The Texts of the Convivium

THE LONG TROUBLED MARCH OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

C O N T E N T S
1. The “history of salvation” includes that of man’s full realization.  
2. The beginnings of the history of salvation: Israel and God the Creator.  
3. What work, arts and science mean for the Hebrews.   
4. “Yahweh’s Angel in Israel” as the synthesis of a divine manifestation and of the collective psychic contribution of the whole Hebrew people.   
5. A necessary explanation about “angels”. 
6. “The Angel of Yahveh in Israel” is a living being who proves to be such also in its agelong evolution towards the advent of the Messiah.  
7. Jesus Christ as divine incarnation, but at the same time, as a man that goes up a ladder – as it were – through a messianic “career”.   
8. In calling upon us to grow in Him until we reach His stature, Jesus paves the way for us to “eternal life” full of every divine perfection.   
9. While waiting for the kingdom of God, whose advent is perceived to be imminent, the early Christians feel they should discontinue every humanistic effort.   
10. The advent of the Kingdom seems to have been postponed, but the dark centuries of the early Middle Ages, rather than encourage humanistic commitment, seem to foster an asceticism of flight from the world; but then this long winter of humanism leads to a blooming spring.   
11. In the Quattrocento it is in an atmosphere of clear Christian spirituality that the philosophers of the new humanism proclaim the dignity of man and his ability to attain the highest spiritual goals with the help of God.   
12. The Protestantism of Luther and Calvin denies man the ability to cooperate in religious salvation allowing him only the possibility to fulfill his potential in civil life and work, the only service to be offered to God.  
13. The Calvinists of England called Puritans start the first English revolution and the Christian dissidents who emigrate to America give rise to the civil and economic progress of what will later become the United States.   
14. Unlike the Latin Catholic countries, where they generally occurred against a backdrop of anticlerical secularism, in Anglo-Saxon countries innovations make constant reference to Christianity.   
15. The Catholic Church has denounced the tendential atheism of many new ideas, but has not been able to discern their Christian matrix and their nature of expressions of Christianity: certainly deviating in certain aspects, but reformable in a wider vision.   
16. Will Christianity succeed in involving different spiritual traditions so that together they will be able to realize a full humanism and prepare the world to receive the “manifestation of the children of God”?   
17. It may be useful to briefly reconsider a whole series of achievements which the so-called long troubled march of the people of God on this earth has gone through.  
18. It is also useful to make an unconventional judgement of the spiritual crisis in which the “Christian” West got embroiled: a crisis which in our technological society is induced by consumerism.   
19. Only genuine spiritual renewal able to instil life in a new humanism will allow Christianity to give rise to a new Christian world embracing all the traditions of the world open to the final advent of the Kingdom.   
20. The goal of the history of salvation will be fully achieved only thanks to the great eschatological purification that will occur with universal resurrection: the ultimate event which is being prepared through that path to holiness and growth in Jesus Christ, the God-Man, in which the souls of heaven are engaged.

1.   The “history of salvation” includes that of man’s full realization 

Jesus’ preaching was basically aimed at announcing the kingdom of God. He defined it as an already existing reality, anticipating its full advent and predicting its conditions.

In actual fact, however, so many centuries have elapsed and such palingenesis has not occurred yet. Nor can we determine if and when it will occur.

In Christianity the promise and expectation of the full advent of the Kingdom is far from being a secondary issue: in the face of apparently interminable delays, the believer may even lose confidence, but may also think of a postponement to a point in time when certain conditions have developed. These are the necessary conditions for God’s action to prove to be truly effective and to reach His objectives of total transformation of reality.

The whole discourse that I am about to start here has a clear theological approach. Despite the many references that are made to the facts of secular history, it fully hinges on what theologians call the “history of salvation”.

What is meant by “history of salvation” is an everlasting process through which God manifests himself with the aim of leading mankind to spiritual salvation, full realization and “deification”.

When we say “history of salvation”, if we speak of “salvation” only, we risk expressing a notion that may be a bit limiting, as it is negative. Is it right to escape from something negative, in order to do something else, something positive?

The actual question is for man to realise his full potential, according to his best and highest possibilities. Therefore I would rather speak of a “history of salvation and man’s full realization”. 

And what would a similar realization consist in? A pithy definition is that given by a great mystical theologian of the VII century, Saint Maxim the Confessor: “God created the world to become man in it and for man to become God through His grace and participating in the conditions of divine existence… In His advice God decided to be united with the human being to deify him” (Quaestiones ad Thalassium in locos Sacrae Scripturae difficiles). 

Now, to become God fully and perfectly means acquiring all the perfections of God. Not just the perfection of holiness. God is omniscient and omnipotent, He is the supreme Craftsman of creation. 

Omnipotence is to be pursued not as an end in itself, but to help God bring the creation of the Universe to its perfective completion.

A perfection such as omniscience could be conferred by God upon man as a reward for his sanctity. Here a connection could be made to the idea of the beatified vision enjoyed by souls in Heaven.

The most traditional concept is that man should not pursue knowledge as an end in itself, but focus exclusively in pursuing the sanctity of a life of prayer, asceticism, of compliance with precepts, of practice of religious virtues – of those virtues strictly considered as such by tradition.

However, in himself man feels an impulse to realize his full potential, to foster his personality in all directions as creatively and freely as possible. Usually he pursues the knowledge of things through his research work. 

There is a tendency in modern man to seek the truth in all fields of knowledge. Man truly wishes to know everything about his nature, his history, the evolution of the universe, about everything in detail. It is true that we have the clear feeling that we will get to know certain truths only by looking inward and paying heed to an internal voice. Nonetheless we feel urged to more actively seek all the truths which are the objective of scientific research in general.

The activity of man in every field also becomes necessary as a result of the fact that man is called upon to cooperate with God in order to continue the creation of the world, to make it perfect. It is a creation whose perfection grows also to the extent that people increase their knowledge. 

In addition, one should consider that the creation of the world is still very imperfect and that God himself – not in his absolute essence – but in his manifesting himself – is imprisoned and crucified in it, He is in a state of kénosis (of “emptying”, of relative weakness).

In order to be able to help God in accomplishing the creation of the world, man needs to increase not just his knowledge, but also his mastery of reality.

In the book of Genesis (1, 26-28) God exhorts people to dominate the earth. Not at their will, of course, but to administer it well according to the will of God. 

As God is in a condition of kénosis, crucified as He is by his own creation, man feels he is called upon to be God’s co-operator as well as His samaritan.

This is how the history of salvation and of man’s full realization becomes the history of man’s ascent in every sense, in every dimension of his being: the ascent of man to that God which is total perfection without limits. 

2.  The beginnings of the history of salvation: 

       Israel and God the Creator

Christian theologians place the beginning of the history of salvation in the historical development of the Hebrew people.

Israel directly experiences being created and saved by their God through the troubled events of history. 

They feel being created out of nowhere, from their second chieftain Isaac, who is the son of two parents who can no longer have children (Gen 1-15; 21, 1-7). 

Isaac’s offspring is chosen as the people of God. And it is to their God Yahweh to whom the Hebrew people entrust themselves fully.

Abraham’s exemplary faith (Gen 15, 6; 22, 1; Rom 1, 17; Heb 11, 17) becomes the faith of a people who are his descendants. The Hebrew people are the only ones who entrust themselves totally to God’s revelation, renouncing the possibility of embroidering on it amazing myths which would conceal the essential. The “mythology” of the Hebrew people – if one may speak of such a mythology – is indeed quite simple. 

The people of Israel are believers. And it is through perseverance in this sheer faith that they open up to the revelation of their God in the best way. 

And it is by virtue of such listening that within the Jewish people the intuition started to emerge that their patron God is one with the God creator of heaven and earth.

3.  What work, arts and science

       mean for the Hebrews

The Hebrews begin to realize that by creating Yahweh confers value, strength and enlightenment upon people, and to understand to what extent He gives them the ability to help in the divine work of creation.

Man cooperates with God through his work. Humanism, which is highly considered and fostered in Judaism, has a basic connotation as humanism of work. 

It is through his work that man enhances God’s work, the “work” of God as it is expressly called, that is to say creation, of which man is the administrator and guardian: “…God said: ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness, and let them have dominion over the fish of the seas and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’“ (Gen 1, 26; see vv. 27-28). 

More: “Yahweh God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen 2, 15; cfr. 2, 2-3 e 5-6).

Work has always been celebrated by the Hebrews. None of them was ever ashamed of doing a manual work, unlike the Greeks and Romans who thought it was fit for slaves rather than for free men. 

While manual work as such is considered of extreme value by the Hebrews, what about the arts? They, too, are believed to be of value, but no one knows to what extent they are considered of value as such, as pure form of aesthetic creation. 

One can say that art is particularly appreciated when building places of worship. In this connection it is worth recalling the episodes of Exodus in which Moses has the mobile Sanctuary of Yahweh built by skilled craftsmen (Ex 31, 1-11; 35, 30-35; 36, 1-2).

If the ideal of art as an end in itself is not felt as such by the Hebrews, one could not even claim this for what concerns the ideal of knowledge as an end in itself. Even less one could speak of the ideal of science as an autonomous form of research. Solomon asks and obtains from God the gift of wisdom; but it is rather a form of wisdom that must allow him to distinguish good from evil so that he can rule the kingdom that is entrusted to him wisely (1 Kings 3, 4-15; 2 Chr 1, 7-13).

It is true that elsewhere, speaking of Solomon, he is credited with a broad and deep knowledge of things on a profane level – we, in modern times, would say – scientific level. 

But similar remarks are few and far between throughout the Bible. They can be found especially in that book of Wisdom, which is thought to have been written by a Hellenic Hebrew of the first century before Christ, who wrote in Greek and proved to be quite familiar with that language and culture. This confirms that love for knowledge as an end in itself is not a Hebrew, but a Greek ideal (1 Kings 5, 12-13; Wis 7, 17-21). 

Greater appreciation of art, philosophy and science will begin to develop among the people of God only when, having become the Christian Church, they come into closer contact with Greek civilisation, and end up acquiring their particular aspects.

4. “Yahweh’s Angel in Israel”
 as the synthesis of a divine manifestation

  and of the collective psychic contribution

  of the whole Hebrew people

The people of Israel experience ever deeper revelations. Assuming the prime source of inspiration is God, the progressive character of revelation also depends on growing human receptivity: in particular, here, the growing receptivity of the ancient Hebrews. 

They have a very high, sublime idea of God, which is, however, too linked to their mentality and their culture as an archaic people. The most elevated way in which they can conceive of God is to consider Him a high sovereign, even though bearing the same features as those of their ancient ages. Let us say: a sort of great barbarian king. 

He is undoubtedly a king who knows how to impose his will; but He does so with methods that are too brusque, summary and ruthless, that little have to do with that Father God who will be revealed to us by the Gospel. 

To get an idea of the ruthlessness of this supreme Being as the Hebrews see him, one only needs to think of the way in which, after hardening the heart of the Pharaoh (Ex 7, 3; 11, 10), He punishes him with the terrible “ten plagues” (Ex, chapters 7-10), that culminate in the death of the first-born of all Egyptians, even the innocent and totally naïve, not to mention the livestock and beasts of burden, the most innocent of all beings (Ex 12, 29). 

These are systems that are certainly suited to increase the prestige of a god in the eyes of his archaic worshippers and faithful, who in their heart of hearts were certainly pleased with being protected by a God who “knows how to impose his will”. But does this not arouse the suspicion that they made a God who is a bit too much in their image? One 19th-century Italian writer, Francesco Domenico Guerrazzi, noted: “I do not know whether God made us in his likeness; but what I do know is that people made God in their likeness and they have really done him a bad service”  (F. D. G., The hole in the wall, ch. 2).

With all due respect, I believe the comment is quite fitting: certainly not with regard to the God we normally believe in, the Being who is beyond all possible representations, but suited to a certain image of Him – an image which, we may dare say, is rather disfigured – created by the Hebrews of the Ancient Testament. 

In addition, it is also possible that it is not just the mere image that is conditioned by people in this way, but the very Source whence the Hebrews derive some of their religious inspirations. 

But let us go back for a minute to the summary and cruel way in which, according to the biblical narration, the enemies of the Hebrew people, and at times the Hebrews, too, are treated by their own God. This is what may lead us to think that the divine manifestation expresses itself through conduits that may be defined as imperfect precisely because they are imperfect as such.

Let us consider a similar conduit: what we may properly call not “Yahweh God” per se, and not even the “people of Israel”, as purely human collective reality, but – as it were - a composite entity, at once divine and human, resulting from a combination of their encounter.

If we want to give this entity a name, we could call it “the Angel of Yahweh in Israel.” Why “angel” is something we shall try to explain soon. A similar expression is used to refer to God as Yahweh: i.e. as God manifesting himself and spreading among the Hebrew people, God as He is felt and seen by the Hebrew people according to the very special sensitivity of those people. Now in his manifesting himself to Israel, Yahweh God becomes incarnated in them to such an extent that in a way he is conditioned by them.

Why is He conditioned by them? Because – if I may say so – He is a composite entity, resulting from a flow of the Spirit of God and at the same time by an undoubted human contribution. 

This genesis of a composite is difficult to understand as a process when one is not familiar with what happens at more occult – if one may say so – levels. The analysis of a certain phenomenon which occurs in mediumistic experiences could be of great use for us. Similar things are experienced in the practice of parapsychological research. And this is not to be considered an odd digression! These religious phenomena have a considerable paranormal dimension. But considering that even an open-minded reader knows nothing about parapsychology, it may very well be that in a similar discourse he may be lost and even consider it fanciful and groundless.

It is also likely that my readers, even the benevolent ones, may never have come across any notion of parapsychological phenomena and may not have the faintest idea of what they are. I must beg them to make an effort and pay special attention. As I cannot deal with this topic more extensively here, I shall focus on some particular forms of mediumistic communication. 

Here, of course, we start from the assumption that these contacts with the disembodied souls of the other dimension are possible. Let us assume that with the help of a medium we try to establish a contact and start a dialogue with a soul of the afterlife. Let us further assume that our attempt is successful. 

In mediumistic manifestations we may consider the way in which a soul expresses itself, through words – either written with the hand of the medium or uttered with the voice of the medium. 

Let us also assume that we have already met this entity when it still lived on this earth. We may happen to notice a difference between the way in which it used to express itself and the way in which it expresses itself now. 

It is also easy to notice something else: the entity now to a certain extent expresses itself in a language that seems to borrow many expressions from the medium’s own language and culture. 

We may wonder who is speaking or writing, the entity itself or the medium? We might answer saying that it is the entity that speaks through the medium. It would perhaps be more appropriate to say that during mediumistic communication we speak to a composite entity, which has emerged as such from a synthesis: from an aggregation, from an integration between the medium and the entity as such.

This soul, which now includes our psychic contribution and has therefore become a composite soul, remains such for the whole duration of the séance.

We should also add that to all appearances what I have just called “the entity in itself as such” is not even an entity at its height: it is rather what manages “to get through”, overcoming thousands of hindrances and influences, and succeeds in communicating with us in what is indeed a diminished state. So even if we may say that we have succeeded in establishing a genuine contact with the entity, in actual fact we are in close contact only with part of it.

We shall then say: one “part” of the entity (or “something” of it) joins a “part” of the medium (“something” of the medium) and supplements it so closely as to achieve a synthesis and form one being. 

As it does not completely coincide with the entity, and as it has something of the medium within itself, the derived and composite entity must perforce be different from the pure original entity.

So, the simple example I have given may shed some light on how to address the issue of composite entities such as the one we have just called the “Angel of Yahweh in Israel” on a much more complex level. This Angel derives from God, but is somehow different from Him, imbued as it is with the humanity of the Hebrew people and with the relevant psychic, cultural and historical influences.

5.   A necessary explanation about “angels”
In defining the entity which we have been talking about, why should we call it “angel”? For a very simple reason: the entity we have talked about links up quite well with an entity which in the Bible is called either “the Angel of Yahweh” or “The Angel of God”. (About the first expression see Gen 16, 7-11; 22, 11 e 15; Ex 3, 2; Num 22, 22-35; Giud 2, 1-4; 6, 11-12; 13, 13-21. About the second see Gen 21, 17; 31, 11; Judg 13, 9-21; see Gen 28, 12; 32, 2).

This one too may be defined as a composite entity. It too seems to result from a synthesis of the following elements: on the one hand the genuine manifestation of God, and on the other the sum of thoughts, feelings, hopes and expectations of the Hebrew people of a certain age.

Also the Angel of God presents himself as an integrated psychic formation. To a certain extent he is derived from God himself and is therefore distinct from God and is halfway between the divine spiritual realm and the human psychic realm.

The term “angel” therefore requires to be explained more extensively. What are these angels? First of all we note that the Bible and the religious traditions of almost all people tell us about beings called angels, or spirits or demons or minor deities.

It is generally agreed that each being of this world (whether it be a mineral, a plant or an animal or a human being) has its own psychic nature (or, if you like, spiritual nature). It is what we may call its “spirit” in the broadest sense of the term. In each individual being, the “spirit” is a principle which provides being and life to the very matter that being is made up of, whereas matter is its external appearance.

One should never lose sight of the evidence that Hebrew angelology may have in the religious views of other people: especially in those of the Canaanites, of the Assyro-Babylonian, of the Iranians and even of the Greeks. Nor should the influence that this may have had on Judaism be forgotten, even though Judaism reinterpreted and played down things in its own original way.

In focusing attention on the angelology of the Hebrews, it is worth making a short mention of their extrabiblical literature. Reference is made here to the angels responsible for the lives of created things. 

Mention is made here of an angel of the foundations of heaven (4 Esdras 6, 41) and of angels of stars (Ethiopian Enoch 72, 1.3; 74, 2 etc.; Slavic Enoch 4; 19, 2). But it may occur that stars themselves are judged as living, angel-like beings as in the Ethiopian Enoch (18, 13-16; 21, 3-6). 

Then there are supposed to be angels of wind, lightning, thunder and storms (Book of Jubilee 2, 2 Ethiopian Enoch 60, 11-21). In addition, mention should be made of the angel of seasons (Jubilee 2, 2; Slavic Enoch 19, 4; Ethiopian Enoch 82, 11–20). Other angels are believed to be those of water (Ethiopian Enoch 61, 10; 66, 2; Slavic Enoch 19, 4) of fruit (Slavic Enoch 19, 4) and of metals (Ethiopian Enoch 65, 8).

Matter is the outermost aspect of each being and the most wordly, if one may say so; whereas on the opposite pole there is what I would call its spirit, which is the element that links it to God. It is therefore its most original, intimate, noble and lofty dimension. It is like an aerial that receives inspirations and impulses coming from above and sends them - as best it can – to the lower levels. 

Archaic traditions tend to agree on believing there is a “spirit” not just in each individual (as his/her demon, genius or guardian angel), but in communities as well. 

At lower evolutionary levels one may wonder if an ants’ nest or a termites’ nest or a beehive also have a collective psychism.  

Primitive people believe that every animal species has a spirit or genius. As a matter of fact their caution leads them to propitiate the genius of the animal species they hunt. Let us now shift our attention and focus it on the relationship between an angel and God himself, and look in particular at that Angel of God that leads the exodus of Israel from Egypt and its wanderings through the Sinai peninsula. This angel manifests himself first to Moses in the burning bush (Ex 3, 6); then in a pillar of cloud to show them the way by day, and by shining light on their camps in the form of a pillar of fire every night (Ex 13, 21; 40, 36-38). 

It can be noted that the sacred text at times refers to it as an angel, whereas at other times it identifies it with God. The two expressions are used interchangeably, as if the entity concerned could be equally defined as one or the other (Ex 3, 2-6; 13, 21-22; 14, 19 and 24; 23, 20-23). 

God has given each nation a guiding angel, but He Himself wanted to be Israel’s guide (Deut 4, 19-20; 32, 8-9; Sir 17, 14; Dan 10, 13-21; 12, 1; Jubilee 15, 31 s.; Ethiopian Enoch 89, 59; 90, 22 and 25). Elsewhere the Angel that shows the chosen people the way is identified with Michael (Dan 10, 13 and 21; 12, 1).  

The Divinity expresses itself through the Angel of Yahweh, but in such a way that the biblical author, after the intervention of the Angel, lets God speak and act in his stead, or viceversa, as if the two were identical (Gen 16, 7-13; ch. 18; 22, 10-18; 31, 11-13; 32, 25-31; 48, 15-16; Ex. 3, 2-22; Judg 13, 20-22). Yet the Angel, as such, and God remain two different entities (Gen 24, 7; Ex 32, 1-3; 33, 2; 2 Sam 24, 15-17). 

 What is the relationship between God and this Angel of His? This is a problem which many biblical scholars have dealt with, putting forward different explanations, none of which has truly prevailed over the others. 

What did people think about this? Even in an age that preceded the proclamation of the monarchy, people tended to clearly distinguish Yahweh both from angels in general and from the one which, in the strictest sense of the word, is called the Angel of God. 

Traces of this conviction, which was becoming more widespread and popular, can be found in the second book of Samuel (19, 28; 24, 16), the first book of Kings (19, 5-9) and in the second book of Kings (1, 3 and 15; 19, 35). Divine transcendence thus becomes ever more emphasized. 

 Not even angels can say they are completely pure and flawless in the presence of God (Job 4, 18; 15, 15). Divine judgement will also extend to them (Job 21, 22; Isa 24, 21-23).  

In Revelation (chapters 1-3), Jesus manifests himself to the apostle John to send messages to the angels of seven churches. He is content with each one of them for certain things, dissatisfied for others. So Jesus exhorts all angels to see the error in their ways and mend them, while threatening them with punishment. 

If even the angels of churches may deserve some reproach, this means that the angel of a community, even though a vehicle of divine inspiration, may be led astray in his behaviour and is anyway an imperfect entity. 

Let us further clarify the concept: a church, a chosen people invested with a spiritual mission is always somehow a bearer of God; but it is also formed by men burdened with all possible imperfections. 

The Hebrew people are considered and treated by God like a character that has its own collective merits and collective faults. God sees in his people an unfaithful bride whom He loves with endless and unfailing love (see mainly Ezek, ch. 16). 

Even the church is presented as one collective body, with Christ as its head and the worshippers its parts, each with its peculiar and different function at the service and to the benefit of the whole (1 Cor, ch. 12).  

Paul calls the worshippers of the church “saints”. They are “God’s beloved… who are called to be saints” (Rom 1, 7). Yet they are sinners, therefore the church may be said to be, at one time, a saint and a sinner. 

 In Christian thought the church is new Israel, which continues the tradition of ancient Israel. As Israel, the church brings salvation and gathers “God’s beloved… who are called to be saints”, showing them the way in a long march which will end only with the achievement of the ultimate accomplishment.  

 It is a long and tortuous march, like that of the Hebrews in the Sinai desert under Moses’ guidance. It is a march that is slowed down and led astray by the bad will of people, their unfaithfulness and desertions. It is a march that looks like a long odyssey. 

6.   “The Angel of Yahveh in Israel” 

      is a living being who proves 

      to be such also in its age-long evolution

      towards the advent of the Messiah

What has hitherto been called “the Angel of Yahweh in Israel” has the features of a human and divine entity. It is an entity whose material and visible looks are animated by a spiritual form. It is unity expressing itself in multiplicity. It is a collective entity with body and soul. At various levels it has an intimate structure of psychic and spiritual nature. It is a living being sui generis and yet it has many features similar to the most varied living beings.  

Another digression may help us clarify certain concepts: a reference to Henri Bergson’s thought, to his way of considering every form of life at one with the principle animating it, may be useful. 

Bergson has highlighted that “organisation” principle which is responsible for any form of life. How does life act? How is it built? Not through a “manufacturing” activity, points out the French philosopher, but through “organisation”. 

What does he mean by that? To clearly distinguish these two modes, let us first see how man goes about “manufacturing”. He develops a project and implements it gradually. He forges his working tools, which he then uses to build the various pieces one after the other. With further operations he assembles them, finishes them and his work is complete.  

Here homo faber formulates his project through a succession of actions of his awareness. In the actions of life the exact opposite is true. At subliminal, unconscious level there is instinct at work. 

It is an unconscious and yet intelligent instinct which is responsible for the life of a body in all its cells; and it is the same instinct that inspires the outward behaviour of animals and plants.  

Life does not “manufacture” in the sense we just mentioned, it “organises”. It proceeds not by degrees, but by actions, each one of which is immediate, global and simultaneous. Something explosive – one might say. 

Life does not work out its decisions slowly, bearing in mind this or that experience, reflecting upon them and then working out a series of well thought-out and conscious decisions. Each living being already knows what it must do and aims straight at the objective.

Each organisational act forges a set. It can be compared to those psychic phenomena informed by the so-called “ideoplasty”. In parapsychology, this term refers to the notion of an idea which materialises through a moulding action. It is a thought which immediately becomes an action: similarly to the saying “said and done”, here it is “thought and done”! 

The experiences which an individual body may rely on are those made by a species. It is as if the species itself were at work in the individual. This suggests that individual psychism acts vitally in association with collective psychism of the whole species as such. 

The living being works as if knowing or sensing or foreseeing its future with its needs, with the problems that will arise. Again in the ways that are peculiar to organisation, life plans, arranges, prepares its future manifestations. 

Life, too, proceeds by trial and error and develops projects which may succeed or fail; it, too, looks for a way, and if that is blocked, tries other routes; but it does it in its own way, which is quite different from that of homo faber, as we have seen.

I have tried to clarify this concept of how life goes about building itself through organisation (which, as we have seen, is the opposite of manufacturing). We can now once again turn our attention to that divine and human, at once material and spiritual entity, which is “the people of God”, with the Angel of Yahweh that informs it from within and guides their actions. We shall thus try to clarify how the organisation principle applies to explain concretely, also in vital terms, the evolutionary process of this collective divine and human entity. We will get an idea of what it is by looking at the actual facts. 

Moulded, inspired and guided by their divine Angel, the people of God make their way through the thousands of vicissitudes of their history. And one can say that they get ready to receive the advent of the Messiah. It is grace, which at the right time the divine Spirit will bestow on its people to make them take a further step ahead along the evolutionary process.  

This preparation and this bestowal will occur at the same level. It is a level which remains subliminal and unconscious for us. It is the level at which both the vital functions governed by instinct occur and where the divine charismas circulate. 

At a certain stage of their historical development, the “people of God” still identify with the people of Israel who await their Messiah. The Messiah is necessary, because God himself will have to fully manifest himself through him, will have to be “made flesh”, “become man”. However it is also necessary that the advent of the Messiah be prepared. The preparation will be long and laborious. In the course of the preparation all conditions will be created that will make the birth of this man and the accomplishment of his mission possible. 

The Messiah that must come, the disciples who together with him will have to start the “church”, all the factors and conditions that will have to be in place are one with the people of God: they are stages in their history, they are the result of its age-long suffering. 

All these elements are parts of a vital and united set – the people of God on their way to their ultimate destination of full accomplishment and salvation.

7.  Jesus Christ as divine incarnation 

       but at the same time 

       as a man that goes up a ladder 

       – as it were – through a messianic “career”
In revisiting the definition by Saint Maxim the Confessor, according to whom God becomes flesh so that man may become God, we may ask ourselves: how is it that God becomes man in Jesus Christ? Through what process?  

If we read the Gospels carefully we can observe that, during his earthly life, Jesus goes through what can certainly be called a messianic “career”. He is a man with all the limits of the human condition, except for sin, whose temptations he nonetheless feels. As a man he undergoes a development during which the greatest charismas are bestowed upon him gradually. 

The Gospel according to Luke points out that Jesus as a child “increased in wisdom, in stature, and in favour with God and men” (Lk 2, 52). 

After receiving baptism in the water of the Jordan by John the Baptist, he receives what might be called baptism of fire and spirit.  

As the gospel according to Matthew reads: “as soon as Jesus was baptised he came up from the water, and suddenly the heavens opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming down on him. And a voice spoke from heaven, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; my favour rests on him’ ”  (Mt 3, 16-17; see Lk 3, 21-22). 

According to Mark (1, 10) the actual opening of the heavens is something that only Jesus sees, it is his own subjective experience: he “saw the heavens torn apart”. 

According to John (1, 32-34) this is a vision shared by the Baptist.  

I think this can be defined a first baptism of spirit in close analogy with that which Jesus himself risen to heaven will bestow upon his disciples praying together in the cenacle of Jerusalem: the Holy Spirit, which is the same spirit as Christ, will be bestowed upon them and will transform them inwardly, will enrich them with grace, will make them more similar to the divine Master.

In a public speech delivered to the inhabitants of Jerusalem soon after the outpouring of the Spirit, Peter will define Jesus in the following terms: “A man attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him among you, as you yourselves know” (Acts 2, 22). 

Going back to the baptism of Christ, we may ask ourselves if this descent upon him of the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove together with the words of the Father “This is my Son, the Beloved” may not be identified with the act, and also the time, of such “attestation”. 

Continuing his speech Peter recalls Jesus’ preaching, the miracles he worked, his death on the cross, and then ends his speech with the following announcement: “This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses. Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see and hear” (Acts 2, 32-33). 

Resurrection is actually a further step in what we might call Jesus’ messianic career. That of the risen Christ appears to be glorious corporeal nature, no longer subject to the limitations of our normal earthly corporeal nature, which we know only too well. We may consider it the “early fruits” of that corporeal nature which we shall all have on the day of the final universal resurrection. 

After the resurrection, and after the period in which he once again manifests himself on this earth among his disciples, Jesus is raised to Heaven. And there he receives that Spirit, which he will pour out on his disciples gathered in the cenacle, giving the first powerful impetus to the new church.  

We may go on saying that with ascension to heaven we have reached a third important step in Jesus’ progressive rise to the divine Father. It is at this point in time that the Father “made him both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2, 36).  

It should not be ruled out that, also in heaven, Jesus should undergo a further ascension and growth in his Father until he reaches his omniscience and his utter perfection in everything. 

Already on this earth Jesus’ raising to Messiah has occurred by degrees. This, however, does not mean that he could not be predestined to become the Messiah and had always potentially been the Messiah. This is the mystery of vocation.  

Jeremiah is called upon to be the prophet of nations and – as Yahweh will reveal to him – he has been consecrated and appointed to be that ever since he was in his mother’s womb (Jer 1, 4-5; see Sir 49, 7).  

Paul, who was destined to be the apostle of gentiles, says that he, too, had been chosen ever since he was in his mother’s womb (Gal 1, 15-15). 

The womb of this man’s mother destined to such a high mission is, if one may say so, impregnated with a divine seed. 

The creative power of this outpouring of the divine spirit is sometimes highlighted by those who say that the gestation and birth of the man of God have occurred by divine miracle, since the mothers were sterile: they had always been sterile or had become so with age. This is the case of Isaac (Gen, chapters 14 and 21), Samson (Judg, ch. 13), Samuel (1 Sam, ch. 1) and even John the Baptist (Lk, ch. 1). 

With the advent of Jesus of Nazareth the people of God take on a new nature. They become a multitude led by the messiah himself, whose faithful are united by vital bonds, as shoots to a vine, whose sap they feed on (Jn 15, 1-7); as the limbs of a body to its head, from which they, too, receive nourishment which makes them grow (Col 2, 19; cfr. Eph 1, 22-23; 2, 21).  

The people of Israel moulded and brought to life by the Angel of Yahweh have become the mystical body of Christ. They continue to have the features of a divine and human entity, Indeed, God becoming flesh in a human being makes the bond that this entity has with the Divine ever closer and more intimate and also conscious. 

8.   In calling upon us to grow in Him 

      until we reach His stature 

      Jesus paves the way for us 

      to “eternal life” full of every divine perfection

Manifesting himself and becoming man at last, God makes His creative work even more possible and effective. He brings His creative work to completion, making all men similar to Him and glorifying the whole creation. 

Jesus is the highest expression of the holiness, of the union with God. He is the result of a very special entry of the divine into the human, a unique one. By pouring out his Spirit on the disciples, he binds each one of them to him as shoots to the vine, and communicates his divine sap to them (Jn 15, 1-7). 

In this way, as the apostle Paul says, we are urged to grow in him until we reach his very stature (Eph 4, 11-16). Growing brighter and brighter, we are destined to be transformed in the same image of the divine Master (2 Cor 3, 18). We are called to rise together with him (Rom 6, 1-6). Heirs to God, with Christ we are his coheirs (Rom 8, 17). 

Reaching the full intelligence and the profound knowledge of the mystery of God, we participate in Christ in the fullness of divinity (Col 2, 9) and we will be filled with the whole of God’s fullness (Eph 3, 19).  

In eternal life we shall reach every perfection, even though we shall remain entirely human, even though each one of us will retain their own individual personality. 

We will know everything, because we will be able to contemplate everything in God: present, past and future, in a simultaneous vision.  

Perfect self-control and mastery of all things will have enabled us to cooperate with God effectively to bring creation to its perfect completion. 

With our creativity in the arts we shall enrich the world with beauty. 

We shall come to an accomplishment which is well beyond all our possible aspirations and our happiness shall know no bounds.

 We shall find our loved ones again, and all will be dear to us, and we will love each other with perfect love.

The ultimate destination revealed by the New Testament is much higher than that shown by the Old Testament 

The prophets announce the redemption of Israel in a context where the conditions of all peoples will have been raised and improved. Peace among people and between them and even the most ferocious of animals will reign for ever. All people will live long lives and will enjoy all goods (Isa 61, 1-3; 65, 17-25; 66, 12-14; Zech 13, 8-9; Mal 3, 1-3 etc.). 

It is certainly an idyllic vision, a return to paradise on earth. This situation anticipated by certain Hebrew prophets is, however, still earthly life. In the vision of the New Testament all has radically been changed. It is truly the advent of “new heavens and a new earth”. 

Both those who will rise from the dead and those who will still be living on this earth will have a glorious body of the same nature as the body of the risen Christ (1 Cor, ch. 15). 

Miracles will be everyday ordinary phenomena, which will occur at all times, even what is paranormal will become perfectly normal.

9.   While waiting for the kingdom of God,

      whose advent is perceived to be imminent

      the early Christians feel they should

      discontinue every humanistic effort

People will be able to reach this ultimate condition at the time of parusia, that is to say at the time of the advent of the Kingdom, the return of Christ. They will have to get ready spiritually for this advent. Everyday life will go on, outwardly, as it did before. No worry must trouble a life of meditation, prayer, announcement of the Gospel: not even the worry to protect their interests or the aspiration to make this world a fairer place. 

Paul warns: “…The appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor. 7, 29-31). 

There is no doubt about the profound humanity of evangelical preaching and the relationships among the early Christians; but humanism is, for the time being, deprived of its meaning, left in abeyance.  

10.   The advent of the Kingdom seems to have been postponed 

        but the dark centuries of the early Middle Ages

        rather than encourage humanistic commitment 

        seem to foster an asceticism of flight from the world; 

        but then this long winter of humanism leads to a blooming spring

In Christ’s preaching the only necessary thing is to get ready for the coming Kingdom. But then its advent seems to be postponed. As if they had been frustrated in the vain expectation of that universal palingenesis, each Christian concentrated on pursuing their own individual salvation. An asceticism of flight from the world takes shape, flight from everything that might represent a distraction from the commitment of exclusively taking care of one’s own salvation.

Man must first die of his egotism completely. Dying with Christ is the ultimate testimony to martyrdom. When Christianity becomes a tolerated religion and finally the official religion of the Empire, the opportunities for martyrdom disappear and Christian society tends to become secular. Thus ascetic rigour seeks solace in finding the places of testimony in the bitter solitude of the desert. 

Here we find the hermits with communities of disciples gathering around them. Here we find cenobies of people devoted to prayer and contemplation according to the rule of Saint Basil. 

In the West, through adjustment to the new rule of Saint Benedict, monasteries flourish where prayer is associated with work (Ora et labora). Work is offered to God as religious service and mainly consists in copying and illuminating theological works as well as ancient codes.

Here we find a first reconciliation with the civil life of people and their culture, a reconciliation which then becomes more marked with the establishment of mendicant orders. Franciscan and Dominican friars have their convents near cities and can therefore forge better relations with their inhabitants.  

Saint Francis of Assisi’s attention to nature marks a decisive turnaround as regards the way in which nature was considered by the people of the early Middle Ages. More than feeling it as a friend, they thought it was a power hostile to man. Even human nature, spoilt by the original sin, seemed to be against the inward feelings of divine grace aimed at sanctifying souls. 

In an age of such widespread and prevailing barbarism religion offered the only possible refuge to those yearning for spiritual life. Any other meaningful human activity was demeaned. The world and social life offered very poor attractions. 

Little by little the spiritual climate changes ever more markedly. Even Franciscan religiosity is enlivened by a great love for nature and the whole creation. In his famous Canticle, Francis addresses all creatures as brothers and sisters. 

The highest expression of Dominican culture is Saint Thomas of Aquino’s Summa Theologiae. He accepts and embraces Aristotelian philosophy, which deals with nature and all things that form the object of our sensory experience. Saint Thomas attaches a clear autonomous value to philosophy in Aristotelian terms. 

Thanks to the use of the experimental method, nature will then become the subject of veritable scientific research. A great benefit for the birth of modern science, upon which Galileo will leave his special mark in the late Renaissance, will be the adoption of mathematical calculation. 

Poetry and literature thrive and even vernaculars acquire literary dignity.

Music can now rely on seven notes. New architecture expresses itself in the Romanesque and Gothic styles. Figurative arts begin to represent nature and humanity with increasing realism. All this wealth of creativity in beauty is enriched by the richness of decorative arts. 

In addition to the growing attention paid to nature, greater attention is also paid to every aspect of life. Pervasive interest in and love for life are increasingly felt by the people of the Late Middle Ages. 

Trade thrives, crafts multiply, the first banks are established. First the Crusades and then the stepping up of trade with the East lead to a strengthening of ties, not always marked by conflict, with the Arab countries of the Mediterranean. Through contacts with Arabian and Byzantine civilisation people learn that it is possible to lead a more comfortable and refined life and wish to live in comfortable and rich homes.

Art objects, fabrics and carpets are imported from the East, but also Greek codes, commentaries to Aristotle’s works and tools such as the astrolabe. Navigation will benefit from this tool used to measure the altitude of stars, just as any form of accounting will be profoundly innovated by the Arab-Indian decimal system with the figure zero. 

Long exploratory journeys are undertaken as well as navigations that will lead to the discovery of new continents to colonise and inhabit. 

Communes become hives of intense economic and political activity. In addition to the nobility there starts to emerge and develop a new social class, the bourgeoisie.  
In some communes, universities are established, where theology, philosophy, law and medicine are taught, which will later encompass all branches of knowledge.

Learning becomes widespread and Roman law is restored to its former honour and will slowly supersede many rules and customs of feudal law. People go back to studying the Greek and Latin classics, Antiquity is rediscovered, its great men become paragons of that human life committed to the things of the world which the biographies of saints could no longer offer.  

This huge historical phenomenon, which someone named the Romanesque Renaissance, then seamlessly evolves into the great artistic and scientific civilisation of the Renaissance.

11.   In the Quattrocento it is in an atmosphere 

        of clear Christian spirituality 

        that the philosophers of the new humanism 

        proclaim the dignity of man and his ability 

        to attain the highest spiritual goals 

        with the help of God 

The people of these ages feel they have accomplished a full human life. They become aware of their worth and their ability to establish an earthly regnum hominis. The church itself believes that liberal and fine arts, philosophy, law and politics play an ancillary, but autonomous function, in relation to religion. 

Life is beautiful, the world is interesting. People start reacting to a certain kind of asceticism (of Augustinian origin) which demanded the rejection of earthly values, contempt for the world and flight from secular values. 

A widespread reaction starts to emerge to any kind of dominance that the church authorities wish to exert on secular realms, and to a certain politicisation of the church and its resulting corruption. The lords of the church and their luxurious and often corrupted life are fought by those who want to restore the Christian community to its early poverty. They also denounce many doctrinal and hermeneutical overtones and trappings, which end up with altering the genuine truth of Christian teaching as it is expressed in the simplicity of the Gospel. 

These new movements are formed by simple people who wanted to go back to the evangelical sources to quench the thirst of their spirit. They pay tribute to poverty, disdaining wealth and power. 

Approaching the Scriptures directly, they want to follow what the Scriptures tell their hearts. These new movements are for the most part heretical. 

There is widespread expectation of events that will lead mankind to palingenesis. These movements are fought by the Church authorities and are eradicated. Their demand for spiritual freedom is frustrated, whereupon they turn their attention to more earthly objectives, to be pursued according to a more secular inspiration. 

But new demands begin to emerge also in a more orthodox context. Here, too, the sense of the dignity of man becomes ever more established along with that of the great creative abilities of the individual, and of culture as a means of spiritual growth.

The rights of thought and the freedom of conscience are dear to the hearts even of the Catholic reformers of the 15th century. New religiosity is aimed at developing one’s personality, not to humiliate it. It wants to be more humane and enhances all legitimate and positive human activities. It wants to embrace and bless all things to be able – with them – to rise to God. 

Grace and nature are no longer alien. New religiosity believes that human will has not been completely deteriorated by the original sin, but it is still able to aspire to the loftiest spiritual goods. It considers human understanding as capable of rising to the highest levels of the knowledge of God. 

Instead of the old treatises such as de miseria hominis there is now De dignitate et excellentia hominis of a Giannozzo Manetti and the Oratio de hominis dignitate of a Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. 

Giannozzo Manetti maintains that God has endowed man of wonderful qualities to be better honoured by him. 

According to Pico, man, a privileged creature and the completion of creation, is the only being without a predetermined nature which he cannot escape. He himself will choose his own nature, depending on whether he wants to vegetate like a plant or be subject to instinct like animals or, like angels, rise to divine things.  

12.   The Protestantism of Luther and Calvin

        denies man the ability to cooperate in religious salvation 

        allowing him only the possibility 

        to fulfill his potential in civil life and work

        the only service to be offered to God 

In addition to the humanistic celebration of man’s dignity there is that of man’s freedom of will. Erasmus of Rotterdam will devote his famous work Diatribé de libero arbitrio to the issue.  

In contrast to this there is one of Luther’s work which he aptly entitles De servo arbitrio. In it he claims that original sin spoiled man to such an extent that his will can only exist if supported by divine grace: grace which he can only passively receive, without any cooperation on his part. 

Man, says Luther, is too weak to expect to be able to rise to God or even to be able to contribute to his salvation even to a minimum extent. A man who sins is justified, that is to say he is declared just, and as such welcomed in heaven, by God, by a purely gratuitous gesture.  

As he is prevented from taking action for his sanctification, man is left free to operate in the world which is his kingdom. 

Valuable human work is done not in the expectation of becoming saints in a life of devotion, but in active participation in the life of community, in carrying out tasks which everyone can undertake, in the exercise of civil duty, in work. This is what Luther refers to as divine service. The very denial of the value of one’s work for the purpose of salvation is used to funnel and focus man’s energy on the production activities of this world. 

Then, however, Lutheranism stops halfway, ensnared in political interests. It joins forces with princes. It spawns state churches in the name of a new conformism.  

What will go much further in expressing the ideas that have been just mentioned is Calvinism. Calvinists are even more convinced that eternal salvation does not depend on them, their work, their merits or their cooperation with divine grace. They believe that their eternal salvation exclusively depends on the favour God grants to the ones He chooses, predestining each one to salvation or damnation, simply on the basis of His free choice. 
God does not want man to attempt an impossible ascent to holiness; instead, He wants man to operate in his realm, in the world, to extend there the kingdom of God. Calvinists believe that God protects them in their wordly action and that their success, even their earnings as such may represent the confirmation that God loves them and helps them and therefore has predestined them to salvation.

Calvinists are always looking for confirmation of being in God’s favour and almost end up creating this confirmation themselves, through an activity which is certainly honest and inspired by divine will, but at the same time efficient and successful. 

Calvinists are working people. They are convinced that they are serving God with their work. As was already the case with Lutherans, Calvinists, too, believe that work is religious service, it is the essential service which they may offer God. In a fashion that is even more marked than in Lutheranism, Calvinism becomes the religion of work: work which is no longer seen as a means to achieve higher spiritual goals, but considered valuable per se.

In the Calvinist view of the world people’s work must be done honestly, conscientiously and righteously. Calvinists care a lot about educating one’s will and character, which are the only thing that lead to perseverance in one’s intentions and work. The ethic of the bourgeois capitalistic civilisation is thus founded. 

13.   The Calvinists of England called Puritans

        start the first English revolution

        and the Christian dissidents who emigrate to America 

        give rise to the civil and economic progress

        of what will later become the United States

Calvinism spread to various countries of Europe, inspiring the Presbyterians of the church of Scotland, puritans, independents (“Roundheads”) and even the “dissident” churches, from Baptists to Quackers and later the Methodists (a great movement that flourished in the 18th century).

Puritans played a major role in the two English revolutions and in the colonisation of New England. They opposed the power of the bishops of the Anglican church, who, supporting the king and being supported by him, wanted to make this church a strictly hierarchical and conformist organisation. 

Since the time of Queen Elizabeth, membership of the State Anglican Church was mandatory. People were made to use the book of common prayer, with a whole liturgy that was ill-suited to more specifically express the religious feeling of puritans. 

These form associations, whose members are all free and have equal rights. Here authority is the exercise not of a right conferred from above, but of a function. And each church – with its pastor and the elderly and deacons and the other faithful – is run on an autonomous basis and may form a federation with other churches. 

Bishops are no longer appointed by the king, nor parish priests by bishops, without consulting the faithful: both practices had been strongly deplored by dissidents. 

Therefore this new church, which is quite different from the episcopal churches of Anglicanism and Lutheranism, chooses a “Presbyterian” system. The Scottish church was already a Presbyterian church and those people had already fought with weapons and won those who wanted to restore the Anglican hierarchy on their territory. 

Puritans oppose absolutism and wish to go back to the old customs established by Magna Charta. They were asking the reinstatement of freedoms, immunities, privileges and jurisdictions which were considered the old and unquestionable law and heritage of English subjects. All this had been guaranteed by Magna Charta Libertatum granted by John Lackland in 1215 and updated by Henry III.  

In 1628 Parliament put forward that Petition of Right which is considered the second Magna Charta. King Charles I was practically forced to sign it. By virtue of that document he could not impose new taxes unless authorised by Parliament. 

In contrast with a practice that had become established in absolutism, the king was denied any power to imprison anyone at his will. The principle of the Habeas corpus was introduced by law, according to which anyone imprisoned and charged with a crime could appeal to a judge and be released on bail, except in cases of treason. 

And here we find a succession of events such as the first English revolution (started in 1642), the trial of King Charles I and his death sentence (1649), the government and dictatorship of Oliver Cromwell (1649-1658), the restoration of Charles II (1660) and his policy which was much more careful than that of his father and tending to re-establish absolutism gradually. One can say that, through this evolution which certainly did not lack truly dramatic moments, the germs of the new religious and political conscience continued to be at work in the majority of the English people, who continued to be mostly protestant and in favour of Parliament. 

When Charles II died not without being administered the Catholic last rites in extremis (1685), his brother James II persevered in the attempt to restore Catholicism in England. The struggle with Parliament took on extreme tones. While the supporters of the king were called tories (name used to refer to the Catholic partisan bandits of Ireland), the advocates of Parliament were called whigs (after the presbyterian rebels of Scotland). 

The second English revolution marks the ousting of James II. The crown is offered to his daughter Maria, who is a Protestant and is married to the head (statholder) of the Republic of the Netherlands; he, too, is positively Calvinist. 

A Parliament-Convention approves the Declaration of Rights, which is then signed by the new sovereigns Mary and William III (1689). It enshrines, among others, the principles of popular sovereignty (according to the tradition dating back to Magna Charta) and the freedom of conscience. Each citizen enjoys it, whatever church he belongs to, with the exception of Catholics, whose full religious freedom will be recognised only during the 19th century.  

During the reign of James I, at a time when Puritans were persecuted by the monarchy and the Anglican Church, large numbers of them emigrated to New England. 

Historically, migration began in 1620 with the Pilgrim Fathers who crossed the ocean on the Mayflower to find more religious freedom in New England. 

Persecutions continued and many thousands of people emigrated, especially in the following twenty years. At times entire villages moved, headed by their pastors. 

Boarding the Mayflower in Plymouth, even before landing the American coasts of New England the Pilgrim Fathers agreed on the organisation of the new political community they intended to found: the New Plymouth society. Thus they entered into a covenant, a solemn pact.  

An egualitarian and democratic society was thus created. It was mainly made up of farmers. They lived in similarly poor economic conditions and established small townships, independently providing all the necessary services, agreeing on decisions and democratically electing their public administrators, which were held accountable for their governance actions.  

Even judges were elected by the people. In trials for serious crimes, the innocence or guilt of the defendant was assessed by a jury made up of twelve of his peers, ordinary citizens as the defendant.

Claiming religious freedom, which was something Puritans had always cared about from the start, also included other spheres of action and became freedom of expressing one’s thought and hence freedom of the press and ultimately freedom of assembly and association. 

Here we have human rights. Their proclamation no longer referred to the old traditional and medieval habits: to liberties granted by the sovereign or achieved by feudal lords and the middle classes after long struggles with the king. These rights were considered inherent in the dignity of man as such. 

14.   Unlike the Latin Catholic countries

        where they generally occurred 

        against a backdrop of anticlerical secularism 

        in Anglo-Saxon countries innovations    

        make constant reference to Christianity

In England and in the various countries of the United Kingdom and the British Empire, modern society develops keeping Christianity as its point of reference, even though fully respecting other religions and the freedom of conscience. 

The State religion is the Anglican Church, headed by the king. Whether Anglican or belonging to other churches, British people have traditionally felt linked to Christianity and as if they had been entrusted by God with the mission of civilizing other peoples and governing them well.

“Was it a Christian Empire?”, wonders James/Jan Morris. And here we have a small series of brightly coloured flashes, with which the author (then a man/ now a woman) tries to find an answer: “Most late Victorians would have been scandalized, if told that the British Empire was really an agnostic political structure. The missionary motive had been so elemental to its growth, pious talk of spreading the Word so infused its literature, it cropped up so often in prayers, sermons and commemorative services, that the average citizen assumed it to be as orthodox in faith as the Church of England itself, and bound to the Establishment by as many rubrics. 

“Everywhere in the Empire the Anglican Church was identified with Authority – even in the self governing colonies, where it had no official status at all. The British Army went to war with compulsory church parade, the Royal Navy mustered for divisions beneath its guns, ‘muscular Christianity’ summed up the ethos of the Imperial Civil Service as well as anything could.  

“Anglican dioceses sprung up wherever the Flag flew: when Bishop Hamlyn, the first Bishop of Accra, arrived at his mission on the Niger on 1896 he prefaced his diary with a glorious water-colour of his own arrival – flat on his back beneath a straw awning in the Church Missionary Society canoe, with eight stalwart converts paddling him, a bosun in a blue hat at the rudder, and at the masthead the flag of the C. M. S., a dove above an open bible.  

“The most authentic imperial heroes -  Livingstone, Gordon, Raffles - entered their adventures holdind the Good Book as defiantly as ever a conquistador brandished his reliquiary among the Atzecs” (J. M., Pax Britannica - The Climax of an Empire, Faber and Faber Ltd., London 1998, p. 500). 

The ideal which inspired the British empire has indeed been wonderfully implemented: preservation of world-wide peace for almost a century, law and order in countries previously torn by strife, widespread industrialisation, circulation of new ideas, half of the Asian continent that was spared the experience of the Middle Ages and half of Africa at least temporarily freed from barbarism, development of a highly civilized social legislation especially in the new Anglo-Saxon nations, extensive spread of good governance.

Nonetheless, a similar ideal has had its contradictions and has therefore been betrayed. A young Winston Churchill noted: “What enterprise that an enlightened community may attempt… is more noble and more profitable than the reclamation from barbarism of fertile regions and large populations? To give peace to warring tribes, to administer justice where all was violence, to strike the chains off the slave, to draw the richness from the soil, to plant the earliest seeds of commerce and learning, to increase in whole peoples their capacities for pleasure and diminish their chances of pain - what more beautiful ideal or more valuable reward can inspire human effort?” 

However, he also added: “Yet, as the mind turns from the wonderful cloudland of aspiration to the ugly scaffolding of attempt and achievement, a succession of opposite ideas arises… 

“The inevitable gap between conquest and dominion becomes filled with the figures of the greedy trader, the inopportune missionary, the ambitious soldier, and the lying speculator who disquiet the minds of the conquered and excite the sordid appetites of the conquerors. And as the eye of thought rests on these sinister features, it hardly seems possible for us to believe that any fair prospect is approached by so foul a path” (ibid., p. 517).  

Moving on to the United States of America, here, too, it is clear that, even though there is no state religion and there is the strictest separation of churches from civil power , moral and political conscience and the institutions themselves appear to be strictly linked to Christianity. 

In the United States, even though religious ministers and preachers are relatively numerous and influential (also through schools, the press, radio, television, record companies and the web), clericalism as a phenomenon is unknown: hence there is nothing that may give rise to or foster a specific anticlerical reaction.  

Here institutions have been inspired from the start by a highly puritan spirituality, even though stifling in its moralistic rigour and in its fundamentalistic interpretation of the Holy Scriptures. A foreign commentator defined the United States as “a nation with the soul of a church”. 

It was believed that every political act, every provision by any authority should be inspired by a moral and religious principle. It is a tendency which is always at work. 

The Christian spirit had to be all pervasive. But no collusion has ever been possible between the clergy and political power. No alliance could ever be forged between an altar of utterly fragmented churches and a throne that was non-existent. 

Even though it dates back to 1837, a book by the Englishman Francis Grund provides observations which are still relevant in this connection, as they express what can be defined as a constant of the American spirit – or if we want to avoid using terms which are too apologetic – at least a constant of the ideal which the American spirit feeds on.  Grund noted that “the religious habits of the Americans form not only the basis of their private and public morals, but have become so thoroughly interwoven with their whole course of legislation, that it would be impossible to change them, without affecting the very essence of their government” (F. G., The Americans in their moral, social and political relations, [1837], Augustus M. Kelley Publishers, New York 1971, vol. I, p. 292).

The following passage, is, however, particularly significant in the sharpness of its synthesis. Again with reference to Christianity Grund maintains that: “religion has been the basis of the most important American settlements; religion kept their little community together, religion assisted them in their revolutionary struggle; it was religion to which they appealed in defending their rights, and it was religion, in fine, which taught them to prize their liberties.

  “It is with the solemnities of religion that the declaration of independence is yet annually read to the people from the pulpit, or that Americans celebrate the anniversaries of the most important events in their history. 

“It is to religion they have recourse whenever they wish to impress the popular feeling with anything relative to their country; and it is religion which assist them in all their national undertakings” (p. 294).  

More: “The Americans look upon religion as a promoter of civil and political liberty; and have, therefore, transferred to it a large portion of the affection which they cherish for the institutions of their country. 

“In other countries, where religion has become the instrument of oppression, it has been the policy of the liberal party to diminish its influence; but in America its promotion is essential to the constitution. 

 “Religion presides over their councils, aids in the execution of the laws, and adds to the dignity of the judges. Whatever is calculated to diminish its influence and practice, has a tendency to weaken the government, and is consequently opposed to the peace and welfare of the United States. It would have a direct tendency to lessen the respect for the law, to bring disorder into their public deliberations, and to retard the administration of justice” (ibid., pp. 294-295). 

The Pilgrim Fathers felt they were the new Jews liberated from the house of slavery and led by Yahweh to the promised land. Starting from that beginning, certain traditional rhetoric does not hesitate to express the idea of an American nation which could also be chosen, protected and rewarded by God for her faithfulness and her devotion which is undoubtedly more widespread and steadfast than in the other industrialised nations of the West. 

A sort of new Israel: like ancient Israel, it, too, is not always up to its spiritual commitment and is therefore punished with natural disasters, epidemics, aids and the victims of terrorism! 

The continuous proliferation of protestant denominations makes it impossible for one particular church to prevail over the others, up to the point where agreements with the government are entered into, similarly to what the Catholic church obtains in other countries. But the resulting separation of the Church from the State does not in any way prevent the whole set of churches from exerting strong influence on public life. 

Thus, even in the wide range of its tendencies – from the strictest fundamentalism to the most tolerant liberalism – Protestantism is the basic culture which the most varied religious forms and the related cultures of immigrant populations had to reckon with: the Irish, Italians, Mexicans and other Latin-American, Caribbean people. 

In the United States both Houses of Congress have their own protestant chaplain, who sees to it that every session starts with a prayer. Saying prayers in public schools will remain in force until 1963, when it was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court as a result of a relentless initiative of a pupil’s mother. Yet over 70% of Americans today are convinced that it is good that school activities start everyday with an invocation to God. Over 50% of Americans admit to praying at least once a day, whereas almost 50% take part in services once or twice a month. 

Even though they are not supposed to, Presidents usually parade their religious practices and their oratory uses every opportunity to refer to the issues of Christian faith.
In quite recent times, in 1980, three presiential candidates declared to be fervent Christians: Jimmy Carter claimed to have been born again, in revivalist terms; John Anderson had long been a preacher; Ronald Reagan claimed to be a “creationist”, convinced that man did not evolve from lower species but was created by God directly, as is stated in the book of Genesis in clear opposition to the data of paleontology. 

Twenty years earlier, a Catholic candidate such as John Kennedy took pains to make clear that his religious ideas would not influence politics, unlike many protestant candidates who do exactly the opposite. 

Many candidates were defeated either because they had not condemned abortion or for neglecting the “Christian commitment” of strengthening national defence.

Fundamentalism is resurfacing and movements such as the “new Christian right” and the “moral majority”. This is something to be fully reckoned with by a candidate. 

His allegiance to these tendencies may have strongly negative results: it may mean a literal adherence to the Bible (which is considered true science in all its tales, as opposed to evolutionism, which is defined not as a scientific fact like creationism, but as a mere assumption like many others). 

The fundamentalist attitude may entail an obsession with security, a horror of what is different, a most parochial conservative mindset, a form of militarism, the will to retain the death penalty in the framework of a more punitive justice, a wish to send one’s children to segregated schools so that they do not mingle with youngsters of another race and neighbourhood, censorship to eliminate certain books from public and school libraries, investigative checks on teachers (to fire “atheists”) and politicians (to elect “pure Christians” neutralising liberals who are not “God-fearing”) an indifference to the rights of women, the poor, the elderly, the drop-outs. 

In the face of self-satisfaction about individual success and making money as a reward for one’s laboriousness and a sign of blessing there is a rather dozing social sensitivity. This is serious intolerance and interference from the Church in the State’s responsibilities, which is without any doubt a novelty in American tradition. Rather than a theological in-depth study, there is endless repetition of few slogans, put forward as final and unbreakable articles of faith. 

Authentic spirituality and deep and true culture are clearly suffering. There is unease, which cannot but involve the Catholic Church (an ally of fundamentalists in the fight against abortion) and the traditional Protestant churches which, in addition, are more engaged in a more critical and reasonable interpretation of the Bible. 

One can understand the intimate reasons of certain reactions and rejections. But let us be fair, what this “new Christian right” is expressing does not seem to be the best expression of Christian testimony! 

One can say, however, that in the United States as in other Anglo-Saxon countries, cultural and civil life have much better neighbour relations with religious life than in Latin countries.  

In the latter the situation is quite different: while Protestant churches, after all, appear to be more tolerant and flexible, the Catholic Church appears to be more combative, more inclined to denounce the “errors” and to take action with initiatives of protest and repression. 

All this has its historical reasons and motives and in order to clarify them it is better to make a detour: we shall devote the following chapter to it.

15.   The Catholic Church has denounced 

        the tendential atheism of many new ideas 

        but has not been able to discern their Christian matrix 

        and their nature of expressions of Christianity: 

        certainly deviating in certain aspects

        but reformable in a wider vision

Actually that humanism which had stemmed from the trunk of Christian civilisation ended up overflowing. It had developed according to a pattern whereby each of its expressions, forms and activities had become unduly absolute.  

For example, in the Middle Ages politics was conceived as a means to ensure Christian order in the various countries. With Machiavelli it will become a form of action aimed at one’s purposes, at conquering and keeping power and the state. 

 With Galilei science turns its attention to pure phenomena and takes no interest in those aspects of them which seem to be less based on objective evidence, more subtle and metaphysical. Thus, scientific knowledge ends up turning to the mere material aspects of phenomena, which are the only ones which can undergo objective determination and calculation. Spiritual aspects, and along with them, the very notion of God are ever more overshadowed.

We can take a third example from economics. Christianity, especially Calvinist Christianity, had blessed economic initiative. But in taking off the latter will become ever more an activity merely aimed at the development of the firm and its resulting income. The figure of the pure homo oeconomicus will thus take shape, of the captain of industry who pursues the achievement of profit without taking much notice of the damage he causes to the environment, the people he exploits and to whom he causes suffering – the possible casualties he causes along the way.  

Consumerism will then emerge from industrial development. Production wants to sell as much as possible; therefore, through all possible advertising media, it solicits consumption, which becomes an end in itself, a new idol for the crowds. 

In more traditional humanism each human activity, each form of the spirit, each way of learning exerted a positive function on the whole; but now it is the time of ideologies, of –”isms”. Even the functions of learning – understanding, will, senses – come apart, each one of them hyped-up and turning into an absolute fake: so we have intellectualism, voluntarism, sensism. Modern science will raise itself to the status of scientism and religion of science. The “new science” of history, which we owe Giambattista Vico, will become historicism. From the study of nature and matter one moves on to naturalism and materialism, where everything is nature, everything is matter. In politics there is the state, nation, people, race, freedom, society, community and so on which are rendered absolute. And with everything being rendered absolute and everything becoming its own god, each of these new movements of thought and action ends up marginalising the idea of the true God to such an extent that it translates into a practiced form of atheism. 

The church disapproves of atheism and rightly so, including all those forms of practical atheism where man lives and works as if God did not exist. 

In the famous Syllabus by Pius IX the church authority rightly challenged every movement aiming at rendering the state and its positive laws absolute, even when they do violate natural law and ethics. 

Then, however, Catholic teachings made a very serious mistake in condemning the freedom of conscience, worship and expression of thought. Denying these liberties clearly entails denying the freedom of the press, of assembly and of association. Therefore the liberties which the French and the American revolution proclaimed as being part and parcel of the inalienable rights of man as such are condemned. 

With Pius IX the church authority wanted to deny what – at a closer look and deprived of the mistaken part they contain – are basically clear expressions of Christian teaching. Those who have condemned all this in such an indiscriminate and summary fashion should have used more discernment. But discernment is something that is acquired only after long maturity. This, in turn, requires serenity which in those times and those situations the prelates obsessed by the sight of their beloved church as a beleaguered fortress certainly lacked. 

About a century later, in a situation where strife had abated, the II Vatican Council recognised the Christian origin of many modern ideas and of modern civilisation as we know it. It was necessary to purify all this, freeing it from certain atheistic assumptions, and bring it back to a Christian vision, which could only be enriched by it. 

It is undeniable that, despite their tendencies towards atheism, certain new forms of humanism have their origins in the civilisation enriched by Christianity. Borrowing a picturesque and appropriate expression from Chesterton, we may define them “Christian ideas run amok”.

They are, indeed, strictly linked to that humanism which had been blessed by the church itself. They develop and shed light on many of its implications, which, as such, are nothing but a deeper development of Christian notions and of other ideas derived from it or in any case in harmony with it. 

On the contrary, exaggerations and the unnecessary rendering everything an absolute, which we mentioned before, are true departures, as human expectations and requests shake off all restraints of the supreme divine authority. 

In these expectations and requests, there is, however, something positive which must be discerned, recognised and highlighted properly.
16.   Will Christianity succeed 

        in involving different spiritual traditions 

        so that together they will be able 

        to realize a full humanism 

        and prepare the world to receive 

        the “manifestation of the children of God”?

At this juncture and in the light of the ideas developed and of the data gathered so far that may confirm them, it is useful to go back to the starting point of our discourse.  

We referred to the return of Christ and universal resurrection as to the final events of human history, which Christians believed to be forthcoming. We also noted that the prophecy so far has failed to materialize. We wondered whether it was not a postponement to an age in which the necessary conditions are in place. 

What would these conditions be? I would say they are basically two: an earthly one – so to speak – and one beyond this world, a celestial one. 

Let us consider the first. According to the traditional vision of the Jews, shared by the early Christians, everything comes from God: humanism itself, the fullness of human life is bestowed by God on humans as a reward for their faithfulness and holiness.  

Therefore humans would only have to practise religious virtues, to become saints. The knowledge of things, the power over things would be given to them by God as a present, by grace: precisely as a reward – as we were saying. 

A deeper development – through the ages – of what is, after all, the same Christian vision has made it possible to realize that humanism is the specific preserve of man. And it is here on this earth that humanism must progress, again by divine will, by divine inspiration, with the help of God. 

Will what has been called so far “the people of God” ever succeed in having a relative fullness of humanism which will allow them to get peoples of different traditions involved in it, while at the same time becoming enriched by their contributions? 

Will all these people and traditions together achieve the absolute fullness of humanism and prepare to receive the final manifestation of heaven in the best way?

In trying to find an answer we can first of all turn our attention to what may be defined the historical development of universal civilisation. Significant elements that may be drawn from this could help us approach the whole discourse in a better way. 

17.   It may be useful to briefly reconsider 

        a whole series of achievements 

        which the so-called 

        long troubled march of the people of God 

        on this earth has gone through

In every part of the world civilisations of various levels and various sizes have flourished – from the most primitive to the most refined ones; sometimes in very large geographical areas, indeed veritable subcontinents and involving many peoples. But none of these civilizations has truly become universal.  

The Roman Empire aims at universality. It gave the Mediterranean area a political and legal structure, where Greek and Hellenistic culture merge. Then, later, there was the truly essential contribution by the Judaeo-Christian religion.

Here the “people of God”, extending beyond the more limited circle of Israel, became the Christian church and as such encompassed the countries of Mare Nostrum as well as those of Europe, then of America, Siberia, Oceania and even Africa in varying degrees. 

Christianity extends to include the whole world, except for Asia, where apart from the Philippines, it is only present as a multitude of comparatively smaller minorities. In geographical terms the “people of God” are on their way to achieving a sort of universality which, however, clearly remains relative, as Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Shinto etc. remain basically closed to Christian influence. 

However impermeable to Christianity they may seem to be as a religion, people all over the world appear to be far from impervious to many much less spiritual aspects of that civilisation of the West, whose soul has been Christianity. 

One might say that the whole world is under the hegemony of the West. What can this fact, which continues to be indisputable, be due to? Certainly to the development of three strictly interrelated activities: science, technology and economics. 

Such a science appears to be clearly aimed at pragmatic rather than theoretical objectives. It  has given a huge boost to an ever more sophisticated technology. 

Technological progress has, in turn, allowed the economy to develop through the industrial revolution, automation, and nowadays also the web. 

All this flurry of activity visibly occurs within a civilisation enriched by Christianity. Its foundations were laid during the early Middle Ages when civilization bloomed, to then continue into the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, the English, French and American revolutions and the political and social reforms of the recent centuries. 

The premises of all this complex movement are undoubtedly of a religious nature. Essentially spiritual is the statement of the dignity of man. It is already expressed in the first pages of the Bible, where human work is seen as a continuation of the “work” of God: of God, who, creating the universe, wants man to administer and master it. 

We have seen how Calvinism, grafted on to American soil, strongly encouraged its worshippers to work. Here work appears ever more to be an economic undertaking requiring industrial means and skills that must be constantly improved. Here we have Christianity, which, having turned into the religion of work, becomes the soul of an ever more impressive industrialisation.

Evangelical Christianity and especially Calvinism becomes the soul of liberalism and democracy. It brings forth the declaration of the freedom of conscience and expression of thought, but also the freedom of assembly and association. 

The constitutions of states which are inspired by the principles of liberalism, democracy and social solidarity want to make these liberties ever more real and substantial; and in an ever more effective way they tend to promote equality among citizens, who are all human beings with the same dignity. 

The United States continues to put a higher premium on freedom than on social welfare. There is a greater perception of it in Europe. Europeans owe this to reformist socialism and to the political and social movements inspired by Christianity that developed in the second half of the 19th century.

The ideas of freedom, democracy and social and political solidarity are a more recent acquisition for the Catholic Church. The more recent European origin of these ideas and their relevant initiatives can be found in the Enlightenment. 

This movement develops in opposition to the Catholic Church and Christianity in general. It should be admitted, however, that many of its underlying ideas, even though lacking any reference to a living God, are undoubtedly the development of Christian ideas. These are Chesterton’s “Christian ideas run amok” which we mentioned before.  

There can be no doubt about the fundamental Christian origin of the following notions, which have become mainstays of every modern democratic constitution. 

In Magna Charta reference is made to “ancient liberties and free customs” which cities and local communities of the kingdom of England and the lords themselves had enjoyed since time immemorial. Legitimisation here comes from tradition. It is in the name of tradition that certain fundamental rights of men are defined: “No freemen shall be taken or imprisoned or disseised or exiled or in any way destroyed… except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land” (Art. 39). 

At the start of the reign of William III and Mary, princes of Orange called to the throne, in the Bill of Rights of 1689 the English Parliament confirms the Declaration of Rights of the previous year and states again that “all and singular the rights and liberties asserted and claimed in the said declaration, are the true, ancient, and indubitable rights of the people of this kingdom…” (Art. 6). 

 While the two English revolutions refer to the old laws and customs violated by the absolutist attempts by the Stuarts, the American Revolution declares the rights of man as “inherent” in human nature itself. 

The declaration of the rights of Virginia of 1776 expresses “inherent rights” in the following words: “the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing and obtaining happiness and safety” (Art. 1). It then specifically declares the “freedom of press” as “one of the great bulwarks of liberty” (Art. 12). The first amendment of the bill of rights of the Federal constitution of the United States reads: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech, or the right of the people peacefully to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances”.

The concept of “inherent rights” is reaffirmed with a vengeance in the French revolution. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen of 1789 starts with the words: “People are born and remain free and equal in rights” (Art. 1). These are “natural and imprescriptible rights of man” (Art. 2).

The law must be the same for all, whether it protects or punishes (Art. 6). 

Particularly interesting is the passage stating that “every man is presumed innocent until he has been declared guilty” (Art. 9). 

Freedom of speech and conscience is stated in the words: “No one may be disturbed on account of his opinions, even religious ones, as long as the manifestations of such opinions does not interfere with the established Law and Order” (Art. 10). 

This concept is developed in the following article: “The free communication of ideas and of opinions is one of the most precious rights of man. Any citizen may therefore speak, write and publish freely, except what is tantamount to the abuse of this liberty in the cases determined by Law” (Art. 11).  

If citizens are equal before the law, they shall however contribute to the State expenditure with taxes “in proportion to their ability to pay” (Art. 13). 

 This attention to those who have less is confirmed and further developed in the declaration of the rights of man and the citizen of 1793. We are in the period of Terror and this in itself is enough to render the declaration null and void in practice. 

However, certain concepts are at least proclaimed in principle, and it is already a lot in such a terrible situation which they want to overcome. 

Freedom is proclaimed here as “power that belongs to man” and it is therefore inherent in him and cannot be ignored: power “to do everything that does not encroach on the rights of others”. Freedom “has nature as its principle, justice as its rule, law as its safeguard”. Freedom is far from being indiscriminate, since it has a “moral limit”. This consists in the maxim: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” (Art. 6). 

Essential and inalienable are “the right to express one’s thought and opinions, whether it be through the press or in any other way”; then “the right to assemble peacefully”; and also “the free exercise of worship” (Art. 7). 

The needy are granted the right to receive aid: “Public aid is a sacred duty. Society must censure the subsistence of unfortunate citizens, both giving them work and ensuring the livelihood of those who are beyond working age” (Art. 21). 

The needs of people the State is committed to cater for include education: “Everyone needs education. Society must with all its power favour the progress of public culture and place education in the reach of all citizens” (Art. 22). 

This declaration of the rights of man and the citizen of 1973 was proclaimed by the National Convention “in the presence of the Supreme Being”. This is no longer the living God of Christians, but – let’s say – the more abstract and impersonal God of deists: a God that had been embraced by the philosophy of so many Enlightenment thinkers and even by Voltaire and was particularly cherished by Robespierre.  

Even though it had not yet broken away completely from this reference to Divinity, the Enlightenment and revolutionary movement had clearly gone into a clearly anti-clerical direction. Even though one can hardly justify it, one can understand why the Papacy condemned the tenets of democratic, liberal and Enlightenment thinking. 

 In later times of an incomparably more subdued anticlericalism the church authority felt the need to discern things more serenely. A clear-cut review was undertaken in the II Vatican Council.

Even Catholics, at this juncture, may, in all honesty, ask themselves: “Regardless of the reference to God, which is no longer there or has become weaker, aren’t these principles which have been reviewed basically more Christian than the ones that had held sway in society hitherto in the Sancta Respublica Christiana of the Middle Ages?” 

Let us ask ourselves frankly: what is more Christian: equality or privileges vested at birth? 

Forcing people to follow a religion, assumed “true”, or rather leaving everyone’s conscience free, as in the very spirit of the Gospel?  

Constraining the expression of thought or leaving it free?  

Censoring the press or leaving that, too, free (even though in compliance with the law of common ethics)?  

Preventing the promoters of research or an action programme from meeting and associating, or letting them free to do so (again in compliance with just laws)?  

That people vested with power largely exert it at will, or thay they should be held accountable for their actions? 

That privileged and rich people are exempt from taxation or that each citizen is called to contribute in proportion to his ability to pay, possibly exempting the have-nots? 

That the government should order the arrest of a person without trial or that guilt be recognised and imprisonment meted out by impartial judges and jurors?

That a defendant be immediately attacked as a crook to be punished and defence be granted to him by grace, or that he be presumed innocent until his final conviction? 

That a worker should be a slave or a serf, or that he may actually live as a free man?

That the share-cropper be bound to the land he farms, or that he may emigrate, change jobs, choose his domicile where he wants and where he prefers?

That an employee should accept hard terms and poor pay, or that a well-paid and regulated job be done in more appropriate, decent and safer conditions? 

That the old, the ill, the handicapped, the disabled be left to their own devices to be rescued – at best revolutionary – only by private charity, by the occasional Samaritan, or that they may rely – as an act of justice – on a pension, on aid, on the care they need?  

In each of these alternatives, whoever sees things with equanimity, humanity and common sense can hardly choose the first option. Here Christianity and civilization seem to coincide 

The discourse, and the comparison we have been making, may be extended to the principles which civil society has clarified at a later stage and that the following declarations of rights and constitutions and laws have embraced and highlighted ever more. 

So we may ask ourselves what is more Christian: denying women the right to elect and be elected, or granting them the right as men are granted it? 

Preventing blacks from enjoying civil rights or granting them rights as all citizens are granted them, regardless of the colour of their skin? 

Treat Jews, Waldenses or even Catholics as second-class citizens, or granting them full citizenship as with all the others regardless of ethnic and religious differences? 

Marginalize the mentally ill in a sort of prison or treat them humanely and look after them with love or try to rehabilitate them to help them as much as possible lead a normal social life?

Throw convicts into horrible prisons or rather treat them, too, with humanity and do everything possible to rehabilitate them?

Let the disabled be thwarted in their movements and journeys, or eliminate “barriers” as much as possible? 

We could go on for quite some time listing alternatives. I have not even made the slightest mention – but it may be useful to refer to them briefly – of corporal punishment, the death penalty, and the indescribable agony of certain executions, tortures, which nowadays are performed secretly, but were once envisaged by judicial procedures and perfectly legitimate. Their duration was measured by the length of prayers. 

As far as all these, albeit brief, considerations are concerned, there is no doubt that the seed of the Gospel has certainly borne fruit even after the breakdown of the Sancta Respublica Christiana and the failure of its relative universality within one continent.  

18. It is also useful to make 

        an unconventional judgement 

        of the spiritual crisis 

        in which the “Christian” West got embroiled: 

        a crisis which in our technological society 

        is induced by consumerism 

One can say that reference to God has become ever more blurred, but that at the same time humanism of Christian inspiration has flourished as never before. A humanism without God, a humanism convinced of being justified even without that absolute foundation, yet authentic and effective. 

Yet the fact is that every humanism feeds on a relationship with the sacred, like any form of life. Humanism may flourish as a result of a manifestation of the sacred and a given religion to then take on the most autonomous forms, and this autonomy may also imply relative detachment. Detachment, however, can only be final if it dooms humanism to dry up like a river bed which is no longer fed by its source. 

Modern civilisation was set in motion by a great faith in man, which in turn sprang from a strong religious demand. Hence it fed on great ideals. 

The acquisition (through honest means) of ever greater wealth was perceived by the founding fathers of America as a sign of God’s favour, as His grace.

The idea of God, which was extremely vivid, has later become much more blurred. Making money honestly, from being a sign of grace, has turned into making money through all means as pure human initiative as an end in itself. 

The religion of work has become the religion of money. Making money, which is the basic commitment of all business enterprises, is becoming the ultimate goal of every human being, whose virtue and respectability is measured in terms of money, regardless of how the money was made, and which everyone can show off and flaunt to their neighbours. 

Christ had already very clearly highlighted the opposition between God and Mammon and the inconsistency of wanting to serve both at one time. Living only to make money is an antichristian and antireligious choice . 

The rat race to earn money, reckless laissez-faire, the failure of solidarity between nations and within nations, the resulting gap between the rich and the poor, between the North and the South of the world, a general deterioration in the quality of life, all this seems to be strictly linked to the worst aspects of globalisation. I have already dealt with this topic in my essay Globalisation, a united world and the mission of a new Europe, published among the Texts of the Convivium of this web site, which the reader can refer to for a better understanding of this multifarious phenomenon. 

 The people of God converting to the religion of Mammon betray their vocation and hand themselves to idols, to false gods and to absolute fakes. They are waiting for prophets to denounce – in the name of the true God – deviations just as, in a clearly different context, the Hebrew prophets denounced the fornications of the chosen people with the idols of those times. 

Without first undergoing this purification, the “people of God” may involve all peoples of the world in this reckless exploitation of the planet’s resources and in consumerism, but they will certainly not involve them in spirituality. 

Other peoples who are under the economic hegemony of the West recognise its technological superiority; they claim, however, their spiritual superiority. 

Regardless of who is further ahead along this path, we may note that many people in the East do not seem to have grasped the spiritual commitment that is behind the great achievements of the West and that made them possible. Similarly they do not seem to have grasped that the technical superiority of the West is accompanied and supported by greater rationality, not just economic rationality, but also political and ultimately cultural and therefore basically spiritual as was said.

Nowadays the whole world tends to dress like us, to adopt our habits and our lifestyle.

Mass media, first and foremost television, allow Eskimos, Sami, Mongolians, Maori and Bantu to watch the same westerns, soap-operas, hospital series, investigations carried out by detectives wearing the same worn-out coat in every season, ever bloodier stories of gangsters and Mafiosi, challenges between riot-prone inmates and sadistic heads of American penitentiaries, the daily feats of the New York and Los Angeles police or the law-enforcement agents of the Australian state of Victoria, while waiting for Canada to start shooting its own series! Intolerable trash for those who have a modicum of culture and taste, but quite tasty for the larger audience.  

Theatre performances and old films of some value have almost completely disappeared. Something more significant is shown late in the evening or in the middle of the night, while laziness advises those who go to bed early against recording the programme to see it at a decent time. 

The fact is that the new technological civilisation of industrial expansion and consumption induced by advertising has within itself the ominous power of appealing even to the people with the noblest traditions luring them to discard their most precious cultural and spiritual treasures to devote themselves wholeheartedly to the shiny toys which the standardised Western industry keeps ladling out. 

The steamroller of the ever more materialist new society and its current subculture conveyed by the media ends up crushing local traditions, the cultural expressions of the various peoples and their forms of art. Religions manage to survive, but to an ever smaller extent in a symbiosis with a context which has become much different from that in which they flourished in the past.  

19.   Only genuine spiritual renewal 

        able to instil life in a new humanism 

        will allow Christianity 

        to give rise to a new Christian world 

        embracing all the traditions of the world 

        open to the final advent of the Kingdom 

Western civilisation, which was already inspired by Christian values, is already sinking into such ominously powerful materialism as to affect all peoples of the world. This makes us understand the reaction of fundamentalists, who, rightly so, see the values of their religion and culture jeopardized. 

Even though they cannot be justified, we can understand some of their at times violent reactions. They come from men who belong to the most combative traditions, such as the islamic ones, and – in less wide circles –  Protestant and Catholic Christian traditions. This is how the various forms of fundamentalism of the last few centuries and the current ones have emerged. 

The strong Catholic reaction is that of the popes of the 19th century, which culminated in the publication of the Syllabus by Pius IX. This reaction then abated and only small groups of Catholic fundamentalists survived when the Second Vatican Council sanctioned a whole movement of reconciliation with modern civilization recognising its genuine values, which appear to be true Christian values, as we have seen. 

While Catholic fundamentalism subsided, that of Protestant communities, especially in America, continued expressing itself in the forms we looked at in the previous chapter. 

Unfortunately we know only too well the excesses which the most extreme wings of Islamic fundamentalism can indulge in. However, it can be explained in terms of communities shutting themselves off as they feel that their most significant and precious spiritual and cultural values are threatened and want to defend them as much as possible. 

The West, which nowadays controls the world, must look after it. It must act in such a way as to ensure that every nation, region, local community, spiritual tradition and every form of art and culture in the world is protected and may flourish in complete freedom and security, without the risk of being engulfed by dominating entities. 

The West will be open to everything the East can offer. It will integrate with the East, without being colonised by it. 

This is what happens in many circles of esoteric background, where such openness to anything exotic, and particularly to Indian spirituality, is already underway. More than genuine India it is India in small doses – as it were – seen through the eyes of late 19th century Western theosophy, whose followers are everywhere even today.  

Certain interpretations of an esoteric character, which update those of Gnosticism, are applied not just to Hindu traditions and those of other Eastern trends, but also to Christianity. 

They consider Christian doctrine similar to that of Hinduism and Buddhism. In their eyes, Christian dogmas are not essential: something Christianity could prune. 

What is left of it, that is, its “esoteric” contents, are supposedly handed down through secret teachings, something that can be easily limited to the essence of those Eastern traditions.

Applying a similar treatment to Christianity means misunderstanding it and perverting its nature. It is necessary that Christians, while being open to the teachings of different traditions, study theirs with due care. They will realize that the dogmas that have gradually developed through the various councils are something essential for the church. It is necessary for Christians to rediscover their genuine tradition, even though simply to update it and adjust it to the new scenario. 

In going back to drink at the spring of their faith, Christians will avoid every form of fundamentalism, every ostentatiously pious allegiance to the Holy Scriptures. 

In addition, they will avoid interpreting certain truths of faith in tendentially juridical terms. Let us make one example: Cur Deus homo? Why did God become man?

Because an infinite offence, such as that which Adam had committed against God, could be remedied only by a divine, infinite, Being taking on the human nature of the offender to then suffer the punishment to make amends for the crime. Only thus would the proverbial scales of Justice be duly balanced. 

They will avoid once and for all getting involved in similar gloomy theological-juridical reasoning; on the contrary, it would be better to approach the issue in terms of spiritual experience. The almost juridical interpretation given by scholastic scholars must certainly be traced back to patristic spirituality.

It would be good if the Latin church were to resume the fruitful contact it had with the Eastern churches during the first millennium. These communities have certainly remained more tied to the interpretations of Christianity given by patristics, in a mystical language of strong meaningfulness. 

There is everything to be gained by reverting to inner experience. The genuine meaning of Christian experience would re-emerge keenly, breaking the ice surface of the most stifling and abstract theological interpretations.  

In rediscovering itself, Christianity will discern the presence of Christian values not just in modern humanism, which we have looked at, but also in other religions. 

It is necessary for Christians to start a true deep dialogue with Islamists, Hindus, the Small and Great Vehicle Buddhists and so on. In carrying on the talk they should learn from others everything they have to teach. But they should also be careful not to lose the meaning of their own things, of the spiritual wealth which has been handed down to them. Loyalty to tradition coupled with continuous enrichment through it by listening to other traditions. Careful, affectionate study aimed at the “seeds of the Word” which are present and can be found in every expression of spirituality and humanity.  

The truth and the strength which Christianity will find within itself, the wealth it will acquire by embracing the legitimate needs and stances of different traditions, all this will turn Christianity into the very soul of the new Christian world: a Christian community which brings together not just Christians, nor the “people of the Book” only (which according to Koranic views encompass Jews, Christians and Islamists), but all the religions of the Earth.  

That the Christian church, in association with the different traditions, will be able to achieve all this, is by no means certain nor will it occur automatically. 

It will be able to achieve all this, if it embraces the best inspirations and if it can commit itself completely to this spiritual work, which above all is intended to be an irradiation of holiness.

The West has taken in the legacy left by the Sancta Respublica Christiana and has developed some of its premises, but it ended up betraying its spirit. It has been able to influence the whole world with its economic power, but not with the power of the spirit. A profound and enlightened religious renewal will allow the West to come back into the fold of the people of God, to allow this multitude to extend and include the whole human species, thus becoming a universal community. This is the earthly challenge which the people of God have to take up these days and will become a much greater challenge in the near future. 

20.   The goal of the history of salvation will be fully achieved 

        only thanks to the great eschatological purification 

        that will occur with universal resurrection: 

        the ultimate event which is being prepared

        through that path to holiness and growth 

        in Jesus Christ, the God-Man, 

        in which the souls of heaven are engaged

In the previous chapters we had asked ourselves a first question, which is now useful to repeat, to bear it in mind more clearly. 

We had asked ourselves if the people of God would ever fully attain humanism so as to involve all the peoples of the most diverse spiritual traditions, while at the same time being enriched by their contributions. 

We had also asked ourselves if, getting together, all these peoples and traditions together could attain and put in place the absolute fullness of humanism, thus preparing to receive the final manifestation of heaven in the most appropriate way.

A similar manifestation appears to be ever more necessary the more we realize that a non- sanctified humanism is and remains a humanism of the “old man”, of a man who is still shackled by his own egotism. (cfr. Rom 6, 6; Eph 4, 22). 

If humanism is the stage of the world, the place of sanctification is heaven. It is a fact that can be seen everywhere and is also unanimously confirmed by mediumistic communications.

 Apparently the souls who have gone over to the other dimension cultivate science and the arts and continue to pursue what had once been their earthly interests only temporarily. This is something they can indulge in only in the early stages of their new existence. 

Then they gradually realise that they are called upon to grow by travelling a mystical and religious path to holiness. To be able to fully and thoroughly make their journey, the souls of heaven end up banishing every humanist need putting them in a sort of quarantine. 

However, they will still need to complete their evolution with a return to humanism. They will revert to it as they rise again in this Earth at the end of time. 

People who, in that closing historical stage, will still be living in our world may be considered the heirs to all the progress achieved by the human species in all ages. 

Then they will all exchange gifts: the living beings will be sanctified by the resurrected, whereas the latter will benefit from the humanism of the living beings. 

The sanctification of the world will occur with the return of Christ. Various passages of the New Testament say that he will be accompanied and assisted in his judgement by his angels and saints (Mt 16, 27; 19, 28; 25, 31; Mk 8, 38; 2 Thess 1, 7-10; 1 Cor 6, 2-3; Rom 8, 19; Col 3, 4; Rev 20, 4). 

By “angels” are meant not just the purely spiritual beings, which theologians properly refer to as such, but also all those men and women living on this earth and the souls of heaven who perform an “angelic” task at the service of God.

In this sense “angel” is a noun that “describes its function, not its nature”: nomen est officii, non naturae, according to the incisive expression by Pope Gregory the Great (Homilia XXXIV in Evangelium, PL, LXXVI, 1250). 

This meaning of the term “angel” can be found also in the Bible, where “angel” is defined the priest (Mal 2, 7), the king (1 Sam 29, 9; 2 Sam 14, 17 e 20; Zech 12, 8), and especially Moses (The Assumption of Moses, 11, 17).

One can actually see the frequent appearance of angels in human form. It is a fact that can make us feel entitled to interpret so many angelic appearances as the manifestation in human form of the holy souls of the other dimension. 

It can be assumed that those who will accompany Jesus in his glorious return should be identified with the same disciples who have grown spiritually to his stature.  

It will be a collective Christ, formed out of billions of faithful souls joining him, who will return on the Earth in glory. 

The powers, even the physical powers which a man’s holiness can show on his body, on other people’s bodies and on the environment, are well known; they also cause paranormal manifestations referred to in particular as paramystical phenomena: levitation, brightness and transfiguring, love fire, non-flammability, stigmata, odour of sanctity and incorruptibility, extreme insomnia and starvation, spiritual healing, ability to move very heavy objects, ability to cause rain and storms and also to stop them, exercise of loving power over animals etc.  

Those who consider these as phenomena linked to holiness may wonder if, coming to manifest themselves in our world, this multitude of “children of God” – as Paul calls them (Rom 8, 19 and 21) – may ever, all together, emit such a strong spiritual power as to transform the whole universe at all levels. 

This seems to be the essential prerequisite of a full and effective parusia: a manifestation of heaven that truly sanctifies people, turning them into gods, thus glorifying every reality. 

If genuine parusia may occur only on this condition, it is necessary to think of a prerequisite: that all souls of heaven be sanctified, and not just that, but be taken on by Jesus, joining him in a perfect symbiosis as shoots to a vine (Jn 15, 1-7), as limbs of his mystical body (1 Cor 12, 4-31; Rom 12, 4-8).  

Let us now consider this prerequisite more analytically, breaking it down into a number of components. More specifically, it is necessary: 

 1) for the souls of heaven to form, all together, one single united community driven by a common will;  

2) for this community to be formed by souls who have all reached the highest level of holiness and the power resulting from it;  

3) for these souls to be intimately associated to Jesus Christ, the Man–God, to achieve together the final manifestation promised by the Gospel to end the history of salvation in glory.  

A comparative analysis of psychic experiences shows that in the afterlife the souls gather in groups on the basis of the affinities between them; hence, each spiritual tradition may have its own different afterlife. 

One can assume that Christian heaven is made up of numberless souls vitally united with Christ.

Among the founders of religions, Jesus seems to be the only man who, vested with divine power, forges – with the multitude of his worshippers and with each one of them – a bond similar to that symbolised by the vine and shoots (Jn 15, 1-7). Jesus feeds his disciples infusing them with his Spirit; this is how he makes them grow until they reach his stature (2 Cor 3, 18; Col 2, 19; Eph 1, 22-23; 2, 21; 3, 14-19; 4, 11-16). 

The information we have about Life beyond life confirms that in the highest spheres of any spiritual-religious tradition, souls tend to rise to the perfection of holiness. 

Jesus Christ has been a unique paragon of this perfection of religious life, which takes on very specific features; a paragon which has no parallel in the wide realm of the great religions – not in a Mohammed, or in a Buddha, a Confucius, or a Lao-tze. 

The celestial oecumene of souls absolutely needs to complete this growth in God, and no other founder of a religion has set the stage for this requirement to be fully met. Until today Jesus of Nazareth, the man, remains the central character of history, whose chronology is not by chance divided into the years “before Christ” and “Anno Domini”.

After Jesus, the whole Western civilization follows a different course and it gradually gets to the point where it influences all other civilisations, even though this does not always occur in a completely positive way. The ‘“human too human” pervades everything and may act as a deviation factor.  

In spite of everything, the resulting great complex civilisation proves to have an unparalleled drive, a competitive “edge” if one may say so. 

Only if brought back into the spiritual fold from where it overflew can this civilization of Christian origin involve all the others, the whole oecumene of the spirit, and lead them towards highly positive humanist goals. 

It is important to stress the need that Christianity has not only to be fully implemented as such, but to be enriched and supplemented by the valuable contributions of different spiritual traditions. In these contributions it can also recognise those implications that it was not able to fully develop and that the different traditions have been able to enhance and implement better. 

If all this is a possibility for us living on this Earth, at celestial level this opens up the opportunity that Christian circles may involve the different circles with a view to travelling together the path leading to full holiness and finally achieving universal resurrection.  

If what has been said is destined to come true is something we cannot say yet. It is however perfectly legitimate to ask this question, breaking it down into three points. 

First: will the same people of God which will be turned into a triumphant church in heaven be able to attain full holiness? 

Second: will the Christian people of heaven be able to involve in a Christian-inspired holiness the disembodied souls coming from all the different traditions? 

Third: will then the holy souls manifest themselves all together in the earthly world to sanctify it, and in sanctifying it take on its humanism? 

Going back to the part of the discourse concerning the earth, it can be said in a nutshell that as a militant church in this world, the people of God will have to support the whole of mankind to develop humanism to the highest possible perfection. 

However, summing up the discourse concerning the other dimension, one can say that, as a church that triumphs in heaven, the people of God will have to grow in holiness to be able in the end to manifest themselves on the Earth so powerfully as to purify and deify it. 

In a situation where nothing is taken granted nor occurs automatically and all issues are still unsettled these are the two challenges which the people of God are called upon to take up: one is earthly, the other celestial.
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