The Texts of the Convivium

THE  LITTLE  FALSE  LIVES  AND  TRUE  LIFE

C O N T E N T S
1.  Each life wants to live more. 
2.  “Live more”? The concept may be ambiguous and has to be defined better. 
3.  “Living more” can at times be a mistaken way of living. 
4.  The false evasions in dreams and the harsh awakenings. 
5.  Intolerance for what one is, the desire of changing and becoming someone else. 
6.  Only in God is there stability of being, true life and reason for truly loving all things in Him. 
7.  What loving God to the very full really means. 
8. Loving God implies collabora-ting with Him in completing the creation of the universe. 
9.  Loving God means remembering Him daily and continuously, but also loving each other in an infinite and inexhaustible manner. 
10. Truly loving God means also loving oneself and accepting one’s existence and the things one has. 
11. Whoever loves God and himself  digs inside himself to discover the Absolute that deep down indwells him. 
12. From deep within ourselves God gives us everything. 
13. But in order to give us everything, God first takes everything away. 
14. But profane life does not want to die and defends itself with every means and artifice. 
15. And thus each tiny life defends its smallness and its pettiness. 
16. Science and technology defend these narrow horizons of materialism together with industrialization,  economic expansion and consumerism.
17. An excessively reductive scientificness invalidates psychic research even though the latter has always opened grand horizons for the spirit. 
18. The prisoners of the Pla-tonic cavern do not want to believe what was seen by a companion who managed to get out of it because the light of truth overwhelms their senses accustomed to illusion. 
19. Even many priests of the various religions tame and domesticate revealed truths that are to great for them. 
20. How should we speak to the men and women of our consumerist age? All we can do is to address words that will find them receptive when opportunity offers and for the rest await better times. 
21. But what shall we do with the persons who are truly converted and convinced? Open ourselves in order to live the great experience together and deepen it within ourselves so that we may become witnesses ready to grasp the best occasions in future.

1.
Each life wants to live more
Feel well, feel alive; feel ill, feel to be dying; there, in a nutshell and in altogether elementary terms, we have the sense of joy that comes from fullness, and the sense of ill that one feels in unaccepted physical pain and moral depression. 

All life wants to live more. But what does living more  mean? The possible directions of this “more” are very numerous and variegated, even opposite. 

We shall subsequently see that there is a true and authentic “more” and also a false  and illusory  “more”. We have to discern. 

Discernment is a form of sensitivity. Sensitivity is subjective: it may err. Whatever we feel, it is as well that we should have it validated by the consensus of others. 

Which others? The consensus of the masses does not always seem to be rightly inspired. Vox populi vox Dei? In some way yes, but let’s tread warily! 

All said and done, it seems preferable to seek the comfort of men deemed to be wiser. Always provided that their wisdom does not – unwisely – act as a brake or a ball tied to one’s feet. 

It will be as well to hear everybody,  but above all to listen to our own best feelings and ultimately take our own decisions. 

I, too, had to face this problem, and can confide to my reader the conclusions I have drawn from it.

2. “Live more”? 

 The concept may be ambiguous 

 and has to be defined better.
First of all, I should like to quote a few lines of Gabriele D’Annunzio, from a famous poem that forms part of his Canto novo (A new lyric):  “Come, sing the immense joy of living, / of being strong, of being young, / of biting the fruits of the earth / with voracious teeth well set and white, / of putting audacious and covetous hands / on all the tangible sweet things, / of drawing one’s bow at each / new prey sought by desire…” 
The lines are always beautiful, suggestive and full of seduction: but already by themselves they show that the desire of living, and living more, can often lead us onto decidedly mistaken paths. And I would add: not devoid of even mortal dangers. 

It is the as yet indiscriminate desire of feeling stronger, more potent, richer, to the point of overpowering others and trampling on everything that could represent an obstacle. 

And hence the desire of overpowering others with violence or with all the possible forms of subtly disguised violence. 

A weak individual may feel strong within a group. Possibly as citizen of a stronger people that defeats others in war and turns them into vassals. Or, more subtly, dominates them to the point of colonizing them, exerting an economic and cultural hegemony. 

I was little more than nine years old when, on the afternoon of 5 May 1936, I learnt from one of Mussolini’s speeches that Marshall Pietro Badoglio had entered Addis Abeba at the head of our soldiers and thus put an end to the conflict with the Negus: I confess that I, a mere nobody, a little nobody as yet in the making at that moment felt like somebody. Even though a few years were quite sufficient to cut it all back to size. 

But how many times did I, too, feel myself a false somebody on these collective grounds and, more often, for some individual reason! I kept away from certain aberrations, but I can undoubtedly say that I, too, have lived certain fundamental frames of mind.  

For the rest it was all rather small fry. I lived the grandeurs by identifying myself with the protagonists of romances and history books and some illustrated weekly read at the barber shop, just as in many films I lived an imaginary career as an adventurer or gangster. 

In short and without going into details, I should here like to consider en bloc all these false ways of pursuing a more purposeful life, of really feeling somebody.  

To feel something more, “the best”
. In the Rome of former days the strongest and most authoritative tough of a neighbourhood of a neighbourhood was called “er più”, the most: “er più de Trestevere”, for example. But one can aspire to being “er più”, “the most”, in innumerable different ways.

3. “Living more” can at times 

 be a mistaken way of living

There are many mistaken ways of feeling alive. Including some that ultimately produce highly dramatic results. 

I have myself followed some of them, at least for short distances, and can say that I have experience of them: in a small way, undoubtedly, very small, but enough to have formed a very negative opinion of them. 

Other ways of living badly I can claim to have experienced second hand. They are possibilities of non-authentic experiences that, as one might say, we share in some way. Such second-hand experiences are offered us each day by television and the cinema with that brutal realism that in the spectator creates an intense impression of living them in the first person. 

Certainly, these are adventures that are lived by our minds, our imagination, the while the body comfortably reclines in an armchair our mind seems to split and sets out to partake of parallel universes. 

It is like living a dream. And many times the dream compensates us for the shortcomings of our waking life. We seek refuge in the subjective when we fail in the objective.

When reality depresses us, we turn to anti-depressives. And many times we content ourselves with a generic feeling of being well, on the crest of the wave on the physical level. Wine provides succour. 

In a life of frustrations even recourse to drinking will help us to feel somebody. When an entity recalled details of his life on earth in the course of a mediumistic session, he referred to a certain strongly alcoholic wine in the following terms: “Just a sip and you were a king”. 

An Italian friend of mine says that our leisure time can be un tempo-libro (a book time) or, alternately, un tempo-litro (a litre time): of the kind of wine that is the culture of the simple. 

Side by side with drunkenness due to wine, there are also those pursued by means of strong individual or collective emotions, by means of all the possible forms of refusal, transgression, aggression and destruction. 

Nor should we forget drugs. There are those that turn you stupid, but procure exalting sensations that the victim can no longer do without. 

And then there are special drugs, the so-called psychedelic substances, that induce the feeling of an enlargement of the consciousness. They could be defined as cognitive drugs. They make you see reality in a decidedly different and new manner: no longer a prison universe of matter, but a phantasmagoric explosion extremely free, creative and rich in spiritual energy. It undoubtedly represents a cognitive conquest of great importance, even though it is reached by decidedly improper shortcuts.

4. The false evasions in dreams 

and the harsh awakenings
From a prison one tries to evade, or at least one dreams about it. The desire of evasion may be inspired in us by the nostalgia for a truly more significant existence. 

But there are false and illusory evasions that only tighten our fetters rather than free us of them. Their only positive feature is that they attenuate our imprisonment by helping us to bear it. 

The dream is the necessary complement of waking life. And is acceptable within these limits: as long it does not represent anything other than a kind of pleasant outing, destined to be quickly terminated by our return home and to the commitments of our daily life.

Woe, however, if it were to become a permanent dream. Or if in the end it were to spur us on to put an end to subjective daydreaming and maladroitly venture forth into the hard and crude and pitiless concrete reality of real life! Beware of the harsh re-awakenings. 

A wide range of individual failures lies in wait for us: not only artistic and amorous misadventures, but also financial and commercial, professional, organizational and political ones.

And then there are the great failures of short-sighted national policy as when an imperialist orgy erupted into a badly prepared bellicose adventure that ended up in a colossal debacle. 

It all started in 1911 with people singing “Tripoli, fine land of love / you’ll be Italian by the sound of guns” (a love with somewhat mauling effects for the beloved!) and ended up in 1943 with our own land in ruins: thirty years that could have been employed decidedly better, with greater benefit for the faccette nere (“little black faces”) and many other of our somewhat less black faces who would have been the first to suffer less.

5. Intolerance for what one is 

the desire of changing 

and becoming someone else

Power policy is well known to be a divisive that distracts people from the more immediate and serious problems of domestic policy. It is a going outside of oneself to stop thinking concretely about oneself. At the individual level, this kind of political evasion corresponds to the anxiety of evading from one’s own existence as an individual. 

Here we have intolerance of one’s own individual condition in the homeland. One’s own grey routine, the monotonous succession of the days, the little things for which one has no affection, from which one wants to escape into dreams of great adventures, great loves, wealth and power. 

It reminds us a little of Don Quixote, a little of Madame Bovary and also a little of the very young Leopardi. 

Here we have the kind of dreaming of the immense world that extends beyond the familiar hills and beyond the vast sea, the longing for exotic climes, fabulous lands to conquer. 

Here we have the satiety of life, the spleen, the tiresomeness of what one is, the indifference for oneself and the things one has, the desire for a different life or even for being someone else. 

Or, if nothing else is possible, the desire for having been someone else in a previous life and the possibility of being someone else in a future reincarnation. 

It is the yearning for “new experiences”: a trip to Egypt, perhaps in search of incarnations in a distant past; or a camping holiday in the Apennines, a safari in Kenya, a cruise in the Western Mediterranean, a pilgrimage to the Holy Land; a month of volunteer work at a centre for the disabled; three weeks of agrotourism, two weeks of giving a hand in archaeological excavations, a week in an ashram, three days at a polling station. 

All these are undoubtedly experiences that form and enlarge one’s viewpoint and fields of interest, but unfortunately made without continuity, like jumping from one pot into another. They are not experiences on which one can construct greater experiences that include them. It is a kind of consumption of “use once only” experiences. 

They are not even experiences that can be re-evoked, be it even with the love of a collector who puts together pictures for the sake of  standing in front of them in contemplation, or records that can be heard time and time again. What has been consumed and left behind in this continuous mania of new things at all costs, in a ceaseless bombardment of new things, new information that will cancel the old.

6. Only in God is there 

stability of being, true life

and reason for truly loving 

all things in Him

Now that we have reviewed many bad and false ways of “living more”, let us ask ourselves whether there exists a good way, a true, authentic and infallible way. 

My sensitivity tells me that it is profoundly right to adopt a concept of the Ecclesiast (Sirach) as it is completed in that golden book that is the Imitation of Christ. “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity”, dice Qoheleth (Eccl 1, 2). And the author of the Imitation (1, 1, 3) adds: “Other than loving God and serving only Him”. 

God is life: true, infinite, eternal, absolute life. God is our truest and most profound Being. He is indivisible from our Having to Be and is our supreme and only true Good. 

God brings us into being, gives us every life and every good, He gives us everything we are and can become. For us He is perfection and felicity without limits. Without Him, what would become of us men? What could be the significance of our life? What value could there be in the things we do? 

Loving God and turning Him into the centre of our life and the ultimate end of each and every action. In Him we are. Concentrated in God, we find in Him the absolute fullness of everything that proves to be good, valid, interesting and exalting in our existence. 

I feel that my personal life is part of a universal life. My true life is no longer I, but God within me. To serve God, to convey and promote divine life, to enhance divine glory in the universe (which is “more present in some parts, and less in others” as Dante tells us), to act ad maiorem Dei gloriam, to increment the divine presence in the world means to promote and increment also my life as individual. 

God is Life. Loving God is loving life. And following with love the development of every form of life, its longing for more life, for loftier life and, in the end, absolute life. 

How could someone love God truly and fully, to the very brim, if he were to take his eyes off the beauty of his creatures? If he were not to desire learning the secret of everything that exists? 

How could he truly love God if he were not to follow with a minimum of interest the personal existence of this individual, his problems, his hopes, nor participate in any way in his sufferings, his joys? 

How could he truly love God if he were to have no interest at all in the story of man, in the history of peoples, their aspirations, their civil progress? 

How could he love the Creator to the full if he were not to show the least interest in his creative work, its development, the perfection to which it tends in the end?

7. What loving God 

to the very full 

really means

Loving God means find and embracing God in all things, adore him in all his presences, free him of all his imprisonments, follow his growth in all his incarnations. 

Loving God is also the religion of the incarnate God, is Christianity that becomes humanism. 

Concentrating in God to adore Him continuously, to meet Him in every creature is an act of life, to see Him in all things, to live his presence in all beings and in all situations. 

“My Lord and my God!”, exclaimed the Apostle Thomas face to face with the risen Christ (Jn 20, 27). Here we have a stupendous prayer to be attuned – if this were possible – with the rhythm of the breath, almost the rhythm of the soul and the entire being of the subject. A prayer to renew to infinity face to face with any manifestation of the divine presence. 

When I see a tree, caress its bark, embrace it, perceive its origin from God, Creator of all things, I address a thought of adoration to the God who expresses himself in it. 

“My Lord and my God!”. But it is a phrase that can come spontaneously when face to face with a human brother, especially a suffering and oppressed brother, a poor in all senses: be he even a sinner and deviated and miserable and abject. God himself is prisoner within him. We feel called upon to do something to free him, to help him to develop and grow. And therefore it comes spontaneously to adore his presence, be it even humiliated and mortified: “My Lord and my God!”. 

It is an act of adoration to address to God present in every possible reality, behind which we yet catch a glimpse of the ultimate Reality. And also in every possible situation, in every lived implementation. And, lastly, in every ideal that we want to pursue there is a glimmer of the ultimate Ideal.

Loving God means loving whatever God loves, means becoming passionate about it, means cooperating so that it should become fully implemented. 

Loving a person and getting married one enjoys the magic moments in which the relationship between a man and a woman is consumed. But then there come the children and life often becomes difficult to live together, and there are common commitments, a common battle. And it is then that the beautiful and poetic words pronounced in those moments of ecstasy are put to the test. 

And it is just the same in loving God, in the relationship with the Divinity. There is a minority of people who follow the vocation of a purely contemplative life, but the perspective that opens for the great majority of believers is very different: they cannot limit themselves to loving God in a kind of love escape from the world, but rather have to live with Him in the world, becoming his companions in action.

8. Loving God implies 

collaborating with Him 

in completing 

the creation of the universe

Now, God’s essential action is the one by means of which He creates the universe. It is an action that has to be carried forward to completion, right through to its perfective end, with the cooperation of men. 

How do we have to live this collaboration with God in completing the creation of the world? It is a question, I would say, of living it as the moment in which the relationship of love, of contemplation and prayer becomes concretized. 

And how does it assume concrete form? I should say: there is a passage from the poetic ecstasy of beautiful thoughts to the tougher and cruder prose of the facts; and it is precisely there that our love becomes concrete and validated, proves itself, because it is put to the test and passes the test. 

To clarify, develop and live all this seems to be the new and specific element that Christian humanism brings to the traditional spirituality. Cooperating in completing the creation of the universe, living this cooperation as a service offered to the Lord: in the best, clearest and most explicit awareness, today and even more so tomorrow, that this is our particular way of becoming sanctified. 

Truly loving a person means being interested in his most intimate thoughts and making his aspirations our own. Drawing all the consequences of our love for God means taking an interest in everything we presume he has at heart. And espousing, together with God, the cause of the creation of the universe. 

Loving God means thinking the divine thoughts, at least the extent to which this is possible for us humans, within the limits of our imperfect receptivity; and at least invoking the Lord that he may grant us a glimmer of them. 

True spirituality means thinking the divine thoughts, no matter how abysmally inadequate an idea we may have of them. And means continuously thinking these thoughts as our only true thoughts.

9. Loving God means remembering Him 

daily and continuously 

but also loving each other 

in an infinite and inexhaustible manner
True spirituality means remembering God daily and continuously. 

True spirituality means rumination. It means returning continuously to the thought of God, but also to his thoughts, to the extent to which we can understand them, as they are expressed in the sacred and spiritual texts and  prayers. 

Who really loves a person never tires of that person. Passing from one partner to another is adventure, a sexual escapade, a flirt, but is not authentic and profound love. Similarly, true spirituality never tires of the God it has placed at our centre, nor does it ever feel satiety as regards the motives, the divine thoughts on which it has concentrated its attention. 

A passionate Christian never tires of Jesus, nor of his Gospel; nor, to give you another example, does he ever tire of visiting the Holy Places. A priest who guided us on a pilgrimage said that anybody who loves Jesus will always return to the places of his earthly existence with unchanged commotion. 

Whoever loves the Lord, never tires of Him, nor of his incarnation on this earth, and not even of the temple he elects deep down within us. 

God is in me: that means that not even I am something to be thrown away. There is to be no “use and dump”, neither with me nor anybody else. 

If God is in every man and woman, whoever he or she might be, the love I have for God is destined to become converted into love for every human being. 

And I would add: in infinite love for each. Even though this infinite love may be unrealizable in concrete terms, if not by virtue of an equally infinite divine grace. 

It follows that each one of us should love in equal and infinite measure each of the others and also himself.

10.   Truly loving God 

  means also loving oneself 

  and accepting one’s existence 

  and the things one has

Whoever loves God also loves himself. Where is it said that I have to love others more than myself? That would be an excess of mistaken zeal, the zeal of wanting to be first in the class. Whereas the Gospel tells us: “Love your neighbour as you love yourself”. 

To be sure: Love your neighbour, and also yourself, with orderly love. With a love that, very rightly, imitates the love that God bears for each one of us. 

If God himself loves me with an infinite love, why should I, of all people, get tired of myself, feel disgusted with myself more than is strictly necessary and, in the end, try to escape from me? 

Whoever loves himself, accepts himself: does not try to get away from himself, does not throw his life away, does not dump his memories, does not despise what he has. Though widely practiced today, this continuous escaping from oneself seems decidedly pathological.

11.   Whoever loves God and himself 

  digs inside himself 

  to discover the Absolute 

  that deep down indwells him


God himself accepts us as we are. But not because we should remain so in everything. Not because we should revel in the status quo of inveterate habits. 

God accepts us, and we, too, have to accept ourselves as we are. Concentrating in our own lives, we have to dig deep down. 

Breaking through the crust of our de facto being, we eventually draw upon that true being that within us coincides with how we ought to be, coincides with our supreme good. 

In other words, we draw upon that Absolute that, hidden in the deepest and most profound part of ourselves, is anxious to affirm itself in every dimension of our personality, and longs to transform us completely, to deify us.

12.   From deep within ourselves 

  God gives us everything


God gives us truly everything. He gives us everything we are, everything we can be, everything we attain and become to realize our full potential. 

All our interior illuminations come from God. Saint Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Company of Jesus, once confessed to one of his confreres that a sole hour of meditation at Manresa had taught him more things about the celestial truths than he could have learnt from all the doctors put together. But hierognosis, knowledge of the sacred obtained by illumination, is common to innumerable men and women of God in more or less all the religious traditions. 

From God there comes that interior transformation that sanctifies man or, to use the language of the Eastern Church, that deifies him. In this connection we have the equally innumerable testimonies of those who have had experience of the operation of divine grace in themselves: sudden and clamorous at times (as in the conversion of Saul of Tarsus), at others far more discrete and gradual. 

This second process takes place, to give another example, even in the case of Saint Teresa of Avila. Although she had felt her vocation even as a child, at the age of forty, when she had been a nun for twenty, Teresa still had to be fully converted. She felt herself induced to this suddenly and totally when she was looking at a painting that depicted the flagellation of Christ. 

And even after her conversion divine grace kept operating, continuing the intimate transformation of her soul, so that it might become submissive to the divine will in all things. 

Together with the soul, even the body may become transformed, to the point of giving rise to the phenomena that reveal a total spiritualization even at the physical levels. These are the paramystic phenomena. 

The body tends to prefigure the final condition of the risen. And therefore it continues to live without needing either food or drink, or obtains its sustenance solely from eucharistic food, to demonstrate that “one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord”, a reply taken from Deuteronomy (Deut 8, 3; Mt 4, 4). It emanates light that obviously means spiritual light. It levitates, as if it no longer had weight, a figure of its upward aspiration. It will appear in two places at the same time, overcoming all spatial limitations. It can neither be burnt nor wounded, sign of the inviolability of the spirit. It heals the maladies of others, dominates the matter of its own environment, multiplies food, brings rain, makes springs of water gush forth, and exerts an amorous dominion over animals. These and other paramystic phenomena are related in the Gospels, and also in the lives of saints, be they Christian or of other religions. 

The traditions even suggest humanist motives, though they do not develop them adequately. The time seems to have come for doing this. After all, modern civilization is longing for a religious and metaphysical foundation without which, to be perfectly frank, it remains a grandiose edifice of sophisticated vanity. 

It seems to me that the time has come to deduce from the tradition and to formulate in a far more explicit manner the concept that in each one of us God inspires not only religious truth and sanctifying energy, but also our philosophy, science, culture, art, poetry, music. And even the technological inventions. All this comes from moments of illumination the ultimate Source of which is always the divine Spirit. Inspired by God, humanism is imitation of God by man and likewise aims bringing essential aspects of divine fullness and perfection of life into every dimension of being. 

God pushes the creation of the universe ahead to its ultimate completion, its perfection. We humans are called upon to collaborate in his great creative work, and this both by growing ourselves in terms of awareness and comprehension, sanctity and humanism, and also by promoting the transformation of others and every reality in every dimension and form, in all fields and at all levels.

13.   But in order to give us everything 

  God first takes everything away 

Thus God gives us everything. But he also deprives us of everything. He never does things by halves. He does not repair us, patch us up, recompose us, the way one restores an old house or an antique piece of furniture, re-assembling the same materials as before. Before he constructs, he pulls everything down to the ground. To let a new man be born, he first crucifies the old. 

Here we have the famous dialectic of death and resurrection: the only one by means of which a serious spiritual path can be pursued coherently to its end. Only in this sense is God the giver not only of life, but also of death: death that aims at more life, death of profane and sinful man, so that he may be resurrected to divine life. 

Mortal accidents do not come from God, but from causes and dynamics of this world. God does not send anybody to die, and not even to suffer; but, seeing that suffering and death occur due to secondary causes, it is then, and only in that phase, that God intervenes to transform suffering and death into the source of better life, into detachment from the earth and its limitations and miseries, into trials to overcome, into occasions of sanctity.

14.   But profane life 

  does not want to die 

  and defends itself 

  with every means and artifice  


It is as well that man should accept these possibilities that are offered him; but this means abandoning oneself to death, accepting it: but nature does not want to die, and carnal man likewise seeks to avoid it. Nature therefore defends itself. And so does the old man, who refuses to die and prefers to prolong his agony to infinity and clings to his moribund life with all the cunning and artfulness of which he is capable. 

And thus far too many priests of all the different religions tame and domesticate the revelation of God. It is an attempt to accept the new, always provided that it will no longer cause fear, will no longer be a source of anxiety or even bother. 

Here we have what Gerardus van der Leeuw calls the “religions of removal”. He uses this term, above all, in relation to China and also eighteenth-century theism in Europe. But the practice is far more widespread, universal I would say. It is an attitude that the Dutch scholar summarizes as follows: “One abides by custom, one gives to the gods and the spirits everything that is due to them, after which one can dedicate oneself to men without having to worry”. He cites a maxim from a book by Lun-Yu: “Endeavouring seriously to render full justice to men, manifesting one’s respect for the demons and the gods, but keeping well away from them, that is what one can call wisdom”. 

Van der Leeuw offers us a more detailed version of this maxim: “In principle, you avoid encountering a powerful will: such a will can always be recognized, be it even that of the many demons, but one keeps well away from it, just as God, in his turn, has to be kept at a distance. He is power and will to the highest degree; proximity would mean violence, agitation, inhumanity. Man keeps well away from God, because he is the God of heaven, and heaven is far away” (Van der Leeuw, Phenomenology of Religion, § 90). 

In other words, we have to address our Creator in more or less the following terms: “Dear God, you are what you are, nobody doubts that, and we recognize you, we honour and adore you. But please accept our offerings and prayers with benevolence, protect us, give us prosperity and descendants, and victory over our enemies, and leave us in peace as far as everything else is concerned. Be God in heaven, by all means, but here on earth let us be men in our accustomed manner. In return we pledge ourselves to dedicate to you the cult due to the Supreme Being with all the honours. But each in the place that behoves him!” 

I said before that the old man does not want to die. And therefore he defends himself. Refuses the new for as long as possible. But sooner or later the encounter with the new is inevitable. Not least on account the indomitable drive characteristic of the new that I have likewise touched upon. And therefore we have to let it in. But how? Neutralizing it, rendering it innocuous, emasculating it, reducing it to the old. 

Here we have the principle of vaccination. The organism has to prepare its defences if the ill is to be kept at bay. 

The sun will shine even through the densest clouds; and thus the Spirit will blow even through the most befogged human receptivity and infuse a nostalgia, be it even vague, for the divine dimension. It inspires a vague religiousness that – as it becomes mixed with other elements that are the fruit of many different and often ambiguous inspirations – gives rise to what we may call the finished product, a kind of religion in pills. 

“Good Master, what must I do to gain eternal life?”. This is the question that the rich young man addressed to Christ, even though the answer he received from Jesus induced him to seek no more. 

The spirit is strong, but the flesh is weak! Nevertheless, the question was right and well founded. It is the authentically religious question. 

Blessed were the days when people with genuine spiritual problems could turn to some recognized master to receive a full and serious answer and, if they found it convincing, thereafter led a spiritual life of the greatest dedication. 

Rather than seeking an in-depth solution of their spiritual problems, the men of today want to be entertained with talk about religion, just as they want to hear people speak about other interesting and suggestive things. Entertained, amused a little and violated a little, just like many spectators in a circus. And what they hear must not be a homily, must not be excessively long, nor must it annoy with boredom, and when we have had enough of it, we must be able to switch to some other programme: from satiety to satiety, from boredom to boredom, until it is time to go to bed. A kind of spiritual zapping. Rather than religion, consumption of religion.

15.   And thus each tiny life 

  defends its smallness 

  and its pettiness


Authentic and profound religious instances express themselves in thoughts that are too great to be able to cohabit – in one and the same brain – with thoughts excessively mean and petty. When excessively heterogeneous things come to be associated, one must expect not a synthesis, but rather a mutual rejection after an inharmonious and quarrelsome cohabitation.  

And we have to recognize that, as a general rule, the thoughts of men are very mediocre. The little joys of little people. The untiring talk about rain and good weather, up north where the sun is more rarely to be seen amid the clouds. And down here, where this particular problem is less acute, preference is accorded to talking about salary rises, food, about the things we possess or have bought or can be bought, and in what shop and at what price. 

We return home from a trip abroad and a friend asks us, perhaps a little ingenuously, for at least summary impressions of the voyage, about the cities, places and monuments we visited, the  people, the political and social situation. And our first and often sole response is: “Such and such costs a lot less there. Just imagine, I bought X, Y and Z at a really incredible price…”. 

An American mother, with memory evidently confused by an excess of tourism, asks her daughter whether they have ever been to Venice: “Yes, mammy, remember, that’s the place where you bought the nylon stockings”. It seems a joke, but the answer is not altogether unreal. 

But undoubtedly we are suffering from a pollution of petty thoughts. A pollution that, together with the pollution of the soil, the waters and the air, is underscored each day by our type of civilization so closely associated with industrial expansion. Producers want to sell and keep urging people to buy. With the incessant bombardment of publicity, they therefore do their best to get people to concentrate their thoughts, preferably exclusively, on the things to buy. Buying this and that becomes a status symbol, a point of honour and almost a religion. Mammon gets the better of God and, in the worst case, manages to get at least a draw. 

I mentioned a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. I remember that we celebrated mass every day and then visited another of the holy places. Even during the Via Crucis along the Via Dolorosa we were assailed by Arabs looking out from their shops or behind their stalls with a wealth of exposed merchandise, and swarms of other “assault” Arabs, mostly boys, who kept brandishing wooden camels, crib figures, souvenirs and trinkets of every kind of species in front of our eyes. Poor pilgrims embattled between the passion of Christ and the continuous temptations of the buy this and buy that! Just as I was embattled between wanting to laugh and wanting to cry.

16.   Science and technology defend 

  these narrow horizons of materialism

  together with industrialization

  economic expansion and consumerism 


Consumerist civilization is the human and social aspect of industrialization, and both are connected with the advent of modern science with its Galilean-Newtonian imprint. Science concentrates attention exclusively on phenomena that can be objectively ascertained  and lend themselves to exact measurement, calculation, forecast and reproducibility. Obviously, these end up by completely coinciding with material phenomena. Galilean science is not interested in spiritual phenomena, because they do not comply with these characteristics. 

But spiritual phenomena, though ignored by scientific knowledge, nevertheless exist! The human sciences, come into being more recently, introduced some correctives. But the most widespread and characteristic mentality of modern civilization will always tend to reduce the subjective to such parts as can be objectively described and detected. For the rest, the subjective and the spiritual will remain emarginated in shadow zone whence it can easily fall into oblivion. 

Galileo was a thoroughly religious man, and the same may be said of Newton and many other scientists. Their science, moreover, enabled human civilization to take steps forward that, in certain respects, are truly gigantic. But there is also the fact that this great and glorious medallion has a very negative obverse: the men of the modern age have increasingly accentuated their tendency of considering nothing but the things of this world and of matter, emarginating the metaphysical dimension, neglecting the realities of the spirit and the things of religion. 

We have now arrived at the point where the metaphysical-religious approach seems to far too many people to be “devoid of sense”, and this for the very reason of not being confirmed by experience, seeing that spiritual experience has come to lack. 

And this tempts me to address Science in the following terms: “Dear Science, you have produced innumerable benefits for us. Thanks to you, we humans have enormously increased our knowledge and dominion of matter and incredibly improved our living conditions. 

“But there is one thing for which I cannot forgive you: you have contributed to creating a state of affairs where, in spiritual terms, the men of today not only do not succeed in seeing beyond the tip of their nose, but do not even want to do so, because that would not be ‘scientific’. An attitude that, in the limit, implies the death of the spirit, and it is you who endorses this attitude and continues to justify it”.

17.   An excessively reductive scientificness 

  invalidates psychic research  

  even though the latter 

  has always opened 

  grand horizons for the spirit

Now, the point is this: especially in a certain historical period (beginning about midway through the nineteenth century) there was a clamorous explosion of paranormal phenomena. These prove to be particularly interesting in connection with what I have been saying, because they strongly suggest: 1) that matter ultimately reduces to spirit; 2) that we humans are spirits and, as such, survive our physical death; 3) that space and time are relative; and 4) that the whole of reality constitutes a continuum of more than three dimensions, an eternal present, an absolute. Here science itself ought to open to spirituality and God. 

In short, psychic research, even though as science it may seem somewhat sui generis, once we can see it with the necessary sensitivity and comprehension of the phenomena, opens incredible horizons for us, truly spiritual horizons of immense reach and import. 

In the nineteenth century, as also in the first half of the twentieth, this type of research was known as metapsychics. But then in 1953, at the international congress in Utrecht, metapsychics gave way to a new approach: parapsychology. Here we have a proposal that is very different in more strictly “scientific” terms in the classical or Galilean sense. 

With the result that these phenomena, constrained into the Procustian bed of an exclusively objectivating and quantifying approach, came to be rare and far between. But certainly not because they are “all fakes”, as some people keep on saying! But for the simple fact that these phenomena stand in need of a certain help from us if they are to take place, at the very least, a respectful and open attitude. 

Paranormal phenomena are of a very delicate nature and have to be taken as they give themselves. They have to be expected and welcomed with confidence or, if you prefer, with faith, a little like the miracles of the Gospels. They must not be discussed while one waits for them to occur, and not even in the phase when they arrive and take place. They can, of course, be subjected to critical analysis, and even pulled to pieces and reinterpreted to one’s heart’s content, but in a subsequent phase, not while the experiment is taking place. Otherwise the phenomenon itself will become blocked, die before it is born. Pointing the gun of hypercriticism and inveterate scepticism against it serves little good purpose. The paranormal is even touchy and more irritable than a prima donna. Face to face with a pointed gun, it disappears and is seen no more. The true experts have known this for a long time, and it would be high time to make it known also to the parapsychologists. 

In the meantime, however, the latter have created a desert; so that the paranormal produces itself in all its fullness only in experimental groups that act on the basis of religious motivations and are so frustrated by science that they don’t even want to hear it mentioned.

18.   The prisoners of the Platonic cavern 

  do not want to believe 

  what was seen by a companion 

  who managed to get out of it 

  because the light of truth 

  overwhelms their senses 

  accustomed to illusion

The other dimension can manifest itself within the ambit of paranormal phenomenology and, more specifically, within the ambit of mediumism. And then, of course, there are also other levels. Let us consider the philosophical one. Here we are helped by the allegory of the cavern, that Plato proposes in his Republic (Book VII). 

There is a dwelling place in the form of a cavern, of which the entrance has the same shape and size as the rear. In the cavern there are many men who have been chained together ever since childhood, their face turned towards the rear of the cavern and their eyes obliged to behold nothing but that type of screen. 

Outside there is a wall behind which there pass many other people, each bearing objects and statues and other figures made of stone and wood that stand out above the wall. Further away there is a huge fire. Therefore the prisoners see only the shadows of these things as they flash across the screen. And they thus mistake them for the reality of these things. 

But the shadows are nothing but illusions. Only one of the prisoners realizes this, because he managed to undo his shackles and evade from the cavern. Then he returns and tells his companions what he has seen outside; but the companions don’t believe him, rather, they are bothered and disturbed by his words, accustomed as they are to mistake the shadow of the things for the real vision of them. They ridicule him, oppose him, and when he insists too much and tries to free some of them of their chains, they kill him. 

There you have the reaction of short-sighted men who do not want to see anything of the beyond, because it would upset their inveterate habits. Whoever wants to talk to them of the other dimension, has to try to do it in a less upsetting and painless manner, give them something that has been watered down, he has to attenuate his truths, he has to measure his words, has to purify them ad usum Delphini. 

Woe, if he fails to do this! The prophets are put to death, just as Christ was crucified. Socrates had to drink his hemlock. But there are also many other ways of killing a troublesome person: there is emargination, ridicule, press silence, and there are the various forms of civil death. 

It is almost superfluous to add that every epoch has its Platonic cavern, and the Platonic cavern of our own day and age is a consumerist prison with a thoroughly up-to-date television screen.

19.   Even many priests 

  of the various religions 
  tame and domesticate 
  revealed truths 
  that are to great for them

I briefly referred to the priests of all the various religions who domesticate the revelation to safeguard old and beloved habits, to let people live peacefully and happily, not least themselves. And there we have a wonderful personage, seemingly made to measure: Don Abbondio of Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed. 

He is a country priest who has created his own rules of life to safeguard and protect his personal tranquillity. He does nothing to protect his parishioners Renzo and Lucia from the oppression of Don Rodrigo, who prohibits their marriage so that he might have Lucia for himself and satisfy his desires. When Cardinal Federigo, Archbishop of Milan, visits the place, he convokes Don Abbondio and talks to him in truly lofty and strong terms to remind him of his duties as priest and pastor in charge of his flock. 

The little curate, prisoner of his fears and his concern to assure himself a quiet life, listens dumbfounded to the cardinal’s sublime words and, when so requested, replies with the most wretched and miserable justifications. A fine and highly comical counterpoint to the cardinal’s sublime words! 

One of the two personages flies to heights that only make the other dizzy. Federigo’s words, though drawn from the Gospel that Abbondio should know more than well, seem to him to be wholly new and leave him astonished and flabbergasted, though not without a touch of admiration, as if he were face to face with something incommensurably and unattainably superhuman: a gleam of light immediately suffo-cated by a great deal of fear, the feeling that dominates him. 

The dialogue, a true jewel of psychology and the art of writing, is very long and here I only want to recall a comment that the author makes almost in passing: “Don Abbondio stood with his head bowed: his spirit found itself in the midst of these arguments just like a chick in the talons of a falcon, held high up in an unknown region, in air that he had never breathed” (Chapter XXV).

20.   How should we speak 

  to the men and women 

  of our consumerist age? 

  All we can do 

  is to address words 

  that will find them receptive 

  when opportunity offers 

  and for the rest 

  await better times

That, in short, is how things are at this moment. What is there that we can do? How should we speak to the men and women of our day, in the situation I have tried to characterize, given the way things are going and the wind that is blowing? 

Many people have matured a certain awareness and are with us. But the great majority is still in the full throes of consumerism. 

Let’s try to think clearly about it: in economic terms, consumerism is functional to the growth and expansion of industry; but in human terms it is also the landfall of an innumerable number of people and families who for centuries and centuries, until just a few years ago, had little more to eat than bread and onions, or polenta, seeing a piece of meat only on very rare occasions, and for the rest lived a material life full of hardship and privation.

At long last they now live in a civil habitation where they have a bathroom, running water and electric light, and then there is the refrigerator, the telephone, the radio and television, and down in the garage there is a scooter, a motor cycle and – the final touch! - a car. And soon there will be other marvels. Then there are fabulous voyages, even though they are wasted in buying picture postcards and fancy goods and taking one snap after another in a wholly mechanical manner, without contemplating anything at all, without really observing anything or learning something.

After centuries and millennia of toil poorly rewarded by miserable earnings in the midst of hardships of every kind, these people have at long last arrived in a kind of promised land. And they undoubtedly like it, they wallow in it and revel in it to their heart’s content. 

And therefore let them enjoy this longed for consumerism in peace. Getting up on the pulpit to preach that all is vanity seems to me to be in the worst of tastes. We have to wait for these men and women to realize it by themselves. But this is a transmutation that calls for a very long time. Those who live today are not likely to get there while still on this earth and, among its infinite possibilities, Providence will find other roads for them. Not even their sons will get there, perhaps their grandchildren at the third or fourth generation, if the motor of history will not undergo unforeseeable accelerations. 

A process of awakening consciousness may be triggered in a person by some misfortune, a kind of back-kick reaction. The sudden death of son or the loss of the companion of a lifetime. A woman, wife or mother, is overwhelmed by it and despairs, because her values no longer sustain her. Even her consumerist castle collapses, revealing its ultimate nullity. Nothing succeeds in compensating the loss she has sustained, now seen as unique and irreplaceable. A person left alone in this way will instinctively turn to religion, appeal to the other dimension. 

And at a certain point something new will happen: it seems that the other dimension will unexpectedly respond. The mother will thus find her son, the wife her husband, through a paranormal experience that also proves to be an authentic spiritual experience to a high degree. 

This double experience of death and rebirth, grief due to the loss and joy of the new encounter, transforms the person. She finds God again and makes the first-hand discovery of the beyond as the dimension of God and eternal life. Grief and mourning have become the occasion of an undeniable religious progress. 

And this is what, with all due circumspection, we may suggest to our friends stricken by grief: that such a terrible experience, that such a terrible blow may become the occasion of greater good. 

And then one has to see whether the conversion will stand the test of time. My father told me that if each one of us had to keep on suffering as a result of such a loss as intensely as we do in the very first moments, he would die and, since sooner or later we all have to go through it, the human kind would become extinct. But then, fortunately, time proves a great healer, attenuates the suffering and offers reasons to continue living even to the most desperate. Life resumes and, with it, also our most inveterate mental habits. One may thus turn one’s back even on a conversion, though many people act very differently, so that the fruits of their conversion will persevere and grow. 

We firmly believe in God, in real spirituality, in the survival of the spirit, in eternal life. We believe in it on the basis of experience, and not only on account of having entrusted ourselves to the teachings of the Church. What, then, shall we do? Undoubtedly help all those who, due to various circumstances, have arrived at conclusions similar to our own. 

Let us help them to achieve a new consciousness and become converted; but if the conversion proves fleeting and passes, we have to accept that, it would not be licit to do more. 

Do we want to frighten our likes with terrifying homilies and pious stories, a kind of periodic injection of holy terror made for a good purpose, for the health of their souls? 

Many of us have heard such sermons and stories from priests and sisters, some when very young, others as grown-ups. There can be no doubt that the preachers and the story tellers acted with the best of intentions. But we decidedly hope that this long-standing practice, inspired by good will, but also ambiguous and perhaps not even very sensible, will now be abandoned once and for all.

21.   But what shall we do with the persons 

  who are truly converted and convinced? 

  Open ourselves in order to live 

  the great experience together 

  and deepen it within ourselves 

  so that we may become witnesses 

  ready to grasp the best occasions in future

There comes to my mind a thought expressed by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a Lutheran pastor and theologian, an opponent of Nazism and a martyr. In a letter sent to a friend from prison he asked himself: “Should we perhaps assail some unhappy person here and there in their moments of weakness and, as it were, rape them religiously?” And then he added: “I should like to talk about God not at the confines, but at the centre, not in weakness, but in strength, not in death and in guilt, but in life and in the goodness of man” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Resistance and surrender, “Letters to a friend”, 30 April 1944). 

Certainly, Bonhoeffer puts forward ideas that are very personal and cannot always be shared. But, expressed in a very incisive manner, there remains the idea that religious conversion must not spring from fear, and not even from the impotence of men or from their need of something that can be obtained in some other way. But if conversion were to spring from satiety of something that nothing and nobody had taken away from us, from the joy that comes from a fullness, from a search for the best, starting from something good we already possess, from an inexhaustible desire for perfection! 

In “Rome”, one of Federico Fellini’ films, a cardinal who bears some resemblance to Senator Andreotti embellishes a speech with Latin expressions, wise old sayings and innocent plays on words that have some of the dusty flavour of scholastic inkpots, with the good-natured humour of Roman ecclesiastics of other days. At a certain point, making a brief but forceful mention of a kind of “stopgap” religiousness (as Bonhoeffer would have called it), practiced for want of anything better, he stigmatises it with the words: “When there is nothing else, adoremus Te!”. 

But the true adoration of God, the conversion or, etymologically, the “turning” to God, the entrusting oneself to God in order to become united with Him is something very different. It is an end in itself, it has to be pursued for its own sake. 

We have to abandon ourselves to God, without expecting anything else. Without doing anything else, without worrying about anything else. With divine help, we have to deepen the experience, so that we may bear witness to it by our way of living it rather than by words. 

Before we speak or write, give lectures or grant interviews, we have to irradiate. And one can only irradiate what one is. But what we are, we receive from God. We can then reflect it. Or, if you prefer the figure of speech, we can let it shine through us. 

The first and immediate vocation is to open ourselves to Being, so that we may truly be. This and only this can trigger the conversion of others and, as we hope, sooner or later of all.







