see those things that are best for me”, with clarity, and nonetheless I “pursue the worst ones”.

Convincing people to goodness is not easy; but even when the mind is persuaded at a rational level, one must still overcome formidable resistance coming from the emotional, instinctive and biological levels of the personality.

All this resistance makes conversion difficult, or at least the persevering in this conversion. Conflicts often arise. The person cannot stand these, wishing to put an end to them at all costs: so often it is the person's own persuasions that surrender and adapt.

We may have specific persuasions and nourish an intimate ideal; however, since we are unable to live in conformity, or are unable to sustain at length this commitment to a renewed life, we return to our usual lifestyles.

Then, so as not to excessively suffer from this defeat, we might remodel the persuasion; or we end up by “removing it”, as they say in psychoanalytical terms: this to push it back into the shadows of the unconscious.

Since I am unable to modify my actual being, it is the whole of reality that must remodel itself to adapt to what suits me best! This may seem a pleasantry, a sort of joke, but it is unfortunately quite a widespread psychological phenomenon.

This is why techniques are needed, which a step at time, with not too much effort and limited work, but with a great deal of perseverance, for a long path to be followed taking small steps allowing us to remodel our unconscious, and with it also our habits as well as our very physical existence.

This consists in suggesting things to the unconscious, so that it may remodel out entire being.

Not only, one also needs to prepare the subconscious, so that, together with our entire personal being, it will be open to the creative work of the Divine that lives within it and works there incessantly.

Our individual being must not simply entrust itself to God, but must remain entrusted to Him; it must maintain a trusting attitude that in the end becomes something natural.

To deepen within ourselves this abandoning oneself to faith, to confirm even more one’s commitment, one must continuously renew this act of faith with a meditation that, as we have seen, not only persuades the intellect but also affects the unconscious.

To do all this, a form of meditation is needed, that is not simply rational reflecting, but allows one’s unconscious to absorb, assimilate and take possession of the content.

In this manner the ideas proposed would become vital forces that will continue to act within our most intimate being to transform it.

This consists in impressing, in reasserting in depth ideas that arise from an even profounder part of us. At a conscious level we simply make these ideas the object of rational meditation.

A truth emerges from deep within ourselves, which is the reflection of the absolute Truth that lives there. We entrust ourselves to this as a truth that not only enlightens us but also redeems us. We abandon ourselves to it as to an effective, operating and transforming truth, as to a truth that is life.

This particular form of meditation we are describing and proposing here is a daily renewal of the act of faith. To distinguish it from other types, we can certainly call it a “meditation of faith”.

Faith in fact is an attitude that we must assume permanently. Each moment of the day must be lived abandoning oneself to the faith. It consists in continuously renewing the act of faith and the total abandoning of oneself in the faith, until this becomes a second nature for us.

Faith means trusting. And if one wishes to be more precise, faith means entrusting oneself to Another, who is totally else from our empiric personality, for the very reason that it is the real me: it is totally else from what I actually am, here and now, empirically, superficially, in a abysmally imperfect manner, for the very reason that it is what I must be to achieve total fulfilment.

My real being is my having to be: what I must be, my duty.

In this sense, God, totally other than myself, is never a stranger to me.

In my own way of being superficial I have perhaps made myself a stranger to myself, to that real absolute profound me that is God.

God always gives Himself to us with no limitations. Receiving God, nourishing oneself from Him, from His enlightenments, His inspirations and energies depends on our receptivity. One must be as receptive as possible, increasingly intensifying and deepening our attitude of faith.

While this is correct in principle, there are however other elements that make the situation more complicated.

Each creature can become a vehicle for God and so can every force that works in us in our most intimate parts.

The fact that the Divine Spirit can be adequately carried along all paths, throughout all possible paths, depends not only on our capability to become a vehicle, but also on the fact that other forces may act before us in mediating the divine Energy, so that it reaches us.

“Angel” comes from the Greek ánghelos, which literally means “messenger”. In this sense those mediating forces announcing God to us and carrying Him to us can be called angelic energies.

Even a human being can perform angelic functions, when becoming the announcer and vehicle carrying the Divinity to us. We too in turn can become angels to announce and bring the Divinity to another environment.

There where these mediating and angelic forces are not present, or do not act correctly, we would effectively discover the lack of divine help; or it might perhaps reach us in some way, but never with the precise and powerful impact that is necessary.

These remarks clarify for us how each creature has an irreplaceable role in bringing the kingdom of God to other creatures.

God needs human beings in a special way, He needs each of us. Each of us must act according to his own vocation, that is always open to God, incarnating Him, making Him manifest, bringing Him to other human beings in the world. And hence we are called upon to renew as often and as intensely as possible the act of entrusting ourselves to God.

And this entrusting of ourselves will evoke those mediating forces that must bring God to us, becoming powerfully manifest within us.

The act of faith, just like the act of entrusting ourselves to Another that totally transcends us, already includes the invocation to this Other.

It includes it in the sense that, per se, the act of entrusting oneself completes the act of invoking, whether it is an explicitly formulated invocation, or if it is instead implicit.

To invoke is to pray; it is asking someone for something that one cannot obtain with one’s own strength. The act of entrusting oneself means placing oneself in the hands of the "other". In religious terms, it means placing oneself in the hands of the totally Other, who will provide us with all that we explicitly invoke from Him. In truth no human force can obtain this; only He can bestow it upon us with the gift of Himself.

The daily renewal of the act of faith, hence of entrusting oneself to God, this meditation is always, implicitly, a prayer. It can however precede an explicit prayer.

Before this however it is necessary to practice concentration and relaxing exercises. At the more superficial and external level the person must be relaxed, so as to become transparent to the manifestation of the profound parts of his being, allowing it to express itself through the personality without encountering any obstacles.

And the profound aspect must also in turn become silent, at each level, deeper and deeper, until at the most profound level God can reveal Himself with increasing clearness.

So that God may speak to me, I must silence all that within my intimate heart is expressed as something I maintain control over; I must silence all that deep within myself is made manifest as owned by me.

Only when in the end I set foot in the realm of the Other, only then I feel as if I am walking in space, suspended, entrusted to the abyss of His grace; only then do I enter a really religious dimension.

21.   How it is in practice possible and also advisable 

        to apply autogenic training to religious life

A more general premise had been formulated, addressed at justifying the adoption of autogenic tracining, and other similar techniques, to enhance religious ascesis. At this point we can move on to see how this should be applied.

Thomas correctly emphasises that autogenic training, at its highest level, never surpasses the religious experience although it may perhaps achieve its threshold. Training can lead a religious person - or a potentially religious one - to experience religious values also with great clarity; promoting religious experience is not however autogenic’s training specific objective: even at is highest level it remains a medical-psychological method for self-relaxations and self-analysis. 

Personally I try however to justify the adoption of self-hypnotic techniques not only as far as their normal use is concerned, but also with regard to their possible use for religious meditation.

Obviously not because these techniques are comparable to religious practice, but only because they can in fact be helpful.

There are many examples indicating how man puts arts and technologies at the service of religion: music, painting, architecture, the minor arts, and other technologies, whether linked to these or not. Per se these are forms of art not necessarily used for religion alone; they can however be put at its service when one wishes to use them in this sense. They can in fact be very effective and valid additional means.

Faith’s attitude, confirmed though the exercise of entrustment, must, as we have mentioned, affect the unconscious as much as possible. This can be achieved to the extent that the unconscious is receptive.

Relaxation techniques allow one to pursue a dual objective.

On one hand one silences, one neutralises all that in the psyche’s conscious part might prove to be an obstacle to the emersion of the Divine that is buried within the unconscious. And hence one neutralises what might be an obstacle to the emersion of the Divine that finds a privileged location in its inhabiting humankind.

On the other hand, to a certain extent it allows the unconscious element to emerge. Through this emerging itself this will provide an incomparably greater receptiveness for any possible influencing that may affect the conscious part of the psyche.

All this allows the person to exercise suggestion on the unconscious; also a form of hypnosis.

All this takes place at a conscious level, although in a particular state of consciousness such as that of self-hypnotic sleep.

One must once again repeat that in this state the person is aware, albeit with mental faculties no longer involved in an objectifying, manipulating action, but relaxed, passive, in a sense almost asleep.

At the level of relative awareness in this very particular state of consciousness the person can rather mediate certain inspirations coming from the unconscious with a given action to exercise on the unconscious itself to render it more “obedient”, to make it increasingly ready to provide those inspirations and to model the entire personality according to these suggestions.

Among the self-hypnotic techniques applied though relaxation, nowadays what is known as autogenic training is extremely popular and rightly so. I have already briefly mentioned this. And I would here like to refer to this technique in a very particular manner, to hypothesise the possibility that it could be used to remould the personality while also strengthening the attitude of faith.

It is necessary to clarify that autogenic training, as specifically wished by Schultz, does neither wish to not can it replace authentic faith, nor can it provide contents for life; it can eliminate problems and correct character defects that prevent the person from acceding to religious experiences. Thanks to the calmness it confers, it can prepare the patient for experiences of faith; these however take place in another dimension, the religious one.

All in all one can say that autogenic training is a science, and also a technique. Now science is distinct from philosophy because unlike this last subject it does not actually make assessments, while any technique can be placed at the service of a value or indifferently to that of a disvalue.

Let us take the case of a man who systematically uses self-hypnosis, so as to achieve a state of calmness totally indifferent to the problems of others, of the community he belongs to, of the world in general.

For a certain period of time at least, he could feel totally satisfied with – and let us say – happy with the condition he has achieved. But who would not define selfish and immoral that condition that the training has allowed him to achieve so effectively? What could one say about a person self-hypnotising himself with autogenic training, or other similar means, to acquire greater self-confidence in criminal deeds?

Self-hypnosis and relative techniques and research are basically autonomous from all choice of values. The religious experience, on the contrary, expresses itself precisely in this choice and in living the values in a profound experiential manner.

The problem here lies in seeing whether autogenic training should be used up to a moment before the person makes such a choice and abandons himself to the religious experience; or whether it would be best for the person to continue to use self-hypnotic techniques to strengthen that choice, to consolidate and deepen it, to make the very religious experience increasingly fruitful.

In other words: just as it is already used in a stage that is not exactly religious but rather preparatory to religious commitment in the strictest sense, could self-hypnosis continue to be used also in the course of the religious experience?

Let us return for a moment to what we were saying above. Religion uses many things, many techniques, many practices and many means of expression that no could describe as being specifically “religious”.

To remain within the framework of Christian churches, the expression of the religious experience is entrusted to the Latin or Italian or English or Russian ecclesiastic languages and so on, to music made by human voices, to the sound of the organ or the violin and nowadays also the electric guitar. Per se, language and other just mentioned means are neither religious nor non-religious.

There are many other examples we have mentioned such as architecture, sculpture, painting, the minor arts, the use of recordings and loudspeakers, the use of incense or the bread and the wine and so on. These are all human means used, or that can be used by, all religions wishing to really appear incarnate and really capable of transforming the hearts of human beings, and their whole beings and even the environment not only in rhetorical terms, but experienced ones, not really simply with words but real facts.

Nothing forbids religions from also using autogenic training, and not only as a simple propaedeutic help, but rather as help within the framework of the experience itself. Everything depends on the fact that adopting this technique should be useful: if it should work in providing certain intimate experiences with greater receptivity, greater incisiveness and transforming effectiveness.

Personally I can bear witness that I have at times personally drawn great benefit from using autogenic training for certain forms of religious meditation. And this is reason enough for feeling encouraged to persevere in using it and to strongly recommend it.

See K. Thomas, Praxis des Autogenes Training: Selbsthypnose nach I. H. Schultz (Practice of autogenic training: Self-hypnosis according I. H. S.), Trias Verlag, Stuttgart 1989.         

Part VI

HUMANISM, ART AND SCIENCE

22.   Humanist activities present themselves 

        as irreducible to both the search of the Self 

        and the religious search for the living God

        Each of these activities pursues 

        a specific form of sensitivity and gaining awareness

We have seen that devotional religion (what can be called precisely simply “religion”) is irreducible to pure searching for the Self. Many different forms of human life however are irreducible either one to the other, or all together to the search for the Self and to religion itself.

These are what one could, using an all-inclusive word, call “humanist activities”; all together they are precisely Humanism.

These are the natural, logical-mathematical sciences, and the moral and historical ones (or “sciences of the spirit”).

These are also the figurative and decorative arts, architecture, music, poetry, narrative, the theatre, films and so on.

They are also the various forms and sectors of technology. Aimed at acquiring domination over exterior material reality, but also inner and psychic reality, a technology perceived in such global terms also embraces mental or psychic techniques.

Mental techniques propose to cure the person, and not only, but also to form the personality totally. They also intend to develop the person’s paranormal faculties to allow him to dominate his own psychic nature, and through it physical nature itself.

To ensure the person also as a physical body there are also sciences and techniques addressed at taking care of its health and development at a strictly physical level such as medicine, gymnastics, sports activities and so on.

Not only the pure Self exclusively, but every other aspect of the personality had its own consistency of being and its own value. Hence the same can be said about every activity or form of commitment corresponding to a person’s individual aspect and way of being.

We have mentioned that each activity and form of the human spirit takes place at itsr own particular level, irreducible to what instead is the specific dominion of every other. This means that each form of humanism with develop autonomously, however integrated in the development of other forms.

Humankind does not consist in isolated individuals. Individuals are rather like the cells of a much larger organism. Each cell lives thanks to the others and to the whole organism.

And each individual contributes to the life of the whole not only through his individual deeds, but associating with other individuals. Social and political life arises from these forms of cooperation, as does the economic life of a country or the whole of human kind, with a thick and complicated network of moral as well as juridical relations that govern these in all articulations.

Associated life also has different levels, each compared to the others appearing different and equally irreducible.

Hence politics, economic, and the law, are not at all pure and simple aspects of morals. Yes they must be addressed at morals, but cannot be judged with exclusive ethical criteria. The law, politics and economics each have an autonomous specific domain.

And those who in formulating assessments of these fields should exclusively address moral aspects would embark on naïve moralism, only proving a lack of political, or juridical or economic sensitivity.

These are forms of sensitivity, each different, each indispensable to those wishing to move within their respective environments not in an awkward manner, but comfortably and with a degree of wisdom.

Let us analyse an example of moralistic reductionism. Many people say: “All problems would be solved if we were all good Christians or even all well-behaved people”.

We agree that this is the basis, this is the starting point. It is a necessary condition but not for this reason sufficient. It is a good beginning for solving problems, but does not represent an automatic solution.

Expressing oneself in such a manner can be a release for the soul. However, if we wish to address the issue seriously, and not with summary, hasty statements, we must address the problem of studying real possibilities with the correct degree of accuracy. Otherwise we would remain within amateurism.

When not simply releasing tension, those formulating judgements such as the one mentioned above, appear to ignore a very elementary aspect: no political, economic initiative etc. can remain entrusted to good intentions if wishing to work effectively.

Politicians, entrepreneurs, anyone wishing to organise something must know what they are doing, must be able to move within the specific field they are working in, unless wanting to seem well-intentioned incompetents, if wishing to save themselves from failure or what could even be a catastrophe.

The moralist of the type we have just outlined is, perhaps, persuaded that solving very serious social problems at national level, or even the problem of world hunger, requires more or less the same kind of organisational commitment as promoting a collection to help friends going through bad times.

The pure and tough moralist of that kind seems to ignore the real meaning of anything concerning economic convenience, political opportunity, relationships involving force, and the amounts of means needed for achieving an objective. This involves actually realities and relations of which he has no sense, and to which he is more or less obtuse.

At each level we experience different values. One must be capable of perceiving these also in their diversity. Each must be specifically perceived. One cannot limit oneself to reasoning, if reasoning is not supported by intuition. It is necessary first of all, to understand, intelligere, intus legere, penetrate so as to perceive, look inside, sense things as they really are. This consists in maturing a specific sensitivity for each of this dimensions.

And how does one mature any kind of sensitivity? The answer that is always a good one is: by immersing oneself in the corresponding experience.

One matures a sensitivity for the values of each level by immersing oneself step by step in the experience of the different contexts in which the multiple forms of human individual and collective commitment are implemented.

Each individual is committed to a daily exercise in humanism; and the sum of forms of such varied and different sensitivities allows human beings to orientate and coordinate the pursuit of human fulfilment within an integrated whole.

23.   A specific moral sensitivity 

        derives from moral experience 

        and all that is an ethical gaining awareness

We have said that humanism is organised in a varied ensemble of activities involving research, creation and customs. Each of these activities requires commitment that only a very lively awareness of those values can support. Only those who intimately experience those values profoundly can work with the necessary strength; only those who have experienced them strongly.

We have also mentioned that humanist sensitivity is organised within a vast range of specific forms of sensitivity. Let us try and define some of these.

For the moment we have emphasised all that can be described as metaphysical-religious sensitivity. It is the sense of God; and it is the sense of the divine presence also in our empiric, social, human and historical dimension.

Once can also speak of a sense of God one perceives, and then also considers rationally, as pure Self, as the pure Principle of oneself.

As said much earlier on, here God is the first Principle, the original one, of every form of awareness.

One can here speak of an experience of the Self, of a sense of the Self: of a corresponding sensitivity to be deepened through the search for the Self. We are here at the origin itself of God’s life: a level that seems achievable through what we have called a yogic experience, aimed at a yogic gaining of awareness.

We can then speak, at a different level, of a sense of God as the One-All and absolute Consciousness all-inclusive of all existing beings and events. We are here at a second level of divine life, within the framework of what is called the noetic experience, addressed at a noetic gaining awareness.

Moving on to the third level of divine life, we find the Absolute as the living God and creator. This is the framework of the religious experience and religious gaining awareness.

These three different forms of gaining awareness are made possible by corresponding sensitivities that in turn are increasingly refined and deepened. One can in this sense distinguish between a yogic sensitivity, a noetic sensitivity, and a religious sensitivity.

We can here broaden the subject to include moral experience. This is another extremely particular experience of the spirit, which promotes a moral gaining awareness and refines the corresponding moral sensitivity. This specific sensitivity is developed in correlation to strictly moral issues, that we address every time we question ourselves about what we “should do”, about what our “duty” is.

Moral experience is in its own way an experiencing of the Absolute.

This however does not at all mean that moral experience is identifiable with religious experience. One can of course have a perfectly respectable morality within a secular and lay context.

Nonetheless I am convinced that at the basis of morality there is always a religious experience, at least an implicit one. There is always a sense of God, even is unaware and unacknowledged.

As moral sense is developed, we increasingly perceive that one cannot renounce the pursuit of certain objectives, of certain values. Tending towards certain values is something we have to do, that we cannot avoid doing.

Understood in this manner, the “you must”, the ethical imperative, becomes for us an unconditional, absolute “categorical imperative”. It is distinguished from the imperatives of technique that are always “hypothetical”.

Hypothetical imperatives are conditioned by the hypothesis that one may wish to pursue that given objective or may also not wish to.

If when, walking in Rome, one wants to go from Piazza del Popolo to Piazza Venezia following the shortest route, one must walk down the Corso. And what if instead he wants to go to Piazza di Spagna? This is a different hypothesis, and the technical advice would be to walk down the Via del Babuino.

Walking is the easiest thing, while driving a car involves far more elaborate techniques, for which the clarification of the passages it not the smallest problem.

Technique does not discuss the objective. There are some techniques that are better than other for a hold-up in a bank. The person known as the gang’s “brain” comes up with these techniques exploiting a specific sensitivity that can be refined through the repetition of this particular experience.

Even an experienced bank robber is guided by his “intuition”, just as a “policeman’s intuition” will guide the detective hunting him down.

As far as the policeman’s intuition is concerned, everything seems rather “elementary” to Sherlock Holmes, while poor Doctor Watson plays the role of he who is rather on the outside and is always the last to understand, due to a lack of that specific sensitivity his friend Holmes is particularly gifted with.

Nothing however will prevent Watson from being a good doctor, guided by perhaps a very refined clinical sensitivity; another kind of “intuition”!

Let us return now to morals. If technique poses itself no problems concerning objectives, discussing finalities - supreme finalities, those of principle - is instead the field of ethics. Ethical sensitivity allows us to perceive personally the compulsive aspect of the moral imperative, its absoluteness.

Everyone has a morsel of moral sense, although the idea that each person has in his mind of what is good, of what is right to do, may vary greatly from one person to another, from one society to another, and even from one era to another.

Everyone has a morsel of moral sense, but many prefer to allow it to remain a weak flame. Even the most cruel criminal can entertain some good feelings, even quite delicate ones; he may venerate his elderly mother, love his wife and children tenderly, cry if the canary that keeps him company in his prison cell dies.

In their intimate part of innumerable people the ethical sense remains as a seed that does not grow. The person does not wish to cultivate it, does not water it day after day to nourish it and allow it to develop.

Allowed to grow a little, this moral sense would end up by opposing the person’s behaviour and, more in general, his attitude towards life. So many problems are left to one side leaving the small plant to languish.

The ethical discussion addresses what is dutiful, permitted, moral or not, and the criteria that may form these judgements. In this sense the ethical discussion is seen as autonomous compared to the religious one. Although it arises from this, although it is from this that it receives its original and fundamental meaning. 

Moral sensitivity is generated by metaphysical-religious sensitivity; and however it assumes an autonomous form. We are helped by a symbol. This autonomy can be compared to that of a branch. The branch derives from the tree, and yet it relatively consists in itself.

It is not necessarily true that a person acts morally only because he motivates his deeds respecting the moral law, as Kant believed. It is not necessarily true that a person behaves morally only because, in his having qualms with regard to acting with pure respect for moral laws, he is inhibited in intimately making space for the “sensitive inclinations” of God’s love, love for one’s neighbour, love for the community one belongs to, love for art and science, love also ordered for himself in wishing to become a better person.

I believe that ethics as research appear at the very moment in which for the first time each person addresses the moral issue, asking himself/herself what the imperative is (not hypothetical, technical, but rather ethical, absolute, categorical) for that situation. And here is the question: “What must I do?” And also the contrary: “What must I avoid?”

In general terms, and let us also say generic ones, the answer is: “You must do what is right”. However a more specific question now takes shape in our spirit: “What is right for us, here and now?”

If we perceive a human being as finalised for the integral development of all his positive potentials, of everything he perceives within himself as valid, it is clear that really this is what is right for him. 

For we who are human beings, the fundamental good is God, hence deepening our relationship with Him. So science is good, art is good; the first ultimately tends to the ideal of divine omniscience; the second, in its own small ways, imitates the divine Artist of the creation.

Being committed to the creation of a fairer society, for a better world, is also a very good thing; and developing a passion for these causes is also a particular but fundamental manner of having a passion for what is good.

However, to promote a better world, is, in a religious perspective, contributing to “preparing the way of the Lord”, it means working for the “kingdom of God”. Here social and political passion righteously upheld, the ambition to do and create something valid, is a way of loving God, a way of participating in God’s life, cooperating with Him to fulfil the creation of the universe.

All this love for what is good, for the good that is an expression of God and derives from and leads to God, is certainly moral passion.

In the most genuine sense, so are all forms of love for life and for what life presents that becomes increasingly complex and evolved, more interesting and more valid.

Moral passion is also every form of love for research, for artistic creation, for technical, economic, social and political implementation in an increasingly positive sense.

As mentioned previously, there is a form of love that must be linked as closely as possible on one hand to religious love, hence to God’s love, and on the other to moral passion: this is love for one’s neighbour.

Love for one’s neighbour is addressed not only to all humankind with its five-six billion inhabitants of the earth, but also more realistically to each individual being. 

In this sense, and at its highest level, love for one’s neighbour should be addressed at each individual human being. That is a problem! One would need a mind and a heart expanding infinitely. Will we one day have this? There should be in man an evolution hard to even conceive of with the parameters currently available to us.

How would we know affairs concerning the totality of other people in the world? How would we manage to tolerate the burden of suffering endured b the whole world without being squashed by it?

Let us confide in future evolution, almost unthinkable for the moment, but nonetheless possible if it is true that God wishes us to be perfect. It would be an evolution that would have to elevate us greatly, but also find us far better protected.

A passionate love for all forms of life, for every trace of the divine Presence encourages us to commit ourselves to research, to study, to contemplation, to deeds and to creation.

Even before this, love for anything, a passionate interest for anything, develops within us a particular sensitivity for that object.

So love for a person to the extent it is authentic and taken to the ultimate consequences, renders us sensitive to his/her desires, affections, plans and ambitions, problems, his reasons for being happy and for suffering, his still unexpressed potential.

Love for others develops in us the qualities of human sensitivity; not only discretion and tact, but also the availability to listen to others, to take an interest in them, the capability to participate in the lives of the others and perceive their problems as if these were our own.

Easier said than done! How many psychological problems exist in implementing this! One can observe this in the behaviour of those same people who look for our friendship, and are so kind to us paying us every kind of attention.

Everyone wants to talk to us about their own problems, burden us with their pain if going through a crisis, and if not, all the better, tell us about their joys, throw their successes at us as well as their riches, possessions, cars and so on. However, once they have filled our brains with all their tales, if in turn we should wish to timidly tell them something about ourselves, how many would listen?

In us love for others is really proved - let us say it is really put to the test - not only with regard to listening, but in real interest: in our generosity, availability to do things for others, in giving them our possessions and our time, in taking up their causes, in fighting and suffering for them to the extent of even giving up our own lives.

See Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Book I, chapter 1, paragraph 1 of this work discusses the distinction between the hypothetical and categorical imperatives.

24.    It is possible to refine and deepen 

         in a specific manner 

         social and political experience 

         sensitivity and awareness

Human commitment becomes effective to the extent to which it can be actually translated into an organised form with adequate means; hence the creation of the most varied and different associative structures, financial organisations, social and political initiatives, cities, the state, and international and world cooperation.

To ensure that all this works in the best possible way, with the necessary commitment, one needs to believe in what one is doing, and hence the development of an adequate interest in these so varied realities and initiatives is required, albeit with their respective forms of sensitivity.

Therefore we have social sensitivity that spurs one on to be committed to society, to study and solve its problems with the same concern we might feel for our families and private affairs.

Certain things can perhaps be better explained by comparing them to their opposites. There are those who are exclusively involved in their own particular business, limiting themselves to addressing strictly what is their own private property.

They have so little interest in what could be described as shared property, that even the condominium, even the shared parts of the building they live in are of no interest to them. Their home is the apartment they live in. Even the stairs and the landings are no business of theirs. It is as if these belonged to the Habsburgs or the king of Spain. If these are dirty or even totally degraded is something of the utmost indifference to them.

There are other kinds of people, on the contrary, who are inclined to take an interest in common problems totally spontaneously, be these problems concerning the building, the city, the nation or the world, with no restrictions.

Can an individual with such a forma mentis “convert” one who is so different and opposed with pure and simple rational reasoning? Will he succeed in involving him by simply “proving” (in merely logical terms) that in a better-organised society each individual lives better and it is therefore best that each person should show an interest for society?

Are you telling me that if society works better I too will lead a better life? And also that if I am honest this will be to my advantage as well as that of others? I have the chance to get hold of one hundred thousand euro that are not mine, running no risk; if I decide not to do this what do I gain? So I shall be honest until an opportunity turns me into a thief.

There are some who are honest by character and because of a deeply rooted persuasion, some are thieves out of daring and spirit of adventure, some are honest out of sloth and a lack of initiative or courage. So there are citizens who are honest thanks to public spirit and those who are honest simply due to pure conformism. These will certainly not be the most dynamic, the most ready to address initiatives starting from “the bottom” for the common good.

Does a sum of egoisms generate love? Love for another person or for the community is a spontaneous feeling due to which, perhaps suddenly, one identifies with others, and one feels identified with the community. When arising from bare egoism, love becomes a serious improvement, it is almost a miracle.

Nonetheless it may be that this miracle was prepared in the depth of the unconscious and was ready to emerge. One needs to open a path for it to be expressed. Or one needs to encourage it, set it off, and get it going.

Everything leads us to conclude that the problem does not so much consist in persuading the intellect of such an interlocutor, but rather to reawaken in him a certain kind of sensitivity and refine it.

Civic, political sensitivity as well as a sense of the state and law are strictly linked to social sensitivity.

Public sense inspires citizens not only to behave correctly, but also to cooperate both individually and collectively, both spontaneously and organised in groups promoting those initiatives "from the bottom" we mentioned.

Political sensitivity is indispensable for those who wish to act within politics in a manner that is not awkward or clumsy; it allows them to easily sense relationships involving force, obstacles, and the real chances for achieving a certain objective.

A sense of the state, characterising authentic “statesman”, could instead be lacking in the more expert “politician” too excessively inspired by personal interests or even in simply having a successful career.

A sense of the law is another form of sensitivity that, although complementary, must be accurately distinct.

One can have an extraordinary political instinct and be totally lacking in juridical sensitivity. Hence there are so many political "species" moving cleverly and living on overwhelming. Politicians who are certainly not jurists, and not statesmen, due to a total lack of even the most elementary sense of the state.

One can instead be a jurist at heart with a considerable baggage of specific preparation, and yet have very little sense of the problems that need to be addressed in a political context, even if wishing to really state the imperative of the law, constitutional guarantees and the respect of rights.

One can possess extremely refined ethical and juridical sensitivity with a thirst for justice, and nonetheless be without any sense of historical reality.

One then ends up by using pure and simple moralism and legalism, detached from a vision of the real ways in which such expectations of goodness and justice can be achieved within the complexity of each historical situation.

Our sense of morality and justice could turn out to be abstract, if not accompanied by political-social sensitivity. And this educates us to become real and hence allows us to implement our ideals within the reality of human and historical situations.

A sense of history will further enlighten us and hence we will now address this.

25.   One should now consider 

        historical experience, sensitivity and awareness

Those lacking in a sense of history may judge past times using means that are certainly not the most appropriate for assessing these specifically.

They might even blame medieval men for not being modern, or end up by accusing them of being pure and simple scoundrels, while they were simple people with a medieval mentality. Not bad modern people, not would-be modern men, but good medieval citizens; medieval people, and good one even if we do not approve everything they did!

We know well how many medieval pockets still exist in today’s world. One must learn to appreciate them for what they are, for what they can give, for what we can take out of good and valid from them.

To reproach archaic man for not being modern is like reproaching a child for not being an adult.

When dealing with a pupil who is still a child, or experiencing puberty, or an adolescent, an educator cannot simply judge him from the height of his adult and mature age. He must be capable of coming down to his level, he must try to walk in his shoes to the extent that this is possible, to relive those experiences and states of mind.

Those wishing to understand the mentality present in those societies that have substantially remained archaic and still survive modern time will do the same. And this is what the historian must do.

Those "absolutising" reason, the men of the Enlightenment era usually looked to medieval man as someone still fully immersed in the shadows of superstition and ignorance. Their vision of the past was certainly anti-historical, it was totally lacking in understanding for the ways of life experienced in previous eras by their fellowmen.

Only Romanticism rehabilitated the Middle Ages and showed understanding for historical eras of the past and an incomparably livelier, refined and attentive sense of history.

What is a sense of history? It means perceiving that each period has its own different and particular “spirit”: a spirit understandable only for those capable of immersing themselves in it to relive it intimately.

And then, of course, the sense that the seeds of the present are in the past and that nonetheless the present is something new and extremely different compared to the past.

A sense of history helps us to better understand the present through the understanding of its roots.

A sense of history is a sense of development, a sense of time. It means understanding that, however much the premises for any event are in those of the times that preceded it, each new event is nonetheless an original creation.

This idea of development contradicts the opposite concept, according to which basically the same things happen over and over again cyclically, and there is never really anything really new.

The idea of an evolution over time as a continuous creation of realities always in some way original, previously unseen and irreducible to what previously existed, opposes this more archaic vision.

This idea of history as development and progress tending towards a final irreversible objective comes to us from Hebraism. The biblical God is the creator in the strongest sense. He brings into being creatures, each consisting strongly in itself, not only, but also always increasingly finding in itself the capability to auto-create themselves.

It is thanks to this further auto-creation that each reality is itself, and can never be reduced to all those pre-existing realities although generated by them.

A sense of history is also a sense of concrete reality. It is a sense of what were, during certain past eras that we study, the forces in action and the real possibilities and difficulties. It is a sense of the real obstacles opposing those who wished to implement certain activities, and the potential means they could use. A sense of history includes a political sensitivity projected into the past.

Projected instead into the present situation, a sense of concrete historical reality also consists in a correct perspective of the forces in play that we can use in a rational, functional and economic manner.

There are no sectors of initiative in which historical sense does not encourage a reminder of reality, so important for an idea to be perceived correctly from the very beginning and to be implemented totally in the most effective manner.

What kind of knowledge is historical knowledge? How and to what extent is it possible for us to assess personalities and events of the past, especially those in long gone eras?

Let us first of all say that data is one thing, while knowing how to assess it correctly is another. In natural sciences we assess data objectively, we measure it, and since we know that things happen always according to already formulated laws, we are able to foresee future behaviour with sufficient preciseness through calculus.

It is all very different when we start to study the behaviour of human beings. Here there is always an unpredictable, creative and inducible new element.

How can we discover the key that allows us to understand facts in their most profound sense? Who allows us to understand, and therefore predict future behaviour to some extent in what there is that is really predictable?

In history too there is certainly a scientific aspect. There is material we can classify and make the object of measuring and calculus. There is also however a great deal that is contingency, chance and freedom. “History is therefore also science, but only partially”, concludes Paul Veyne.

In addition to these “nuclei of scientificity”, as Veyne calls them, there is something more specific in history shared with other human sciences.

Among the German philosophers who wrote between the end of the last century and the beginning of ours, one should above all mention Wilhelm Windelband and Wilhelm Dilthey, for their attempt to distinguish from natural sciences those of the spirit and to specify their specific status.

As far as we are concerned, nature remains mute. We can register the existence of certain relations between its phenomena, but in no way can we "penetrate the essence". Galilei has already stated this with the greatest clarity.

The sciences of the spirit have the historical-social world as their object. We human beings are the ones who created and create that world. This is why, unlike nature for which its profound mystery remains unfathomable, we can understand human, social and historical events from within: these are all events experienced by human beings like us, that we ourselves can relive intimately. These are concepts already present in the thoughts of Giambattista Vico, later developed by German historians and then, in Italy, by Benedetto Croce.

What remains of that philosophical school of thought is the distinction between natural and human sciences. Although perhaps needing to be moderated in some of its rigidities, the distinction remains a valid one.

Generally speaking, this also inspired the English philosopher of history and historian Robin George Collingwood. He specified that, while natural sciences are restricted to describing the correlation between objects, as part of the human sciences history operates by studying the context, including an “internal” perspective of events, and tries to understand the objective and the idea.

To tell the truth, explains Collingwood, what is mistakenly called an event is in reality an act and expresses any of its agent’s thoughts (intentions, objectives).

According to the same author, the act is not simply a reaction to a stimulus. As an act, it is free and creative. Hence culture itself is creative: it is cause and not effect, as instead a more materialistic viewpoint would define it.

Once again according to Collingwood, historical knowledge is the knowledge of what the mind has done in the past and simultaneously it is its reproduction... 

This follows Vico’s verum ipsum factum. According to Giambattista Vico we really only know what we do: history is truth accessible to human beings.

In developing this subject, of a past as an experience to be relived in one’s mind, Ian Hodder says, the analogy with the present is clearly important for the broadening and stimulating historical imagination.

One is reminded of Benedetto Croce, when he said that it is an interest in the present that induces the historian to study certain facts of the past, which in some way seem referable to those. It is in this sense, concluded Croce, that all real history is contemporary history.

Of course the present cultural context is different from that of past eras we study; we can nonetheless share with it an identity and a common way of feeling, says Collingwood. And he concludes that, although unique, each event has a meaning that can be understood by everyone at any moment.

I would like to specify that achieving such understanding can be arduous and difficult; and yet it is something that as connoisseurs and lovers of history we must address with the hope of success, if wishing to provide our research with meaning.

A review of data and the narration of events contribute to historical understanding. However history is not simply a report. Facts must be interpreted. A pure and simple fact, not enlightened by an idea providing it with meaning, is... “as stupid as a fact”!

History is analysis rather than narration, specifies Veyne. The concepts are what distinguish it from a historical novel or from documents; if history were resurrection and not analysis, one would have no need to write it: all one would need is War and peace or news reports. Reality exists without being distinctly perceived, the novel writer creates or recreates it; the historian provides the conceptual equivalent: he is not simply a scholar.

Far from getting lost in a maze of abstractions, concepts must arise from human experience. One must not simply observe the facts, but also explain the reasons for human deeds re-experiencing the same mentalities of those who live in past eras. One must extend economic history with that of the mentalities, says Georges Duby.

Max Weber explains that to understand even the history of capitalistic economics, one needs to understand what has also been, for a multitude of large and small entrepreneurs, a new attitude with regard to labour and to money, that must be linked to protestant ethics, according to the extremely well known thesis of the German scholar.

In the collective book entitled Fare storia (Making history) by Le Goff and Nora, various authors mention a “becoming aware” of realities that are part of history (Veyne), and of a “historical awareness” (Moniot), hence “historiographic” (Furet). These are expressions that confirm the correctness of the terminology I myself use when speaking of a “historical gaining awareness”, understood as a particular articulation of a more global and integrated gaining awareness.

The sociologist Franco Ferrarotti observes that not only in history, but also in all forms of science there are pre-scientific attitudes that precede real scientific theorisation, condition it in the sense that they set it off to address certain subjects rather than others, restrict it in the sense that they enclose it within a given "problematic awareness".

The philosopher Giulio Preti calls these attitudes “moments of truth”. In mentioning this, Ferrarotti also specifies that every moment of truth is therefore never only a pure cognitive act; it is determined but also nourished by a whole world of feelings, attitudes, tastes and preference principles, that cannot be reduced to inter-subjective knowledge, rigorously "stipulated" in the context of a public procedure. This is what the economist Schumpeter called rather pompously "original vision".

“A pre-scientific attitude”, “a moment of truth”, “original vision”, “problematic awareness” are all expressions that converge in outlining that gaining awareness that operate both in history and in all forms of science as a moment of existential knowledge. One starts from a given awareness and tend towards a more adequate gaining of awareness. Fundamental knowledge is always of this type. Scientific knowledge itself simply thematises a more fundamental, vital, human, existential knowledge: an awareness precisely from which one starts and to which one tends at best.

Historical gaining awareness progresses step by step in the course of the centuries with the contribution of always-new forms of scientific research. These must however be coordinated by a strong attitude to conceptualisation. An it is fundamental that this work involving conceptualisation should be guided by intuitive faculties, supported by human experience, drawing inspiration from that particular instinct that is the sensitivity of the historian.

Continuous progress is made. As Paul Veyne observes, it is clear that a 20th century historian has many more ideas, and more subtle ones, than a chronicler of the year one thousand, capable only of seeing kings, battles, pestilence and miracles.

Nowadays an important history book is one finding the words allowing one to "become aware" of realities which one vaguely sensed without managing to thematise them; decade after decade abstraction’s progress has become more tangible, ranging from pages by Marc Bloch, analysing in a still impressionistic form medieval temporality, to pages by Georges Duby, tinged with a network of universals suitable for becoming part of other combinations and being arranged in a topic.

During the last century, continues Veyne, people still did not know how to speak of classes, lifestyles, economic rationalism, inactive wealth, mentalities, conspicuous consumption, the attraction exercised by the class above, social mobility, group dynamics or short circuit ascents.

I hope that also my readers’ brains aren’t in a “short circuit", since I cannot here explain the meaning of each word! I just hope they get an idea of how, with the progressing of historical awareness, the vision becomes increasingly complex.

We are facing astonishing development that Veyne briefly qualifies as follows: “It is progress of the analysis of confused immediateness”.

One must be careful however; analysis is useful and valid only if placed at the service of synthesis, making sense of new broader and more profound intuitions. Maturing awareness is nothing but this. And even the best thematisation within a framework of more suitable concepts is nothing more than means for drawing on better intuition.

A scholar or even an amateur interested in history is still a human being establishing communications with other human beings, who lived in different and yet close eras, linked by the experiencing of a shared humanity.

I believe that above all it is this human interest that guides the historian. Statistics, surveys, calculi and rational considerations aside, the historian must try - to the extent that this is possible – to identify with the experiences of these human beings.

How could compose a history of feelings and costumes, Croce asks himself, for example of Christian humility or knightly honour, one who is not capable of reliving these particular states of mind?”

The migration phenomenon in more developed countries, now assuming dramatic aspects, should not only be studied in its objective data, but above all understood.

Before any scientific thematisation, the issue can be expressed in terms of real experience and made the object of testimony.

It is precisely in this sense that I found revealing the pages that, in the book entitled Esperienze pastorali (Pastoral experiences), Don (Father) Lorenzo Milani dedicates to the phenomenon of the exodus of so many mountain people to the inhabited centres on the plains, often a intermediate stage before settling in larger cities.

Towards the beginning of the fifties, Don Milani was the chaplain at San Donato. Part of the Diocese of Florence, the parish of San Donato is situated between the last mountain slopes and the plain and is therefore the best “observatory” of this phenomenon.

Among the various investigations there is one promoted by the nearby parish of Barbiana, in a popular school at the time attended by about twenty youngsters aged between 14 and 29. A classification was drafted and then reduced to a diagram of fifteen serious reasons that can persuade young people to abandon the mountains.

The lack of ownership of land and homes, lower income than in the plains, water, electricity, streets and schools occupied the first positions, followed by backwardness in seventh position, girlfriends in ninth (lack of opportunities) and marriage in eleventh position (difficult to “get a wife who will move up here”).

Don Milani sensed that, beyond the answers provided, the “secret classification each had in his heart” put backwardness and then marriage in the very first positions.

Numbers aside, how can we really understand this? At least by reading some of the answers. 

“Even the women who live with us in the mountains refuse to accept someone from their same category, they too wish to go down to the plains. They feel more beautiful if they are engaged to some one in Florence, even if he works as a porter or a garbage collector. They are satisfied, so long as they can say they make love to someone living in a city, or even a village”.

So, even if someone attempts to pick up one of these girls, she “shrugs and always says no”.

“It is not that in the mountains there are no young men with quite good physical attributes, but the women do not give in to this, perhaps because they would be ashamed to tell their friends they are engaged to a man from the mountains”.

Money too has nothing to do with this: “They prefer a miserable tenant living day after day in a small flat, but one with comforts [hence a bathroom] rather than a peasant from Monte Giovi with two or three millions [lire] in his barn”.

“The young man from the mountains has rather rustic manners, he knows little about sporting or film events”. “She takes care of the home while he comes from a wild place and so he brings this to his behaviour and way of dressing and speaking. He is too backward”. “He speaks in a too 'gross' way”. “If he speaks, after two words she knows what he’s like and rejects him”. “Due to the way he speaks, behaves, he is often cheated more than any others, therefore the woman from the plains who must submit to someone similar will not go and live there”.

These are live testimonies, that beyond sociological science and statistics, we are able to understand due to spontaneous understanding and identification made possible by a shared humanity.

To provide another example, I would like to remind my reader of a film directed by Elia Kazan, entitled “America, America”. This is the story of a young Greek boy who, living under the Turkish domination during the very first decades of the 20th century, has the supreme aspiration of emigrating to the United States. The script and direction of the film really give one a more realistic idea of why the young man, whom everyone nicknamed “America, America”, dreamt so much of emigrating and of how much he did to achieve this experiencing problems, pain, humiliation, amazing hard work and even a few crimes to earn enough money to buy his ticket.

The last scenes show the ship arriving in New York and the custom and health officials approaching in their boat, marking the beginning of acceptation procedures at Ellis Island.

The young man dream at last has come true, a dream the human motivations of which are thanks to this film experienced with such intense pathos, a hundred times better than any statistics or every possible form of scientific documentation one could gather and put together.

I believe that historical awareness means above all re-experiencing what other human beings have lived: ideally identifying with them. I am convinced that without this direct contact between souls, without this “gaining awareness” in human terms, in existential-vital terms, historiography would seem far too abstract, far too arid and would betray its first fundamental function.

Classical authors: G. B. Vico (The new science), W. Dilthey (Introduction to the human sciences: an attempt to lay a foundation for the study of society and history, The essence of philosophy, The formation of the historical world in the human sciences), W. Windelband (History and natural science), M. Weber (The methods of historical-social sciences), and B. Croce (Theory and history of historiography and History as thought and as action).

More recent authors mentioned in this chapter: I. Hodder, Reading the past: current approaches to interpretation in archaeology, Cambridge [England], New York, Cambridge University Press, 2003; J. Le Goff and P. Nora (editors), Constructing the past: essays in historical methodology, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge [Cambridgeshire], New York, Editions de la maison des sciences de l'homme, Paris, 1985; in particular P. Veyne, “Conceptualising history”, in the aforementioned book Constructing the past; L. Milani, Esperienze pastorali (Pastoral experiences), Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 1967; F. Ferrarotti, La sociologia alla riscoperta della qualità (Sociology rediscovering quality), Laterza, Bari 1989.

26.   There are also an aesthetic experience and sensitivity 

        and an aesthetic gaining awareness 

Each work of art has, as such, it own autonomous value, to be perceived with the refining of a particular sensitivity.

Speaking of artistic sensitivity may be generic; to tell the truth, this is articulated in many forms of particular sensitivity for each sector of artistic creation, and also depending on the particular taste present in a given environment during a given era and the particular genius of each artist.

Refining artistic taste is the result of personal maturing. Everyone is personally involved in this. No one can replace another.

No one can propose to others data that might objectively persuade him. Objective assessment can be applied to scientific research; it certainly cannot be used to assess art.

Assessing a work of art is a form of knowledge very different from a scientific one; it not only involves the intellect, but also the personality’s affective dimension; it demands an inner transformation also at the most profound levels.

Here there are no means for objective assessment: there are no dials with hands indicating the value of a work of art, as one measures weight (so many grams using scales) or speed (so many kilometres per hour using a tachometer).

Assessment can only be subjective, entrusted to that maturation each individual can intimately achieve.

While on the subject of artistic knowledge no one can “prove” anything at all in an objective convincing manner, a person can nonetheless encourage a second person through maieutic action.

In this sense certain books presented with titles such as “Being able to see” or “Learning to listen to music” can be useful.

Two books on music will be mentioned a little later. However there is a book I found very precious when I was young, dedicated to the figurative arts entitled Saper vedere (English edition: The art of seeing art) by Matteo Marangoni .

I would like to immediately provide an idea of what his approach is, at least in general terms. This author is asked how one can teach people to observe and assess a work of art in a less empirical and more critical manner.

His answer is that a lengthy experience has persuaded him that this can be achieved by showing, or rather by revealing to those who are not experts the infinite figurative elements within a painting or a sculpture: the line drawing the profiles, the plastic levels that model its surfaces, the chiaroscuro effects or tones of light and shadow, the various shades of the colour; all the different elements that are part of the so-called language, and that, in our case, affect the problem of so-called visibility.

This language, or form or expression if pne prefers, is art itself. Those lines, levels, those lights the artist traces are not the symbols of what he wishes to express (as many still believe) but thanks to the miracle of art become instead the instant expression of his whole soul, they are his art itself: "Art is instant language". 
The subject of “knowing how to see” must, within the framework of art, be broadened to all forms of beauty. 

One could even envisage that it is the artists themselves who allow us to see and appreciate nature; for example the light refracted in a glass of water, a motif dear to painters of still life.

Ordinary and uneducated people do not in fact notice the beauty of such things. Not only do they not see art, but not even nature, except from a utilitarian point of view (we can always notice, when travelling, how few people are interested in the landscape) and do not even suspect the beauty to be found, for example, in a tree or a leaf. For ordinary people all natural beauty is reduced to the usual flowers in the living room, or music by the usual singers!

Ordinary people do not know how to see because they do not know how to look. All this should be taught to them both as far as works of art are concerned and with regard to the beauty nature is so rich with.

Basically, I believe that is a question of showing them. Before reasoning, one must show things, saying: “Look at this, look at it this way, from this perspective. Look at it through your own eyes and you will see for yourself”.

One must obviously see the right things; see things as they are, not only as we imagine them. Otherwise, instead of showing, we indoctrinate, and let people see what is not there, like magicians. These are the techniques of rhetoric in the most negative sense.

I would like to provide at least one real example of the manner in which Marangoni presents a painting, suggesting for the reader what there is to notice, to look at, to see it better and give a certain assessment. It is a portrait of Captain Alessandro Dal Borro, attributed to Velasquez. Marangoni provides a reproduction, that I think is not necessary here, having chosen a painting the subject of which is clear in the words that follow. -Captain Dal Borro is a sort of Italian Falstaff.

The first comment provided by the famous art critic is that, to start with, one will laugh in his face, as always happens in this case. But laughing when one sees this portrait means allowing oneself to be overwhelmed by the subject; it means being unable to instantly perceive the stylistic elements of a work of art - elements that are very clear here - as all good connoisseurs must be capable of doing even before seeing the subject.

What is it that immediately strikes one’s admiration in this portrait? Once again it is its perfect stylistic unity. To the subject’s arrogant cockiness... there corresponds this rhomboid, trapped almost intentionally between a column and a pillar, to increasingly emphasise, with this contrast, the awkwardness of such an uncertain mass.

Even the dress-sword, so suitable for drawing attention to the figure on the ground, seems with its slimness another irony compared to such vulnerable stoutness.

At the same time, the exquisite gradations of blacks and silver whites manage to provide conciseness and style to the subject’s awkwardness, otherwise excessively attacked by the danger of appearing to be a caricature. Hence the figures abandon its individual characteristics for the universal ones of humanity and style. 

Moving from painting and sculpture to architecture and the decorative arts, again as a young man I appreciated and loved in particular a very large book by Roberto Papini, entitled Le arti d'oggi (The arts today). It consists in innumerable illustrations, each commented so as to guide the reader through a correct appreciation of the beauty (or also the ugliness) of each work of art presented, be it a building, or the furniture in a room, or one single piece of furniture, or a set of glasses, a jewel and so on.

This is not enough for a bibliography, but here I only propose to indicate a few books that have helped me gain a degree of awareness. It is understood that this also applies to other chapters and the respective sectors discussed therein.

There are, therefore, books, that comment architecture, paintings, sculptures, the so-called minor arts or even films from a specifically aesthetic visual point of view.

But then there is art critique, as well as musical and literary. History of art and history of literature do not simply provide us with news, they also intend to provide us, even for individual works, with an aesthetic assessment.

The poetic elements of particular interest also often include aesthetic comments assessing poetic beauty, aesthetic value, even verse by verse. Here I would like to provide just one example, indicating an edition of the Divina Commedia commented by Guido Vitali.

There is the text for each of the poem’s cantos. Then, at the bottom of every page there are the notes, explaining the meaning of certain words and providing historical information and so on. Finally, there is an aesthetic comment, that step by step qualifies and emphasises the intensity of the poetic inspiration, or lack thereof, present in each part of Dante’s text, and even in each individual verse.

Understanding art is necessary to us not only to better appreciate the works of art of others, but also so that we can form clearer ideas to better orient our own artistic creation.

Among the various books that can orient our taste in the world of music, there is one quite well known I wish to mention here by the Argentinean D’Urbano, entitled Come ascoltare un concerto (How to listen to a concert).

The author objects to quite a widespread opinion he considers mistaken: that music is simply something to be received, and that it is sufficient to simply assume a passive attitude without becoming involved. 

He, on the contrary, believes that, while we listen, we too participate in the aesthetic revelation and assume in a certain sense the leading role, on an equal footing with the composition and the performer.

D’Urbano compares this attitude of participation to a musical performance with an analogous attitude that one should assume when looking at a figurative work of art.

In looking at a painting that has a certain artistic value, observes D’Urbano, a spontaneous impulse encourages us to understand not only the object that is represented, but also the intentions projected by the artist. This is what is known as “interest”; and it is mainly thanks to interest that we owe our understanding of beauty.

Looking without interest is like “looking without seeing”. With our eyes we can watch two children running around without really understanding why. At a certain moment we understand, we become aware that they both wish to prevent a third child from joining in and plating with them.

I would like to add that the interest we have for the three children has helped us understand; this understanding, in turn, stimulates a greater interest, and so on, to the ideal point of an understanding which is total and perfect.

Returning to music, D'Urbano concludes that the analogous problem one is first presented with, is that of concentrating attention sufficiently to allow the mind to actively intervene in the musical event, avoiding all forms of passively receiving the sounds. 

At this point I would like to mention a news item and a personal memory. I will start with the news item, for which however I cannot provide the details.

I once read in a daily newspaper that in a town in the United States a large group of youngsters had taken up the habit of parking their motorbikes in front of a large supermarket, where their presence was not liked and caused the number of clients and therefore also sales to fall.

The supermarket’s management has tired in many ways to send away those youngsters, they however insisted on meeting there. In the end someone had a brilliant idea: installing loudspeakers especially for that purpose he played immense amounts of classical music.

It is thought that the music was played beautifully and also recorded on Hi-fi records. It would have even pleased anyone with a good ear for that kind of music; however, its instant effect, on the contrary, was to induce the youngsters to leave the location free and move elsewhere.

Let us move on to my personal memory. I have had the opportunity to teach not only in theological faculties, but also in schools at all levels and of all kinds, or almost. In 1966 I taught “general culture” (a good name for a subject; like saying “a little of everything!) at the State Institute of Cinematography.

In the first and propaedeutic year, during which pupils had not yet been assigned to various specialisations, genders were divided. So I was entrusted with three classes of boys, each with about twenty students aged between fifteen and twenty, most from the Roman suburbs, and attracted by the myth of the cinema. They were, so to speak, a little “rustic”, but extremely nice.

I had glanced at the material available, also discovering a history course published by the Fabbri brothers, with numerous records. I though of proposing it to my new students. Since I am not at all a musicologist, I was certainly not capable of an adequate presentation of that music. I decided to restrict myself to providing a small amount of information for each composer, followed by the real music played live.

How did the students react? Initially almost totally negatively: “Teacher, what is this...?” and that sort of thing. So I said: “Listen, I don’t expect to convert you to music I like. While I play the record you are all free to be distracted, to think and do whatever you wish. All I ask is that you remain seated without bothering anyone”.

So every now and again I played a record for them. After a few days of indifference, the youngsters themselves asked to listen to the records almost insistently. They liked all the music; not only music from the last two centuries I had started with, but progressively also 18th, 17th and 16th century music as well as some written even earlier, in periods ever more distant from our musical sensitivity. 

At the end of the lesson they always asked the same question: “Teach, can we listen to a record?” “Perhaps if you ask in Italian (i.e. rather than in the Roman dialect)... Well, which one would you prefer?” The experiment had the same results both initial and final in all three classes.

In both these cases we initially encounter a refusal, not only in front of the supermarket but also in a more disciplined and resigned manner, even after my initial proposal.

And this is the diversity: unlike the American youngsters who were totally free and running wild, the students in classes C, D, E of the Institute of Cinematography were my prisoners, under the school’s rules, until a certain hour of the day, hence they could not escape.

Let us address the final result, only available for my students, since the Americans had escaped to a safe place by themselves.

The students in Cinematography did not perhaps still show an interest after a few days of lessons and listening to records, but they did however like them.

In all honesty a student was able to say: “I like this music”, without managing to explain why, without having analysed it at all, and I certainly would not have been capable of providing them with the means for this.

At this point a real musicologist could have taken over, naturally equipped with the necessary didactic qualities to successfully address that specific audience. Little by little he would have managed to attract the attention of these youngsters to those various points that could have progressively studied with good results for a possible deeper analysis in terms of musical awareness.

One could discuss in the same way all forms of aesthetic awareness, both in architecture and the figurative and decorative arts, as well as in poetry, narrative prose, the theatre, films and so on.

Of course, in the absence of an objective criterion, assessment remains entrusted to the taste of the individual. And tastes are different; they remain different even in those who have refined them to the highest degree. Interpretations too remain different.

In his book Lettura della Nona Sinfonia (Listening to the Ninth Symphony), Massimo Mila lists the various interpretations concerning the “performance” of an “allegro ma non troppo, un poco maestoso”: With the usual ingenuity, that attracted Schenker’s mockery, observes Mila, not at all irrelevantly, Kretzschmar speaks of what he himself calls a “Faustian picture”. He sees there a ‘‘trying and not achieving” and in the end ‘‘reality filled with a pain that suddenly asserts its own rights”.

Romain Rolland sees here “the soul’s difficult path, almost the hill of Calvary, interrupted by falls but always continued”.

Tovey sees “an episode of almost happy conversation”, to use his own words. And, observes the author of the book, “perhaps he slightly overlooks the mysterious characteristics of the first two episodes and the sense of tiredness, of labour...”

Finally, “according to Nef, the style of the development is not exactly passionate as in the Heroic and in the Fifth, ‘but rather a serious spiritual process, differently powerful, and capable of rising to become mysterious’”.

As far as the “finale” of the Ninth is concerned, Schenker too, as seen above, formulates negative opinions that Massimo Mila objects to, concluding that one should therefore believe that Schenker and the late Brahms admirers were the ferocious enemies not only of the Liszt-Strauss symphonic poem, but also of the "cyclic sonata" made fashionable by César Franck and his continuators in the Parisian "Schola cantorum", Vincent d’Indy and his companions.

These are small essays on how not only different musicologist can provide very different interpretations, but also indicating how an expert musicologist can harbour prejudices and tastes so deeply-rooted to prevent him from accepting values, that may be authentic, in a serene and profound manner.

Let us remember what for example happened at many “first nights” of many operas that today are extremely popular: those operas were usually not only booed by audiences but also slated by critics.

A licence as an acknowledged musicologist would not per se guarantee an adequate understanding of authentic value. The same applies to all branches of art and literary critique.

Benedetto Croce wonders whether it was the critics who established Dante or Shakespeare or Michelangelo’s greatness, or whether instead it was not the legions of readers and viewers. If these legions, who acclaimed and acclaim these great artists, would join forces as is natural with men of letters and professional critics, their acclaim should not differ from that of all others, even from that of children and populations, all equally ready to open their hearts to what is beautiful, to what speaks to everyone, unless at times they may remain silent out of spite, seeing the stern face of a critic-judge.

Referring in particular to the figurative arts, Vittorio Sgarbi observes that, while as far as the past is concerned - with the exception of unforeseeable discoveries - we have for some time been on the path of supreme historicist balance (according to which every era and every artist seem to be correctly understood), there is great confusion concerning the present, where the most authentic values are still unacknowledged and, lacking any restrictions to free minds, a great deal is said about the worst and very little about the best.

Faced with such uncertainty in experts, and the conflicts dividing them, the opinion expressed by ordinary people often seems safer. Was it not perhaps a child in Andersen’s fairytales who noticed that the emperor was naked? And why then does Jesus insist so much that to enter the kingdom of heaven one must be like children? Is an excess of culture often not an obstacle?

One should bear in mind the previously mentioned story about the Zen teacher and the university professor with the cup that could not be filled with tea again because it was already overflowing with “opinions and conjectures”!

Hence, just as there is the lack of an objective means for measuring values, there is also no means for measuring in people the capability to acknowledge and recognise these.

De gustibus non est disputandum, taste cannot be discussed, said the Latins. It is however equally certain that there is good taste and bad taste, just as there are values and disvalues.

Yes, there exists no objective instrument for measuring them. But the unanimous judgement of those who are generally seen as connoisseurs could be a good standard.

One must remember that it is not an absolute standard. The wise men of Salamanca laughed heartily at Christopher Columbus’ reasoning; however, when confronted with the real facts (which are well objectively determinable) they made one of the most disgraceful impressions in universal history.

This does not mean that the unanimous opinion of experts is not authoritative and that even a genial discovery of an unknown can cause a crisis at any moment, from A to Z. I believe that also humankind’s aesthetic experience and awareness can be comforted thanks to assessments that are reasonably safe, as an ensemble, although always in some way revisable.

Since the example of music is valid for any other form of art, I can return once again to what Jorge D’Urbano says about the evolution of one’s own personal taste. As a child he got to know music through Italian opera performances. He had such a passion for them, that he found everything else quite unpleasant and difficult to understand. The first time he listened to Wagner he left the theatre before the end.

Later, circumstances and his studies allowed him to deepen his knowledge of other genres, of other composers and was converted to them with enthusiasm, rejecting the Italian operas.

Nowadays he believes he has acquired a more understanding and impartial capability to judge, in which poor Bellini, Rossini, Verdi, Puccini and Mascagni, rejected and then rediscovered and reassessed, have once again been made welcome.

D’Urbano believes that the difference between a person with a passion for music and someone who does not understand it is simply a question of greater or lesser habitual knowledge of the world of sounds

He does not however deny that there are some individuals who are more gifted than others. However he denies that there are individuals who are absolutely unresponsive, except for those who are deaf from birth as far as music is concerned, and those born blind as far as the figurative arts are concerned, with everything entrusted to the capability to see. He does however emphasise the importance in being educated to listen and, respectively, to the right way of looking so as to increasingly become capable of seeing.

He concludes with the certainty that, if modern listeners attended concert halls with the technical preparation, the interest and the enthusiasm of soccer or tennis fans, auditoriums would be overflowing with great musicologists.

Hence no musical “racism”, but rather an encouraging word for everyone. And not only for those with a passion for music, but for those liking all possible forms of art, poetry or literature, because Jorge D’Urbano’s words apply to the most different sectors of the creation and of aesthetic awareness.

This is an experience and a sensitivity that should be refined everywhere. Refinement of the aesthetic sense in all its forms cooperates with all other forms of spiritual refinement for achieving a really global and integrated awareness.

See Marangoni, The art of seeing art, Engl. tr., London, Shelley Castle 1951; R. Papini, Le arti oggi (The arts today), Bestetti and Tumminelli, Milan-Rome 1930; J. D'Urbano, Come ascoltare un concerto (How to listen to a concert), It. tr. by B. and A. d'Angelo, Mondadori, Milan 1981; M. Mila, Lettura della Nona Sinfonia (Listening to the Ninth Symphony), Einaudi, Turin 1977; V. Sgarbi, Davanti all'immagine (Before the image), Rizzoli, Milan 1989; B. Croce, Aesthetic as science of expression & general linguistic with a new introduction by John McCormick, Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick, U.S.A., 1995, and Breviario di estetica (Compendium of aesthetics), Laterza, Bari 1947.

27.   Science itself involves both gaining awareness and experience 

        to be studied in depth with a particular sensitivity

       All this applies both when understanding “science" as philosophy 

        in the most traditional sense deriving from the Greeks 

        or whether addressing the “modern science” 

        inaugurated by Galileo, 

        or, finally, when referring to “human sciences" 

        or those “of the spirit”

In Latin scire means “to know”. Hence originally “science” was a synonym for “knowledge”. Only later did it come to increasingly mean the idea of knowledge expressed and formulated within a coherent and rigorous analysis.

So in the beginning, in ancient times and even during medieval times, science and philosophy were considered one: science was philosophy. It is in modern era that the sciences become systematically based on experimentation. They therefore become distinct and take on an autonomous form, completing a process that had already begun during the last centuries of the Middle Ages. Galileo marks the milestone of change. However, also after Galileo for a long time there was still the non-continuous but neither infrequent custom of describing philosophy with the name “science” and physical science using the words “natural philosophy”.

But let us return to that global discussion that precedes distinctions. We have an experience. Of what? What are its contents? This is the problem that, so we may solve it, induces us to express the contents of the experience in an ensemble of concepts.

So we don't restrict ourselves to expressing our feelings and sensations making pained faces and moans of pleasure or poetic interjections or images, but we state with precise language that things stand in a certain manner. Therefore we formulate judgements. We add them up. We reduce them to a single and overall judgement.

But is the overall judgement providing unity to that sum of judgments really unitary, hence coherent and therefore really consistent? Or does it annul itself because contradictory?

First of all we feel the need to test the coherence of our statements. Everything we affirm will be reduced to an ensemble of judgements formulated in a precise manner. This is not possible if simultaneously we do not provide form for concepts, formulating each notion precisely.

By comparing concepts we could see whether these are coherent with each other, hence compatible: if we state that a certain person is good, we cannot simultaneously say that this person is bad.

It is true that the person might be a real criminal, but also an excellent husband and very fond of his family as well as a loyal and generous friend. One should then distinguish the various points of view, to conclude that he is good according to a certain aspect and bad according to another.

Has psychology not persuaded us sufficiently during the past century of the complexity of the psyche, and not only, but also of the fact that more than consisting in a monolithic entity, the psyche is the result of an unstable balance of many forces, many secondary personalities, one could say many different souls, each escaping precise definition?

And has Dostojevski not provided us with enough hints to at least catch a glimpse of the abyss of certain souls, in which magnanimous aspirations and appalling misery, vulgarity can cohabitate with finesse of perception, elevated virtues and dreadful vices? Who could ever reduce all this to the rigour of one concept?

Concepts are created by our minds and there is no doubt that they are useful. But how difficult it is to apply them progressively as we move from certain fields of study to others, in which the subject appears to be increasingly more complex and indefinable!

Concepts are precise, and each can rigorously imply others. Giovanni is a man’s name: Giovanni implies a man. So far we remain within the sphere of the most abstract logic, and proceed with pure deductions from one concept to another.

If however Giovanni Bianchi, born in Foligno, Umbria, on such a day of such a year, is resident in Rome in such a street, at such a number and flat number, is married with three children, works as an engineer, has filled in a tax return for a certain amount of earnings, how can one check the truth of this statement without checking the reality of the fact? Without verifying them?

What can one say about Giovanni? Is he tall or short? Whether he is tall, or very tall, is a qualification that tells us far less that not his precise height expressed in numbers: one meter and eighty three centimetres.

If the left hand really wanted to know what the right hand did, John could quantify the total amount of money given to charity or spent for noble causes in the course of the previous year. But can we quantify his goodness, his generosity, his human sensitivity, and the aesthetic value of his poems, his courage, is love for his children...?

There are things we can only qualify. There where quantification is possible, however, data would certainly be far more precise.

While ancient Aristotelian logic was restricted to qualification, modern science as perceived by Galilei quantifies: it measures phenomena, expresses them in numbers, and then these numbers are used for calculus to predict future phenomena.

Not all people however experience this need to verify all that is said. There are poets and dreamers who are like that in the way they live, twenty-four hours a day. Others, on the contrary, feel the need for rigorous research, and can be said to possess a scientific sensitivity and a scientific awareness.

Withdrawing from the old metaphysical theories, modern science has concentrated on the observation of facts and, above all, to the extent that this is possible, it observes the quantitative data arising from the measuring and that can then be calculated.

Quantitative data gathering and the relative calculations and predictions are in particular successful in physics, chemistry and astronomy. In these fields phenomena can be quantified and calculated extremely well, at least on a macroscopic scale: at least that is within that framework that research manages to emphasise first.

Initially science abandoned itself to the rather illusory joy that every phenomenon was perfectly quantifiable, and, it its happening according absolute mechanical laws, was therefore susceptible to calculus and perfect prediction.

This reduction of every phenomenon to a physical phenomenon and ultimately to a mechanical one is Galileo’s point of view, but also that of Descartes and Newton.

But it was perhaps Laplace who best expressed in a successful synthesis the ideal of mechanism: “A intellect that, at a certain point, knew all the forces animating nature and the respective situations of the human beings that compose it and was also broadminded enough to analyse all this data, would include in the same formula the movements of the most important bodies in the universe and the lightest among all atoms; nothing would remain uncertain, and the future, just like the past and the present, would be present in his eyes” (A philosophical essay on probabilities).

The mechanistic dream reappeared towards the beginning of our century, in the words of Poincaré, that really leave no doubt at all: “Knowing the present state of each part of the universe, the ideal scientist with knowledge of all nature’s laws would have fixed rules for deducting the state these same parts would be in tomorrow... If there is a constant link between the state of the world on a Monday and that of a Tuesday, one could deduct the second from the first, but could also do the opposite; meaning that if one knows the state of the world on a Tuesday, it will be possible to infer that of the Monday; and with that of the Monday infer that of the Sunday and so on. In such a way one can recreate the series of events leading to the past and to the future” (Last thoughts, I, I).

Leaving aside these conjectures that, to tell the truth, seem rather like science fiction, we can say that the mechanistic idea seemed to be suggested, almost imposed on the pioneers of modern science by the phenomena. One can instead observe a philosophical doctrine assumed a priori: a doctrine that like many other is debatable, destined to sooner or later experience a crisis.

Such a doctrine, highly suggestive in its simplicity, in its extremely clear and elementary intelligibility, was to be precisely questioned by the emergence of an increasingly complex phenomenology that escaped these patterns.

The pure Carthusian mechanistic idea is resolved in the clash between various bodies or corpuscles. We shall then see that this applies to solids and perhaps to gasses (the kinetic theory of gasses), but not totally to liquids, which require the addition of other explicative factors (cohesion, adhesion, attraction by central forces acting from a distance). Thus we attain Newton’s mechanism, more complicated and enriched by the theory of universal gravity.

Newton’s reforms were confirmed in the fields of astronomy and the earth’s mechanics as well as when applied to thermodynamics, but increasingly escaped other phenomena, especially electromagnetic ones.

Nonetheless Newton continued to perceive matter as formed, from its creation, by “solid, hard, impenetrable and mobile particles” (Optical studies, III, I, 31).

Matter perceived in such a manner was destined, with the progress made by modern physics, to increasingly disintegrate eventually becoming pure energy. According to Maxwell electromagnetic waves, the irradiating of which at incredible speeds generates both electrical and magnetic phenomena, do not need any material support to vibrate and propagate on. There is no longer any need to speculate on the ether: magnetic waves travel through empty space.

Within the framework of this same atom, the space dividing the nucleus from each electron seems relatively immense. The diameter of an atom (calculating with the orbit of the electron that circulates the furthest from the nucleus) is on average of one hundred millionth of a centimetre, while the diameter of the nucleus is of one tenthousandth of a billionth of a centimetre. If the space occupied by an atom is compared to that of a stadium, once can say that at the centre the nucleus occupies the space of a flea. The same atom occupies almost totally an empty space.

Bodies and corpuscles dissolve. Nature no longer looks like a sort of immense clock, but rather the result of dynamic interactions between fields of energy.

The coup de grace for the mechanism comes from the theory of quanta of energy formulated by Planck. Here each particle of matter becomes a wave of energy, with a discontinuous emission of energy, that, when concentrated within itself, in some way takes shape. One can no longer here speak of bodies and corpuscles that consisted as such as prime elements. And it is here that mechanism decidedly no longer holds up as a universal and fundamental explanation for what happens in nature.

Of course Newton’s physics is broadly applicable in the macroscopic field while in a microscopic framework the mechanism experiences a crisis and modern physics appears.

Leaving the strictly physical framework, one then discovers that nature’s real phenomena appear increasingly less referable to that mechanism, as evolution leave space to increasingly complex forms of life.

One realises that life’s phenomena, biology’s sector of study, are characterised by contingency and unpredictability factors, rendering far more difficult any predictive calculus.

One finally discovers that the unpredictability of reactions and behaviours increases progressively as one moves on to the superior living species and human beings, in whom contingency finally becomes free will.

At an even later date one notices that physical phenomena, considered at an ultra-microscopic scale at the level of molecules, atoms, electrons, reveal increasingly better a basis that measuring and calculus means could no longer fully quantify.

So one acknowledges that all those numbers simply form a framework of ideas, ideas that did not fit closely at all! They became increasingly aware that analysis surrounds the reality, but doesn't penetrate it. 

Modern science was based on the statement (to a certain extent an arbitrary one) that ultimately all the world’s phenomena could be reduced to physical and mechanical phenomena, easy to quantify and calculate and to predict with precision. In this perspective one could delude oneself that one held enough information to understand, if not reality’s metaphysical secrets, at least the link between phenomena.

This illusion generated a further illusion: that the passage from a scientific theory to a more adequate one could take place as if through a progressive revelation of reality due to the intensification of experiments.

This is what the history of scientific revolutions, revisited with far greater attention by science’s more recent philosophers, has sensationally repudiated.

Such epistemologies have proved that the most significant discoveries take place not only and not so much thanks to experiments, “by trying and then trying again”, but also and above all thanks to eminently creative theoretical work, in which the scientist’s imagination leads to mental, a priori creations that are one more adventurous than the other.

These creations are genial hypotheses, that are however initially very fragile, are almost totally lacking in confirmation. Experimental verification will come later. Before moving on to the correct organised verification of a series of discoveries, the scientist will have to establish which are the significant verifications and experiments, and he will have to create and organise them in all their modalities. 

This consists not so much discovering, but rather, let us say, in... inventing what must be discovered so that verification solves the problem one has posed oneself. In this new perspective, the scientist appears no longer as someone undertaking thorough research, or indiscriminately filtering every element until he discovers the famous needle in the haystack, but rather an inventor: the creator of instruments suited to immediately gathering data of interest. That is the data we place at the centre of attention, because, unlike the rest, it appears significant, as far as what we wish to know is concerned.

The scientist invents always-new instruments by using his own imagination. This does not at all mean that he can imagine everything he likes and that everything suits him; an instrument is valid to the extent that it works on reality, on matter.

Prisoners wishing to escape work miracles, but no free man would start making a hole in a wall with a small knife, just as no farmer would dig a hole in the ground with a wooden stick.

One at least needs a hoe, which to work must have a metallic part and a given shape. From prehistoric to modern times, those working the land have used a series of hoes increasingly suited to their function.

Nowadays there are mechanical excavators for larger and more difficult areas of land. They save a great deal of effort and, after all, also a great deal of money. But no private individual would use one to look after a flowerbed in his garden, just as no archaeologist would dream of using one for excavating an ancient city where there is the need to proceed with a little more delicacy...

Laws, formulas, verifications, are all simply useful diagrams, hence instruments. One should remember, they are not instruments whatever they are. They are instruments, each needing to be invented with a great effort made by the imagination and with tormented thoughts.

Scientific hypotheses do not consist in nature revealing itself, as if all that remained for the scientist to do consisted in raking through the world of nature to come across laws anxiously waiting to be discovered. The picture portraying a scientist proceeding from one discovery to another in the most comfortable and spontaneous way has turned out to be the most illusory.

Let us then return to scientific experience and sensitivity, to scientific gaining awareness. Aristotle’s logic certainly marks a cornerstone in this kind of awareness.

Mutatis mutandis, after many centuries one could say the same about Galileo’s modern science. Then there is also Newton, Enlightenment, Positivism, with a long series of experimenters, scientists, theorists, mathematicians, and science philosophers on all eras. This is a series of large and small cornerstones, all differently significant along a path that during recent centuries has taken giant steps forward in an increasingly amazingly prodigious manner.

Now one could say that a deepening of scientific awareness and its relative sensitivity are also present during moments involving criticism of science. Think of someone like Boutroux, who instead observes the lessening of necessity and also the increasing contingence of phenomena as evolution generates increasingly complex and autonomous living beings.

Think of Bergson, who emphasises that scientific analysis moves around things multiplying its diagrams and concepts, observing relations, expressing what remain external points of view without ever diving into the heart of things (as only intuition is capable of doing).

One should remember Heisenberg’s principle of indetermination. This principle is applied not within a macroscopic framework, in which a small margin of imprecision is tolerable, but rather in a microscopic and ultramicroscopic one. Well, in this microscopic world the instruments used to measure physical size change these sizes, deform the phenomena with their inevitable interacting with them. Hence a perfect measuring (or determining) of microscopic phenomena is not possible. To continue to use such a classical example as Heisenberg, it is not possible to simultaneously measure the position and initial speed of a corpuscle. This because the corpuscle is also simultaneously a wave, and as such without a position or speed.

Rigorous laws no longer apply, and one can only apply statistical ones. Heisenberg’s principle of indetermination is a blow to the claim, presented by modern science, of being capable of measuring every phenomenon at every size; hence to be capable of measuring the present phenomena to subject these to calculus and predict with equal precision future phenomena.

From modern science’s point of view, the present, the past and the future are well distinct, since, like space, time is objective and absolute. Newton had spoken of absolute space, always similar and immobile, and also of absolute time that flows in a uniform manner.

During the 20th century, Einstein, on the contrary, remarks that two events may initially appear to be contemporaneous to a first observer, while a second observer situated somewhere else may see these as one following the other. This was a hard blow to the absoluteness of time that was another foundation in the classical scientific conception.

Yet another prejudice modern science has brought with it since its birth is that it should proceed with an inductive method describing the phenomena and assessing the common characteristics (to be expressed in mathematical formulas). As mentioned, this results in a false representation of science proceeding with certainty from one evidence to another almost without addressing a problem, without excessively using deductive and speculative faculties, and even less employing imagination.

Nowadays we owe to a new generation of science critics (Lakatos, Feyerabend, Kuhn) the merit of having emphasised the role played in scientific research by our capability to sense, to imagine, to create scientific theories bordering on metaphysics, to elaborate “ad hoc hypotheses” to avoid the shoaly waters of particular difficulties, where suggestive hypotheses that should instead be protected might run aground. And then there is the role played by our intolerance for mental habits and consolidated rules; our refractoriness to any so-called fixed all-valid method; our determination to climb the ropes of new hypotheses we feel to be true even if not yet verified; our capability to resist the seduction of appearances and false evidence; our being free from experience itself, so as not to be conditioned more than necessary.

What is present in all the aforementioned cases is a deepening of scientific sensitivity. The sense that science is, as far as our human knowledge is concerned, a fundamental complement matures increasingly. Science’s fundamental function is increasingly emphasised, but with no undue absolutising: it is increasingly better emphasised, and now and again moderated within the right limits. This same down scaling is a fundamental moment in scientific gaining awareness.

Science ascertains facts and objectifies them, reducing them to diagrams that allow useful conceptualisation, measuring, calculus and prediction. There is however first of all a kind of knowledge that is at the basis of every other kind of knowledge, even at the rational-scientific level: this consists in intuitive, existential, vital knowledge.

Intuitive knowledge does not yet measure, or make precise calculations, it restricts itself to qualifying. It does not even qualify according to precise concepts, but simply defines phenomena in a rough and approximate manner, which however helps us orientate ourselves in daily life.

When we leave the house we orientate ourselves in a certain way that is sufficient for walking safely. No one can guarantee us totally that the paving will not suddenly give way, swallowing us up in a chasm, or that a car will not run us over on the pavement, or that a passer-by will not suddenly stab us with a knife. However, having taken certain elementary precautions, we trust sufficiently that we will return home safely.

Which precautions should one take? It is our intuitive knowledge that will guide us, instinctively rather than because of our reflex motivations.

We know that whoever built the road made sophisticated calculations to ensure it would hold up well and work properly. And all in all we trust sufficiently in the correctness of the calculations made for us by a specialist specifically appointed by society. We do not repeat on each occasion the calculations for a starch of paving we are about to walk along! We give up those direct scientific verifications and, with sufficient trust in those who did them for us, we progress with sufficient self-confidence.

At a certain point in our lives we wish to marry. We cannot make a decision based exclusively on love: one needs a minimum of rationality; so we try and make this decision also with a “little consideration”, as they say. But are we one hundred percent certain that the beloved is really the right person?

Computers are extremely useful, but I don’t think anyone totally entrusts them for such a decision.

These are vital, existential decisions, and God knows how important they are; however, these too are made in a manner that is mostly intuitive. It is therefore intuitive knowledge that enlightens us in all vital as well as important decisions.

Intuitive knowledge can suddenly enlighten us also in the most irrational manner, often when waking up, or in the middle of a dream, bursting forth from the unconscious. It can however guide us even in scientific work; above all in those stages during which we decide which experiments are crucial and set them up also in the greatest detail.

We have seen how intuitive knowledge perceives the heart of things, while analytic-scientific knowledge is restricted to circling them. Intuition is certainly knowledge-contact that instead of objectifying penetrates realities and becomes immersed in them not only with the intellect but also with the entire being. Intuitive knowledge is that sapientia (wisdom, connected with the verb sapio, sapii, sapere (to taste), that, in a Latin etymological sense, tastes things.

It is a vital knowledge that experiences things. The knowledgeable subject becomes one with its object; of course not in the sense of logical identity (A=A), but in the sense of a participative identity, in which the two interpenetrate while remaining distinct and different.

Intuitive knowledge is, first of all, the knowledge we have of human beings and all that is human. How can one know human motivations if not re-experiencing them in some way? And how can one understand the love of Francesco Petrarca for his Laura (for “the only woman who seems such to me") if one has never loved any woman, or not even became infatuated with a little school friend or the porter’s daughter?

How can one re-experience, albeit in one’s own small way, the ambition of a Napoleon, without having every wanted anything, not even the appointment as class-captain, not even the rank of lance-corporal? The same can be said for the entire range of human aspirations.

To understand the poor one needs to have been poor; not only, but also remembering this without “removing” that unpleasant memory. One needs to at least have experience of some problems, some kind of embarras d’argent not necessarily serious, and remember how unpleasant it was that time we wanted something desperately but could not afford to buy it.

Otherwise one would behave like Marie Antoinette who, having heard from someone that the poor in Paris had no bread, asked why did they not eat cake; very simple, no one had thought of it!

Psychologists, historians, literary or art critics etc. will attempt in some possible way to intimately relive the experiences of the men of the present and the past. They will however have to organise these intimate experiences in a coherent manner not only among themselves but also with the most objective data.

Hence the need for a “new science", as Giambattista Vico called it, or rather, an ensemble of sciences differing from Galileo’s kind. These would become known as “human sciences”. These are the “idiographic sciences”, the “sciences of the spirit”, or “of culture”, as well as “historical sciences”, or “historical-social ones”, that “philosophy of the spirit” that Dilthey, Windelband, Rickert, Troeltsch, Weber, and Croce, obviously each in his own way and not without contrapositions and conflicts, were committed to defining the status for. How are they characterised?

Objective data is always present: monuments and ruins, works of art, musical scores, books and documents of every possible kind. Data, as such, must be ascertained in ways that are suitable for objectifying science. Until now human sciences have proceeded using methodologies not dissimilar to those of exact sciences. Understanding, per se, is not enough, if there is no or little possible empiric verification; this is the only one strictly defining science.

Data however, as such, remains silent if there is not an interpretation bringing it back to life. Hence the need for scholars, researchers, artists, critics, of the ability to interpret, so as to provide meaning, to understand, to personally relive. What is objectively “certain”, Vico would say, needs to be inwardly inverato, “felt as true”.

What is the correct understanding, which is the correct interpretation? It is hard to say in the absence of an objective measuring instrument. Judgement is left to those capable of personally reliving those experiences.

I am not sure to what extent one can speak of the correct understanding, or the correct interpretation in the singular. The persons who try to understand are many. Understanding is personal. And each will understand in his own very personal manner, presenting analogies with the understanding of similar subjects, without however at any time coinciding with them and without ever being able to become interchangeable with them.

Depending on their own personal inner experience, anyone can say which is not, let us say, the correct and approved understanding, but the direction to be followed by correct understanding, the direction to be followed for possible in-depth analysis. 

Then however, unless greatly enlightened or extremely conceited, the person himself will pose the problem concerning the verification and confirmation of his own intuition.

In the absence of an objective measuring instrument, he will search for comfort above all in the parallel intuitions of those who seem to him especially qualified. And who are these people? They are those who in every sense will have achieved a high degree of intimate maturity.

In the artistic sector these will be the most respected art critics. And not those most respected in general terms, but each in his own specialisation, addressing a particular artist or era or school. Analogously, the same applies to literary and musical critique, history and so on.

Is the critics’ judgement on hundred percent certain? I do not think one should consider it as such. Many times critics have “slated” new works of art that after more mature reflection they later attributed great value to.

It seems that the consensus of critics is more reliable when addressing works of art, authors and personalities of the past, although there too very serious underrating may exist and persist. All that concerns the present or the recent past can be the subject of frequent, lively and at time radical disagreements.

I believe that a person experiencing a new intuition should assess it and request others to do so. When however he should be profoundly convinced of its validity, I believe this person would do best to continue along his path without giving excessive importance to whatever, even all the competent and wise people of this world might say to the contrary.

Authentic innovations have always been developed with enormous difficulties and protests of every kind, not to mention quite often also persecutions.

Let us however ask ourselves: how many are real innovators and how many are instead deluded? In each case who can provide a certain judgement? Judging commissions are limited in every possible sense. No deus ex machina appears to solve all our problems, lowered with a rope as happened in ancient theatres of Greece and Rome. No TV quiz host is standing there; ready to provide the answer whether our own is right or wrong. At the end of the day each of us is obliged to personally judge and decide.

At the end of the day everything is left to our own sensitivity, to our own intimate and extremely personal maturity. Those able to share common experiences will agree on the contents of those experiences, they will correct one another, they will try to progress together towards an increasingly deeper understanding. They will agree on the need to obtain certain confirmations through verification that is as objective as possible and discover methods for implementing this.

Arising from an agreement, these methods will be conventional ones. Of course, an agreement will be reached concerning those methods that will provide the most results.

What results are we discussing here? Results that will be assessed together, as they are equally “visible” to all the individuals and therefore in such a way acquire an inter-subjective value.

I believe that all we have said can lead, in more general terms, to drawing an extremely clear conclusion: at the basis of all types of science, and more broadly of rational knowledge, there is always once again a gaining of awareness.

One must gain awareness of the need for verifications and creating the instruments to be used.

One must gain awareness of the functionality of these instruments: a broad and undisputable functionality, albeit always limited.

One must gain awareness that verification instruments are often overestimated and one must therefore on each occasion reassess them to understand their authentic value.

All this is the subject of experience. This experience is refined through the progressive refining of the corresponding sensitivity.

Scientific research itself is confirmed as one of the paths for gaining awareness; it is not the only one, nor the fundamental one, but in all cases an important and extremely fundamental complementary path.

Suggested authors: R. Descartes, Discourse on method; and Meditations on first philosophy; translated by Donald A. Cress,4th ed., Hackett Pub., Indianapolis 1998; E. Boutroux, The contingency of the laws of nature, authorized translation by Fred Rothwell, The Open Court Publishing Company, Chicago and London 1916; H. Bergson, An introduction to metaphysics, translated by T.E. Hulme, introduction by Thomas A. Goudge, Hackett Pub., Indianapolis 1999; P. S. Laplace, A philosophical essay on probabilities, with an introductory note by E.T. Bell, Engl. transl. by Frederick William Truscott and Frederick Lincoln Emory, Dover Publications, New York 1995; M. Weber, The methodology of the social sciences, transl. and ed. by E. A. Shils, Free Press of Glencoe, New York 1964; K. R. Popper, The logic of scientific discovery, Routledge, London 2002; P. K. Feyerabend, Problems of empiricism, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1081; same author, Against method, Verso, London 1993; C. Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteka, The new rhetoric - A treatise on argumentation, Engl. tr. by J. Wilkinson and P. Weaver, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, London 1971; and moreover the works of Dilthey, Windelband and Croce, already mentioned in the appendix to chapter 25. 


Moreover the following lectures can help us to better dominate the panorama of science and hermeneutics. One can suggest two shorter but significant texts by W. Dilthey collected under the title Ermeneutica e religione (Hermeneutics and religion), ed. by G. Morra, Pàtron, Bologna 1970; and then M. Weber, I metodi delle scienze storico-sociali, (The methods of historical-social sciences) Introduction and It. transl. by P. Rossi, Einaudi, Turin 1958; A. Koyré, Dal mondo del pressappoco all'universo della precisione - Tecniche, strumenti e filosofia dal mondo classico alla rivoluzione scientifica (From the world of the more or less to the universe of precision - Techniques, instruments and philosophy from the classical world to the scientific revolution), intr. and It. tr. by P. Zambelli, Einaudi, Torino 1967; E. Agazzi, Temi e problemi di filosofia della fisica (Themes and problems of philosophy of physics), Abete, Roma 1974; F. Bianco, Storicismo ed ermeneutica (Historicism and hermeneutics), Bulzoni, Rome 1974. 

For books on classical and relativist physics see the bibliographic notes for Chapter 8.

28.   In each of these various forms of humanism 

        the problem always consists in promoting 

        a specific experience, sensitivity and gaining awareness

        This is confirmed in many different concepts 

        and then also in an entire terminology 

        one finds in discussions on the role played by human sciences

In the chapter devoted to historical gaining awareness we reviewed various expressions, all in different ways substantiating the concept of “gaining awareness”, a subject to which I return with every possible variation in every chapter.

We have therefore mentioned a “gaining awareness” of realities that are part of history, and then to a “historical awareness” and to a “historiographic awareness”. We then spoke of a “problematic awareness”, of a “moment of truth”, of an “original vision” and an associated “pre-scientific attitude”.

I found the fact that one can find confirmation and development of these concepts in the book entitled Le scienze dell'uomo e la riforma universitaria (The sciences of man and the university reform) quite indicative. This consists in studies and research carried out by the Centro Nazionale di Prevenzione e Difesa Sociale (National Centre for Prevention and Social Defence). These studies and research address the contents of what is taught in universities and the possible contribution provided by human sciences.

They discuss the preparation required from those who, leaving the various faculties, access many different professions. But the book also and above all discusses their overall formation (not simple instruction) and about the level of awareness, consciousness, understanding, sensitivity and maturity that they must prove to have acquired in the course of their respective study cycles.

I have written a number of words in cursive here; and to emphasise the recurrence of the same words or concepts in the brief analysis I am about to begin, I will emphasise in cursive also the most significant words in the relative passages. To understand this so to speak parallel and transversal subject, it is sufficient to quickly review certain expressions, and I shall address this immediately with no further preambles.

In his report on cultural anthropology, Tullio Seppilli speaks of the “awareness” we need to have both of the characteristics and of the operative functions of this science for a better “social consciousness”.
A work group for historical sciences speaks of their function also for “educating citizens who are aware”. Once again: education, and therefore formation, not simple instruction, not only to provide notions at an intellectual level, but to promote awareness, with the total commitment of the student’s personality at all levels, also intuitive-affective.

Remaining on the subject of historical sciences, there is also another important passage. In the summary for this debate, Elio Fazzalari observes: “...Nowadays there is no jurist who does not draw on history; historical sensitivity has become one with the sensitivity of the jurist, given the transience and historicity of juridical dogmas”.

Among other things, Raffaele Laporta refers to those who educate the young during their free time and about them he says: “The general characteristics of the required personality include the gift of human relations, authority, the capability to determine the relations between subjects of different ages, intuition of the needs and interests of children and of the young, understanding, enthusiasm and optimism, balance and a sense of humour, organisational capabilities, patience and perseverance as well as resistance and physical health.

As far as those educating adults are concerned, the same author lists among the gifts needed, the “capability to understand the working environment” in which those adults operate, as well as the capability to “perceive” certain facts and relations. He also sees the need to provide with “personality formation… that should be elastic, open and complex”.

In his study on the training of non-scholastic educators, Aldo Agazzi mentions the “mental and cultural problems at times linked to specialisation”.

I will now move on to junior staff in schools to remark on another particularly significant expression: this personnel must be put in a position to acquire “a sensitivity that is at least generically educational”.

A third expression, also filled with meaning, appears when the writer speaks of the opposition encountered by his thoughts by a still quite widespread mentality: “doctors, psychiatrists and psychologists do not usually believe in pedagogy”.

The following passage too is important: “Special integrating preparation should also be provided for those teaching in prison schools, especially as far as the psychology of criminals is concerned, as well as their affective and moral re-education”.

It is finally also necessary to mention a passage in which the same author observes that especially in the film and television sectors, there may be not only a lack of pedagogy, but also even “pedagogical insensitivity”.

In his contribution concerning the formation of teachers for kindergartens and primary schools, Lamberto Borghi mentions the “personal and cultural maturity” of teachers, and the “maturing”, in both teachers and students, of the “vocation” to teach.

I would like to observe that vocation too is a form of gaining awareness; it means becoming aware of one’s own intimate calling coming from the depths of the psyche. At least for this chapter we will leave aside the problem concerning what, or who, or perhaps “Who” (with a capital letter) inhabits the depths of a human being.

It is worth repeating in full certain conclusions reached by Assunto Quadrio. He rejects as “illusory” the figure of the rigidly professional teacher with no emotional relations, no prejudices, no personal and cultural conditioning. This image of a teacher runs the risk of developing defensive, stereotype, non-authentic attitudes and behaviours, leading to defensive reactions by students.

“If this is true”, concludes Quadrio, “the result is that the most important aspect of a teacher’s psychological training will be the that which is addressed at rendering the teacher aware of those aspects of his character that intervene in conditioning the educational relationship.

“One must therefore achieve not a simple learning of general rules and principles, but a progressive awareness of one’s own attitudes and of the limits of one’s personality and also the modification of the attitudes to free them from aspects that negatively condition the relationship with students, altering their assessment and limiting the didactic and educational effectiveness of teaching.

“Only in this way can the teacher be capable of really understanding the students’ personalities and adapt to it his own educational approach; only in this manner, with better knowledge of himself, will he be able to avoid subjective distortion of the reality of others and better identify the problems experienced by the students’ still immature personalities”.

Pedagogy of course clearly makes greater use of these observations and expressions. But then one moves on to medicine and here too there is room for an analogous subject.

Renzo Canestrari and Marcello Cesa-Bianchi are the co-authors of a report on psychology in a doctor’s training. As the two psychologists observe, there are doctors who “intuitively” understand certain facts and problems and are quite successful in what is known as the “medical art”. They show that they have a “therapeutic personality” capable of establishing with the patient a good “emotional contact”.

That said, teaching must also intend to promote such a “diagnostic and therapeutic sensitivity” in as many students as possible. It should not however, “allow it to be the result of pure and uncontrolled subjective intuition”.

It seems to me that there is a dual commitment here: to develop intuition but also to support it with those elements capable of providing it with the greatest possible objectivity.

This help will be provided by scientific psychology. It is not simply a question of studying anatomy, physiology, general and special pathology. To work well in any sector of medicine, training that includes psychology is absolutely necessary.

And these are the conclusions reached by the two authors: “Understanding what the illness means to each patient, establishing with him that inter-human relationship that is so difficult and therefore so necessary, being close to him in all the stages of hospitalisation, talking to him in a personal manner, continuing to follow the patient also when he returns to his family and his job.

“All this represents a fundamental aspect that provides or returns to the sick person his own meaning and value; but above all it prevents therapeutic action from becoming a negative or counterproductive instrument in the sick person’s life”.

In this book of mine I have had the opportunity of developing in a very particular manner all these ideas and suggestions. I really have no idea to what extent those scholars would agree with me. I believe that the majority would throw it away after reading the very first pages!

Nonetheless, what is important is that they get, each in his own different way, to touch upon these concepts, and to use the terminology in some way totally spontaneously. I simply take note of this fact that is already per se very significant.

See Centro Nazionale di Prevenzione e Difesa Sociale, Le scienze dell'uomo e la riforma universitaria (The sciences of man and the university reform) by various authors, Laterza, Bari 1969.

Part VII

KNOWLEDGE AND CONTROL OF THE PSYCHE

29.   We will now address psychological experience

  sensitivity and awareness

Psychology assumes great importance among the various human sciences. Through the study of human psychology and above all by experiencing it directly, a particular psychological sensitivity matures, and step by step what one could call psychological gaining awareness occurs.

I would say we have a primacy of experience here. A psychologist (noun) must be... psychologist (adjective); otherwise accumulated science is of little use to him. An excess of science may make him a cold and abstract intellectualistic scholar, without humanity, insensitive and blind to the human needs of those entrusted to his care.

And if he is incapable of personally re-experiencing, is unable to penetrate and make his own the humanity of those people, these persons will seem mechanisms to be dismantled rather than men and women to be understood. In such sad cases what else remains to be understood by our psychologist?

Simple psychology which can help us day by day is what is commonly known as “tact”. A tactless man will move among his peers in an awkward and self-conscious manner. In less serious cases he will cause them to laugh behind his back, often “stepping on their toes” in every possible way, in certain cases he will offend them, hurt then deeply, probably without noticing.

They will say: that’s the way he is, one must take him as he is; he is rather an imbecile, but after all he is a good man, it is not his fault.

Not his fault? Well, that depends. Theologians speak of an “invincible ignorance”, that many would excuse even if rejecting Christ. And hence, paraphrasing: if his imbecility is… invincible, it is not his fault.

I would however say that it is a little his own fault, more often than one thinks: those who do not understand others are people who really do not wish to understand them.

Far too many people withdraw within themselves, as if within the shell of their own egoism they will find all that is interesting and valid in this world, as if others had nothing to give them and not even anything to say to them.

There are individual withdrawals and also collective ones. For example: I am a Muslim, hence a believer, and those belonging to faiths that are even a little different are infidels. Or, I am a Catholic; after decades of open and hidden opposition the Muslims obtain the right to open a mosque in my city; and so I, being unable to win another Battle of Lepanto, go to church to recite a “rosary of reparation”. The Lord have mercy of us, we do not know what we do, we are... invincible!

This sounds like a joke, but a few hundred kilometres further away there are wars, ethnic cleansing, and violence of every kind, biblical exoduses and even genocides.

So here we have two conflicting attitudes: the first consists in withdrawing into oneself, or even worse, into one’s own group, locking oneself into one’s own mentality and culture, into collective delirium; the second attitude consists in being open to another and to others, experiencing others as part of oneself, making friends, participating in their lives, discreetly of course, without “minding their business” and gossiping about it, but with a real interest and human caring, perhaps keeping an eye on them from a distance although spiritually always close to them.

This is where psychology becomes morality. And it is humanity and no longer arid science. And it saves human beings rendering them more human, in depth, in the best possible sense. I would be rather clumsy at addressing this, but it would be the very first subject one should present when discussing psychology. It is the first and the essential psychological gaining of awareness.

We have mentioned the positive attitude one should assume. Then one must also be capable of obtaining the maximum; otherwise it all simply remains a good intention. It is fundamental to refine psychological sensitivity, to achieve an increasingly adequate awareness.

Being with people, talking to them, and above all listening to them refines psychological sensitivity. Even those with good intentions and willing to do so find it difficult at times.

I remember an association for young Catholics in Florence, all students and youngsters from “good families”, who received the needy at their seat to help them by handing out parcels of food and clothes. I was there quite by chance and with no instructions, and therefore with nothing to do also because there were many boys and girls from the group there, I instinctively started to talk with the people they were helping and were waiting sitting on benches. There were many there, and among others I talked to a man aged about thirty who had just been released from jail. I noticed that my friends talked to each other a great deal, but none of them said a word more than strictly necessary to any of the guests.

Was this unkindness? I don’t think so. Indifference? Perhaps they were more concerned with their own fulfilment rather than identifying with others. It is also a form of embarrassment and a lack of habit in communicating with people having a different social-cultural background.

Of course one finds a great deal more to say to those like oneself, not only those belonging to the same environment but also those of the same age as oneself.

One expects a more open-minded attitude from the young. And yet, there is such a lot of refusal to communicate even with regard to members of one’s own family belonging to another generation. Even among youngsters of the same age peers a twenty year old might snob a twenty one year old believing that he is too old!

I remember that among the young there used to be less horror at the thought of communicating with more elderly people; one acknowledged that there was also a great deal to be learned from them. Life moved at a slower pace then. Situations changed more slowly. The rules of the game were more or less what they were, with small and gradual changes. Nowadays the famous wisdom and experience of the elderly appear more valid for the times they lived in rather than for ours. So the “outdated” elderly person is no longer needed: a new use for what is known as “disposable”!

Effectively the elderly are obliged to remain among themselves in an increasingly exclusive manner and their communities look increasingly like cemeteries for elephants. Although it is a subject people do not like to discuss, they are in practice waiting to die. How much human energy is wasted like this, and not only in an inhuman, but also financially shortsighted manner. There are other more subtle forms of genocide in addition to those of the Muslims, the Utus etc., such as the civil death decreed for those many people who are no longer needed and are considered disposable. 

To a certain extent it is a little their fault too; not as individuals, but as a category they are resigned and do not react much. It is a form of “corporatism” that does not work very well. And it is well known that when a subject, albeit a collective one, does not wish to exist, nature abhors the void.

We are far from the times in which State legislators formed the Senate in Rome, and the Gerusia in Athens, the ancient council of elders. It was precisely as a category that they made themselves heard! In the Church itself, the word “priests” derives from presbúteroi, which means those who are older.

From the word senes, old, comes the term senior then changing in Italian to ‘Signore’. All words of prestige. They were not ashamed of being old, they did not dye their hair.

We were discussing that, to better understand people, one must talk to them. But this is something done less and less, because there is never time, and everyone is in a rush, busy taking care of his many occupations.

There are many suitable examples, but let us address just one: in replacing the old shops, supermarkets have reduced conversations to just a few words since the queues are long and the assembly line must keep moving without interruptions.

One should go back to talking to people, but one should also learn to listen to them. Perhaps shorter working hours will be helpful for this. At least this will provide us with an opportunity, rather like a train we should not miss. On condition that advertising, fashion imposed by television persuasion, and all such nonsense does not end up by even stealing those free times from us too. Created in such an unexpected manner, those periods of free time could become a real gift of us if they didn't find us unprepared.

Listening: this is another habit and a capability that seems to have vanished. Listening with empathy, with identification. It is then that the barriers between individuals and populations slowly disappear.

Of course, those who catch our attention must not abuse it. They too should learn in turn to listen, not to see in their interlocutor simply an approving audience.

Conversation is beautiful because the tennis ball moves backwards and forwards across the net. Friendship means equality and reciprocity. It is only thus that we really get to know each other and become real friends.

Let us move on from human and daily psychology to scientific psychology. It is well-known and clear how the psyche, the mind, lives and works at two levels: there is the conscious and the unconscious level. We are interested in becoming aware of both.

So we must first of all become conscious of the conscious level; I am not playing with words!

Psychology can rely on a mountain of literature concerning each level. This chapter does not intend to be nor could it be in any way a scientific paper; hence all the more reason to refer explicitly to a few authoritative texts on this subject.

As far as the psychology of the conscious level is concerned I would in particular to refer to Charles Tart, known for his book entitled States of consciousness.

Tart observes that different states of awareness are possible: he moves from an ordinary, normal basic one, to then address various levels of discreet consciousness (meaning different but also normal) to in the end address altered states of consciousness.

We are not interested here in addressing the details of this treatment. Since the subject continues to be gaining awareness, I would like to simply emphasise things we were previously not aware of and that a more careful psychological analysis has only later made us aware of.

Starting with the simplest experience (but in a moment we will see how things are extremely complicated there too) Tart uses the example of a man looking at a cat. Still not updated as far as psychological issues are concerned, the man believes that through his eyes the image of the cat penetrates his head to then be reproduced if the mind’s screen just as it is; he believes that he sees the cat exactly as it is. This is a naïve idea of perception that psychologists have rejected a long time ago.

Effectively, perception is a semi-arbitrary creation, and is highly selective, deformed by education and the needs of the perceiver. Realities one does not wish to perceive are alienated, while one emphasises what one wishes to see. People are disposed to see different things, or to see them in a different manner, depending on their age or the culture they belong to.

Some may even have a pathological predisposition to see everything deformed, to interpret everything, every gesture made by another person, every word as a sort of general plot against themselves. 

Perception is always conditioned by the body’s experiences, by chronic muscular systems, motor models, posture, reflexes, way of moving, complex abilities, emotional experiences, tastes and aversions, defence mechanisms, instincts, unconscious complexes; by pleasure-pain conditioning, beliefs also implicit, philosophies and conceptions of the world, perceptive learning, a priori categories, language structure, and the interactions (implicit) between all these factors.

 So Tart says that if the stimulus is a cat, what perceives it is a whole machine designed by our culture. Hence we do not simply see the cat! One could say that our state of common consciousness is in fact an extremely complex structure.

In spite of everything, normal consciousness is a state in which those experiencing it can more easily agree on what they perceive or have perceived. It is more probable here those testimonies will be in agreement.

In agreement of course up to a point: we know well how testimonies can disagree with regard to the fact on which an investigation or a trial may be based. At times situations similar to those in Pirandello’s theatre may arise, or if you prefer in Rashomon style films!

But can one say when one person lives in the normal state while another lives, or has experience, a state of altered consciousness? This last person provides his testimony, which the first person is unable to perceive, never having had analogous experiences. So the first person is obliged to perceive only the pure and simple external behaviour of the second one.

N.B.: the adjective “altered” has no negative aspects; it is simply an indication of diversity from what is agreed as being called “normal” (also because in today’s society “normal” is used in the statistical sense).

Having made this important premise, let us remember that in the course of this book we have reviewed many altered states of consciousness, or at least discreet ones (hence, as mentioned, even differing just a little from the basic ordinary normal one): these are what we called the yogic experience, the noetic experience, and the religious experience. We also addressed a significant and revealing experience involving drugs, as witnessed by Aldous Huxley.

Well, what would a scholar remaining totally extraneous to those experiences have to say about them, albeit equipped with all possible scientific means? He would simply restrict himself to describing the behaviours, continuing to not understand anything, while those having the experiences will feel totally misunderstood and also induced to reject that science as an inadequate form of investigation, at least in those sectors.

What can an “independent observer” say? Tart states, with the greatest clarity, that one of sciences traditional idols, the “independent observer”, had no place in discussing the many inner phenomena of discreet states of consciousness. And he also adds that not only are the observer’s perceptions selective, but he can also influence the things he observes.

I would also describe as “discreet states of consciousness” the particular experiences one can have without necessarily entering an altered state, without necessarily experiencing ecstasy or visions. Could one say that we enter a discreet state of consciousness every time a new “light” goes on in our minds? And one has intuitions that are not normal for everyone. These are intuitions that develop in us privileged forms of sensitivity: aesthetic sensitivity, or historical, or social-political and so on. Or, precisely, also a psychological sensitivity.

To agree on the subject of intuitions accessible only in an altered or at least discreet state of consciousness, the two people will both have to enter that state.

Only thus will these two people be able to discuss that state from within it, hence through a shared understanding. Only in this way will they be able to communicate adequately; firstly to understand each other, and then to cooperate in verifying that understanding, to test its validity and extend and analyse it in depth.

Among people sharing he same kind of inner experience, hence the same state of consciousness, then what Tart calls “consensual verification” can take place. Persons who share such an experience will be able to communicate the results to others, who however will judge this communication as incomprehensible for so long as they are excluded from that experience.

Tart proposes the creation of various “specific sciences at a state”. This is something that he believes does not effectively exist yet.

If these sciences are created, suggests the American psychologist, we will have a highly qualified group of highly qualified practicing scientists, devoted and trained, capable of achieving some discreet states of consciousness and agreeing with one another that they have achieved a common state.

Some religions, especially if of Hindu-Buddhist extraction have esoteric training systems; and one can certainly observe an analogy between these systems and the specific science at a level hypothesised by Tart.

He does however specify that each religion, as such, be linked to a “system of a priori beliefs”, at which the training systems, meditations and spiritual techniques are addressed. Specific science concerning a state intends on the contrary to be something quite different than religions recycled under a new name.

More in general, and ultimately, I am personally convinced that each human science can and must be presented as a “specific science at a given state”. The connoisseurs of each individual human science should be well aware of this inescapable need.

They would otherwise risk slipping into that behaviourism that is yes in compliance with the rules of exact science, but would then, as far as human motivations and psychological aspects are concerned, condemn researchers to remain enveloped in a thick fog of total incomprehension. 

What understanding there is, in spite of everything, should be attributed to the fact, quite obvious to me, that each individual science in question here has already been created within its respective state of consciousness, at least to some extent and perhaps unawares. 

This is a de facto situation that human science does not address, nor does it base on theory on it for the moment. But the theory is already implicit and awaits those who wish to first perceive it with the necessary attention to then extract it with a suitable attitude.

It is certain that psychology can be organised in many specific sciences for the individual states, one for each state of consciousness investigated. Personally I believe that the la formula “specific science for a state” can be applied well beyond the study area addressed by Tart. I believe that it can be applied not only as previously mentioned to every human science, but also to all forms of spiritual and even specifically religious research.

These forms of research go well beyond pure and simple psychology. As a good psychologist wishing to remain within the borders of his own field of expertise, Tart rejects every temptation to qualify certain states of consciousness as being “superior” to others. He knows well that assessments of that kind belong to a sector that goes beyond psychology while he wishes to remain a psychologist.

This will be a task addressed by others, those researching the absolute. Tart restricts himself to describing the phenomena, without attempting any metaphysical assessment. He analyses discreet and altered states of consciousness to the extent that they are of interest to a psychologist. Overcoming all behavioural and physicist barriers, he studies then from within, and believes he can do this in a manner that is compatible with a scientific vision of the world and with a scientific method, as he perceives it.

Tart does not wish to go any further. In this manner he proves to have a clear psychological sensitivity, if it is true that psychological consciousness is also awareness of the limitations that psychology must not go beyond if it wishes to remain this.

There is no doubt that the study of human psychology reveals the psyche to us. And so far we are within tautology, within obvious evidence. Now the question is whether such a study reveals only the psyche to us, or something more, which manifests itself through the psyche, which has in the psyche its expressive channel, although it is beyond it, although it transcends it. 

This “extra element” seems to emerge from the depth of the human psyche, and therefore becomes the object of research for what is known as the psychology of the profound.

Psychologists of the profound, hence of the unconscious - Freudian and Jungian psychoanalysts to name two classical groups - believe they can find in the depth of the psyche and allow to emerge from there, something that is still part of the psyche itself.

Freud and other psychoanalysts believe that exploring the unconscious, undertaken above all by analysing dreams, can identify the causes of certain of the psyche’s problems.

Jung and experts in analytical psychology turn their attention not only to the personal but also to the collective unconscious and find the archetypes there: ideas, therefore that return in all spiritual traditions, in all times and at all latitudes. They then tend to discern in dreams the messages of the Self to the human subject, so that he may be not only cured, but also fulfilled.

The fulfilment Jung mentions consists in an integral human sense, compatible with physical and psychological health and one with it.

Roberto Assagioli, a leader in the field of psycho-synthesis, also wishes to remain within psychology’s autonomous scientific framework. He believes that all the human psyche’s manifestations, such as creative imagination, intuition, geniality, superior feelings, impulses to perform unselfish and heroic deeds are facts; facts no less real than instinctive impulses, spontaneous or conditioned reflexes... 

The same, continues Assagioli, can be said of the Self and its relations with the normal conscious ego, and also of existential religious experiences, hence of the direct experience of spiritual realities. 

Assagioli also refers to Viktor Frankl, leader of the speech therapy movement. He speaks of a “noetic” or “noological" dimension, and to the expression “psychology of the profound” he prefers “psychology of the elevated”.

At a conference held in Chicago in 1961, Frankl specified that, in logo-therapeutic terminology, "spiritual" is not a strictly religious word, but is referred to a specifically human dimension.

Another author mentioned by Assagioli is Abraham Maslow, who observes that not only in psychology but also in natural sciences judgments of value may be expressed, although those same scientists that at least implicitly expressed them may then deny them within a theoretical framework.

Assagioli believes that a psychologist, also precisely as such, is perfectly authorised to speak of a "superior unconscious”, of a “super-conscious”.

Tart is more restrictive. He observes that there are people who, having experienced altered states of consciousness, believe in “superior” states of consciousness” in which the Truth can be directly drawn on. He observes however that “...The feeling that one is in direct contact with the Truth is no guarantee that this contact has really been made”. Hence he concludes that, since science’s main duty is a reliable and detailed description, it seems preferable to totally reject the idea of superior states at this stage and concentrate on the description.

I believe that nothing forbid the psychologist from calling “superior” those states that appear to be such to the person, without this involving a judgement with metaphysical-religious characteristics.

Each science has without doubt a evaluative moment; this differs however from the kind of assessment one finds in religious faith, in theology, in metaphysics, even if closely linked to the experience.

Psychological science will treat as human psychic phenomena also those that religious experience will instead refer to the manifestation of an absolute transcendent Reality. There is no need for religious experience to be reduced to a human level: this too appears to be a metaphysical conclusion that psychology cannot come to. It will restrict itself to ascertaining the presence in what is human of what might be traces of the divine, according to assessments to be made by philosophers and theologians, men of faith, mystics, and certainly not by psychologists or scientists as such.

I do not think one can envisage a moment of religious experience without linking to it an at least implicit assessment of this kind, hence precisely metaphysical-theological. Hence I would not distinguish too clearly a moment of lively religious experience from a moment of theological, philosophical or doctrinal meditation. An embryo of doctrine is always implicit within the experience, albeit in a form that is not thematized: without that a priori implicit assessment, the experience could not even be achieved; it would be reduced to shapeless data with no meaning.

The scientist can never be separated from the man, with his own vision of the world, with his beliefs and negations. A man can have “spiritual” experiences and consider these to be relative. He can have the very clear feeling that he is in direct contact with the Truth, to once again use Tart’s words. He can also simultaneously be an expert in psychological science.

As a psychologist at a scientific level he will try to undertake the task of ascertaining and describing, and classifying his own spiritual experiences as psychic and human phenomena. To do this he will have to try and leave aside his own metaphysical-religious interpretations.

These interpretations appeared spontaneously and he finds himself having already formulated them. Scientific activity is something we can start, suspend and take up again; but we are human beings from the moment we are born and our spontaneous metaphysic assessments (I do not mean thematized) have always been part of us, even though we modify them as we continuously evolve.

No one could say of himself or herself that their strictly psychological assessments precede in time their metaphysical ones. I repeat, these have been with us from birth in a spontaneous, instinctive, primitive, naïve form, be this as rough as one wishes.

These existential assessments are already within us: they orientate us in our daily lives. Nonetheless we can “put them between brackets” every time we feel the need to operate such an abstraction to move on to empiric, descriptive, classifying or perhaps measuring assessment.

Our metaphysical-religious existential assessments will continue to exist within us (this is inevitable) also when we are scientifically committed, but “off-line”: let us say without electricity; hence to the extent that this is possible, neutralized.

Psychological awareness means also becoming aware of this particular moment at which we work as psychologists, with all that being a psychologist involves and within its limitations.

When we go through certain particular experiences, we spontaneously call them “spiritual experiences”. When we refer to certain levels of our unconscious, we equally spontaneously qualify these as “superior”. As psychologists we can describe these experiences perfectly.

Part of this description will also include the following remarks:

1) that we spontaneously qualify theses states and levels as “superior” and “spiritual”;

2) that it is only by qualifying them in this manner do we experience the feeling that we understand things in a clearer and more satisfactory way;

3) that if on the contrary we abstain from qualifying those states and levels as superior and spiritual, or we qualify them differently, we experience an intellectually less clear and cognitive feeling and hence intimately less satisfying, when not even a feeling of dissatisfaction and obscurity.

As psychologists we register these intimate feelings of ours. However, when we qualify these levels and states as superior and spiritual, we leave the enclosed area of psychology and enter that of religious, and, in the broadest possible sense, metaphysical experience. The psychological parenthesis end here, and we, suspending our work involving abstraction, return to act within the reality of our total being as human beings and as religious beings.

Only this recovery of the religious attitude and only an in-depth analysis of the religious experience can allow us to progress in exploring the aforementioned states and levels.

This is confirmed by Assagioli’s own conclusions. We know only too well how both Freud and Jung use dreams to investigate the profound. The leader of the psycho-synthesis school on the other hand assumes a different position.

In his book entitled Psicosintesi - Per l'armonia della vita (Psycho-synthesis – For harmony in life), Assagioli observes that not only are psychoanalytic interpretations often doubtful, but also that one cannot understand the entire unconscious through dreams, because they often only reveal part of it, generally the inferior part. Hence one must therefore add to this analysis the examination, the exploration of the various levels of the unconscious.

Assagioli defines as “indirect” the method of the analysis of unconscious, spontaneous production, that rises to our consciousness, an analysis mainly entrusted to the study of dreams.

In addition to this indirect method, there is another “direct” one. It is the study of the unconscious that is implemented “directly by intentionally penetrating it”.

This can be achieved in two ways: one “passive”, the other “active”.

The passive way consists in allowing the unconscious to come to the surface while we maintain a watchful attitude consisting in paying attention as pure and simple spectators.

The inconvenience here is that when unconscious elements enter consciousness, our consciousness tends to dim and cloud over.

What comes to the surface attracts our attention, grabs hold of it and leads to positive or negative reactions, distracting us from the imperturbable calm we so badly need instead to perceive the characteristics of a phenomenon before moving on to assess it, and this only takes place a little later on.

Hence the opportunity to move on to the second way of studying the unconscious as indicated by Assagioli: hence to the “active direct way”. This consists in methodically exploring, intentionally moving consciousness; directing conscious attentions’ ray of light to the various areas.

Assagioli observes that this second way appears to be particularly suitable for exploring that “super-consciousness” that seems to be “the highest level of our being”.

How does one implement in real terms this “active direct way” of “exploring the various levels of the unconscious” and in particular of the “super-consciousness”? What does one have to do in practice?

Assagioli observes that concentration is required here, in which all ordinary conscious activities are put aside. 

One must, so to speak, clear the field, create a void in our wakened consciousness, lighten it fro the burden of ideas, worries, feelings, and the personal impulses that generally keep it at a medium level (and often a mediocre one) of life, so that now free, pure, shining, it may rise to the more elevated areas of the psyche.

This state is like what the Christian mystics called the "prayer of quietness". It is easy to talk of this but extremely difficult to do... It is difficult because it goes against what is ordinary, against the habit we have to always be active and reactive. Being silent, creating calm within ourselves is a difficult and great task, but the reward is such that it is worth training assiduously and patiently to achieve it.

 The results are of the utmost importance. First of all a feeling of expansion, of broadening, and then an intensification of consciousness. In those higher regions of our being life is more intense, realer; one has the feeling that one has entered real life, compared to which ordinary life seems petty, almost a state of semi-consciousness, dreamlike.

In fact, those who have achieved this consciousness have used the expression: the "reawakening of the soul". Buddha has been called the ‘Perfect Reawakened One’. It is a state of lucidity and clarity. The feeling of "light" is conformed by all those who have to a greater or lesser extent achieved that superior level.

Another constant element is that of peace, of satisfaction, of harmony, joy, and beatitude, in which all our conflicts are appeased and dissolve.

Assagioli asks himself why far too many people neglect such an objective. It is mainly due to a form of “moral laziness”, of spiritual inaction widespread among human beings. This is a “horror of making an effort” in the inner spiritual sense, very often associated to excessive exterior activism, and at other times with a form of inaction that is also exterior. This inaction is, in all cases, a great obstacle to achieving spiritual consciousness.

There is also widespread scepticism linked to this spiritual inaction. It derives from the positivism that has dominated above all the last century, and although nowadays the trend appears different, it is still far more resistant and widespread than one might think.

All this results in the fact that far too many psychologists neglect investigation of the super-conscious to the extent that, having no experience and ideas of it, they end up by denying its existence. This is an attitude that certainly does not stand out for its scientificity.

The reality of the super-conscious is on the contrary confirmed by very important testimonies that are also reported by a great deal of literature.

This is an ensemble of documents that should attract attention and well deserves to undergo an accurate and in-depth psychological investigation.

This is the conclusion reached by Assagioli, that I personally could not deny to adhere to. I simply would like to make a few more marginal observations.

The leader of the psycho-synthesis movement addresses his attention to phenomena that confirm the existence of the super-consciousness. These are phenomena we must not only understand but also in some way contribute to put into being.
I did not say, “put into being”: this initiative seems to belong to that Divinity that lives within us and expresses itself through the phenomenology of the super-conscious; hence our human task is to cooperate, precisely to contribute to putting it into being.

We are asked to produce a particular “activity”, as Assagioli himself call it, also with regard to the “direct active way” he proposes for the exploration of the super-conscious.

If one addresses this with attention, for the moment it consists in an ascetic form of activity. “Ascesis” etymologically means “exercise” (áskesis in Greek). It is an exercise in cooperation with the Divinity itself to promote within ourselves, intimately, genuine spiritual life. And it is an extended and in-depth gaining awareness of our innerness that will produce within us those results mentioned by Assagioli in the aforementioned passage. So far it consists in a commitment that is not specifically psychological, bur rather of a spiritual, religious and mystical nature.

The assessment of such a commitment and the results obtained also belong to the spiritual experience. He who is competent is the spiritual man, the religious person, and the mystic because they are such.

Saint John of the Cross and Saint Teresa of Avila could together assess certain inner experiences that they shared. Such a sharing of inner experiences, the fact of having achieved strictly analogous inner experiences allows two mystics to communicate on this subject, not only, also to reason about them, to clarify for one another any eventual problem, to correct each other, to agree on possible and reasonable conclusions.

So far we are still, conceptually, within the framework of metaphysical-religious experiences. At what point precisely does the psychologist’s work begin? The phenomena are there already. Testimonies make them known. The documents are their expression. This is all material on which the psychologist (or even the religious person, as a psychologist, when he acts as a psychologist) is called upon to work. He will precisely undertake the work involving description, classification, and measuring to the extent that this is possible, that is the competence of science.

But psychology is not a pure and exact objectifying science: it is a human science. As such it also interprets. The psychologist will have analyse the phenomena by re-experiencing them intimately himself.

The psychologist is not only a scientist, as stated by classical psychology. The development of the psychology of the profound has been made possible by a new figure, new and differing from the psychologist. This is a person requiring not only scientific preparation, but also culture, human authenticity and, of course, a refined psychological sensitivity.

This person is also required to have a degree of awareness about how his own unconscious works. The candidate cannot be found among analysts who have not yet completed their own personal analysis. Only this can make the analyst aware of his own areas of conflict and immaturity, which might induce him to mistaken interpretations, to mistaken behaviours, to unsuited interferences with regard to the patient, to use the patient to satisfy his own psychological needs.

Even without having seen the therapist’s curriculum vitae, the patients themselves are instinctively mote at ease with an analyst who has in turn undergone analysis; they certainly find there more warmth, and a greater capability of identifying with them.

A person investing the profound absolutely cannot limit himself to observing the patient’s strictly scientific aspects, hence those that can be objectified, measured and checked. More and even more than a man of science, the analyst is a person who has undergone a sort of initiation.

The psychology of the profound is a science but it is also an art. Some in fact diminish the scientific aspects. La credibilità scientifica delle concezioni teoriche e della pratica terapeutica di Freud (Freud’s scientific credibility of theoretical concepts and therapeutic practice) is a large and documented book by two American psychologists called Seymour Fisher and Roger Greenberg, who precisely subject this credibility to the most ruthless analysis, with results that are certainly reductive.

Aldo Carotenuto feels it is his duty to say that at least the psychology addressed by Freud and Jung, and that therapists are involved in, has really nothing at all to do with science.

More than science, in analysis a “gaining awareness” is fundamental. What is unconscious - complexes, inhibitions, removed impulses, ancient and forgotten traumas, but also the archetypes of the collective unconscious - must become conscious. This is insight: it consists in a non-intellectual awareness, but one experienced with one’s whole being. And it is an awareness that certainly helps the person in an effective manner to resolve their unconscious resistances and therefore set the premises for their own cure.

To return to the spiritual-religious element, the psychologist must try and acquire also a good level of understanding and awareness of this. No one however expects the psychologist to be a mystic so as to fully understand the mystic phenomena. He will however have to show a degree of sensitivity for mystic phenomena. He will have to show some affinity, even a little, with what he wishes to understand. He must have some idea of it. If this person should be totally insensitive and blind, how could he be able to understand?

The gaining awareness of the mystic, of the spiritual and metaphysical person, must also correspond to the gaining awareness of the psychologist: a gaining awareness that involves and transforms not only the intellect of the person but also his entire being.

An analogous gaining awareness is necessary for understanding the states of consciousness that differ from the normal basic one; hence also each state of consciousness definable as discreet or even altered.

Gaining awareness is necessary not only for understanding the consciousness’ phenomena, but also for interpreting the unconscious starting with what rises to the surface. The psychoanalyst must interpret the unconscious of the person undergoing analysis first of all through this person’s dreams. Not only, but also by studying what the person writes and draws. He will have to interpret the unconscious of the person undergoing analysis also considering the words progressively associated spontaneously to the stimulus-words pronounced by the therapist. Interpretation must be extended to all those signs through which the unconscious can say something about itself.

This is why no one works as a psychoanalyst unless they in turn have undergone analysis. One must underline that one becomes a psychoanalyst not so much thanks to one’s studies but rather thanks to a real initiation.

The psychoanalyst’s duty is to help other people to achieve that knowledge about themselves making them capable of solving certain problems and eliminating or at least accepting certain others and living with them with no more intimate conflicts or lack of harmony. Now, precisely so as to be able to help others achieve that knowledge of themselves, the psychoanalyst must at least know himself first.

The analyst will learn to know himself though analysis of the highest level. Here too, and above all here, that gaining awareness can be achieved that creates the authentic psychologist, hence the psychologist (noun) who is really psychologist (adjective). 

Psychological investigation proceeds following those stages and methods and integrate one another. At each step we are able to observe the fundamental importance of that very particular gaining awareness that I have called psychological.

It is a gaining awareness that at a scientific level is refined and becomes increasingly sophisticated, but is already present at a human level. Since it is certainly difficult to work as psychologists (noun) if one is not psychologist (adjective) also and above all and fundamentally at a human level, with all the sensitivity, with all the openness, with all the intimate maturity this involves.

See S. Freud, The interpretation of dreams, Barnes & Noble Classics, New York, 2005; C. G. Jung, Memories, dreams, reflections recorded and edited by Aniela Jaffé; translated from the German by Richard and Clara Winston, New York, Vintage Books, 1989; E. Fromm, Greatness and limitations of Freud’s thought, New York, Harper & Row, 1980; J. Jacobi, Complex, archetype, symbol in psychology of G. Jung, translated from the German by Ralph Manheim, Princeton University Press, Princeton, N.J., 1959; R. Assagioli, Psychosynthesis; a manual of principles and techniques, Hobbs, Dorman, New York 1965; same author, Psycho-synthesis, Penguin Books, New York 1965; A. Carotenuto, Introduzione a “Psicologia, sogno e associazione verbale di C. G. Jung” (Introduction to “Psychology, dream and verbal association by C. G. Jung”), Newton Compton, Rome 1995; S. Fisher and R. Greenberg, The scientific credibility of Freuds theories and therapy, Italian New York, N.Y., Columbia University Press, 1985; C. Tart, States of consciousness, New York, E. P. Dutton, 1975; K. Thomas, Praxis des Autogenes Training: Selbsthypnose nach I. H. Schultz (Practice of autogenic training: Self-hypnosis according I.H.S.), Trias Verlag, Stuttgart 1989.         

30.   Finally, one must not neglect 

        the experience, sensitivity and gaining of awareness 

        that can be acquired through paranormal perception

In addition to the physical senses there is also paranormal sensitivity. It arises spontaneously. The phone rings and someone instantly comes to mind: it is the person who is calling. Another example: we experience in our dreams a future event that then takes place.

Extra-sensorial perceptions are distinguished in two broad classes of phenomena involving telepathy and clairvoyance. Clairvoyance is then classified in three sub-categories: clairvoyance of the past, the present and the future.

Clairvoyance is the perception from a distance of events in their materiality. From a distance means from a spatial distance, beyond the eye’s and the ear’s material possibilities; but it also means at a temporal distance when it is a past or future event.

Distance in clairvoyance is not always a fundamental element. The facts and events that are the object of clairvoyance are always inaccessible through ordinary bodily means, through the so-called five senses.

This clarification is valid, in particular, for visions of the body’s internal organs, ones own and those of others (and the corresponding capability to formulate paranormal diagnosis).

It is also valid for visions seen through opaque objects: seeing what a drawer contains, or reading what is written inside a closed envelope.

It finally also applies to the identification of sources of water, minerals or cavities.

At this point one must add a further clarification. In addition to realities definable as “physical” or “material” in the strictest sense, clairvoyance can also address, let us say, more subtle material realities. Their existence is stated by certain people known as, or calling themselves seers, occultists, or theosophists, or anthroposophists, or esoterists, yogis, shamans, and so on.

In different and yet analogous ways, all these people speak of human beings’ ethereal bodies (etheric, astral etc.) and also of the so-called chakras.

They speak to us of the aura, that they see shining, luminous and coloured, around the head and the body of a human being or simply a being or even a simple material or metallic object.

They also speak of elemental spirits and the spirits of nature, of thought-shapes, of larvae and astral clichés, of wandering psychic residues destined to dissolve.

They also speak of the possibility to see the deceased looking as they did when they were still alive, who assume those aspects so they can be better recognised

Finally they also speak of parallel universes and other dimensions one could access - also while still alive without necessarily dying - if the soul manages to leave the body in an “astral projection” or in a “pre-death experience”.

Testimonies of such experiences of living men and women seem to be perfectly in line with those confirmed by far more mysterious interlocutors in the course of mediumistic seances. These are said to be the disincarnate souls of the deceased, who speak of themselves, of their passing into the other dimension, of the manners in which they survive physical death.

Some accept all this, at least in general and albeit with all possible discernment; while on the contrary there are some who reject it.

Here one can be more or less open to considering this kind of thing depending on whether one has or not a very particular form of paranormal sensitivity, which allows us to perceive the origin and the source of certain phenomena in the other dimension.

And we should be convinced here that this is not mere data, nor are these rational considerations, but only the subtle perception that things must be in a certain way. Hence paranormal sensitivity becomes sensitivity for the mediumistic phenomenon and for the other dimension; and parapsychology is characterised as borderline parapsychology.

To those who do not wish to address this subject in depth, I could restrict myself to mentioning Hamlet’s famous words; and among the many unexpected things that could exists in the heavens and on earth that may also be the object of clairvoyance I would not wish to exclude any on principle.

As we have seen, clairvoyance is the paranormal perception of facts considered in what in the broadest sense is their materiality. What instead is telepathy? Once again without the mediation of any of the physical senses, telepathy consists in direct communication between the psychisms of two people.

Telepathic phenomena can take place at any distance. The perceiving person is usually linked to the acting person by some form of familiar relationship, of affinity, friendship, empathy or family connection.

The perceiving subject may have a symbolic vision of the other’s thoughts. Knowing he is a “seer” does not mean at all that his eyes are involved: this is a mental vision.

Alternatively, the perceiving person may hear within himself a voice, expressing that thought, especially when the acting person had formulated the thought using one or more words.

The perceiver can finally sense an urge to pick up a pen, to then discover those words inscribed on a piece of paper thanks to automatic writing.

Eugène Osty reports a very particular and extremely unique case experienced by Mrs. Olga Kahl. This Russian sensitive woman was sent by another person a telepathic message consisting in a very simple drawing, or in one word, or a number, that had been hidden on a piece of paper to be folded so as to conceal its contents. And this sign was not only described and reproduced by Mrs. Kahl with amazing approximation, but would also appear in the form of dermographism and hence blood red in colour, on the woman’s skin: on her arm, or just below her neck, on her chest.

The Pole Stephan Ossowiecki also reproduced quite accurately the word or drawing telepathically suggested to him.

However much each lives these experiences in a personal and different manner, it is interesting the testimony provided by Ossowiecki is interesting. His being overcome by an altered state of consciousness that he called a “trance” facilitated his extra-sensorial experiences, which he described. During that brief psycho-physiological state his pulse rose to between ninety and one hundred beats a minute.

“To go into a trance”, confirms Ossowiecki as quoted in Osty’s book, “I first of all impose to myself that I will achieve this; then I make an effort not to think of anything at all, and then ‘I wait’. I wait for a few minutes, at times a quarter of an hour or half an hour; at time I wait in vain, and the ‘trance’ does not happen at all. When it does however, I start to feel hot; my head becomes very hot, while my hands turn cold. From then on I am certain I have access to my faculties. Very soon I almost lose all awareness of what surrounds me and I see, know, feel and say what I have been asked to reveal”.

Osty, who quotes the aforementioned testimony provided by Ossowiecki, insists strongly on the need for the person to achieve that particular state of consciousness so as to obtain results of a certain importance.

On the subject of another first class perceptive person, Madame Morel, Osty observes that her psychic capabilities only worked under hypnosis. And he adds that she acquired the idea of the revelations to be made only through a series of mental images rather like sensations with hallucinatory characteristics. So she interprets and refers what she sees, what she hears, what she feels, just like a dreamer describing a dream out loud.
One understands that the person is as if a prisoner of the images that come to his mind in a totally spontaneous manner. He interprets the images, confers to them a meaning rather than another, but may well be mistaken. He can mistake a telepathic phenomenon for one of clairvoyance.

Actually, the person receives the information in more or less the same way whether it is telepathy or clairvoyance.

Here is an example. In Paris, a French lady called Madame de T., can no longer find one of her jewels and so she turns to Osty, who comes to the hotel she lives in accompanied by Madame Morel, a well known and respected clairvoyant. The woman describes a man searching through a trunk, and removing something small and very shiny. The trunk corresponds to one belonging to the lady and the man clearly seems to be identifiable with a servant she suspected for a variety of reasons. However Madame de T. later found her jewel, which she had misplaced and forgotten. This means that Madame Morel saw not the real situation but rather what was in the owner’s mind. In other words she mistook a telepathic phenomenon for a clairvoyant one. Osty presents quite a large number of such cases.

Future events too are perceived in a similar manner as well as present and past events so the person would be totally confused if not capable of ensuring his experiences undergo the necessary comparisons and critical analysis.

Clairvoyance of the present is also called telesthesia. Here we are assisted by a parallel drawn by Ernesto Bozzano in his book about the phenomena of telesthesia. He observes how, also among such phenomena, everything contributes to prove that this is not precisely a vision, nor is it an indirect vision through the optical centres, but rather real hallucinatory visualisations... transmitted by the subconscious personality... to inform the conscious personality about what it is interested in. So, yes, real visualisations, but hallucinatory ones: a processing of the mind, the result of work undertaken by the mind for its own objectives, a symbol created by the mind itself.

A famous classification by René Sudre provides us with an idea of the various modalities with which telepathy works. He says that the impression transmitted reaches the unconscious. So various cases may arise:

1) it is directly communicated to the consciousness (when this is not obliterated): this is the normal case.

2) it is communicated to the consciousness but exteriorised and become an hallucination.

3) it is communicated undergoing mutilations and transformations.

4) it is interpreted and causes both the association of parasite ideas, and a symbolic translation.

5) it does not immediately emerge from the consciousness and the delay is more or less long.

6) it remains unconscious and its affective coefficient is only perceived as a presentiment.

7) it does not emerge and enters mental life as an impression that has come through the senses but is not perceived.

These various diagrams do not perhaps cover the entire reality, but they explain the diversities of telepathic experiences encountered.

Manuela Pompas observes that the sensitive person often receives a message from the mind that is correct, by then he misinterprets it either because he corrects it through reasoning or because of his culture or because he does not know how to translate into the correct terms what he feels. In her book about clairvoyance the well known clairvoyant and scholar tells how she herself once made the same mistake. What went wrong? The vision was correct, but the interpretation has been misled by her personal persuasions.

Both the phenomenon of telepathy and that of clairvoyance are facilitated and also strengthened by the presence of a “psychometric object”. This can consist in an object that the person one wishes to learn something about usually wears (a watch, a ring or a small necklace), or that is however impregnated with his personality.

This may be an object that in some way helps the perceiving person to concentrate on that person; for example a photograph or the person’s name and surname, or a small pendulum to hold above a map. Slowly moving it to establish where the person is.

As Pagenstecher relates, in clairvoyance of the past, a fragment of marble from the Roman Forum wrapped up in paper, may end up in the hands of a clairvoyant who ignores what it is, allowing her to have a vision of the forum as it was in a certain period, or analogously the leather lining of a Mexican general’s beret allowing her to re-experience the scene of a night time ambush during with the powerless man watched the murder of President Carranza 
Let us provide, from De Boni’s book, a few examples to give a more realistic idea of these phenomena.

Telepathy. In the course of an official dinner party, the wife of American Senator Lynn, who was representing her sick husband, experienced an anxious sense of danger and returned home to find her bedroom in flames and her husband almost suffocated.

The clairvoyant Pascal Forthuny received a young lady who was then called to the phone. She returned to Forthuny, who found she smelt intensely of paint. Her friend had just told her on the telephone that she had spent the whole day painting her house.
An English lady had fallen asleep in her bedroom while her husband was reading; and she suddenly woke up and told him she had dreamt that her brother, a tug pilot, was drowning. Unfortunately the tragedy took place at that very moment; the tug had been sunk in a storm while leading in a ship by showing the way.

A French girl experienced an impulse to write; through automatic writing she immediately received a message from a friend announcing her own death which took place at that very moment.

Clairvoyance of the present. As Bozzano relates in his monographic study about telesthesia, Alexis Didier was playing cards and always guessed his opponents cards. The same man read what was written in closed books and also discovered a buried urn filled with Roman coins.

From the same book: simply by touching a letter, Madame Perrot discovered the body of the person who had written it.

The clairvoyant Treyve followed the events concerning a lost watch, using a pendulum saying over a map.
During archaeological research in Yucatan, Madame Le Plongeon saw in a dream where three stone snake heads were buried.

Clairvoyance of the past. In Mexico Doctor Gustav Pagenstecher experimented with the clairvoyant Maria Reyes de Zierold. He handed her a series of small objects, all well concealed and wrapped up. Every time she picked one up, the object caused her to experience different sensations each in its own way telling her its story.

In this manner a necklace made with the teeth of wild animals provided her with a vision of the environment they lived in.
A button of the cuffs of a jacket belonging to emperor Maximilian resulted in the vision of celebrations in his honour.

A fragment of lava determined the vision of a volcanic eruption.

A sacred knife made of obsidian resulted in a terrible vision of a human sacrifice.

Clairvoyance of the future (from Bozzano’s Luci nel futuro [Lights in future]). The “empty chair” experiments varied seem to be extremely important. Pascal Forthuny enters an empty room just before a conference is to be held there; and approaching a chair, and then another and then yet another, he describes the physical characteristics and the personality of those who, let us say half an hour later will by chance sit there. Experiences of this kind have also happened to others.

A woman from Chicago who was soon to give birth had a presentiment that she would soon die. On the night of March 5th 1896 she dreamt of her deceased father, who took a large calendar and put his finger on the date of March 22nd. Although her conditions appeared to be normal, the woman died exactly on that day due to a sudden throat ailment that was in no way linked to her pregnancy.

An important official from the Russian Naval Ministry, whose surname was Lukawski, dreamt he was drowning after the collision between two vessels, after fighting with another passenger to save his own life. The two men were to die six months later, hence in June 1895, in the Black Sea in precisely the same circumstances.

In about 1933 a clairvoyant saw in a dream the death of an English woman. Her relatives were sceptical since the lady was elderly, but not senile and appeared to enjoy excellent health. But the clairvoyant answered that this death would be unexpected. She also specified which pastor would hold the funeral (not in the church she belonged to) as well as which people would attend the graveside ceremony and the order in which they would stand around the grave. In fact that reverend would replace the absent local pastor who was away on holiday and everything happened in detail as predicted by the clairvoyant.

There are also various cases involving the prediction of lotto numbers, roulette numbers and military drafts.

A little has been said about phenomena concerning paranormal knowledge and an albeit summarised case history presented. One should add that, like other forms of sensitivity, the paranormal one too could be developed. In the booklet entitled I poteri della mente (The power of the mind), Manuela Pompas presents us with a series of exercises.

One can for example try and guess the suit and number of a playing card one is holding, obviously upside down.

We can look at a person, or at his photograph, and ask ourselves whether he is in good health, or try and obtain other information about him.

We can try to guess what a small drawing enclosed in an envelop portrays.

In this last case we can wait for a spontaneous answer to emerge from deep within us, after we have relaxed suitably until we achieve what is called a sofronic state.

Keeping our eyes closed, we can imagine that we open the envelope to look at the drawing. Or that we become so small that we can enter the envelope to see what is inside it.

And also, still relaxed, imagine that we expand to become as large as the whole universe. In such a condition we can look at the envelope identifying with its contents until we perceive the drawing it contains.

Proceeding with these various methods, we will slowly notice that the images emerge with increasing clarity. We will learn in this manner to also distinguish between the images created by the imagination and those we have really perceived.

To achieve clairvoyant experiences in the present, past and the future, one can simply also hold an inductor, hence an object that can induce by acting rather like a go-between the realities we wish to explore and ourselves. Holding the object, we then wait for the images to emerge spontaneously from our most intimate consciousness.

Or one can address the object itself, as if it were a person, to interrogate it, then waiting for the answers to appear in the same form, as images. 

In the book entitled A guide to our paranormal powers, Hereward Carrington suggests other exercises to develop one’s extra-sensorial perceptive faculties. The advice the follows mainly address in particular telepathy.

In a quiet semi-darkened room, two friends, hence two people between whom there is also an affective or friendly bond, sit down each with pen and paper; one will act as the transmitter and the other as the receiver. The receiver should have his back to the other person. The transmitter will trace a very simple drawing and stare at it. Without having received any indications at all, the receiver will try and reproduce the same drawing on his piece of paper.

One other exercise. The transmitter tries to communicate to the receiver a playing card chosen from a pack with 52 cards.

Putting out some sugar, salt, pepper, nutmeg, cloves etc. the receiver smells them or tastes them in a certain order and the receiver will try to perceive within himself the corresponding sensations.

The transmitter pinches a certain part of his body and the receiver tries to locate the pain on his own.

Experiments must never last more than one minute.
The following are other suggestions that Carrington provides for developing clairvoyance.

The person creates a tube in his mind. He will imagine he is at one end of it and sends the other end to the home of a friend, to one particular room. He will try to see if someone is present there or not and write down his impressions to later verify them.

Placing a mental tube like the one mentioned above, the person imagines that it is about two hundred metres long and that a friend is standing at the other end of it. He will try to describe his friend providing all possible details. Then he will progressively imagine that he shortens the tube until it measures no more than two metres. As the tube is mentally shortened his friend becomes increasingly visible in greater detail and hence the description will be completed. Here too this will be followed by suitable verification.

Finally here is some advice for the overall development of sensitivity more in general:

1) analyse one’s emotions in the presence of many people and on other occasions in the presence of only a few, to perceive “mass mentality”;

2) place oneself in front of a mirror and try to perceive the magnetic fluid emanated by one’s reflected image;

3) analyse impressions received sensing the aura emanated by the body of the person sleeping next to us;

4) raise the right hand and then the left one over a mirror and ask oneself whether they have the same or different temperatures;

5) keeping the eyes closed; pass a magnet over the head and then the shoulders of another person, trying to sense when the movement is upwards and when it is downwards;

6) practice holding one metal and then a different one, and so one, to perceive the different feelings they provide; repeat the exercise without looking at the metals, only touching them after wrapping them up is various pieces of a paper and try to guess which metal it is;

7) analyse different sensations experienced when there are flowers in a room and when there are not;

8) using water colours paint different colours on strips of paper that are identical, each nine centimetres long and three centimetres wide; mix the strips of paper and they, blindfold, touch one, then another, then a third, etc. trying to guess the respective colours bright red should emanate heat, blue is cold and so on);

9) try and sense the thoughts and emotion of someone who is present;

10) learn to express clearly one’s own sensations.

Carrington suggests many other exercises; however we are not providing a manual here. We simply propose to provide a more general idea of how extra-sensorial faculties can be developed.

Through the development of paranormal sensitivity we gain greater depth in what within this framework can become a real gaining of awareness. We come to learn not only the thoughts and mental states of others, but present, past and future facts that our senses cannot manage to perceive in any way.

Furthermore, there is something more we learn: we become aware of something far broader. We acquire and refine a sense of the paranormal. And thus not only do we acquire information about certain phenomena known as paranormal, but we also become able to experience the mechanism from within.

The paranormal is revealed to us as a global and unique reality, albeit with the variety of its manifestations. In this way we understand increasingly intimately the profound and shared essence of the paranormal which expresses itself with such a richness of phenomena.

To keep the list really short, I would add that in addition to phenomena of paranormal knowledge, one should also remember those that occur, so to speak, thanks to a more exterior and objective paranormal action: these range from mediumistic wind and noises to telekinesis (movements caused by the psyche itself without the mediation of the body’s muscles or limbs), levitation, incombustibility, luminous phenomena, stigmata and dermographism, ectoplasms, materialisations and dematerialisations, removals and apports.

One can observe that during the last century and at the beginning of this one, the phenomena experienced were far more numerous and far more astonishing that those of today. And authentic and first class scientists, already famous in various fields of official science also having achieved prestigious acknowledgments, investigated them.

Nowadays instead, parapsychologists have greatly restricted the field of their investigations and only address phenomena of quite limited importance, while amazing phenomena are addressed almost exclusively within private circles, in which the atmosphere may be intensely religious but the scientific spirit is decidedly not present. In other words today there is a clear separation between the great phenomena and science.

The fact is that while before the scientists were far more open to perceive the phenomenon presented, nowadays they welcome it, so to speak, with their weapons drawn. It is well known to what extent the paranormal is susceptible: the result is that the phenomenon withdraws and is no longer visible.

While the metapsychists of the past showed openness and sensitivity, today’s parapsychologists are usually animated by extreme diffidence, setting up a real barrier; and, with the phenomena they are certainly “not at ease”: they are careless, awkward and clumsy to say the least.

These phenomena disturb them, and even cause them anxiety, since they cause a crisis in their conception of the world. Hence they tend to deny them. And if is this denial is impossible, they tend to be reductive: therefore they tend to provide a reductive explanation, that can link this to a phenomenology as close as possible to the physical sciences they have always been accustomed to addressing.

The representatives of official science, and with them even many parapsychologists, decidedly do not shine for their paranormal sensitivity. As soon as a paranormal phenomenon raises its head, they rush to classify it within a framework and lock it inside it, thereby inhibiting it and preventing it from manifesting itself fully. The representatives of official science, including those parapsychologists so busy hindering research beyond all limits, do not know or do not wish to be aware that, faced with such delicate and hazy and elusive phenomena, the best one can do is to adopt a very receptive attitude.

One should bear in mind Ossowiecki’s testimony, who to be better prepared to receive the desired paranormal information, made an effort to think of nothing, thereby creating a sort of void in his mind, and then simply waited.

This applies both for having an experience involving extra-sensorial perception, and for acquiring a better understanding of the paranormal phenomenon more generally, hence to refine one’s paranormal sensitivity, to deepen one’s awareness in this field.

Among the paranormal phenomena there are some especially suggesting souls survive physical death and the possibility, for us, to communicate with disincarnated souls. I have personally performed hundreds of these communications and I can state that also through these we can with practice refine a very particular sensitivity that I would call a “sensitivity for the other dimensions”.

At times I have invited even famous parapsychologists to attend one of these “communications” and I often noticed how not only do they lack paranormal sensitivity, but are particularly devoid of that minimum specific sensitivity that is indispensable for those wishing to establish even the minimum specific relationship with the other dimension. One should not here go into detail, but you must believe me if I say that the clumsiness of those parapsychologists is at times almost unbelievable.

In such conditions all possibilities of opening parapsychology to the other dimension is vain, and so is any chance of establishing and deepening any form of communication will the beyond.

Gaining awareness of the paranormal, deepening one’s experience and sensitivity, open us to the understanding of the mechanism of all paranormal phenomena: not only cognitive ones (telepathy and clairvoyance), but also those involving a more objective and external act (telekinesis, levitation, incombustibility, luminosity, stigmata, ectoplasms, materializations etc.).

Gaining awareness of the paranormal also opens to an understanding of the after-world and all concerning our relationship with it and all possible forms of communication.

Finally, gaining awareness of the paranormal also opens us to an understanding of facts and realities we can define as follows:

1) as suggested by parapsychic phenomena with the spirit acting over matter, matter is ultimately reduced to spirit, and is therefore created and moulded by the spirit itself, which can even totally spiritualise it without necessarily annulling it as matter;

2) as suggested by telepathy and clairvoyance of the present phenomena, space is relative;

3) as suggested by past and future clairvoyance phenomena, time too is relative;

4) There is one unique absolute dimension, in which temporal events coexist all together in a co-eternal present.

The reality of this absolute dimension is confirmed by the fact that future events can be predicted in all detail, in such a manner that it is no longer possible to attribute this to chance. If one applies the relative calculus, one must conclude that the probability that these so complex events are predicted by pure chance is effectively not small, but infinitesimal.

One is then obliged to conclude that all events, also future ones, take place simultaneously in an absolute dimension.

Are future events therefore necessitated or can they also be free? This is a great metaphysical problem that cannot be addressed here. Freedom of will must however be safeguarded. Certain decisions we take feeling free; and all this cannot simply be reduced to illusion. We must put aside for the moment and discuss it sooner or later in a more appropriate setting, the issue of how free will can be reconciled with prescience and the absolute fundamental contemporaneity of all events within the sphere of the Absolute.

We are however facing the Absolute. Scientific consideration of paranormal phenomena lead us to the brink of that Absolute that needs to be addressed not in a scientific environment, but in a philosophical and also theological one. We are therefore in God’s anti-chamber.

E. Osty, Telepatia (Telepathy), Italian translation, pref., appendixes and notes by G. Pioli, Istituto di Studi Psichici, Milan 1934; V. Nestler, Telepatia, Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1974; R. Sudre, Traité de parapsychologie, Payot, Paris 1956; G. De Boni, L’uomo alla conquista dell’anima (Man’s conquering of the soul), Luce e Ombra, Verona 1961; E. Bozzano, Dei fenomeni di telestesia (The phenomena of telesthesia), Europa, Verona 1942; G. Pagenstecher, Geheimnisse der Psychometrie oder Hellsehen in die Vergangenheit (The mysteries of psychometrics or clairvoyance of the past), Mutze-Petzold, 1985; W. Denton, Nature’s secrets or Psychometric researches, Houlston & Wright, London 1863; M. Pompas, I poteri della mente (The powers of the mind), 3rd ed., Rizzoli, Milan 1989; same author, La chiaroveggenza (Clairvoyance), Rizzoli, Milan 1985; H. Carrington, How to develop your psychic powers, Renaissance E Books, 2005. See also other books by Bozzano and by Osborn and Dunne mentioned in the bibliography for chapter 8. While in the aforementioned book by De Boni the traditional concept of mediumistic is expressed in synthesis, it is interesting to compare it with the broader concept of Channelling nowadays taking shape in the New Age movement: see J. Klimo, Channelling, The Aquarian Press, Thorsons Publishing Group, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, England, 1988; E. Pigani, Channel, It. transl. by Studio Nabu, Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1993.

31.   By exploiting the power of imagination 

        it is possible to remould the personality

In the previous chapter we discussed phenomena involving paranormal perception: telepathy, and then clairvoyance, both of the present, the past and the future. The variety of paranormal phenomena however extends well beyond the perceptive ones. There is a vast range of phenomena through which a direct act of the psyche over matter is implemented: mens agitat molem.

Here the person not only perceives from a distance, but acts on the matter of his own body, on that of others and on the environment.

As far as acting on the environment is concerned, one can take as an example a person moving and lifting objects that are even quite heavy without touching them at all.

Those who cure the diseases of other using their own psychic energy exemplify action on other people.

As far as action on one’s own body is concerned, there are people who, under particular circumstances and, at certain times, are able to render it incombustible, hence luminous, or capable of rising above the ground, capable of altering their facial features and other physical characteristics (usually during a mediumistic seance, in an incorporated trance), capable of ubiquity (appearing elsewhere, proving they are real and not at all ghosts), capable of dematerialising themselves to re-materialise elsewhere.

Consideration of all these parapsychic phenomena leads one to think that human beings can develop not only paranormal perceptive faculties (as we have seen), but also those of direct paranormal action of the mind over matter.

All this will become possible thanks to suitable mental techniques, to be first of all applied to the transformation of oneself and one’s own psychophysical personality.

The personality must be entirely remodelled at all levels, also material, physical and corporeal. It should be recreated according to a directive, a project, arising from its most intimate dimension.

Around the Self, acknowledged and constituted as the real centre of the personality, psycho-synthesis, and with it all analogous and complementary techniques, are addressed at integrating the whole personality at all levels.

Placing the Self at the centre of the personality means living life at a higher level. And to become capable of living this better quality and more elevated life the entire personality needs to be reorganised, remodelled.

In his own centre, which is the Self, a person finds his own refuge. It is a good idea the person to take refuge there now and again in what is his own bastion and his most personal domain.

He will return there everyday to confirm himself, to consolidate himself with the help of special mental exercises for concentration.

The centre of the human personality is like the ideal, immobile centre of a wheel which turns around itself as in a vortex.

In his own centre a person finds rest and refuge from all external influences. Ursula Markham explains that in the centre of himself a person finds his own model, his own inner face.

It is this inner face that we need to regulate, to programme our new face, in peaceful ad harmonious conditions. This is Hypnothink’s objective, that Markham presents and to which he dedicates his book that has the same title.

Once established what we really wish to be, we can try to intimately implement this transformation. It consists in enacting a mental operation that is particularly delicate.

One must have an objective and pursue it with necessary perseverance. And yet, to achieve the wished for transformation, it is best to rely not so much on one’s will but rather on one’s imagination.

As R. N. Shrout observes, according to Emile Coué the imagination is stronger than the will; hence, every time that these two elements are in conflict it is the imagination that invariably wins! 

For example, as long as our imagination sees fattening foods as desirable, it will be hard for willpower to induce us to persevere with a diet that avoids them systematically. When the will manages to show them to us as visibly fattening, or artificial or unhealthy, only then will it allow us to really abstain from eating them. To succeed it is necessary for the will and the imagination to act together.

Advice provided by Markham on this subject is also the following: “Remember that will-power does not enter into this process at all. Imagination is the key”..

This does not mean that willpower should not be determined. What we are proposing is effectively “self-hypnosis”, says Markham. We do this however “on a non-hypnotic level”. 
The level one works at is one at which the person, although immersed in a sort of self-hypnotic sleep, is however perfectly awake. At this level willpower acts in totally lucidity and total self-control: in other words, here willpower knows exactly what it wants.

Will power must know what it wants and must know how to want. It must also want powerfully. If wanting self-sacrifice it must want it with the greatest generosity.

The imagination is extremely powerful, but that is not all: it is an instrument used by willpower to achieve its objectives. These are objectives that must be stated clearly with the greatest determination.

It is the will that formulates the plans to be pursued. These are plans that must be very extremely clear.

Images too must be very clearly and precisely formulated in every detail (but with a warning that they must never be changed into pure abstract concepts).

Images must not only be clear, but also certain. There is no room for mistakes, or for even envisaging a crisis. No doubts must weaken the conviction that what one wants will happen, and in fact is already happening, already maturing fully.

There must be no difference between the imagination and reality. What is imagined, however objectively unreal it may be, is subjectively extremely real. This is the secret of self-hypnosis’ success; this is its transforming power.

One should bear in mind too what Jesus Christ said about the determined act of faith that must follow a request for a favour: “Therefore I tell you, all that you ask for in prayer, believe that you will receive it and it shall be yours” (Mk 11, 24). And the words mentioned just before this are even stronger: “Amen, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, 'Be lifted up and thrown into the sea', and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it shall be done for him” (11, 23).

The remodelling of the personality musk take place following a certain idea, according to a certain model, with the person intimately convinced of its goodness.

In the scenes elaborated by the imagination, the person must see himself in action, must see himself personally involved. “See yourself feeling, thinking, acting the way you suggest”, advises Shrout.

Sofrology too invites us to imagine a positive situation in which we are personally involved. This consists in observing ourselves while we live this scene.

This will be the scene of what will happen this evening when we go to sleep so as to experience immediate and calm sleep. Or, in the case of a man needing to recover his motor faculties impaired after an accident, this can consist in imagining what will happen two or three months later when he will once again be able to move freely.

Markham also advises those preparing a speech to visualise it in images. The brain, he says, is better prepared to remember images than words. So it is best that a person preparing a speech should not just put the words in order, but visualise himself in the mimics and gestures that will accompany his verbal expressions.

In imaging oneself as the actor on a stage, the person will have a clearer idea of himself. He will define his inner face. This concept that each person has of himself must be preserved, defended and strengthened.

Shrout observes that to modify behaviour one must first of all know what idea a person has of himself: actually we can be sure that, unless the concept of self is changed, the behaviour will not change.

What each person chooses to be must correspond to what he really is in the fullness of his potentialities. Whatever the manner in which he has become fulfilled, everyone had many opportunities, perhaps hidden ones: everyone has many potentialities for improving. And can and must rely on this.

Anyway, what the ego decides to be cannot differ excessively from what it actually is. If this should be the case, the objective would run the risk of being far too abstract and remote and therefore difficult to achieve.

It is up to the person’s conscious part to hold the helm, steering situations and defining the objectives. The task must be then entrusted to the imagination.

This is how Assagioli formulates the fundamental facts and laws of imaginative activity: “Every image contains a motor impulse”.

In other words, he continues, mental images tend to give rise to physical emotions and their corresponding actions.

The time has come for this immense power of the imagination to also be used for constructive reasons. Hence psycho-synthesis cultivates it using the “visualisation technique” which is the preliminary training needed to then use other techniques.

At this point Assagioli observes that every movement requires an image that precedes it, hence visualisation is necessary for action.

Imagination is what more than anything else acts on the psyche, and through it on somatic components”. Markham says that this is the basis of hypnotism.

In the most profound dimension of our psyche each level is obviously of a psychic nature. The psyche never acts or reacts mechanically, but always in a more or less autonomous and spontaneous manner however conditioned it may be.

This means that each level always reacts in some autonomous manner. No level of profundity of our psyche is ever involved through a simple mechanical solicitation. The psyche can only be influenced.

Concentration must be suggested to the unconscious above all when it emerges in a self-hypnotic trance and thereby is more receptive to the suggestions we intend to provide it with.

These are however always influences that the unconscious accepts in an autonomous way, and to which it could also prove to be less sensitive. Rather than providing orders one should offer the unconscious suggestions.

So that they are effective, the suggestions proposed to the unconscious must be precisely suggestive. The unconscious must be as if enchanted by them.

Meditation is a suggestion offered to the unconscious so that it may accept it, assimilate it and make it its own.

It is a suggestion we give to the unconscious. As mentioned, the suggestion must be really suggestive, so as to work effectively. To do so it must be expressed in an incisive manner, and one however that impresses the imagination and works on some component of our affectivity.

The unconscious is a sort of boyish character; if we wish to obtain something from it, we must address it not so much using rational arguments, but rather acting on the imaginative, affective and emotional sphere.

This does not mean at all that one should tell the unconscious any old fairytale to influence it in any direction.

The direction in which we have agreed to act is that of the personality’s real growth in the most positive sense possible. That is what we must strive for, striking the right chords of the soul and the unconscious psyche, using the most suitable pedagogy.

The unconscious must be educated in its own way, bearing in mind that it is certainly the personality’s most immature and incurably childish part. Human nature is made that way and for the moment cannot be changed.

Using the visualisation technique, psycho-synthesis tends to free the imagination when it is repressed, and develop it when it is lacking, to discipline it when it is exuberant. It tends above all to use it in harmony with all other functions.

If visualisation means reproducing or creating images and maintaining them clear in all their details for the inner eye, it is also possible to evoke “sound images”.

Using the “sound evocation technique” one can mentally listen again to both noises and sounds made by nature and those made by human beings: one can evoke the whispering of the wind in a pine forest or music played on a piano.

One can therefore, for example, recreate intimately sounds of nature or musical motifs that calm the person. And, on the contrary, neutralise bothersome noises that do exist in reality, and exclude them from consciousness.

Psycho-synthesis also envisages a technique for developing willpower. Those who are ill often say they have no willpower; but effectively there is no human being who does not have some, even if only a little. And it is on this small reserve of willpower that one must work to increase the person’s will until it becomes strong and tenacious.

So in practice what should one do? Assagioli suggests that the person should relax, to then imagine the negative consequences of his own apathy.

Using an analogous technique, he suggests the person should abandon himself to imagining the positive consequences that might arise from strengthened willpower.

The effect of this dual technique will be a taking shape within this person of positive feelings: a desire to achieve certain objectives, an impulse to get to work, if possible even immediately.

The effect resulting from these visualisations can be strengthened by encouraging and heartening books, for example also biographies of men and women who have achieved a great deal with their constructive willpower. 

It can be very helpful to re-read, mark and copy down certain expressions, to put in the written form one’s objectives, decisions and the results one begins to obtain.

Just as gymnastics helps develop the body’s muscles, one can analogously pursue psychic development by using the gymnastics of willpower at every opportunity.

One can train by undertaking “pointless” action that will however serve as exercise to gradually improve.

There are thousands of opportunities even in everyday life for training oneself to dominate one’s reactions.

By working on the little one has, one can develop it so and gradually increase it to the extent that this is possible.

Psycho-synthesis envisages techniques not only for developing the various mental faculties, but to evoke serenity, to conform oneself to an ideal model, and also for the transmutation and sublimation of sexual energy, or using symbols for educational therapeutic and self-forming reasons to cure oneself with music and so on. This varied subject is also addressed in the often-mentioned book entitled Principi e metodi della psicosintesi terapeutica (Principles and methods of therapeutic psycho-synthesis).

Thomas explains that steered images can have an effect on a person’s inner balance and development and, in some cases, also have a therapeutic effect.

Here are some examples: “I imagine a square” or “I see two entwined wedding rings” or also “I see a seed transformed into a tree that stands up to storms”.

“I am playing ping-pong with a girl” is for example the exercise requested of a young man suffering from neurotic shyness.

“I break-in a wild horse and then I ride it” is a symbolic exercise for physical self-discipline.

“I am cast adrift in a stormy sea, / but I find a cliff and hang on to it” is a symbolic scene for safety when in danger that can infuse a sense of protection and trust.

The same author speaks of how to apply autogenic training for pain and insomnia, for the correct functioning of various of the body’s organs, to ensure a successful pregnancy, to dominate anxiety and fear of an audience, to free oneself from obsessive syndromes or other various forms of dependence, for normalising one’s sexuality, for improving learning and easily passing one’s exams, for eliminating depression and preventing suicide.

In addition to autogenic training addressed at these and similar objectives there exists however another kind of autogenic training called “of a superior degree”.

We had mentioned this is Chapter IV, with regard to Schultz, the conceiver of autogenic training, who was the first to think of this “superior cycle” defining its various parts. According to Schultz this involves total command of the exercises in the “inferior cycle”, discussed more in detail.

The superior cycle should be undertaken at the right time, when one is mature and after totally assimilating the results of the inferior one. The person is entrusted to a doctor with the necessary confidence with psychoanalytical techniques. This cycle leads the person to a deepening of that hypnoid state allowing him to penetrate the profounder layers of his unconscious. 

The person will have to learn to only look inwards and upwards, as if staring at something in that direction, opposite his forehead at a distance of about 25-30 centimetres.

Bernt Hoffmann observes that ever since very ancient times such a position of the eyes was used to achieve a lasting state of concentrated immersion over a short period of time: this convergence of the eyeballs activates directly a cerebral physiological mechanism. 

This is confirmed by experiments carried out on animals. The same author also observes that the loss of tone, the immobilisation and tightening of the field of consciousness are the direct reflexes of the convergence of the eyeballs, whether this is “animal hypnosis”, staring hypnosis in human beings, or a strengthening of autogenic commutation.

Having therefore deepened the hypnoid state, the person can concentrate better on real objects first, and then on abstract ones and encourage the unconscious to provide answers also about the meaning of life.

Klaus Thomas in turn develops autogenic training at a superior level dedicating to this subject the last chapter of his book. The subject here is “spiritual exercises” or “meditation”. It consists in training oneself to intimately perceive colours, then real objects and later also abstract values.

These abstract values can also be perceived through symbols that take shape spontaneously in the mind’s eyes. These abstract values can be perceived also through thoughts that appear in the mind in an equally spontaneous manner as soon as the person hears that certain value named or concentrates on it.

Higher-level training also includes exercises for forming the character, for getting to know oneself better, for better becoming fulfilled in a harmonious, ideal and optimal manner.

It also includes dreams that are not exactly spontaneous, but direct, to be dreamt remaining vigilant (rêves éveillés dirigés), as Desoille calls them.

There is for example a dream about descending to the bottom of the sea and another about climbing to the top of a mountain.

In the course of these ‘“dreams” one can have many experiences that enrich the person, or that make it possible for him to unload his aggressiveness, or more in general they temper and fortify him in a manner similar to how the same experiences would do if really lived.

The “totally free images” are part of “autogenic imaging” with which the subject tries to discover the origins of his various traumas, asking the psyche questions and suggesting that it should provide answers through images.

There are then also “partially free images (hence partially directed) of a profounder knowledge of the I” and the “super-I”.

One can also have a “partially free vision of images of aesthetic values” in which, having intimately visualised a certain image, one asks oneself what it suggests.

One can finally also have, “directed images”, also for therapeutic reasons.

As in part previously mentioned, all this can be useful for identifying inner conflicts and fundamental tasks, to neutralise aggressiveness, to form the character, to deepen self-awareness etc., leaving aside the psychoanalytical interpretation of dreams.

Sound evocation can be usefully combined with visualisations and the training of willpower, attention, concentration and observation.

Here it is the hemisphere of the brain that works, and it is thus that the mind’s faculties, as well as its capability to dominate the body, will be incredibly strengthened.


See U. Markham, Hypnothink, Thorsons, Wellinborough, Northamptonshire, 1985; R. N. Shrout, Self-Improvement through Self-Hypnosis (cited in ch. 4); H. Boon and Y. Davrou, Relaxez-vous par la sophrologie (cited in ch. 4); Y. Davrou and J. C. Macquet, Guide pratique de la sophrologie (cited in ch. 4); R. Assagioli, Principi e metodi della psicosintesi terapeutica (Principles and methods of the therapeutical psycho-synthesis) (cited in § 6); K. Thomas, Praxis des Autogenes Training: Selbsthypnose nach I. H. Schultz (Practice of autogenic training: Self-hypnosis according I. H. S.) (cited in § 21); R. Shone, Creative visualization, Thorsons, Wellinborough 1984; D. J. Schwartz, The magic of thinking big, Excalibur, Wellingborough 1959; L. Chertok, Hypnosis, Pergamon, New York 1966; F. Granone, Trattato di ipnosi (A treatise on hypnosis) Boringhieri, Turin 1983; B. H. Hoffmann, Handbuch des autogenen Trainings : Grundlagen, Technik, Anwendung (cited in ch. 4). 
32.   Repetition to also be used 

        for the same objective 

        is equally effective

So that an idea can really have an effect on the unconscious, it must, if possible, be proposed through an image, and in all cases in the most suggestive and attractive form.

So that a phrase really has an effect on the unconscious, it must be brief, snappy and sententious, not only, but also even rhythmic.

Actually it is a good idea if the words rhyme or, at least, have a singsong effect.

The often-mentioned book by Thomas provides us with an extremely varied quantity of phrases to repeat in the course of training. These are called “formulas of intentions”.

The following are a series of those formulas, used simply as very generalised exemplification of the various uses that autogenic training enacts at the various levels it works at.

One should take note of the rhythm, the rhyming, the assonances (that is repetition of the same vowels even if the consonants vary), alliterations (repetitions of the same consonants, or more in general letters, or syllabuses). This all helps to provide the phrase with the rhythm we will then try and match to our breathing and, if possible, to the heartbeat precisely so that the vibration of the words is integrated to the maximum with the vibration within our whole being.

The first example among those I have chosen to quote here is a phrase to repeat to oneself in a self-hypnotic trance, emphasising certain vowels, to obtain inner calm and maintain it in spite of any disturbing noise: “All sounds make my calm even deeper”.

To fight insomnia: “After the training I fall asleep, / I sleep heavily, at length and calmly”.

For toothache: “My right jaw / feels cool and does not hurt”.

Adapting to temperature: “My hands remain pleasantly warm".

Oculistics:
“The eyes see well, / they perceive everything”.

Seasickness: “I am indifferent to / the rolling of the boat”.

Gynaecology, pregnancy: “Calm and blessed / I am expecting my child”.

Obsessive syndromes: “Watching people drink / leaves me indifferent”. “Cigarettes / fall from my hands”. The adoption of this last formula has produced the actual result that at a certain point the cigarette really fell from his hands every time the person picked one up.

Love and sexuality: “I feel self-confident with girls / I am relaxed and calm”. And also: “I am a real male, / I know I am capable”. And finally: “I am and I remain calm, / I care nothing about being jealous”.

Intellectual efforts: “I like studying"; “I work with profit / I am calm and satisfied”; “Memory holds”; “Studying for an exam / is easy and beautiful”.

Character formation: “I am seriously committed”; “I act firmly / calmly and with self-confidence”; “I care about others”; “My reason guides me”.

To find the courage to face life: “Life gives joy”; “Guilt is atoned, / peace had returned”; “I look to the future / with faith and joy".

The following phrases can instead be negative: “I am totally indifferent to all noises”: such a suggestion often results in the person hearing even the softest and most distant sounds immediately and for days and weeks afterwards, sounds that he did not notice previously.

The second example is referred to an obsessive syndrome, such as constantly making calculations (arithmo-mania). It has been observed that a negative formula such as “I do not calculate” had no favourable results, obtained instead using a slightly different formula expressing instead an idea of freedom (“I don’t give a damn about...” or “I am very calm and free from...”).

This applies to a broad range of compulsive ideas for which channelling the obsession towards a far more positive idea seems very helpful.

Third example. To cure one’s own deviation, a homosexual used to repeat the phrase: “Men are totally / indifferent to me”. This however had the undesirable side effect of making him apathetic at work. He was greatly helped by adopting a revised and corrected formula “men are sexually / indifferent to me”.

We have seen that so as to work on the unconscious effectively, a phrase must be incisive in that certain way we have tried to define.

This does not mean at all that any phrase corresponding to these incisive characteristics will be equally suitable.

It is very obvious that the contents of the phrase chosen must be positive. But that is not enough: the phrase must also be suitable in its specific formulation.

It is precisely due to the great effectiveness a phrase can have that one must pay great attention to formulating it correctly. A mistake made in this sense could have negative results for the very reason that each word is effective as such.

While those same mistakes confirm the great effectiveness of repetition, it is also very clear how, used correctly, it can help us transform the personality at all levels in the most positive way possible.

See the bibliography of chapter 4.

Part VIII

HUMANKIND’S ASCESIS AND TRANSFORMATION

33.   Human beings feel the need to renounce oneself and all egotism 

        to be transformed into a pure vehicle for divine manifestation 

        hence into God’s “angel”, God’s man, into a “saint”

       This is achieved through an ascesis 

       that cannot but be extremely exacting

       Such an ascesis (from the Greek áskesis: “exercise”) 

       can of course make use of psychic techniques 

       but it basically arises from an ardent love 

       for the Divinity that becomes offering and total oblation

Nowadays there is great interest for religion, as well as, generally speaking, for anything concerning the occult and metaphysical-sacred dimensions of reality. There is still however rejection, revulsion, a vast desert of no interest, for ascesis, although it plays such a fundamental role in the religious phenomenon.

Such blindness with regard to such an important factor, inevitably ends up by restricting both the vision one may have of the religious phenomenon, and our potential religious commitment.

The idea of ascesis must definitely be “reviewed”. This is what I will now try and do with rather limited means; rather with the wish to understand it better.

A better understanding will help me clarify for myself, and not only for myself, but also to state for others the meaning of things, that effectively appear very harsh for so-called modern man’s mentality, and in spite of everything must have a meaning that really cannot be ignored. 

Let us begin by defining ascesis. We are here interested in a religious definition. And also a definition of ascesis in the word’s strictest sense.

We will draw inspiration from the Dizionario Enciclopedico di Spiritualità (Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Spirituality), published by the Catholic publishing house Studium. We can expect a “Christian” definition; but if we then carefully address what we are offered, we can observe that it could be adapted to any religious tradition. It is sufficient to replace the word “God” with the more generic one of “divinity” and the word “Christian” with the word man.

This is the definition: “Ascesis, or asceticism, in current spiritual language, means the personal and difficult effort that, supported by God’s grace, Christians must make to achieve supernatural perfection”.

Effort and difficult: these are two words that, associated precisely to emphasise the hardship of this effort, are inevitably unpleasing and almost incomprehensible to the ears of so many people nowadays.

One still admits, for a little longer, that work may involve a difficult effort; and quite correctly all is done to render it less alienating and as interesting as possible and also as less unpleasant as possible: by removing all that may appear to be rather like pónos, to use a Greek word, that is work seen as exertion and toil and punishment, also totally eliminating biblical sweat from the brow.

If everyone (trade-unionists included) admits that work can also involve making an effort, one becomes far less receptive to the idea that studying too is hard work. This, it is said, should be a something undertaken thanks to spontaneous interest and the free joy arising from creativity.

Such studying without... ascesis, has however the defect of not preparing the young correctly to the clash with real life, which will inevitably turn out to be far more “ascetic” than expected.

A school without ascesis simply only continues the education without ascesis recommended by contemporary pedagogies nowadays, to avoid traumas with consequences considered negative for the personality’s development.

We do not doubt the seriousness of the problems posed by many pedagogists or the legitimacy of their requirements. One must however ask oneself whether their vision is not a little unilateral and incomplete and whether there is not something that escapes them, something that on the contrary was considered of the utmost importance by all those who lived in previous eras as well as the most important representatives of philosophy and spirituality in all eras that preceded our own since the beginning of time.

One wonders whether our psychologists, pedagogists, educators etc. are neglecting the value of things about which it is difficult to think that so many people were together mistaken during such a long time almost due to a collective hallucination.

I refer here to the value of commitment, of hard work, and also to the degree of sacrifice we are personally prepared to make of our Kantian “sensitive inclinations”.

I also wish to refer to the importance of being ready to commit ourselves also to those things we are not at the time interested in, or that we do not feel like doing.

I am also alluding to the value and the impact that a degree of strictness inevitable has in educating real men (viri and not simply homines) and real women (dominae and not simply feminae).

The need to become used to enduring not only a little opposition, but also a little physical pain, already from childhood, was neither an extolling of pain, nor a sadomasochistic requirement. Such a requirement was perceived from pre-historical times until a few decades ago. This also avoided an excessive lack of preparation due to which some are overwhelmed if pricked by a pin, or commit suicide if reproached, or take drugs when discovering all of a sudden that the world is what it is.

There is, on one hand, the need not to cause those famous traumas, especially in fragile personalities during the early stages of growth; however, there is also the need not to bring up spineless, spoilt and bored adolescents, receiving all they want and yet always dissatisfied, adolescents who end up by holding in contempt those same educators who did all they could to gratify them in every possible way, without ever really educating them, providing no nourishment for the spirit and without ever providing any ideals really worth living for.

Far from one excluding the other, these two conflicting requirements must after all become integrated for the formation of a complete man and still await a synthesis.

If these summarised remarks are not wrong, there is also a need for - let us say - a little ascesis precisely so as to live, to live as men and women, and before that, to be educated to become men and women in the best possible sense.

This first conclusion, if correct, can already open the way to understanding that an application of ascesis to religious life is not, after all, so totally absurd.

We cannot continue to keep ourselves amused with religion, if we authentically choose it. Religious life, on the contrary, involves a complete inner commitment, the dialectics of life and rebirth; and it also requires all our commitment, when not also forms of what can be authentic heroism.

It is very interesting to remember what the Gospel says on this subject. One of the very first events in Jesus’ public life, after his baptism, was the long fast he underwent in the solitude of the desert (Mt 4, 1-11; Mk 1, 12-13; Lk 4, 1-13).

This is a form of ascesis from which, among other things, Christ’s humanity drew particular strength as well as from extensive praying. This was why Jesus, after freeing a boy from a devil his disciples had been unable to drive out, explained to them that: “This kind can only come out through prayer and fast” (Mk 9, 29; see Mt 17, 21).

Although he enjoyed good meals and joyful company and therefore although he avoided all gloomy ostentation of asceticism and any whiny sulkiness, Jesus was very clear when he said: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road broad that leads to destruction, and those who enter through it are many. How narrow the gate and constricted the road that leads to life. And those who find it are few!” (Mt 7, 13-14).

There are strange dialectics in spiritual life, indicating that it is only by renouncing ourselves that we can discover real life, and by discovering it for ourselves we can spread it all around irradiating it from our renewed being. What is generally asked of us is an initiation death (with its highest symbol in baptism); at times however one can be required a real death, the supreme testimony provided by sacrificing one’s life.

One should always however bear in mind Christ’s other words: “I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; but if it dies, it produces much fruit. Whoever loves his life, loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will preserve it for eternal life” (Jn 12, 24-25).

Initially this idea of “hatred” one must have for one’s own life may seem strange, as for one’s relatives when they are an obstacle to a vocation (Jesus seems have a personal experience of this), as well as those limbs of the body and for one’s own sensitive nature in general when these too resist and request gratifications in the opposite sense.

All this “hatred” for the reality we are so attached to, in turn brings to mind the idea of the violence we necessarily inflict on ourselves to be able to detach ourselves from all this. Perhaps to then recover it all in the end (and even obtain a hundred times more) but with a different attitude and in a different context.

This perhaps is the key to understanding another rather mysterious passage from the Gospel stating that says about the kingdom of heaven: “The kingdom of heaven suffers violence and the violent are taking it by force” (Mt 11, 12).

The apostle Paul clarifies very well the reasons justifying ascesis. He begins by stating a fact that appears to firstly refer to his personal experience: “What I do, I do not understand. For I do not do what I want, but I do what I hate... Now if I do what I do not want, I concur that the law is good... So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. So, then, I discover the principle that when I want to do right, evil is at hand. For I take delight in the law of God, in my inner self, Miserable one that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7, 15-24).

Another idea in direct continuity with the aforementioned passage from the Letter to the Romans, can be found in the one to the Galatians: “For the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; these are opposed to each other, so that you may not do what you want” (Gal 5, 17).

Different are the directions in which the different fruits profoundly act. There is no need to remember here that, according to Paul, “the flesh” is not at all a synonym for the body, but should be identified with a certain tendency for evil, that although deeply-rooted with the body, is however an obstacle to the movements of the spirit and of grace.

The fruits of the spirit are charity, joy, peace, tolerance, benignity, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, and temperance. The fruits of the flesh are fornication, impurity, dissoluteness, idolatry, magic, enemies, fights, jealousies, rage, rivalry, disagreements, factions, envy, drunkenness, orgies and so on (ibid., 19-23).

There is enough here to understand the clear contrast inevitably present between the two so different and opposite tendencies and their natural state of conflict.

Those who through self-analysis see things in far less dramatic terms have certainly been provided with a far less impervious nature, that allows itself to be modelled by grace easily, gently, without opposing resistance and without intimate conflicts: these are the "beautiful souls” Schiller spoke of.

One can also see that there are human natures that are happier and others that are more difficult and unpleasant. A more accurate investigation however strengthens the suspicion that many men and women, who do not experience such inner conflicts, do not experience them precisely because they do not even address the problem of opposing the impulses of the flesh.

There flesh suits them perfectly well, and the voice of the Spirit reaching them is so weakened and changed through their sensitive channels that all that remains is a generic religious itch, easily dealt with other kinds of itch coming from other sources. Hence, the little that remains of the Spirit’s intimate voice speaks so softly that the person may remain under the illusion that the impulses of the flesh are in a sense justified and welcome. 

Real ascetics and mystics often warn us about what appear to be impulses of the spirit and are instead disguised impulses of the flesh, when these are not even inspirations coming from negative, diabolical forces.

There is then also in human beings an entire unconscious mechanism of gratifications and compensations due to which the person, often frustrated by life, feels coaxed and comforted and approved in certain of his tendencies, in certain of his desires that are really not confessable, in certain of his aspirations and ambitions.

Such a person might perhaps end up by being under the illusion that the divinity approves his deeds, and even inspires him. At times he may be under the illusion that he is the instrument chosen by the divinity for the highest of tasks.

All this may take place within him without him feeling the tiniest need to change, to improve; he is already perfect, the divinity itself expresses itself perfectly in him.

Nonetheless the conflict between the flesh and the spirit appears to exist in an inevitable and non-eliminable manner. Those who have not yet embarked upon a certain journey ignore its tribulations; but authentic religious people, those who are saints, become aware of them as they progressively proceed. Hence they increasingly become aware of their condition as sinners, of our shared condition as sinners, a concept and a word that many conformists smile at. These people believe they know things better just because they nourish and satisfy a little very generic religious curiosity and aspiration by reading a few books and chatting about. 

The saint who becomes more saintly while feeling he is more of a sinner, certainly does not achieve this by continuing to follow the path of sin; the contrary if anything is true!

Hence the real thinker, the real and great artist etc. appear increasingly problematic and dissatisfied with their development, while the people satisfied with themselves, dogmatic, basically incapable of any improvement, remain mediocre artists, not very critical philosophers and more in general what we call small-time people and who can also be such within a religious framework. 

There is an undeniable conflict between the impulses of the spirit and grace and those of nature, of the flesh. Perceived in this Pauline sense, the flesh is something that needs to be identified and confronted.

No one is saying that the flesh must always and necessarily be seen as an enemy, and addressed harshly face to face. Various techniques can be adopted. One can try and act on the unconscious using yogic techniques or suggestion or self-hypnosis, autogenic training and similar means. These are subjects we have already addressed.

Those with bad habits, especially mental ones, should be advised not to linger on them excessively, continuously worrying about them; they should, on the contrary, let them go, addressing other matters, worrying about far more interesting and attractive things.

What must never be lacking in all cases is a precise diagnosis, calling things with their own name, acknowledging the real negativity of certain tendencies as far as our spiritual progress is concerned, deciding to eliminate those tendencies at their roots.

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 ways and the means of ascesis; and is always however considered the work of grace, the supreme gratuitous initiative of the divine Spirit to which ascesis is simply called upon to cooperate.

In one way or another one must mortify certain sensitive inclinations. Mortifying, dying and death are words the common Latin root of which sounds unpleasant.
This, at least in part, explains the terror humankind has for the sacred, although attracted by it: hence the sacred appears simultaneously as fascinans and tremendum, according to the terminology used by Rudolf Otto (The Sacred, chapters IV and VII).

What we have said also to a certain extent explains a characteristic attitude due to which many people, and entire religious traditions, have interacted with the sacred while also keeping themselves at a distance. One should bear in mind those that van der Leeuw calls the “religions of distancing” (Religion in essence and manifestation, 90).

Finally, it also explains the numerous and various attempts human beings make to tame what is sacred, imprisoning it and only allowing what is sufficient for their own use and gratification to transpire.

It seems that we human beings love and also fear what is sacred, just like fire that can warm but also burn us if we allow the flames to get to close to us. If however we find the courage - or it is given to us - to bear the initiation test totally, we will experience that initiation death is only the death of the “old man” within us. What is burned is only the ensemble of our negativities, which prevent each of us from becoming fulfilled as a “new man”, as a man elevated above what is human, a deified man.

The adoption of certain techniques to act on the unconscious in a more direst, safe and scientific manner, can eliminate a great deal of useless suffering from the ascesis and may also work as a short-cut; there is however no doubt that, in one way or the other, those seriously wishing to follow the religious path must renounce many things. They must renounce their egocentric and egoistic nature. This is a "death" to oneself that cannot only be sweet, if nothing else due to the preservation instinct of a flesh that wishes for anything but death, and, consciously or unconsciously, will use all its resources to survive at any price.

Whether with or without help from an anaesthetist, the surgeon always uses violence on the patient. And this same doctor prescribes the drugs that, at least at some microscopic level, end up by exercising to some extent a violent and lethal effect.

There is no escaping death, not even in this religious framework in which one is obliged to experience an initiation. Baptismal death if pursuing authentic rebirth, if one wishes to achieve real life in a very different dimension.

It is thus that one should address Paul’s exhortation to die with Christ and be reborn with him and in him. Christians in fact await resurrection with Christ since they already died with him: “We know”, wrote the apostle in his Letter to the Romans, “that our old self was crucified with him, so that our sinful body might be done away with, that we might no longer be in slavery to sin” (Rom 6, 6). And that is why “if we have grown into union with him through a death like his, we shall also be united with him in the resurrection” (ibid., 5).
This is the framework in which the invitation to mortification acquires its full value: “Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and the greed that is idolatry” (Col 3, 5). Mortification consists in making “no provision for the desires of the flesh” (Rom 13, 14). However it appears that renouncing to blandish and spoil the body is not enough; one must also be hard on it.

Neither masochism, nor extolling pain (as previously mentioned). Paul compares the Christian ascetic to an athlete, with a happy image that must have been familiar to the Corinthians, who were passionate spectators of the Isthmian Games: “...Every athlete exercises discipline in every way. They do it to win a perishable crown, but we an imperishable one. Thus I do not run aimlessly; I do not fight as if I were shadowboxing, No, I drive my body and train it, for fear that, after having preached to others, I myself should be disqualified” (1 Cor 9, 25-27).

I have attempted to describe the idea Jesus himself must have had as far as ascesis is concerned. Then, although only outlining it, I tried to describe the development this idea underwent in Paul’s mind. I have therefore considered the Christian idea of ascesis through its original inspiration. At this point I could skip a millennium and a half to mention how ascesis was perceived by John of the Cross, a supreme mystic and a doctor of the Church, whose mystic theology remains a compulsory reference point, I believe, for anyone wishing to study these subjects in greater depth, even beyond any confessional division.

The soul, says John of the Cross, cannot belong entirely to God, it cannot be joined with Him in “spiritual marriage” if it has not yet purified itself in its “sensitive” and also in its “spiritual parts”.

This dual purification is entrusted to ascesis, hence to the person’s active commitment, only initially and only understanding ascesis as cooperation with divine grace, since it is fundamentally thanks to grace that purification takes place.

This is not the place for analysing the theology of the great Spanish mystic. Nor is it suitable for analysing what he called the two “nights” (the “dark night of the senses” and the “dark night of the spirit”). Nor is it suitable for remembering the ideal itinerary he traces for the soul really wishing to progress.

The soul must strip itself totally and mortify itself entirely until, no longer seduced by the appetites and the senses, or by spiritual powers (intellect, memory, willpower), and no longer confiding in any kind of human support, it may achieve its perfection. This cannot take place in any other manner if not by placing oneself in God’s hands with full abandonment and in a pure attitude of faith.

Such a progressive detachment of the soul from its sensitive and spiritual appetites is achieved through man’s ascetic cooperation in an initiative that remains fundamentally divine.

This detachment is not only necessary, but also very painful. Actually it requires considerable willpower: John of the Cross writes: “The attainment of so high a state of perfection as that for which the soul here aims, which is spiritual marriage, requires the purification of all the imperfections, rebellions, and imperfect habits of the lower part, which, by being stripped of the old self, is surrendered and made subject to the higher part; but a singular fortitude and a very sublime love are also needed for so strong and intimate an embrace from God. For in this state the soul obtains not only a very lofty purity and beauty but also an amazing strength because of the powerful and intimate bond effected between God and her by means of this union” (Spiritual canticle, notes above verses XX and XXI).

This passage of the Spiritual canticle can be a very incisive premise that gives real meaning to the three other passages by the great Carmelite, which I would like to quote now, taking them from the Living Flame of Love.

“Tribulations are necessary”, says the first passage, “just as a superior quality liqueur is poured only into a sturdy flask that is prepared and purified. By these trials the sensory part of the soul is purified and strengthened, and the spiritual part is refined, purged, and disposed” (II, 21 [25]).

Second passage: “By means of the toils in which God places the spirit and the sense, the soul acquires solid virtues, vigour and perfection with bitter nourishment, because virtue is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor 12, 9) and becomes refined with the practice of suffering: iron cannot turn out to be consistent with the crafstman’s idea, without the use of fire and the hammer" (II, 22 [26]). 

And to complete this reference to John of the Cross, here is the third passage: “O souls who in spiritual matters desire to walk in security and consolation! If you but knew how much it behoves you to suffer in order to reach this security and consolation, and how without suffering you cannot attain to your desire but rather turn back, in no way would you look for comfort either from God or from creatures. You would instead carry the cross and, placed on it, desire to drink the pure gall and vinegar. You would consider it good fortune that, dying to this world and to yourselves, you would live to God in the delights of the spirit” (Il, 24 [28]).

The length of some of the quotations are caused by the difficulty in expressing the same ideas with the strength and incisive rigour of prose that arises from the personal experience of a great spiritual adventure. 

The saintly mystic doctor describes those intimate transformations as an act of God, in which the soul can only cooperate levelling the ground and access. This however does not diminish the importance of what John of the Cross wrote with regard to a positive assessment of ascesis, if it is true that the very essence of ascesis, even more than in its ways and techniques, dwells in the ascetic attitude, that is in the readiness to face the initiation test with great strength. One is well aware that this very difficult test requires great abnegation, generosity and courage.

After what we have said about ascesis in general, addressing it above all as an ascetic attitude, we can now go into greater detail. First of all I would like to remind you of the three sayings of the Fathers of the Desert. Questioned on the subject of the body, an elder said: “All wild animals, beasts, wolves and all other things, honour you if they are honoured; but the body of a human being, if treated nicely, will return evil for good”. 

The words of another ascetic, the abbot Moses, seem equally influenced by personal experience: “Four things generate passion: abundance of food and drink, sufficient sleep, laziness and playing, and also wearing elegant clothes”.

The third saying I wish to quote here is that of an elder living in Egypt who used to often say: “There is no shorter road than that of humility”.

This third comment too arises from experience, and one can observe how all three fundamentally consist in practical advice: do not treat the body well, to not eat, drink and sleep sufficiently, do not be lazy, do not play and do not worry about elegance, be humble (there could be many more exhortations of this kind), since the experience of persons committed to pursuing sanctity has proved amply that all those concessions to the flesh are effectively bad for spiritual progress, and, on the contrary, doing the opposite leads to good results.

Ascesis therefore has a practical importance. Just as it is impossible to obtain certain sporting results without adequate training, it seems equally impossible to adopt an ascetic attitude without following the advice that, arising from experience, is constantly confirmed.

This of course matters presupposing that all the spiritual objective pursued make sense and are important and, better still, are fundamental for the fulfilment of the person, and hence worth making so many sacrifices for.

Allow me to mention another element from Saint Francis’ Fioretti (ch. 49): Fra Giovanni della Verna, “being a child in this world, with all his heart wished for a life of penitence, which keeps pure the body and the soul” (the purity that is so fundamental for becoming a saint); “hence, since he was rather small, he started to wear a very severe hairshirt”.

“One must travel through the desert and also stay there to receive the grace of God”, wrote Father de Foucauld to a Trappist friend.

Michel Carrouges observes that, ever since he was employed as the man in charge of the convent’s sacristy and as a labourer, by the Clarisses of Nazareth and lived in a hut in the convent’s garden, Charles de Foucauld had chosen abjection even more than poverty.

But why? Here too there appears to be a practical reason: “Human beings”, wrote the aforementioned biographer, “are at time capable of despising riches and pleasure to take pride in their asceticism”. And what could be more practical in this sublime practice?

Carrouges also observes that the shortest route for reaching the last position consist in humiliations accepted with passion; and on this subject Saint Benedict Labre, the great vagabond, was happy to accept the repugnance of others and to feel despised and insulted; and then there was also Germain Nouveau, a poet and a friend of Verlaine and Rimbaud, who became a beggar and slept under the bridges in Paris.

It is obvious that this desire to be despised and insulted and slandered and unappreciated in every possible way is in this case not at all masochistic: it is simply the desire to take a shortcut to sanctity. The reason could be participation in the passion of a God who was unappreciated, despised and sentenced to the most atrocious and humiliating death. Here too there is a fundamental way of becoming united with the divinity, following what is a fundamental religious aspiration.

A small episode in the life of Saint Vincent Pallotti, who lived in Rome during the last century, shows us what a religious man’s real reaction can be confronting words that would profoundly disturb anyone else and that he instead welcomes as an opportunity for an ascetic exercise: one day, as a biographer of his has written, "for ministerial reasons, the priest was unable to be at Assembly on time. When met in the public street, he was loudly and bitterly reprimanded and also accused of hypocrisy. He could have justified himself in two words, but he chose to remain silent, and having arrived at [the church of] Santa Maria del Pianto, he thanked God for the humiliation bestowed upon him".
One could also remember Saint Vincent Pallotti’s need and desire to hide. The same biographer previously quoted observes that "giving glory to God, was, yes, his life’s objective, but without being seen by anyone but God and to be with Him without anyone noticing this".

Among possible ways of imitating Christ, Charles de Foucauld chose to imitate him during the thirty years of his hidden life in Nazareth. Saint Vincent de Paul, whose charitable work was so famous and had such influence that he received important appointments from the royal government of France, was an extremely reserved man.

This is also proved by the saint’s behaviour in the house of the de Gondis, where he lived as a tutor for a time: "Never present oneself to the general or the lady without them having asked for one; he never dared express an opinion about matters that did not concern him, unless specifically asked to, and with the exception of the hours devoted to educating the youngsters, he kept to his small room or went out to do charitable work". 

The life led by San Gabriele dell'Addolorata (that is Of Our Lady of Sorrows) as a Passionist student before dying when he was till very young was well suited to this ideal of a withdrawn life. His existence was extremely restricted, uniform and monotone, made even less visible "due to the great diligence he applied to keeping hidden from the eyes of people the great perfection of his virtue”. 

His biographer, Father Germano, also a Passionist, also observed the following about Saint Gabriel: “He was such an enemy of individuality that he followed an ordinary and common life, as established by our holy rules, knowing well that this was his real duty. He certainly did not lack a desire to do more, waiting with total abandonment for divine will to provide him with the ability”.

To return to the Fathers of the Desert, the collection of their saying and experiences from which I quoted the three sayings above provides in the Glossary, a definition of their greatly loved and practiced xeníteia: as Cristina Campo and Pietro Draghi notice, this means a “voluntary exile, embraced to better achieve the perfection of renunciation and the continuity of prayer. This can consist in a spiritual exile, xeníteia in the world, in a crowd. Silence. ‘Controlling one’s own mouth, this is the real xeníteia’ (Abba Titoe). Living in the world ‘like a man who does not exist'". 

The words in cursive clarify, also referred to this particular form of ascesis, its function, and its reason for being practised: it clarifies that this too is a means for achieving precise objectives. Just like in other forms of ascesis, there is a fundamental religious motivation in xeníteia.

It is true that, within the ambiguous complexity of the human soul and the unconscious, there can also mingle a desire to dissolve oneself dictated rather by weariness, together with the desire for comfortable and slothful mimicry and so on. These however are all elements that can coexist accidentally with xeníteia, they do not explain it, nor do they alter its irreducible essence, just as masochism does not explain ascesis and hysteria does not explain mystical phenomena.

Moving more realistically to the “sayings and experiences”, it is worth remembering that the “Abbot Agatone paid his own way and used great discretion, both in his work and his clothes. He wore... clothes that no one considered either too good or too bad”.

Such a suggestive idea of living within the world as a man who does not exist was expressed in the dialogue between two Fathers of the desert. The abbot Agheras went to abbot Poemen and said: “I have lived everywhere, but I found no respite. Where do you wish me to live?” The elder answered him: “There is no longer any desert. Go wherever there are many people, amidst the crowds, stay there and behave like a man who does not exist. There you will find supreme respite”.

Those living as if they do not exist become insensitive both to what can even hurt them greatly, and (as we shall now see) to what is liked, to what inspires and perhaps even excites sensitivity and its inclinations.

On this subject here is another dialogue: “Abbot Anthony predicted to abbot Amun: ‘You will progress greatly in the fear of God’. Then he led him outside his cell and showed him a stone: ‘Insult this stone’, he said, ‘and hit it without stopping’. When Amun had finished, Saint Anthony asked if the stone had answered in any way. ‘No’, said Amun. ‘Well! You also’, added the elder, ‘must achieve this perfection and think that no one offends you’”.

It is precisely in a such a context that also the mortification of sensitivity can reveal its meaning. San Gabriele dell'Addolorata willingly spoke of mortification with regard to mental prayer, saying: “The Lord at times says: ‘Mortify yourself in this, do not look at that object, to not listen to those words, do not gratify that curiosity, because it could be an impediment to holy prayers’; and if we do not mortify ourselves, we do not succeed in mental prayer".

Saint Gabriel’s biographer, whom I have quoted on a number of occasions, Father Germano, was also the spiritual guide and the first biographer of saint Gemma Galgani, the girl from Lucca who for years worked as a maid for the well-off bourgeois and numerous Giannini family, to then die young at the age of twenty-four at the beginning of this century. This first biography of Saint Gemma tells us that “the mortification of her senses was continuous and extremely severe".

Let us provide a few details. Gemma wore very modest clothes indeed. She never complained about being cold or hot, or about any worries or discomforts, and not even about the serious and tormented illnesses she suffered from.

With no affectation she kept her eyes lowered, controlling all curiosities; this above all “due to a special vow she made one day when in church she found herself staring, for a moment, at the hairstyle of a child sitting next to her”. On that occasion “she became so enraged with herself for this reason she almost considered a crime, that she decided to never intentionally look at anyone of this world again”. So “from that day on those innocent eyes remained closed and subject to her will”.

As far as eating was concerned, she rarely ate an ounce of food a day. She pretended to eat, and used any excuse to leave the table, either on one errand or another. “She even thought of making a little hole in her spoon, so the soup could run out of it before the lifted it to her lips”. She asked and obtained from her spiritual father, permission to ask Jesus for the grace of no longer being able to taste food; then one day, all of a sudden, her wish was granted; she lost all her sense of taste for the rest of her life.

She controlled her words so much that people thought she was unable to speak. Having been obliged to see certain friends who had come to visit her, she then repented and cried for a whole day for having agreed to an innocent conversation with them.

All this may seem an exaggeration, almost psychopathologic, but it should be addressed within the framework of the objective the young girl wished to totally subject her sensitivity, to make her whole being the perfect vehicle for the expression of divine will. Now, involved as she was in pursuing this so highly spiritual objective (although meaningless for the majority or almost the totality of modern human beings), Gemma considered all signs of weakness in this as extremely serious.

And, compared to the importance of the objective pursued it could be something really serious. It is because of having such a high objective of perfection that one must then consider the functionality of this perfectionism, of this extreme scrupulousness of the saint in avoiding any relapse into certain defects (however minute or inexistent according to the mentality of most people) and, finally, her attitude to make a tragedy of any relapses. 

The ultimate objective is to have a personality reduced to total obedience to divine will. Saint Giovanni Bosco seems to have understood this need particularly well. With regard to ascetic behaviour in general that he recommended to the congregation he founded, he wrote these incisive words: “When we start to experience comfort and well-being, our pious Society will have finished its work”.

I will now quote from the same book, mentioned in this chapter's bibliography, a passage from the brief biography that Father Bosco himself wrote about the young Domenico Savio, who died when he was still a boy and was also canonised among the saints of the Catholic Church. The passage is significant because the simplicity of the dialogue between the priest and the boy perceives the essence and describes perfectly the relation between ascesis and obedience.

“The best penance: obeying and accepting daily trials”: this is the title that the curator himself of the book I cite from, used for this passage. At a certain point, Father Bosco tells us: Domenico “was absolutely forbidden from undertaking any kind of penance without first specifically asking for permission; although it caused him pain, he obeyed this order”.

Why precisely did he care so much about those penances? This is summarised in a note by the curator: as referred in a previous chapter of his biography, “Domenico looked for afflictive penances, both concerned with the avoiding temptations and being united with the suffering Christ”.

This is how Father Bosco’s story continues: “I once came across him looking very sad and saying: ‘Poor me! I have really cheated myself. The Saviour says that if I do not do my penance, I will not go to heaven; but I am forbidden to do penance: so what will be my paradise?’ ‘The penance that the Lord wants from you’, I told him, ‘is obedience. Obey, and it will be enough for you’. ‘Could you not allow me some other penance?’ ‘Yes, you are allowed the penance of patiently bearing insults of anyone insults you; to tolerate with resignation the heat, the cold, the wind, the rain, tiredness and any health discomforts God may wish to send you’. ‘But one suffers those necessarily’. ‘What you are obliged to endure, offer it to God and it will become a virtue and a merit for your soul’. Pleased and resigned to following this advice [Domenico] left calmly”.
In another note on the same page there is a reference to Saint Francis of Sales, from whom Father Bosco’s Salesians take their name: “Those who mortify themselves well are sufficiently martyrs”, wrote the holy bishop of Geneva, and “it is greater martyrdom to persevere throughout one’s life in obedience that to die suddenly from the blow of a sword”.

San Gabriele dell'Addolorata loved penance greatly; but then, as witnessed by his spiritual father, “as the servant of God progresses in his virtue, he amended this attachment and became very docile very quickly, and while he maintained his spirit of mortification, he sacrificed it to obedience and said: ‘In this way one has a double gain, both the sincere desire to practice mortification and the sacrificing of this desire to obedience, which is a more noble act of mortification and welcomed by God, than practising the mortification one wishes to’”.

Before gaining awareness that his real vocation involved priesthood and studying, Charles de Foucauld wished to stay away from these in spite of his opposite inclination, because he saw there a temptation going against his ideal of choosing for himself the last position.

He was a Trappist in Syria at the name, under the name of Friar Alberigo, and seriously risked becoming the prior of his monastery one day. This is what he wrote at the time: “If they speak to me of studies, I will say that my lively taste lies in drowning myself in the wheat and the wood and that I have an extreme repugnance for all that might tend to distance me from this last position I have come to look for, from this abjection in which I wish to go deeper and deeper following Our Lord...”

At this point, as observed also by his biographer, Charles de Foucauld thought that perfect obedience was far purer than the purest of all personal projects could ever be; so he stopped, started again and added: “and then, after all, I will obey”.

Obedience is the best ascesis. Ascesis has an effect on the whole psychosomatic personality to ensure it becomes obedient in all senses. It is true that one learns to do things by doing them; one must not however underestimate the importance of the training period and education.

Saint Paul compares the Christian, the spiritual man, to an athlete, as we saw previously. Well, one can also observe that an athlete is formed not only in competitions but also above all through training. Hence the obedient man is trained to obedience not only by really obeying, but first of all during that moment of ascesis in which he moulds his own personality to make it the vehicle of an increasingly pliable obedience, increasingly open to all possibilities. This is why Paul, not satisfied with leading – after all – quite a sacrificed life, thought it right to also undergo a particularly ascetic exercise.

The sanctity of the curate of Ars, the conversion of all those inhabitants in that village, from the first to the last, the enormous arrival of people who from all over France and other countries came to confess to that humble and unlearned priest, also in a sense almost obtuse because they found in him an authentic spiritual man who could instantly read their souls and knew how to say the fundamental words, all this could not be disassociated from the sever ascesis the saint practised on himself.

Such an ascesis was relaxed a little only in the course of, or after, a serious illness; obedient to the dual orders coming from the doctor and the bishop, the curate of Ars made up his mind to interrupt his habitual unbelievable fasts and to eat something edible that was decently cooked. Now, as his biographer La Varende observes, “he made sure that in this training to penance, in this concession to the old Adam, he lost a great deal of grace”.

It was under these circumstances and throughout that period that the curate matured the proposal to flee that parish in search of solitude and a hidden existence. Well, as his biographer La Varende observed, “the idea of fleeing appears to have appeared naturally from this change in his life, from the weakening deriving from the medication he took, from abandoning his fasting, from a sort of almost still feverish drowsiness in which his terrible energy faded, the iron energy that for the past twenty-five years had spurred the saint”.

The need for continuous ascetic exercises to avoid the lack of a degree of spiritual tension was something that Father de Foucauld himself understood well. The hermit who many years before had been a cavalry officer, was travelling to Algeria, and finding himself in a locality where there was a French garrison, accepted the hospitality of the officers and among them some of his old comrades-at-arms. 

And since one cannot spend three whole days only discussing business and serious things, they also spent pleasant moments when eating all together, as witnessed by this testimony, “at times they forgot that Father de Foucauld was no longer Lieutenant de Foucauld”. He too willingly smiled and drank champagne, and asked a former colleague to play a certain tune on the piano for him.

As soon as Charles de Foucauld left, the arrival of other guests was announced and the garrison commander sent his own batman to tidy up the room used by the hermit; but everything was perfectly tidy and the bed untouched: Charles had spent three nights sleeping on the floor.

Nobody can live on a private income even for one single day in ascetic exercise, and more in general in pursuing religious perfection; and stopping means moving backwards and perhaps losing a great deal.

In this chapter attention is totally concentrated on ascesis as practised in particular in Christian-Catholic spirituality, and there is no space for a comparative analysis. We can simply state here that not only in Catholicism, but in any other and different spiritual tradition, Christian or non Christian, wherever and to the extent there is serious commitment, there is ascesis: the shaman has one, the yogi has his own, and the same can be said of the bhaktis in India or the lamas in Tibet, and also in the Islamic environment of the awliyas and the Sufis.

Starting with the most primitive forms of religiosity, there is always and continuously the idea that any form of initiation is on each occasion a "dying" of profane life to be reborn to a new regenerated and sanctified, and let us also say deified new existence. The idea of ascesis as an initiation death returns constantly. The neophyte must pass tests that may often be very painful and that even in the most deviated practices express an intuition that is profoundly true, that no one can really be reborn to a divine existence if the old profane, sinning ad selfish man within him does not die totally.

Referring in particular to primitive forms of religiosity, Mircea Eliade observes the most varied ways in which the symbolism of initiation death is expressed; in certain populations the neophytes are segregated in huts or buried or put in graves and imitate the behaviour of ghosts; or are tortured and mutilated, at least in a symbolic manner; then, as soon as they have been initiated, they are treated like small babies because they have just been reborn to a new life, and are therefore taken by the hand and educated once again in all things and also given new names (see M. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, ch. IV, § 6).

Due to the religious importance that every act of life had for primitive-archaic man, the admission of young boys to tribal society as well as that of young girls to the community of women when menstruating for the first time, as well as being healed from an illness and even death, were all considered initiations (see ibid., §§ 7-8).

As far as higher forms of spirituality are concerned, the very acquisition of sacred consciousness - and hence wisdom – is considered an initiation and has the related symbolism of death and a new birth. Socrates too considered himself, like his mother, a midwife who helped people rediscover a real and profound awareness of themselves, to be born again as new men. The new Buddhist monk abandoned his surname to become the “son of Buddha” because he was “born among saints”. Buddha himself taught his disciples to abandon their profane human condition of slavery and ignorance to be reborn to the freedom and beatitude of the unconditioned state of Nirvana. The yogi abandons this life to be reborn to a liberated life. In Judaism, Philo from Alexandria often used the image of childbirth referred to the spirit being born to life (see ibid., § 9).

To return to Christianity, we know well to what extent the idea of rebirth is present, a birth that can only be preceded by initiation death: a death that is not purely symbolic, but in a certain sense quite real: a real death of egoism, egocentrism, sin, of the profanity of the old person. For this death that leads to regeneration in a new life, ascesis is an effective instrument available to human beings, with which they can actively cooperate in grace’s purifying work.

Studying with interest and participation the various form of ascesis in the different traditions can certainly help Christians to deepen their knowledge of dimensions of spiritual life that are perhaps not yet sufficiently explored by Christian spirituality, that can however be rediscovered within the original Christian experience to increasingly enrich it with new dimensions and points of view.

I believe, however, in a particular possibility of integration. The Christian ascetic is a man who often confronts situations with great courage, with immense generosity for his own Creator, to Whom he offers a life entirely devoted to self-sacrifice, to renouncing all forms of egoism and all personal projects. The best Christian asceticism is imbued with love and the gift of oneself that all in all seems to be something really unique and, I would like to add, unsurpassed.

This concerns the ascetic attitude, the ascetic soul, the soul with which the objective is pursued, the soul with which God is loved and with which one places oneself in the crucified God’s sequela. There is however a remark to be made with regard to the means of ascesis, its possible techniques, which might be the most suitable ones.

It seems to me that Christian ascesis, although maintaining its fundamental attitude, its specific soul, has much to be gained by integrating with other ascesis, from which it could, if nothing else, assume certain techniques to its advantage.

I am in particular thinking of Yoga. I believe that so as to correctly address the problem of how to acquire control over one’s entire psychosomatic personality, one must know it in-depth. And I believe that using the best techniques is very helpful, especially those that have been used successfully to acquire a certain control over the unconscious. It is only following this path that one can indirectly achieve control over all that part of our psychic and physical personality, the life of which is controlled by the unconscious itself. Now, among the various spiritual techniques, practicing Yoga is the one that par excellence is addressed at acting on the unconscious, with the awareness that it is above all by following that path that one obtains effective and lasting results.

These yogic techniques, and many other self-fulfilment oriental techniques are based on an ancient tradition of direct experiences and on what in its own way can be considered a science. Nowadays, also in the West there is a flourishing of various techniques inspired to Yoga and perfected on the basis of a better knowledge of the unconscious we have thanks to hypnosis, psychoanalysis, analytic psychology and so on.

I believe that all these various forms of support can enrich Christian ascesis. Although maintaining the animus that has always inspired it, it would become more “scientific” in its daily devotion to increasingly high objectives, to be gradually pursued as opportunities appear.

The training of athletes itself, to which ascesis has been compared, pursues an objective involving increasingly improved results as these become possible, in a state of mind involving great tension and sporting passion, but also the necessary serenity, without expecting everything and immediately, without despairing about lack of success and without making a tragedy of this.

I do not believe it is a bad thing that Christian ascesis, although practised with the necessary rigour and all the spiritual passion and tension that has always inspired it, should lose certain hysterical aspects, and free itself from a certain excessive sentimentalism and also a certain grimness, certain excessively sad and funereal if not macabre characteristics that often afflict it; and should therefore become more serene, not only, but more joyful and easier to integrate with the needs of integral human education, integral humanism.

There is an ascetic moment in the life of a human being, but then there is also a humanistic moment, and they both cooperate, necessarily and in a basically equal manner, to the global fulfilment of man. We become increasingly aware of this complementarity. Every generation of religious people has a new and different style; and the world awaits and - more or less consciously - invokes the Divinity to send it that new generation of mystics, saints and ascetics that more than ever it is in great need of today.
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34.   The transformation of man is what each person 

        implements within himself and promotes in others 

        and in the whole of humankind 

        finally extending this to the environment 

        he lives in, and the universal reality

        Hence the deified man can bring the kingdom of God 

        to the entire creation in all dimensions and at all levels

Gaining awareness is a process to be implemented within a broader context, hence that of man’s transformation.

Human beings are called upon to transform themselves to become totally fulfilled at all levels.

The transformation of human beings also involves the transformation of all that extends their lives and their active presence in this world. Each human being has a physical body, that extends to the environment and, one could say, to the entire universe with which it concurs to form an only solid great being. 

Using their physical body, human beings operate within the environment surrounding them, and try not only to acquire knowledge about i,t but also to transform it with means suitable for achieving a better existence.

The land is cultivated to provide food. The subsoil is excavated to extract useful minerals. Animals are tamed and, unfortunately, provide us with food, so that we eat them together with vegetables.

And little by little the world is transformed to provide human communities with homes, streets, inhabited conglomerations, to provide cities and the countryside with all the organisation required by productive objectives; to leave space for natural beauty; to implement all art’s creations as well as all the expressions of culture and research.

Cultivating the land, taming animals, exploiting resources, per se does not at all involve a lack of respect for life. Just as he respects his own body, spiritual man also respects all those beings that in turn can make his body last longer and also strengthen it.

Spiritual human beings are really aware of the fundamental unity of all beings, and consider them all God’s creatures. Their vision ends up by coinciding with that of the fraternal solidarity that is shared by all beings – as in the Franciscan and the Buddhist vision (in particular in the spirit of the Mahayana).

If one considers spiritual man’s way of being, nothing is abysmally further from him than the mentality that especially today encourages the insane, unreasonable and unrestricted exploitation of the world’s resources. Nothing is further from him than the “disposable” mentality unfortunately so widespread today and so widely practised.

Furthermore, the transformation of human beings involves the use of all their resources, of all the means they have, hence all possible valid, right and allowable techniques.

Finally, the transformation of human beings in turn involves gaining awareness. For us this means becoming aware of our most natural and profound impulse to implement values, of our vocation for goodness, and the increasingly improve achieving total transformation.

This consists in acquiring consciousness of the fact that the radical transformation of we human beings, and with us that of every reality in this world, is promoted by a superior initiative.

God the creator’s will is expressed through the work of divine energies: hence that of the so-called “angels”, that we can consider as refractions of the divine Consciousness and also the articulations of the divine Presence operating in things and in the succession of events.

One should bear in mind that each of us can be one of God’s “angels”, to the extent that one becomes the vehicle of the divine Initiative by opening oneself to Him.

This involves gaining awareness of the fact that divine Grace, made manifest through all those channels, always invisibly helps us.

Grace, which is God’s initiative, must be complied with. Human beings are called upon to cooperate with this. The work undertaken by human beings must be effective and requires its techniques.

In cooperating with Grace one must first of all fulfil a spiritual, inner process. Hence ascesis, which per se is entrusted to spiritual and psychic techniques. We have seen to what extent Yoga’s techniques as well as self-hypnosis and autogenic training can be helpful.

Then there are also learning techniques, and those for developing the various intellective and creative faculties. These are all inner resources to be used. It is in our interiority that we discover this educational means that should certainly be considered fundamental if it is true that self-education begins from within.

However much it is per se a spiritual experience, cultural development also receives great help from means and instruments made of tangible matter. These can consists in books and everything one can read, in material to be used or transformed for artistic creation, in audio-visual means too. On a broader scale there are also school buildings, and those of the various cultural institutions, museums, theatres and concert halls, sports facilities and gymnasiums for physical culture and so on.

Let us leave culture and return for a moment to spirituality in the strictest sense: for no reason should we forget the places and buildings destined to the divine cult, to meditation and to inner formation.

These are all locations in which spirituality is promoted and culture is created. But this more specific commitment would not be sufficient, and would be partly in vain, if then the surrounding environment were to remain inauspicious. It is not enough to directly promote culture and spirituality. There remains indirect work to be addressed: that of advancing a transformation of society and of the environment, to render theses increasingly suitable and favourable for spiritual development, cultural creativity and all forms of research.

If one addresses this with attention, the subject is broadened to also discuss and involve all forms of human activity, since everything can produce or encourage (or on the contrary be an obstacle to) the development of human beings, their integral transformation. Hence all human activities, actually I would say every single activity could to a greater or lesser extent contribute to the evolution of humankind. It can therefore contribute to that evolution of the entire cosmos that is fulfilled in human development.

Contributing to the evolution of humankind and of the cosmos is a religious duty. This idea emerges with particular strength in monotheism and better still in Christianity.

Christianity is concentrated on the vision of the kingdom of God that is to come. This is a new condition, that with its ultimate advent will see all humankind transformed, and with it, the whole cosmos.

The author of the book of Revelation speaks of the advent of a “new heaven” and a “new earth” (21, 1). And he hears the voice of God announcing: “Behold, I make all things new” (v. 5). He speaks of a new reality, in which death is overcome, in which there is not more pain and there are no tears (v. 4).

The apostle Paul wrote that “creation awaits with eager expectation the revelation of the children of God... in hope that creation itself would be set free from slavery to corruption and share in the glorious freedom of the children of God”. And he adds: “We know that all creation is groaning in labour pains even until now” (Rom 8, 19-22).

Jesus promises a final “regeneration” (Mt 19, 28). This is that same "universal regeneration that God announced long ago through his holy prophets"b Peter was to speak of in his second speech (Acts 3, 21).

Jesus announced and preached the coming of the “kingdom of God”. His own preaching itself began the implementation of the Kingdom. His word is life. It is regenerating per se. Jesus’ preaching was not a simple presentation of theoretical disquisitions, but was a powerful speaking. These were words that already transformed souls, just as his prodigious healings transformed bodies rendering them more suitable for becoming the vehicles of the highest spiritual life.

When two of the John the Baptist’s disciples were sent by him to Jesus, to ask him if he really was the awaited Messiah, Jesus answered: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind regain their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have the good news proclaimed to them...” (Lk 7, 22-23).

He did not simply provide a theoretical answer, one to persuade the intellect as if with rational-scientific evidence. Christ referred in the most real manner to all that was taking place around him, linked to his earthly manifestation. He announced the coming of the Kingdom of God; while he also began to implement it, as an impulse transforming all things at all levels, as a germinal dynamic reality destined to expand totally.

Jesus did not present himself as a philosopher, he did not hold conferences, and he did not give lessons on pure doctrine. We have said that he spoke with power. His words, per se life, were one with his prodigious manifestation. He preached the advent of the Kingdom and was the first to incarnate it. He prefigured the state of the risen of the Kingdom. That was above all done after his own resurrection.

Jesus not only looked into the depth of divine mysteries, but also read the thoughts and heart of human beings. He was a clairvoyant when seeing Nathaniel under the fig-tree (Jn 1). He walked on the waters of the lake (Mt 14; Mk 6; Jn 6). On Mount Tabor his body was transfigured into white light (Mt 17; Mk 9).

Jesus freed those possessed by negative entities (demons). He cured men and women suffering from serious diseases: paralytics, lepers, the lame, those blind even from birth, those who were deaf and dumb, the hydropics, epileptics, lunatics... He made well the dying, such as the son of the royal official. He even brought back to life a number of people who had died, such as the son of the widow in the city of Naim (Lk 7), like the daughter of Jairus (Mt 9; Mk 5; Lk 8), like Lazarus (Jn 11).

Jesus also acted on the elements and the forces of nature. He changed water into wine (Jn 2), He twice obtained for his disciple miraculous and totally unexpected catches (Mt 4; Mk 1; Lk 5; Jn 21), he multiplied the bread and the fish (Mt 14 and 15; Mk 6 and 8; Lk 9; Jn 6). He walked on water (Mt 14, Mk 6, Jn 6). He calmed the storm (Mt 8; Mk 4; Lk 8). He put in the mouth of a fish a coin needed to pay a contribution (Mt 17). With an act of his mind he dried a fig-tree (Mt 21; Mk 11).

After his resurrection Jesus appeared capable of dematerialising and re-materialising, of changing his appearance, of walking through walls and locked doors to immediately assume a vibrating tonality such to allow himself to eat and to be touched by others, so as to render manifest that he was not an evanescent ghost, but a very alive body (Lk 24; Jn 20).

Thanks to the descent of the Holy Spirit that took place on the Pentecost, the apostles too acquired the gift of being able to perform prodigies.

When, on the day of the Pentecost, they went out to preach, they appeared totally transformed. All shyness had vanished, and they announced the resurrection of Jesus and proclaimed his Gospel, his Good News. They now spoke with the same power of the Lord Jesus, whose Spirit had been bestowed upon them and inspired and encouraged them. And in that heterogeneous multitude of people from many countries forming the apostles’ first auditorium, each heard them speak in their own language (Acts 2, 6).

Peter and John went to the Temple for Vespers. A man born a cripple was begging. So Peter said to him: “I have neither silver nor gold, but what I do have I give you: in the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarean, (rise and) walk”. He leaped up, stood, and walked around, and went into the temple with them, walking and jumping and praising God (Acts 3, 11).

From then on, the apostles achieved a long series of miracles, prodigies and healings. Many families in Jerusalem came to bring their sick to the squares on small beds and stretchers, so that, as Peter passed there, at least his shadow might fall over some of them. From the nearby areas other sick or obsessed were brought to the city that they could all be cured (5, 12-16).

The apostle Philip converted and baptised the Queen of Ethiopia’s eunuch minister of finance and then, kidnapped by the Spirit of God, disappeared from the man’s sight to find himself in the distant city of Azotus (8, 26-40).

Then, in the city of Joppa, Peter resuscitated a Christian woman simply by calling her with her name: “Tabitha, rise up!” She opened her eyes, saw Peter and sat up (9, 36-42).

The Lord worked miracles, healing, liberation from demons, and he finally brought back to life young Euthycus who had fallen from the third floor of a house in Troas, also through Paul (19, 11; 20, 9-12), whose conversion was per se something of a prodigy (9, 1-22). It is also said that Paul, bitten by a viper on the island of Malta, threw it onto the fire without suffering any damage at all (28, 3-5).
Jesus had foreseen the possibility of a prodigy such as this when he prophesised that his disciples would also have held serpents and suffered no evil from swallowing poison (Mk 16, 18). He had also more in general said that his disciples would have worked even greater prodigies than he himself (Jn 11,12).

Reading the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, words that saw the light almost two thousand years ago, many might have the impression they are reading ancient legends. The fact is however that paranormal phenomena not dissimilar to those attributed to Jesus and the apostles, arising from the intensity of their spiritual lives, are also attributed to innumerable saints who lived in all eras.

It is obvious that phenomena dating back to eras closer to us appear easier to verify. This greater verifiability of phenomena closer to us in time is certainly not such to prove that the less verifiable phenomena in earlier times really took place; it can however open our minds to admitting they were possible; it can at least induce us to not exclude this possibility a priori.

The prodigies that also at a material level express an interior life renewed by the divine Spirit are called paramystic phenomena. They show strong analogies with parapsychic phenomena, parapsychology’s object of study.

To obtain an extremely synthetic idea of phenomena definable as parapsychic a list will be sufficient: telepathy and clairvoyance, out of the body experiences and ubiquity, luminous phenomena, incombustibility, inanition (that is surviving at length without eating), stigmata (not necessarily linked to religious experiences), transfigurations, psycho-kinesis (capability to move objects using only the power of the mind, bending forks, lifting heavy pieces of furniture without touching them), levitation (hence the capability to raise oneself from the ground with no support), apports and removals of objects from one location to another (and even plants, animals and eventually even people), energy healing (curative effects produced by the psychic energy of a person on themselves or others), not to speak of the broad range of phenomena linked to medium powers, suggesting and in some way confirming the spiritualistic hypothesis.

Both these parapsychic phenomena and the paramystic ones are paranormal phenomena. The difference consists in the fact that, while parapsychic phenomena are attributed to an act of the psyche, paramystic ones appear originating in the living and transforming presence of the Spirit, which inhabits the psyche as the divine presence in human beings.

Hence parapsychic phenomena remain human, whereas the paramystic ones are rather the result of divine action.

It is a divine act that takes place also within the interiority of human beings, to then progressively also transform the other layers of the body, and then the external environment and even every reality.

Which paramystic phenomena can we find in the eras that followed evangelical times? We can schematically divide these into four categories.

Let us first remember that the phenomena in which the psyche, encouraged and transformed by the spirit, hence the divine Spirit that lives there, allows an individual to be aware of certain realities directly, without the mediation of the body’s senses.

Second: in the same conditions the psyche can show certain autonomy from the physical body.

Third: still in the same conditions it can act on its own body.

Fourth: always encouraged and transformed by the Spirit, the psyche can act outside the physical body on other people and on the environment.

In the first category (direct knowledge) one can include the penetration of hearts and hyerognosis.

Penetration of the hearts is the capability to read the thoughts of others and the state of their souls. One should bear in mind the Curate of Ars, who lived in France during the last century, and spent many hours of the day locked in his confessional, and when a new repentant approached it, was able to read in his minds and understand all his intimate problems as well as reminding him of the sins he omitted. Philip Neri, Teresa of Avila, Mary Magdalene de’ Pazzi were also capable of seeing the virtues and sins in the souls of others.

Hierognosis is the science various saints possess without having followed any particular studies, revealing a singular understanding about holy realities. Ignatius of Loyola confided that in one hour of meditation in Manresa he had seen and understood a great deal more about celestial things than he could have learned from the teachings of all the professors put together.

Joan of Arc herself, a totally uneducated peasant girl, revealed singular discernment in her answers to the judges who in every way tried to trick her into stating what would have made her a heretic.

Hierognosis may express itself in particular revelations, such Angela of Foligno, Brigit of Sweden, Catherine of Siena, Rosa of Lima, Marguerite-Marie Alacoque, but also men of God in oriental Christianity such as Saint Seraphin of Sarov, all benefited by.

The soul of a mystic can be infused not only with holy science but also equally with profane science. Catherine of Siena managed to learn first to read and then to write all of a sudden, with no gradualism, only because she had asked for this gift in her prayers. In an analogous manner Mary of Agreda learned to read and write in Latin. Angela Merici, who was illiterate, could read spiritual books written in various languages, in addition to answering questions posed by preachers and theologians.

A mystic can receive musical inspiration (such as Hermann Joseph of Steinfeldt and Catherine of Genoa), or pictorial inspiration (Lazarus of Constantinople, Angelic of Fiesole). Having speech problems instead, Ambrose Autpert obtained from the Virgin Mary the gift of great eloquence.

The miracle of languages was renewed in Vincent Ferrer, who, preaching in Catalan, was understood by Italians, Frenchmen, Englishmen, Germans, Hungarians and Greeks. Something similar is attributed to Francis Xavier, a Jesuit missionary in India and in the Far East.

In the second category of paramystic phenomena (the psyche’s autonomy from the body) one can mention bi-locations. Memorable are those of Anthony of Padua. While he preached in the cathedral at Montpellier, he suddenly remembered a ritual he was meant to take part in with the friars at his convent. He interrupted his sermon and gathered his thoughts as if meditating; at the same time he appeared among his friars to sing the alleluia with the choir. On another occasion he was seen no less than in Portugal, his country of origin, to testify for his father exonerating him from the accusation of murder. Ubiquity is also attributed to Francis Xavier, Joseph of Copertino, Mary of Agreda, and Alfonso de’ Liguori.

In the third category addressed here concerning paramystic phenomena (the effect of the psyche, always renewed by the Spirit, over one’s own physical body) one should remember stigmata, luminosity, odour of sanctity, incendium amoris, incombustibility, inanition, prolonged vigils, and levitation.

The most classical case of stigmata is that of Francis of Assisi. A great, extreme mental and emotional concentration on the passion of Jesus can encourage the temporary or permanent emergence of the corresponding wounds on the person’s body. Stigmata can form during the Holy Week or during Lent, or only on Good Friday or every Friday.

These may vanish at the moment of death; this happened to Helen of Hungary, on whose body the wound in the ribs appeared intact and fragrant when exhumed seventeen years later. Stigmata can, on the contrary, remain in the body and in certain cases continue to bleed after death as happened to Joan Mary of the Cross from Rovereto.

The person’s face (and at times the whole body) may emanate light that may also be of great intensity. One should bear in mind saints such as Bernardino Realino, Philip Neri, Caterina de’ Ricci, Francis of Paola, Alfonso de’ Liguori.

John Colombini of Siena, having arrived at a convent in the heart of the night, was admitted to enter the friars’ dormitory while they were all fast asleep. He opened his tunic to lay down on it, and they were all awakened by a blinding light and crowded around the newcomer almost to worship him as an angelic presence. 

The archbishop of Ragusa once took the hand of Philip Neri in his own to kiss it and was amazed to see it shining as brightly as the sun.

The odour of sanctity is the “good perfume of Christ” that emanated from Philip Neri, John of the Cross, Ludwina, Mary of the Angels and finally Father Pius, who emanated a fragrance of violets. This can also emanate from the body of a saint (Teresa of Avila, Rose of Lima, Agnes of Jesus, Elisabeth Queen of Portugal) and its bones even after many centuries (once again Teresa d’Avila and Rosa of Lima, many centuries before the Apostle Matthew, Monica mother of Augustine, Steven I pope and martyr). The buried bodies of various saints can emanate perfumed and miraculous liquids.

The flame of God’s love can burn to the extent of emanating unbearable heat from the body as happened to saints such as Brigit of Sweden, Peter of Alcantara, Stanislaw Kostka, Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi, Francis Xavier, and once again Philip Neri. In many cases, to experience a degree of relief, the religious person must take a cold shower or use wet garments or similar methods.

Contact with fire, or hot coals or red-hot iron may cause no injury at all, as in the cases of John Buono, Catherine of Siena, Francis of Paola, and as in fire-walking (walking on hot coals) practised by masses of people during Christian religious festivities or also of other religions (Umbilo, Singapore, Mysore, Chitral, Tahiti, the Fiji Islands, the Antilles, Mauritius, Saint Elena, Langadha in Greek Macedonia).

Incombustibility is a particular form of invulnerability, alongside which one should also remember for example the capability to swallow poison with no bad consequences (Anthony of Padua and the martyr Victor, imitating the apostle Paul as mentioned above).

Certain people can spend long years without eating anything at all except for the Eucharist (Ludwina, Domenica del Paradiso, Nikolaus de Flüe, Rosa of Lima, Domenica Lazzari, Luise Lateau, Theresa Neumann, and Giri Bala mentioned in Yogananda’s autobiography).

Others manage not to sleep for very long periods of time. In thirty years Ludwina only slept the equivalent of three nights. Peter of Alcantara in forty years only slept for an hour and a half every night.

In some saints aspiring to heaven, to the high, is expressed through the levitation of the body itself, which seems to lose all its weight, as happened to Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross and above all to Joseph of Copertino, who not only remained suspended in the air for a long period of time, but also at times even flew for many metres.

It is said about some saints such as Hyacinth and Peter of Alcantara, that they crossed stretches of the sea or of rivers walking on the waters, while it is also said that Raymond of Pégnafort together with a companion crossed hundreds of miles of sea in six hours using his cloak as a boat. Among the saints said to have used their cloaks as boats there is also Bernardino of Siena.

In the fourth and last category (the renewed psyche’s effect on the external world) we can also include, in addition to phenomena involving spiritual healing, the multiplication of food and loving domination that the saint (and through him the divine Spirit) exercises on the external environment, over the elements and on animals.

In hagiography, prodigious healings not dissimilar to those passed down to us through the Gospels are abundant, like those that take place in certain sanctuaries, or at least equal to those that occur thanks to a direct invocation to the Virgin Mary, or obtained thanks to the intervention of the saintly deceased. This last series of prodigies are ascertained and analysed with scientific rigour in the course of suits of beatification and canonisation.

A prodigy similar to the multiplication of the bread and the fish done by Jesus took place with the multiplication of food by Andrew Fournet, Gaspare del Bufalo, the Curate of Ars, Don Bosco and Cottolengo.

As far as dominating the external environment, nature, the elements and even animals is concerned, one can remember other very impressive phenomena of which I will now provide a brief list. Gregory the Thaumaturgic moved an enormous rock with one simple word (and thereby obtained the conversion of a pagan priest who had asked him to perform a prodigy in the name of his God).

In the Straits of Ceylon, Francis Xavier calmed a terrible storm with his prayers. Once again using prayer Agnes of Jesus obtained the transformation of a coming tempest into gentle rain, saving the fields and vineyards from devastation.

Benedict of Norcia was visiting his sister Scolastica’s monastery, and seeing her own death approach she begged him to spend the whole night with her. So that the rules should not be broken, Benedict invoked a hurricane that obliged him to remain there.

When a passer-by caused the eggs carried by a black American woman, who was going to sell them in the market, to fall and break, the Jesuit Pierre Claver touched each one of them with his stick and returned them to her intact.

Anthony of Padua called out loud to the fish, summoning many, and then preached to them; and, while the fish praised God lowering their heads and moving their tales, many heretics present were converted.

After his horse had been killed by a bear, Hubert, the abbot of the Maroilles monastery, charged the burden carried by the horse on it. Other saints too obtained the obedience and the service from every animal species ranging from mice to ants and mosquitoes, from birds to stags and tigers.

The miracles I have mentioned have been passed down over time and it is possible that the sources are not exactly always a guarantee. There are however many and varied testimonies for one same prodigy, in which analogous events are attributed to different saints. This means that, when a testimony appears uncertain, there may be other more reliable ones. In all events something attributed to many seems more probable than if attributed to only one person. Rather than one single event, what impresses most is the coherent multitude of analogous events.

The extremely widespread diffusion of certain persuasions concerning the possibility of paranormal phenomena linked to and the result of a profound and intense spiritual life also impresses us.

Emilio Servadio observes that “on the initiation path, what takes place is an irradiation of the renewed ‘I’ on the various levels of corporeity - from the less concrete (pre-conscious or unconscious psychic processes) to the increasingly more concrete (psychosomatic links, processes or problems that are known as ‘functional’ ones, until the obscure and profound life of cells, tissues, and their molecular and atomic aggregates).

“In this way the word ‘body’ progressively changes contents, which at an empiric level consists in the gradual establishing of certain existential premises with regard to phenomena and manifestations that, seen by ordinary people (whether an ordinary person or an ‘objective’ scientist), appear as more or less ‘wonderful’ phenomena - whether called parapsychological or paraphysiological manifestations, exercises or the manifestation of ‘magical’ power or in other ways.

“At best, and finally, the ‘body’ is supported by an immaterial and irradiating principle of which it is totally the instrument. The initiation overturn is now complete. The ‘magical body’ or the ‘body of resurrection’ succeeds the vulgar ‘body’ - hence, in alchemic terms, the lead had been totally transformed into gold. While in the ordinary man the ‘I’ relied on the body, in the perfectly initiated person the body relies on the ‘I’, that moulds it with the same naturalness with which thought moulds words. Once again using alchemic language, the ‘dead stone’ has become the ‘philosopher’s stone’”.

One should also bear in mind the example of the list of powers that arise from practicing Yoga. Patanjali’s Yogasutra, Yoga’s classical and fundamental text, state that the really fulfilled ascetic acquires the varied and formidable power of simultaneously seeing the present, the past and the future as well as the intimate structure of the body, the world, the moon and the stars, and can also levitate and skim over the water, and even no longer suffer hunger or thirst and becoming invulnerable, untouchable by any evil and finally can dominate matter and all things (Yogasutra, III, 16-55).

What implementation can the principles stated here, following a rather more doctrinal and abstract framework, have in more practical and effective terms? Let us here refer to two testimonies. The first, which is more concise, come to us through a famous American parapsychologist of Latvian origin, Karlis Osis. The second from a great Indian spiritual master, Yogananda.

Karlis Osis testifies that, in India, he is embarked on extremely interesting research together with the no less known and respected Icelandic scholar Erlendur Haraldsson. Visiting one ashram after the other, Osis and Haraldsson ended up by meeting exceptional people, said to have the gift of ubiquity, appearing in different and also distant places in an objectively visible and tangible form.

They collected numerous testimonies about these phenomena from those who had ascertained the real presence of the person in a given location and from other whom at the same time of day had seen him in different places and even on the opposite coast of the Indian subcontinent.

The duration of these phenomena was not of just a few seconds, as is normal, but instead for an incomparably longer period of time, during which the apparition interacted with the environment, spoke, sung, picked up objects, offered gifts, drank tea, ate and smoked. One can say that in his own way the apparition behaved in a similar way to the Risen Christ to whom it was compared.

“Doctor Haraldsson and I”, comments Osis, “critically read a quantity of written reports on Indian miracles, believing that these were ‘the tricks of professionals, too good to be true’. Well, after personally meeting these men-gods [avatar or incarnations of the Divinity] and their witnesses, we were impressed and considerably changed our opinions”.

This is how the Latvian-American scholar concludes: “We must be careful not to reject these Indian cases as purely ‘anecdotal and of no importance’. The extraordinary affirmations on the yogis’ psychic phenomena have for the moment been addressed little or not at all by parapsychology, but there is sufficient evidence published to justify careful analysis”.

These words provide a good introduction to Yogananda's testimony, who is also a very attentive observer of paramystic phenomena linked to Hinduism. In his famous book entitled Autobiography of a yogi he speaks of his own personal experiences and also provides testimonies and the phenomenology of others, people he himself met and observed very closely. This consists in a paranormal phenomenology that arises from an elevated spiritual tension and suggests an original Source of a transcendent nature; hence identifiable no longer with the human psyche, but rather with the Pneuma, with the divine Spirit.

Yogananda's master was Sri Yukteswar. Among other prodigious phenomena concerning him, Yogananda also tells us about his ubiquity. Although he was in Calcutta, Yukteswar appeared to Yogananda, who was awaiting his return at the hermitage in Serampore. First he sent him a telepathic message, to let him know he would be arriving on a train getting in later than the one he had announced. Then he materialised with his whole body, so much so that Yogananda could touch the material of his garments and the rough surface of his shoes, clearly feeling the pressure of his toes. Yukteswar spoke to him and then placed his hands on his head to bless him. He also arrived punctually on the train he had mentioned.

Equally clearly, Sri Yukteswar appeared to Yogananda after his death, materialising perfectly, and spoke to him at length. He said: “Oh, yes, my new body is a perfect copy of the old one. I materialize or dematerialize this form any time at will, much more frequently than I did while on earth". 
Sri Yukteswar was a disciple of Lahiri Mahasaya. Three disciples have testified that they met him after his death and cremation, totally materialised, with a transfigured but nonetheless very real body. 

To one of these three disciples, called Keshabananda, Mahasaya often appeared with his body, while still alive and also after his death. Ubiquity is especially attributed to Swami Pranabananda, the “saint with two bodies”. 

An event involving ubiquity is reported about Lahiri Mahasaya, who did this to instantly cure the sick wife of an official. He cured many people in a spectacular manner, always entrusting himself to God’s healing powers, that through him would act as if through a channel. Yukteswar too is said to have worked instant curing of paralysis, epilepsy, tuberculosis and diabetes.

Yukteswar tells of how Mahasaya resuscitated Rama, a young disciple who had died the previous day. He remained in his own home and instructed Yukteswar to pour drops of oil into the dead boy’s mouth. When the boy re-awoke after receiving the seventh drop, he immediately had a vision of the master who ordered him to rise and instantly go to him. This is what Rama did. The oil was simply the material means used to provide Yukteswar with greater faith.

Lahiri Mahasaya preached future events, and after a certain point in his life was no longer seen to sleep. Another chapter in this Autobiography is devoted to Ram Gopal Muzumdar, known as “the sleepless saint”.

Trailanga ate very rarely although he weighed 136 kilos; and a well known yogi woman, Giri Bala, never ate. In studying this phenomena the author was helped by a visit to the Catholic stigmatised woman Teresa Neumann, who lived only on the Eucharist and was capable of swallowing the host only if it was consecrated. 

Then there is also the “levitating saint”, Bhaduri Mahasaya. Trailanga instead sat on the waters of the Ganges and, if the sun was not too hot, stayed under water for long periods of time. Yogananda has said that with these means Trailanga attempted to teach human beings that the life of a yogi does not depend on oxygen or ordinary precautions; hence, since he lived through the divine consciousness, death could not touch him.

So the yogi should not fear any danger, not even from wild animals. Keshabananda came face to face with a tiger that stopped as if turned to stone. He stated that, on the other hand, that wild beasts very rarely disturb a yogi. This also applies to cobras. A cobra was as if hypnotised and in all events tamed by the loving energies emanated by Sri Yukteswar.

Yogananda’s testimony on such prodigies and powers confirm that:

1) from a certain point of view and in certain conditions they emanate from the intensity of a spiritual life nourished by divine grace;

2) from a different point of view the yogi can pursue these cooperating with grace using specific mental techniques.

If spiritual healing is achieved by the divine energies, through the yogi, it is always these that implement all kinds of paramystic phenomena. Yogananda admits this when, on the subject of levitation, he observes that there are even saints who do not practice real yoga and its techniques, and yet they experienced levitation while intensely enraptured with God. He explicitly mentions saint Teresa of Avila and other Christian saints, who certainly never posed themselves the problem of pursuing with techniques the power to levitate as such.

Nonetheless there is also mention of techniques addressed directly at obtaining levitation. The “levitating saint” practised these also. Basically, the body of a yogi loses its density after practising certain particular pranayamas. The author describes these as ways of controlling vital strength (prana) by regulating breathing. 

The book also speaks of a yoga methodology. Giri Bala, “the woman yogi who never eats”, asked her guru to initiate her to a Kriya technique that frees the body from the slavery of the vulgar food of mortals. This is based on the use of a certain mantra an a special breathing exercise.

It seems legitimate to resort to these techniques. Yogananda remembers with great satisfaction also the exercises for physical development he made his pupils do in a school he founded in Ranchi, in Bihar. These exercises were addressed at renewing the body’s tissues through the direct influence of the human will. Through them it is possible to consciously and instantly recharge oneself with the vital strength (situated in human being’s bone marrow) drawing on the infinite reserve of cosmic energy.

Yogananda’s attitude changes however when remembering the figure of Gandha Baba, "the perfume saint”. It took her twelve years of his life to learn to materialise fragrances, an art she was able to immediately provide real evidence of. It was also thanks to yogic exercises that Gandha Baba was capable of materialising tangerines that at the time were out of season.

Here Yogananda observes that the ostentatious manifestation of unusual powers is frowned upon by the great Masters and that the time and energies devoted to this is certainly badly spent.

There are many saints and spiritual masters in the most different traditions who reproach the autonomous pursuit of powers. This is a problem that certainly cannot be solved in two words. Let us try and better explain the terms of this issue.

Those pursuing religious life in the strictest sense or the search for the Self in an equally strict sense, excluding all other objectives, judge the pursuit of powers negatively. It is obvious that with such a perspective the pursuit of powers is a distraction, but so are all other humanist interests. All that is extraneous to the objective perceived in such an exclusive manner can only be a distraction to be avoided.

Let us however ask ourselves if all those activities defined as distracting should not instead be considered as human cooperation for the integration of the kingdom of God.

This problem concerns all psychic techniques included in the Kriya Yoga taught by Yogananda, not only, but also all those in Hatha Yoga, implemented through practising the positions of the body (asana) and breathing (pranayama).

One must also remember that Royal Yoga itself (Raya Yoga) codified by Patanjali, includes the asanas and pranayamas among its preparatory exercises, those opening the way for the superior levels of real Raja Yoga (dharana, or concentrating on an object, dhyana or assimilating meditation and samadhi or identification with the object itself and finally with the Self). The practice of the superior levels presupposes that the inferior ones as well as morality itself; without this one is building on sand.

The general problem just formulated, hence the positive or negative aspects of the pursuit of psychic powers, also for example concerns the tumo, practised by Tibetan lamas. A profound expert on Tibet and its spirituality, Alexandra David-Neel, refers to the techniques used by these ascetics to intimately develop the warmth that will allow them to spend the winter at an altitude of five thousand metres wearing light clothes and at time also naked, without freezing.

 The same problem also concerns the development of the capability to walk over hot coals or even on fire.

It also concerns the practice of pursuing invulnerability, in addition to fire also to wounds. What the so-called fakirs do can be matter of discussion and criticism, but it is still a reference point worthy of interest for those wishing to study and verify human possibilities in this sense too.

Finally the same problem concerns the practice of suspending breathing and even the heartbeat and allowing oneself to be buried for excessively long periods of time, even for a number of days, to then be unburied and with all naturalness return to everyday life.

 In conclusion one can ask whether all these exercises, considered as what is essential in them and freed from any aberrant aspects, are to be considered positive as far as humankind’s supreme and ultimate objectives are concerned.

Here is one possible answer: everything human beings do can be positive, fundamental and sacrosanct, when it is all offered up to God and finalised in completing the divine kingdom. In this sense all humanist activities, as well as those developing our human personality and improving our human possibilities, deepening knowledge, developing creativity and transforming the universe can be considered positive, fundamental and sacrosanct.

Albeit in an abysmally imperfect manner, all forms of study and research pursue divine omniscience. Just as all forms of art imitate the creativity of the creations’ divine Artist, every practical deed, every attempt to transform the situation to improve it, every economic enterprise, every technical invention and implementation imitates divine creativity because operating within the universe to take the creation to perfect fulfilment.

Considered in this broader perspective, the pursuit of psychic powers ends up by seeming to be something very worthwhile.

 The initiative is always divine, but all this too helps divine action, all this too contributes to preparing the ways of the Lord who is coming, to straighten his paths (Isa 40, 3; Mt 3, 3).

Naturally human beings can pursue such a complex objective only through cooperation. No one can do everything. There is also room, within the spiritual vision of Christianity, for the so-called “communion of saints”: hence the principle that each individual, created by God and sanctified by his grace, works not only for himself but also for all others.

The individual could never manage to do everything alone, and another can do what exceeds his possibilities; and so he too can work for himself and for others and each works for everyone else. In the end everything will be shared and each will be called to acquire for himself the gift made by others; and, also, making a gift to all others of the result of his own personal work.

In this sense, cooperating in the divine plan and the fulfilled creation of the universe, cooperating in gaining awareness and integral transformation, cooperating in the advent of perfect humankind and a transfigured creation, is a vocation we all have, it is God’s summons to each human being. 

See again the Yogasutras (cited in ch. 7); E. Servadio, Passi sulla via iniziatica (Steps on the initiation path), Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1977; V. Vezzani, Mistica e metapsichica (Mystics and metapsychics), SEI, Turin 1958; H. Thurston, The physical phenomena of mysticism, Chicago, H. Regnery Co., 1952; V. Marcozzi, Fenomeni paranormali e doni mistici (Paranormal phenomena and mystic gifts), Edizioni Paoline; Cinisello Balsamo 1990; Paramhansa Yogananda, Autobiography of a yogi, The Philosophical Library, New York, 1946. 

The cited writing by Karlis Osis "Out-of-body research at the American Society for psychical research" is included in the book by various authors Mind beyond the body - The mistery of ESP projection edited by D. Scott Rogo, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England, 1978, pp. 162-169. 

Among all persons endowed with extraordinary paranormal faculties is worth mentioning Gustavo Adolfo Rol (1903-1994). His biography Gustavo Rol, una vita di prodigi (G.A.R., a prodigious life) by Remo Lugli (Edizioni Mediterranee, Roma 1995) collects the qualified attestations of a range of portentuous phenomena. Paola Giovetti notices, in the preface of this book, that Rol "could read in closed books; had telepathy, clairvoyance and precognition gifts; wrote, drew and painted directly, without touching any paper, pencils, brushes and colours; he made incredible experiments with cards, which could be explained only by the hypothesis of materialization and dematerialization. I would like to add that there were also transport phenomena. As extemporary facts, Rol's stature could increase and diminish, his weight could diminish as well, his right arm could lengthen. 

There is the transformation of a playing card into another one, observed in the sequence of the moments of its process. Finally there are the healing phenomena. All these capacities, that only God had granted him, Rol "utilised them to confound the atheists, to induce agnostics to reflect, to confirm the Christians". This is what he declared to Vittorio Messori. And he told Jader Jacobelli: "I only am an instrument of the Divinity. Maybe to give evidence of His existence in a world which is becoming more and more pagan. I may do certain things only if I feel an inspiration, which is something like a command. I could not refuse. In fact Rol has always acted in a spirit of mission and in the most disinterested and discrete way, doing good to a lot of ill and needy people. 

On tumo see A. David-Neel, Magic and mystery in Tibet, Penguin Books, Baltimore 1971.


On Yoga’s physical and healing techniques, the positions to be assumed, breathing etc. all practised in a profoundly religious spirit and one never per se absolutised as a pure pursuit of powers, see Light on Yoga: yoga dipika by B. K. S. Iyengar, foreward by Yehudi Menuhin, Schocken Books, New York 1979 And also Pranayama, the yoga of breathing by A. van Lysebeth, London, Boston, Unwin Paperbacks, 1983.

On fire-walking see P. Cassoli, “La pirobazia in Grecia” (“Fire-walking in Greece”), published in the Minerva medica, XLIX, 77, 1958, with significant passages quoted under the heading "Pirobazia" (“Fire-walking”), edited by the same author as L'uomo e l'ignoto - Enciclopedia di parapsicologia e dell'insolito (Man and the Unknown – Encyclopaedia of parapsychology and the unusual, by U. Dèttore, Armenia, Milan 1978-79.

On pranotherapy see the book entitled Ricerca sulla pranoterapia e sui guaritori - La pratica e i risultati valutati dalla scienza (Research on healing and on healers – Practice and results assessed by science), written by P. Cassoli and G. lannuzzo, Red, Como 1983; L'energia che guarisce (Energy which heals) by N. Cutolo, Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1985. And J. Ehrenwald, “Parapsychology and healing practices” in the book by various authors entitled Handbook of parapsychology, ed. by B. B. Wolman, McFarland, Jefferson, N.C., 1986; D. J. West, Eleven Lourdes Miracles, Duckworth, London 1957. 

On the spiritual healings in the movement of charismatic Catholics, see F. MacNutt, Healing, New York, Image Books, 1990.

In the book Christotherapy: healing through enlightenment, New York : Seabury Press, 1975, B. J. Tyrrell refers to Viktor Frankl speech therapy, addressed at curing certain neurosis through the discovery of the meaning and value of life; and therefore indicates how the divine gift that leads to understanding the Christ-meaning and the answer given to Christ-value in one of its many aspects can lead to a healing, not only of the wounds of the spirit, but also of those of the psyche and at times even those of the body.

On Philippine healers see the testimony provided by P. Marsigli, I guaritori filippini e l'energia vitale (Philippine healers and vital energy), Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1977, and the critique by F. Granone in the article entitled "Guaritori-chirurgi filippini" (“Philippine healers-surgeons”) published in the Rassegna di ipnosi e medicina psicosomatica (Review of Hypnosis and Psychosomatic Medicine), 1972 (see Minerva Medica, voI. 63, n. 54, July 1972).

By Amadeus Voldben see the book entitled I prodigi del pensiero positivo (The prodigies of positive thought). Subtitle: Il suo potere e la sua azione a distanza - Come aiutare gli altri con il pensiero (Its power and action at a distance - How to help others with thought), Edizioni Mediterranee, Rome 1989. The author explains that, per se, with its pure and simple irradiation, thought as a moulding energy can transform not only ourselves also at a physical level, but also others. It is therefore necessary to think well and constructively. It is also best to concentrate thoughts of goodness and healing on one single person one wishes to help, visualising him and above all visualising the beneficial effects that our mental irradiation will bring to him. This is a form of meditation that must be animated and supported by great love and faith. To the extent that our thoughts are disciplined and strengthened and also to the extent that the other person is receptive, one can really help him be transformed and to evolve positively. Negative thoughts can produce equally concrete effects of the opposite sign.
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