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Introduction

In the good old days, when everything was done calmly, books were given very elaborate and very long titles; today, however, from the thick catalogues and crammed shop windows, the potential reader will be better assailed by a shorter title: two words, or even better, only one. Luckily there is the subtitle, which is not however enough, as is the case of this volume. 

What on earth does one want to say and mean with the word “apocalypse” that sounds so suggestive and even a little bit sinister? I was the first to wonder. And having looked it up in my beloved dictionaries that I always keep at hand, I came up with four significant possibilities. 

I had already studied at school that the word apokalypsis means, in Greek, “revelation”. The last book of the New Testament proposes itself, precisely, as the “revelation” that Saint John the Evangelist would have had, in a series of visions, concerning the final events of mankind and the glorious return of Christ, with the purpose of purifying entire humanity and every reality and wiping out sin and death for ever, so that the divine creation of the world itself would be completed and perfect. (This first dictionary definition is, perhaps, a little more pared down and I wanted to fill it out a bit by adding my own words, even though they are influenced by my personal interpretation).

If the first definition of the word “apocalypse” is the title of that holy book, the second is the vision of the final events that the book describes. The third could be the events themselves. And since it concerns a final event with, indeed, a happy ending, but preceded by catastrophic events, which are always the ones that attract people’s attention, then this is why the common use of the word “apocalypse” means catastrophe, appalling destruction. 

I have noticed that there are men and women who are apocalyptic by nature, who wallow in catastrophes and like to imagine that they are the protagonists, even though they are provided with private arks that can bring them to safety to then be the survivors of the last resort, the new Adam and Eve destined to re-populate the earth. 

Today catastrophe has come back into fashion and the prophets of misfortune have reacquired their audience. This kind of prophetism comes back to forcefully repeat the idea that the Divinity has grown tired of our sins and is punishing us. Many of us will succumb, but the survivors will be purified by so much sufferance and induced to convert themselves. 

Therefore, a renewed world will be in the position to rise on the ruins of the old world, a world that is reconciled with the Divinity itself in a definitive way, at least one hopes: one prophesises, rather, that this will finally be the right time. 

The vision of a God who is tired of man’s sins and flies into a rage, stirring up catastrophes, is suggestive both as a poetical image, as well as an expression of the dreadfulness or “tremendousness” of the Sacred (that Rudolf Otto, with great truth and strength, defines mysterium tremendum). It however, appears a decidedly archaic mythical vision, that is, if you like, in contrast to Christianity’s God infinite love image, if you like, in contrast to the concept that the most refined metaphysic and theological thought could form of the absolute Supreme Being.

We are used to conceiving God as an eternal, immutable, perfectly simple Being: if this vision is right, it would then be really inappropriate to imagine God as a powerful king who controls everything except his own emotivity: an emotivity that would lead Him to passing from one mood to the opposite and to expressing Himself through a sequence of actions. 

I would be rather inclined to imagine the moment of the “divine scourge” with an image borrowed from St. John of the Cross.

I would like to imagine God as a fire of love, like a never changing great fire. Many different logs are burned in it: some are dry, capable of catching fire immediately; others are still very full of moisture. The first ones are purified souls; the second ones are souls that are still weighed down by the waste of sin, egoism and negative tendencies. 

This fire of love that burns in a single act that is perpetually the same, produces two different effects in proportion to the diversity of the objects, or subjects, on which it works: it attacks the dry wood at once; on the other hand, in acting on the damp wood, it first of all expels the moisture. Therefore, a watery vapour is formed inside the log, which opens the way out accompanied by a kind of wailing that appears to express great sufferance. 

This great supreme spiritual author offers us a continual interpretation of extracts and episodes from the Bible in terms of his own intimate experience. He makes us understand that in the light of spiritual experience the holy scriptures should be interpreted, or rather, lived. Otherwise, if they were purely understood to the letter, they would remain a dead letter. 

The idea that God purifies us from negative waste at the cost, on our behalf, of sufferance that could even be great, appears to me as being acceptable especially in this sense: the effusion of grace will be received by us with joy if we are prepared; however, if we are not prepared, it will cause us trouble, conflict and pain. 

God gives us everything, but He wants everything from us: first of all He wants to rid us of all our attachment to the goods and possessions of this world and of every inclination to all that is not Him Himself. This kind of dispossession can be very painful, in proportion to our adherence to those inferior goods. 

In this sense, God eradicates, from the heart of our hearts, every root of tendency that could take us away from Him. He mortifies us internally. The flame of the divine Love burns everything within us that could restrain us from catching alight totally and fully. 

Indeed: God, tremendous mystery, is really terrible and dreadful for us, who only live for our human wishes and plans. God passes us through fire. He gives us eternal and perfect life only after having made us pass through the initiation death. The new man is born from the death of the old man. 

The new building can only be erected on free, cleared ground, where the old building had been completely razed to the ground. Partial and patched up restorations are not worth anything. 

Such is the fire of the divine judgement of things of this world. It is only in this way that authentic human values can be adopted to integrate the kingdom of heavens itself that comes down to earth at last. 

God is terrible: this profound idea, so effectively expressed by the Bible, can also be expressed with catastrophic images, provided that they are not interpreted too much to the letter, provided that one does not really think that God causes earthquakes, storms, floods and kills people. The devastation He causes is interior, as previously mentioned, and it serves to divert our soul from false goods in order to guide it towards the one and only true Good. 

Natural disasters, wars, crimes, all have their own causes: each one has a “dynamic” that explains it. God inserts us in a negative reality, that is so, due to our own efforts (that is very different and even contrary to the divine will) and He works to transform it to something that is good, so that all possible good can come from it. 

Therefore, God, who does not send us any disaster or misfortune, transforms everything to a good opportunity to place into being something good: and, when they come along, He uses the same disasters and misfortunes to purify us. 

So God purifies us from the evil that corrodes our will of men who always appear, in some way, closed and deaf to the divine appeal. 

And this is how the divine flame works, that inside us burns the old man in the same act of putting the new man into being: “O living flame of love… by killing, death in life have you changed”, to say it using, once more, the words of the saintly mystical Doctor.

I think it is unfair to blame God for the disasters, which we are rather more to blame for causing. We cause them due to our behaviour, which at the roots, is wrong: in other words, with our sin. 

Essentially speaking, sin is the turning of our backs on God to live as if He did not exist. And it is due to the fact of turning our backs to the Source of every life that we set foot on the path of death. 

Rivalry and squabbles between human beings come from sin, as well as competition and fighting, and finally war and devastation, sufferance and bereavement without number and without name. 

The prophet who contests a war does not seem to be too capable of passing technical judgement on its coming causes; however, of course, he is right when he identifies their most remote cause, their authentic first root, in sin. 

It is too easy for he who prophesises that the planet’s self-destruction today is caused by the unleashed egoism of men who have lost all sense of the divine presence and sacredness that is in every creature and who exploit everything and rapidly burn without any respect or qualms. 

One should acknowledge that in this fundamental consideration the prophets of misfortune themselves hit the nail on the head. 

Only our narrow-mindedness inhibits us from receiving from God the good that incessantly radiates from Him. Therefore, the salvation of us men and of the planet itself in which we live, is entrusted more than ever to our conversion. 

However, convert ourselves, considering what exactly? That God Himself, through His prophets, invites us to conversion for the recovery of the status quo ante, for a return to the more tranquil life that we used to have in the old days is already something, but can still say very little with regard to the horizon of the final events that are revealed to us by the prophecies of the Old and New Testament. 

The conversion of men to God is necessary, so that the creation of the universe can come to its completion and reach its highest perfection. God calls men to collaborate to Creation: therefore, they need to leave off pursuing their own plans that contradict the divine one. The human will is to be sanctified: in other words, it must be made conform to the divine Will. The souls must be purified of all waste of egoism, of all tendency to sin. 

No purification can be exclusively entrusted to the ascesis, to human strengths. St. John of the Cross, and with him the majority of mystic masters of religious inspiration, insists that the purification of the soul is the work of God. This should be said even more so when one has to speak of total and definitive purification of mankind and the entire creation, until sin has been wiped out forever and with it death and every form of evil. 

It is God, Who, in our heart of hearts, converts us to Him. So in Him we truly find ourselves. In God we find the profound sense of our vocation as creatures. At the same time in which he calls us to being, God calls every one of us to collaborate in the completion of the entire creation. 

The Apocalypse is the revelation of the final events of creation. By using the same word one can designate the events themselves. They are the final events, the conclusive events of the history of man and the entire cosmic evolution. They coincide with the purification that entire mankind expects from God in order to be placed in the position of doing the divine will. 

I hope that these introductory words have helped a little in clarifying the meaning of this book’s title, which I will now submit to the attention of those willingly interested, wishing you an enjoyable reading. 

1. Rediscovery of the religious dimension

There is a religious dimension in the heart of our hearts. We could also give it a name: the absolute dimension. Yet it would still seem rather generic. It is, indeed, the dimension of the absolute, but of an absolute that is lived before it is thought: lived in the terms of a personal experience, of a personal relationship. It is an absolute to which we talk, with which we converse. And an absolute on which we are on first-name terms with. 

This may appear strange to very many people. And as a matter of fact, it is questioned. There are those who deny sense to the religious dimension; there are those, who on the contrary, experience it and bear witness to it. The evidence of an experience, which more specifically can be defined as an inner experience, a spiritual experience. 

It is an experience of a very particular kind. Or better: it is a collection of experiences that are bound by a rather narrow analogy. Among all those that make use of it, although in various ways, an understanding is established. These are the men and women for whom a few words are sufficient to understand one another immediately. As far as they are concerned, a certain language makes sense: and how it makes sense! It has a precise and very weighty meaning. Therefore, determined problems and a whole kind of things make sense, which on the other hand remain for many others a dead letter. 

The religious experience is definable as the experience of the Sacred. It is an intersubjective experience: it involves many subjects all together. Communication and dialogue can also be established between the subjects of various forms that participate in this same type of experience. A debate will also in some way be established, with 1mutual correction and learning from one another. This is how the execution through time and history is accomplished, which could lead to a progressive in-depth study. Every now and then, there will be a revolution that will suddenly reveal new perspectives and really accomplish a step forward towards the spiritual tradition of an entire population or also the religiousness of a population of an extremely vast area, that is as large as a continent, if not even larger. 

The forms that can be taken on by the Sacred appear to be many as well as different. By glancing over the index of a collection of prayers of all the populations, such as the La preghiera dell’uomo (The prayer of man) by Alfonso Di Nola,1 one comes across invocations made to the spirit of air, to the sacred animal, to the river, the mountain, the soul of rice, to fire, to the lynx that has fallen into a trap, to the great beaver, genius of the entire species, to the sunflower roots, to the sun and the moon, to dawn, to the goddess of rain, to the clouds, the sky, the earth, the celestial and terrestrial genii, to dream, to the magical lance, to medicinal herbs, to water, to the spirit of the race, to all the possible major and minor gods, genii, and spirits of nature, of the elements and all things. 

Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, an in-depth study is still possible on the perpetual research of that which can be defined as the true Sacred, the original and fundamental Sacred. In the end, one can arrive at identifying the Sacred with the God of monotheism. 

However, there are those who consider the God of monotheism as a sacred figure that is still inadequate, because He is anthropomorphic and they want to substitute Him with a more impersonal God, a “God of the philosophers”. Therefore, one passes on from monotheism to deism. This kind of God, borrowed from the philosophies of the likes of Parmenides, Aristotle, closed within its own contemplation and absoluteness, it does not, however, have any comparison whatsoever with the living religious experience: even though it could perhaps understand some dimensions of the divinity, it corresponds badly to the living God of the experience of the Sacred. It seems like a made to measure God for those that have not had any experience, at least of a strictly religious nature. 

The living God of the monotheistic religions, somewhat connotes itself as an active and creative Principle that works in the multiplicity and time through the evolution of the cosmos and history of man. That of the monotheistic traditions assumes the form of a God Who is not only a God in itself, but who exists for us, in us in the most concrete of ways and Whom we can, precisely, meet in the religious experience. 

In the biblical perspective, God and His creation and God and man, appear to be very distinct and irreducible. Before man, God takes on the position of being transcendent. He sets Himself at the same time, as being immanent. Out of all the creatures of creation, man is the one which, due to his nature, discovers he has a very particular kind of relationship with God. God lives within man’s inner self in a special manner. Here He finds His temple and privileged place of presence and manifestation. 

All the same, God is never a stranger in the face of man. Not even “divine law” can sound “heteronomous” to man. The moral law, the law that shows man what the direction of the moral act should be, does indeed originate from God, but from that God who lives within the depths of man himself. In this kind of divine depth that is in each one of us, the way we should be coincides with our true being. 

“A man next to me is another man, an authority of the State is another”, observes Romano Guardini. “However, God is not another in this sense!... He is obviously not me. There is an immense gulf between me and Him. However, God is the Creator, to whom I owe the cause of my being and existence; in which I am more myself than in myself. My religious relationship with God is determined, precisely, by that unique phenomenon that is not repeated anywhere else, in other words, the more deeply I abandon myself to Him, the more fully I allow Him to penetrate into me, with much greater force. The more He, the Creator, rules within me, the more I become myself”.2
God is our first Principle, our first Cause, it is He who makes us be totally in everything that we have and can have, in all that is our limitless virtuality. He makes us be from nothing for everything. He is our Creator. He creates us day by day in every moment. The more we allow ourselves to be created by Him, the more we are ourselves in the most authentic way. God is the way we should be and, at the same time, He is our true being, our profound being: He is the potential being that works from deep within ourselves to put Himself into action even on the level of our empirical factuality. 

God is more intimate to ourselves than we are. This means that He transcends from the heart of our hearts. He is immanent, and He is so immanent that He coincides with what we really are and what are destined to be. He is so immanent that He coincides with our real being and end. So, in comparison, our empirical Ego appears a relatively unreal Ego, a false consciousness of ourselves, a wandering and alienated will. This is how our real immanence transcends us: it transcends us from the heart of our hearts. And this is how our profound, intimate true being, God, is totally other to us.

However, this Other, which is much more intimate than we are to ourselves, is also the living God. This dimension that is so profoundly intimate to us and at the same time, totally other, is an active dimension. That which moves from this dimension is a real initiative: it is an initiative that creates things in absolute and, in perspective, radically transforms them. The divine initiative tends, in itself, to become widespread; it is an initiative that takes shape in giving itself, in the participation of itself.

To create other beings means giving them their own life, their own being. In the biblical perspective, God creates us from nothing for everything, until He Himself is not “all in all”. The biblical God does not restrict Himself to giving orders to already existing things, even though they are still only unformed; on the contrary, He creates in the most original sense. Furthermore, He creates in the strongest sense: He does not restrict Himself, like the Plotinus Divinity, to emanating with increasing weakness like the flame that emanates light and heat that become increasingly weaker as the distance increases. God does not abandon His creation along the wayside; on the contrary, He brings it to its perfective completion. 

The comparative religious phenomenology shows us many divine figures, which, with various approximations, prefigure a little, the entire God of the biblical tradition. However, they prefigure Him imperfectly, since the God of the Bible reveals Himself a God in the strongest sense of the word: He reveals Himself as that God that is such with the greatest consistency and the greatest fullness. 

We can now turn our attention to the Sacred as experienced by the primitive-archaic. Also a Divine that is seen and lived in these terms is the creative essence and source of all, that to the eyes of those men, appears good, valid and positive. Therefore, also a Sacred that has been conceived in this manner, in some way or other, anticipates the biblical idea of the living God. The Sacred is power, it is the power. It is health. It is, par excellence, the holy: as such, it sanctifies everything in which it participates. It gives fortune, victory and prosperity. It is the good and gives all good. It is in itself: as such it irradiates and shares everything that in the vision of the primitive-archaic represents fullness of being and value. 

The primitive-archaic generally distinguish a more derived sacred (the powers in the plural, the gods, the sacred things, sacred actions) from a more original Sacred. They end up identifying this original Sacred as a Supreme Being. How is such a Being conceived? Very often it is characterised as an original Sacred that lives and acts not only “in the centre” and in the heart of things (in their immanence),3 not only “before them”,4 but also “high up”, in the heavens, felt and defined as a figure of transcendence5. This kind of supreme Being is thus connoted as a Supreme Celestial Being. 

In the most varied and widespread primitive-archaic traditions throughout all latitudes, the Supreme Celestial Being is connoted, par excellence, as the creator of the world, of the gods themselves and inferior powers in general. He abandons the creation to such divinities and inferior powers. He therefore ends up assuming the attitude of a deus otiosus. In this sense, He becomes a God that has indeed created the world and has indeed given the laws that govern it and that have to rule the relations themselves between men, but in the end He loses interest, He abandons it to the inferior forces, He lets it go as it is to its perpetual vicissitude of evil and good, night and day, peace and fighting, settlement of order and periodic return to chaos without ever letting the creation aspire to any real perfective completion.6
To mention a few examples proposed by Mircea Eliade, among the supreme Australian gods of the heavens, Baiame is the creator of himself and created every thing from nothing 7. Bundjil created the earth, the trees, the animals and man, the latter by moulding him from clay and insufflating his soul through his nose, his mouth and navel.8 The Supreme Celestial Being of the Andamane islands, Puluga, created the world and also the first man.9 Temakel, that the Selkam (nomadic hunters of the Land of Fire) also call “He who is in heaven”, is eternal, omniscient, almighty, creator, but the creation was completed by the mythical Ancestors, who were also created by the supreme Being before he retired up above the stars.10 The Supreme Celestial Being Leza of the Bantù Ba-Ila is creator as well.11 The same can be said of “Tirawa father of all things” of the American Red Indians Pawni.12 The Yoruba of the Coast of Slaves believe in the celestial God Olorun, who, after having started up the creation of the world, charged an inferior god, Obatala, with carrying it out and ruling it.13 The supreme celestial God who created the world, but then left his creation abandoning it to inferior gods, is Ndyambi, of the Herero, Bantu of South-West Africa.14 Creator is the supreme Being of many African populations, who however tends to retire from the creation, entrusting it to inferior forces, and therefore he is often no longer even the object of worship, except when invoked as the last resort, in adversities.15
It is true, that from a certain point of view, also the supreme Being of many primitive-archaic religions prefigures, in some varied way, the biblical God. All the same, it anticipates Him in very limited measures. Unlike those primitive-archaic Supreme Celestial Beings, the biblical God not only creates in the most original conceivable way, not only does He create from nothing, but He creates for everything. Without ever abandoning His creation to itself, He continually creates it with the final aim of devoting Himself to it completely, to deify it. 

In this kind of perspective, which appears to be above all thoroughly developed and completed in an eminent and (I would say) unique manner in the Jewish-Christian tradition, we are all called to be, to be much more, to be in fullness. We can grasp the global sense of all of this in the creatural experience that appears the religious experience par excellence:16 it is the experience of feeling created, it is the experience of feeling to be creatures of God. It is a God who has put us into being in a process of creation that is nevertheless always in progress, in potential, in becoming. This kind of process aims at the ultimate and optimal objective of the complete and perfect creation in which God really is, as previously mentioned, “all in all”, according to the apostle Paul’s famous expression (1 Cor 15, 28).

What is this creatural experience? It is not easy to define it and explain it to who already in some way, at least in germ or in even a glimpse, does not experience it for himself. We could say that it is the experience of feeling in the hands of the Creator, of a creator who always gives us life, who moulds us, invisibly guides us and opens up our way to forms of higher, more perfect existence. A creatural experience is not so much the sense of having been created, but rather being created in progress: it is the experience of being involved in a process of continual creation, which, far from being completed, aims at superior forms of completion that are still mysterious. One can say that every religious experience, insofar as it proves itself as such in the full sense of the word, is definable as a creatural experience. However, it should also be said that the religious experience that is especially expressed in the Bible, is the creatural experience par excellence. 

If we consider the ancient Jews, we will see how strong their sense of being continually guided by God is in them, not only, but supported and defended, nourished, fortified, moulded, put into being and, in other words, created. Created, precisely, not with an original, primordial act that then comes to an end, but in virtue of an action that continues throughout time and history and pursues a final goal. The idea of this final goal is elaborated throughout the biblical tradition and will connote itself, at last, as that of the advent of the “kingdom of God”: advent of the ideal and perfect condition of an entirely renewed world, of a deified humanity in the horizon of “new heavens and new earth”.

This kind of vision will gradually become clearer, larger and deeper. At the beginning, it appears limited and circumscribed by the worry of the small population of Israel for their historical salvation. Throughout its tormented and restless events, the Jewish people, as a whole, experienced being continually placed into being by its God in the historical ambit. Before assuming the formulation of a doctrine, it is a true to life experience, to give a first example, in the words of Deuteronomy: “And the Egyptians treated us harshly, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage. Then we cried to Yahweh the God of our fathers, and Yahweh heard our voice, and saw our affliction, our toil and our oppression, and Yahweh brought us out of Egypt, with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror, with signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (26, 6-9).

And, in the historical ambit, the experience of being created: of being created not only with the powerful creative act, but in a certain sense, also of being created from nothing: “And when Yahweh your God brings you into the land which he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you, with great and goodly cities, which you did not build, and houses full of all good things, which you did not fill, and cisterns hewn out, which you did no hew, and vineyards and olive trees which you did not plant, and when you eat you are full, then take heed lest you forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” (Deut 6,10-12). It is only later on, in the Bible, that there is more explicit talk of creation, in the second book of the Maccabees (chapter VII). On the other hand, was not the entire descent of Abraham created from nothing in his son Isaac, donated by God to a father and a mother, to whom due to their elderly age procreation would have been completely impossible? 

It is from the true to life experience of this historical creation - let me say once more, powerful creation, and in a certain sense, creation from nothing - it is from this kind of experience that the biblical idea of creation is formed. The horizon of such an idea will gradually widen. That which, at the beginning, was the most limited idea of the historical creation of a descent and a population will become the idea of creation of the entire universe. 

The clearly creatural character of experience that the ancient Jews have had right from the beginning of their God is exactly given in the words of the Psalmist: “Your hands have made and fashioned me…” (Ps 119, 73) and “Know that Yahweh is God. It is he that made us, and we are his; we are his people and the sheep of his pasture” (Ps 100, 3). We should also remember the words of second Isaiah: “...O Yahweh, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand” (Isa 64, 8; see 43, 1). It is the same idea that had already been expressed by Jeremiah, where the Lord Himself says: “Just like the clay in the potter's hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel” (Jer 18, 6).

In the book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), which comes at least four centuries later and where one has been able to develop a more universalistic vision, the same concept is applied to man as such: “Like clay in the hands of the potter, who does as he wishes with it, thus man is in the hands of his Creator when they assign his fate” (Sir 33, 13).

This idea, that God the protector of their descent is at the same time the Creator of the universe, takes an increasingly defined shape throughout the history of the Jewish people, although it already appears powerfully expressed in another characteristic passage of Deuteronomy: “Behold, to Yahweh your God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it; yet Yahweh set his heart in love upon your fathers and chose their descendants you above all peoples, as at this day” (Deut 10, 14-15).
It must have been a great comfort for the Jews, especially during the times of their defeat, foreign occupation, deportation, to keep well in their mind that their particular God in Whom they confided, was at the same time the Creator of heavens and earth (cp. Psalms. 89 e 95).

It was that universal and supreme Divinity, whose figure was specified also for the contribution of external cultures. It was with these cultures of the surrounding countries that the Jews subsequently came into contact. Such cultures ended up gradually influencing the Jewish one, even though they were examined, to contribute to an extremely original synthesis.

It is during the exile that the theology of the creation is elaborated, which will find its completed expression in the first two chapters of the Genesis. The eschatology of the New Testament will specify that which of the entire creation is the ultimate deadline, the final goal of the glorious transformation of humanity and of the earth itself. 

Creatures cannot create themselves on their own. This pretension is the first sin that the Bible places at the root of any other misdeed and evil. Certain words of Sartre come to mind, which appear here to be really emblematic: “To be free. To be the cause of oneself, to be able to say: I am because I want; to be my principle”.17 These words that the French existentialist philosopher writer gives to one of his characters, express the coherent position of an atheism that is not only professed as a doctrine, but lived to the full. 

The presumptuousness to create oneself on his own and to be the one to give oneself his own laws and own criterion of good and evil, and therefore to make oneself god of himself, is the first fundamental sin. It is the original sin, that finds its expression not only in the myth of Adam and Eve, but even before, in that of Lucifer. Furthermore, it finds its expression in the symbol of the tower of Babel and again in the figure of the prince of Tyre against whom Ezekiel carries out an accusation. Here the language seems to be borrowed from more traditional images and symbols. The reference to the original sin appears sufficiently clear and explicit. 

This is how the words sound of the message that Yahweh God sends to the prince of Tyre via the prophet: “Because your heart is so proud, and you have said, ‘I am a god, I sit in the seats of gods’.., Will you still say ‘I am a god’ in the presence of those who slay you? Though you are but a man, and no god, in the hands of those who wound you. You shall die the death of the uncircumcised by the hand of the foreigners, for I have spoken” (Ezek 28, 1-10). And again: “You were the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering… on the day that you were created they were prepared. As an anointed guardian cherub I placed you; you were on the holy mountain of God; in the midst of the stones of fire you walked. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created till iniquity was found in you... Your heart was proud because of your beauty; you corrupted your wisdom for the sake of your splendour. I cast you to the ground... I brought forth fire from the midst of you; it consumed you, and I turned you to ashes upon the earth... ” (Ezek 28, 12-18).

The proud Pharaoh, king of Egypt, whom the same Ezekiel likened to a very high cedar, is compared to the prince of Tyre: “It was beautiful in its greatness, in the length of its branches; for its roots went down to abundant waters. No tree in the garden of God was like it in beauty” (Ezek 31, 7-8). But then: “Because it towered high and set its top among the clouds, its heart was proud of its height…” (ibid., v. 10). It was cut down and destroyed: “All this in order that no trees by the waters may grow to lofty height or set their tops among the clouds, and that no trees that drink water may reach up to them in height” (v. 14). The essential principle of this sin of pride and this pretension to do everything on one’s own, is traced back to the forgetfulness of that which is the original situation: in the immense forest of being, every living thing draws nourishment and life from its own roots; it draws nourishment and life from those fruitful waters that are assumed here in the figure of the divine creativity.

Overwhelmingly confident of her own beauty is the woman, who, according to another of Ezekiel’s texts, is the symbol of Jerusalem and its sin: she swears an oath of perpetual faithfulness to Yahweh God, but then later prostitutes herself to the idols; and evil befalls her, until God Himself redeems her, making her go through a process of necessarily painful purification (ch. 16).

Evil and, at the worst, death itself that ensues to those creatures who turn their backs on its Creator are often defined in the Bible as a natural consequence of those actions or that attitude. Considered solely in their negativity, in other words, outside any redeemable and purifying aspect and function, evil and death are often attributed to a specific divine intervention. It is that, which in the popular language is called the scourge of God, the divine revenge.

It clearly concerns mythical images: not however, without a substantial significance. The mythical image, that is as human as you like, as imaginative as you like, nevertheless, always expresses a fundamental truth, that the Bible continually insists on: everything leads back to God’s creative act, which remains the founding principle of all realities, even the negative ones, like the heavenly Father who makes His sun rise on the good and the evil and sends beneficial rain on the just and unjust (Mt 5, 45).
This is not all, there is also something more specific: God does us no evil, however, since some evil falls upon us from some other origin, the good God uses it in some way towards our conversion and interior purification, He uses it for our good. 

He who acts and behaves as if he were created or could be created entirely by himself, finds another paradigm in the Bible: he finds it in the figure of every single man, or in the Jewish population itself as a whole, as he proves to be deaf to the divine vocation. In the moment in which any man (or any creature) turns his back on God (and insofar as he really does so, also on more concrete, vital, profound existential levels), he becomes detached from that which, for him, is the Source of all life. It is comparable to a man who, instead of drawing from a perpetual and unlimited spring, he puts aside a supply of water (necessarily limited and much less in comparison) and keeps it in a cistern (in a broken cistern as specified by Jeremiah) inevitably destined to finish: after this the man will die of thirst, the natural consequence of his inconsiderate presumptuousness (cp. Jer 2, 13). 

We do not create ourselves on our own. It is God who creates us, and just as He calls us to being, He invites us to let ourselves be created. This does not at all exclude our active collaboration: as a matter of fact, it actually strictly involves it. To exist, somewhat means being in oneself. And being oneself means autonomy: it means self-creation to some extent. And not self-creation in the absolute sense - very criticizable - as previously mentioned, but as active collaboration of our creation worked by God. We are called by God Himself, urged to let ourselves be created by Him: not however, passively, but with our active contribution, with our co-operation. Each one of us is then called to collaborate with the creation of everything, according to his own personal aptitudes, giving his particular, irreplaceable, non-interchangeable contribution. And it is precisely here that the extremely singular sense of vocation of each one of us is carried out and completed. 

When God calls each one of us to being, He does not only call us to being in any old way. God calls each one of us to being in a way that is always different and unique. The single person may not welcome his own individual vocation: he could presume to be free to do what he wants, according to his own personal criterion, according to his own idea of good and evil that he has personally adjusted, or that men of his group, tribe, population, church, civilisation or tradition have adjusted among themselves. 

Let us linger for a moment over a particular concept. The idea that men have of all that is good, can, indeed, in certain cases fully correspond to that which in absolute is good in the eyes of God: “When you spoke to me”, said Moses to the head tribesmen and the elders of Israel, “Yahweh heard your words, and said to me: ‘I have heard the words of this people, which they have spoken to you; they have rightly said all that they have spoken’” (Deut 5, 28).

In very different circumstances, Jeremiah accused prophets and priests who, said the Lord, “have healed the wound of my people lightly, saying, ‘Peace! Peace!’ when there is no peace” (Jer 6, 14; cp. 8, 11). There are prophets who “have spoken falsehood and divined a lie”, Ezekiel repeats, again in the name of Yahweh: “because they have misled my people saying ‘Peace!’ when there is no peace; and because, when the people build a wall, these prophets daub it with whitewash! Say to those who daub it with whitewash that it shall fall! ” (Ezek 13, 6.10-11).

Let us now go back to the idea of the individual vocation. Each one of us is called to be, as we have already said, but to be in a different manner, in his own very singular manner. Let us begin with a primitive religious reference: in particular, the shamanist vocation. He who is to become a shaman is a man just like any other man, who at a certain point in time feels that he is personally called to carry out a very particular task, which will put him in a very different situation compared to that of any other man of his group. Whatever the forms through which the vocation is fulfilled, “shamanism”, points out Mircea Eliade, “is still a gift of the gods or the spirits”.18 He says this by particularly referring to the shamanism that is widespread in western and central Siberia.

To make another example, the same author, with special attention to Australia, points out “that it is not the medicine-man who simply wants it: vocation is essential”.19 The vocation can be expressed through one or more dreams, where the future shaman meets a divine or semi-divine being. The vocation can also mature during an illness. The person who positively answers the call will then be initiated in. 

There is one particular point of importance left to illustrate: among the Araucans of Chile the shaman candidates “claim that they cannot oppose the call of the divinity and that a premature death would inevitably punish their resistance and unfaithfulness”.20
Passing on to the North American shamanism, Eliade mentions that the vocation can be expressed by premonitory dreams. He mentions an observation made by William Park: these dreams would cause mortal illnesses if they were not understood and religiously followed. So, to interpret them, an old shaman is called, who explains the dreams to the sick man so that he can follow their injunctions. Generally, explains Park, a person does not willingly agree to becoming a shaman, and does not decide to take on the powers and follow the injunctions of the spirit until the other shaman assure him that if he does not, he will surely face death.21
Eliade comments that things are not at all different as far as the shaman of Siberia, central Asia and other regions are concerned. When faced with the Sacred, man has an ambivalent attitude, which explains this “resistance to the divine election”, Eliade concludes on the matter.22
By trying to really go more deeply into the problem of what the root before “sin” is in a strictly religious speaking sense, I would conclude like this: I think that, originally, sin consists exactly of this resistance to the election, to the vocation, to the divine call. In the act of creating us, God does indeed call us to being, but to being each one in his own very singular manner in correspondence to that which God Himself wants from each one of us. When faced with the call to being from God who wants me to be in this particular unique manner and not interchangeable with that of anybody else, I have to give up any plan of my own that I might have to accept the part that God has assigned me in His plan, which is the only valid one. As the divine appeal becomes increasingly clear in my mind, I am still tempted to refuse it, or to smother it within myself, to remove it to the unconscious, so that I can pay heed to my own plans, which could also be very different. 

Every man would like to live in his own way according to his own plans that he has formulated in the most autonomous way, at his own will, according to what he likes, according to his desire. Every man would like to manage everything by himself, he would like to find the criterion of good and evil in himself and by himself, what is good or bad for him, what he personally should or should not do. He would like, not necessarily wants: is a strong temptation, to which one can also resist with the divine help. 

Man makes his own plans, but all of sudden, or little by little, an increasingly clearer awareness could emerge in him that a superior Plan, a divine Plan crosses his human plans and invalidates them, it nullifies them to involve him in a much bigger and universal initiative. This divine Plan is totally unexpected and new for man, who is caught unprepared and perhaps unwilling and reluctant. Perhaps man’s surrender to the divine initiative will only take place at a later moment, at the end of the most troubled and dramatic crisis. 

Although God and the inferior powers move on different levels, although prophetism is very different to shamanism, I have referred to the latter to place the spiritual experience of Judaism in the most concrete manner in the context of the religious phenomenology in general. 

By going back to the Bible, we find ourselves, for example, before a figure of a man such as Jeremiah, who, against his will, is called by Yahweh to denounce the corruption of his own people, to become “a man of strife and contention to the whole land” (Jer 15, 10). In a particularly bad moment, Jeremiah is recalcitrant against his vocation, cursing the day he was born, he would like to run away and hide, he would even like to forget God. Yet he feels that he cannot withdraw himself from the appeal of He whose presence in his heart of hearts he feels even more alive and stronger, irresistible. Every time he has tried to abandon his own mission, he feels the deep down impossibility of doing it: “there is in my heart as if were a burning fire shut up in my bones. I am weary with holding it in and I cannot.” (Jer 20, 9). Because “O Yahweh, you have deceived me, and I was deceived; you are stronger than I and you have prevailed” (v. 7).

The apostle Paul almost echoes those words: “...If I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Cor 9, 16).

Hagiography, in particular the Catholic one, offers us an extremely vast exemplification on the matter. A real extreme case is that of Joan of Arc, who would have much preferred to keep spinning in perfect harmony by her mother in her house in Domremy, as her social position would have required her to do, and it was only due to the entreaties of her inner “voices” that she intervened to place herself at the head of the army to free France from the English. The voices guided her in all her ventures, they comforted her and inspired her during the interrogations of the trial, they harshly reproached her when she gave in and signed the act of abjuration, they infused decisions and courage to withdraw and face the stake. 

The onset of a vocation often forces the person to violate the rules of that which Kierkegaard calls the ethics of the general: the rules that in a normal existence appear valid for most men. Suffering deeply, Kierkegaard himself feels induced to break off his engagement to his loved one, so that he can be completely free to carry out his own mission as a researcher and solitary witness of a superior truth. 

Therefore, four centuries before, Nikolaus de Flüe, a Swiss peasant, abandoned wife and children to become the anchorite in which the whole nation will acknowledge his spiritual guide. 

It is not the case here to give too many examples. It would only be useful to mention that one does not only have the vocation to accomplish “important” things. One can also feel called to honour the most menial commitments, as it is more often the case. Each one of us can feel his own individual life as a vocation and mission. 

The intimate divine voice manifests itself, it becomes pressing and imperative, it proves to be a personal appeal made to us by a Person whose majesty dominates us in a dazzling manner: and exactly insofar as we feel this, the divine voice proves to be a force for us which it is impossible to resist, which  to resist is a negative and wicked action, which  to resist is impurity and sin in the most striking, scorching, painful manner at the deepest level. 

Let us say then: while in a conscious, responsible, intelligent, active and creative way, each one of us, in the end, feels called to letting himself be created by God, with an increasingly clear and absorbing voice, and finally, overwhelming. This happens because of the intimate inspiration that each one of us can feel and receive only insofar as he really manages to make himself transparent in the heart of his own hearts. Everything which comes in the way makes this channel impure, that only a genuine attitude of listening could make clean and practicable. Such is, essentially, the impurity, sin. 

As we will see later on, a certain maturation, a certain widening that gradually takes place throughout the course of religious evolution will end up by emphasising (especially and particularly in the preaching of Christ) that the real impurity does not so much consist in “things” that are impure in themselves, but rather in the whole of a certain attitude, in the whole of a certain way of acting. 

The real impurity is sin. And sin is essentially the exact opposite to the creatural attitude. It is the presumptuousness of creating oneself on one’s own, of autonomously managing everything: not only as far as the daily decisions are concerned (where the enforcement of the Law and the solution to the smallest problems are obviously looked for in the most autonomous and creative manner, as no code can predispose them), but as regards what the criterion is either of good or of the sense itself that our life can have. 

Sin, which combines all impurity, is an attitude. Furthermore, it is an attitude that we tend to assume in the most natural and spontaneous way. This, at least, happens as far as our empirical Ego is concerned, as the other more profound Ego, which makes up the dimension of the absolute in us, stimulates us in a very different direction. 

We mainly tend to ignore the difference of our being empirical from that which, deep down, we feel as our being real that is all the same with how we should be and with our vocation. The voice of God that calls us from the heart of our hearts remains mainly suffocated. There are, however, moments in which the divine appeal makes itself more clearly perceptible, even though while still through those symbols of which the highly imaginative and fabulative activity of our unconscious psyche continually cloaks it. 

There are moments in which the Sacred, while still through the most varied cultural forms, reveals itself to us in an alive, intense and dazzling way. In the presence of the Sacred, we feel as if something (or, better, somebody) has pried deep down inside us, as if we have been pierced. And this is when how much difference in us appears visible - in the most striking, scorching and intolerable manner - how much profanity, impurity there is in our actions, in our wanting, in our inborn or acquired tendencies. And this is when we are daunted by the sudden revelation of how much we are so far from the Divine and how much we move even further away from it with our negative attitude. It is in these moments that we realise just how much we are used to turning our backs on God, who is our All, to go towards nothingness. And this is when we realise how we have betrayed our true vocation, of how we have denied our true being. 

This all makes us understand how the themes of impurity, of sin, of purification, that are far from representing a tired, outworn reason that is psychoanalytically questionable, come to be in the most genuine religious experiences, in direct proportion to their genuineness, with gradually increasingly clear evidence that these kinds of experiences are really thoroughly analysed. 

There is no real sanctification unless there is purification from the waste of sin. Therefore, there is no purification in us without the keen consciousness of our condition of sin, of impurity: that which, in the light of the Gospel itself, makes up the real and true impurity. There is no purification without consciousness of one’s own aversio a Deo, of turning one’s own back on the absolute dimension. Alienation from God is fundamentally alienation from ourselves and from that which we really are deep down inside. There is no purification, as previous phase of a process of sanctification, without a keen consciousness of all this. 

A careful analysis of these categories is essential, so that the theme of sanctification can be suitably brought into focus. Furthermore, this kind of matter can acquire its due concreteness only by a reference to the relative phenomenology, which will be briefly inspected. This inspection will start from the most primitive traditions, to then move on through the Old and New Testament. An essential in-depth analysis of the whole question can be found expressed in the New Testament, which will allow us to understand the real heart of the problem.

2.   Impurity, sin and interior purification: 

      the evolution of these ideas 

      from primitive religiousness to Christianity 

The biblical prophecies relevant to the final days speak of - gradually more and more defined - a universal palingenesis, of a purification of the Jewish population and more extensively, of mankind. They tell us of a complete regeneration of humanity and, as a consequence, of the entire creation, that would be the result of such purification. The effect of the purification would be the restoration of the communion between God and His people. With the disappearance of sin, as a consequence there would also be no more evil, and the way to a full effusion with the divine Spirit would be opened up, from which all life and fullness of being comes. 

At this point, one feels the need to clarify various concepts. For example, when we speak of a sin - of a sin that offends the divinity and precludes its effusion, and grace - what exactly do we mean? It proves necessary here to go back to the religious experience to how much it is specific and how much it differs from a pure moral experience in its laic, secularised sense. In the most varied forms of religious experience we repeatedly find the idea of a sin, that is not a pure and simple violation of moral rules, and, therefore, is not pure and simple guilt in an ethical sense, but something much more than this: it is the real and proper offence to the divinity. 
How the divinity can be offended is a problem, that, in my opinion, should be placed in the horizon of a certain type of metaphysics. The explanation can be provided by a metaphysics that acknowledges that the divinity, unattainable in its absoluteness, nevertheless participates in the finite and profane reality. The divinity can only be “offended” in this sense and at worst, also “crucified” and “killed”: obviously not in itself; not in its absoluteness, but precisely in its participation, in its presence in the relative and in the human. 

The idea that the divinity can be offended by certain man’s actions or words or thoughts takes shape in the primitive religiousness for the first time and with striking concordance. These actions, words or thoughts are considered improper and exp of many different languages with the same meaning describe them as being impure. 
What does impure mean? Let us see what its opposite is. It is the opposite of pure, purity, pureness etc. (and of various equivalent and similar words of the various idioms). We men traditionally indicate, with the maximum spontaneity, what better there is in us and what makes us more like the divinity and makes us fit to enter into comparison with it. is therefore clear how, in our way of seeing and feeling, as far as the divinity is concerned, the opposite of all this could sound as negation, contradiction and offence, something that it finds “saddening” and that “irritates” it, that makes it “angry”. Therefore, we consider or perceive impurity as something that obstructs the presence of the divinity and its irradiation within ourselves. We perceive impurity as something that drives away the divinity from within us or rather suffocates its presence in the heart of our hearts. 

This all obviously suggests a certain experience of the divine, whichever it is: it suggests intuition, perceiving that there are one or more divinities, one or more “powers”. The monotheist will be able to believe in his one and only God, the polytheist will have the vision of a world governed and perhaps contended by a plurality of gods, the animist will be able to dwell on a polydemonistic vision. The sacred powers will be perceived and defined in the most different ways: as great gods, or as countless multitudes of autonomous demons, or as active parts of the one God and His “angelic” ways of being variously present everywhere: always and all the same before a sacred power that in some way gives itself, man will perceive that there are positive actions that it “appreciates” and that help its active presence and radiation and diffusion and that therefore “propitiate” it, whilst, on the contrary, there are types of behaviour that offend the divine presence, that obstruct its diffusion, that are negative towards the divinity and therefore, end up being negative for man too. 

The evaluation of these unsuitable actions can differ from population to population, from tradition to tradition. Before it can even manage to give itself real and proper ethics, a social group is nevertheless united by the feeling that there could be types of behaviour (also thoughts) that are negative, unworthy, ugly, disgusting, dirty: that are however, associated with the idea of impure. It is a word which, in equivalent words and synonyms that vary from language to language, expresses a little of all of this, associated with a sense of repugnance or with a sense of disvalue. It consists of something that in general disgusts or displeases the group’s common sensitiveness and therefore could not please He or They in whom the group itself perceives the present divinity. 

One must not forget that ethics in our sense of the word are the product of a much more recent maturation. A maturation that, as it were, is late in coming, compared to the generation of the religious phenomenon. The behaviour of sacred powers and divinities proposed by the most diverse traditions more than often appears to be anything but “moral”. In general, the sensitiveness of the religious man always and nevertheless perceives certain actions as impure, as something that offends the sacred power, as sin. 

Having said this, we may well ask ourselves what these impure actions actually are. That the power can be offended by certain actions is concordantly perceived by all religious men, whereas the concrete evaluation varies from one tradition to another, from one group to another. Therefore, it is appropriate to produce precise examples. 

In his book Supernatural and nature of the primitive mentality.1 Lucien Lévy-Bruhl reports evidence provided by explorers and ethnologists, from which we can draw some information that interests us here. For example, in the African population of the Akomba, a dispute had arisen amongst the men, which the women had taken the initiative to settle as soon as possible. Why? Because they were convinced that if the quarrel had gone on for a long time it would have prevented the rain from falling causing serious damage to the surrounding crops.2 The rain spirit did not evidently like disagreements. 

Likewise, the sacred fire of the Bergdama in South Africa was annoyed by any manifestation of discontent, jealousy and anger that came from the tribal banquet, whether from a more demanding man, or from he who perhaps had received a smaller piece of meat. Therefore, in this case, everybody made an effort to hide their own resentment: if the fire realised, it would withdraw its favour from the whole group, they would have no luck in hunting and things would be generally bad.3 

In Samoa, “the fact that the chief was angry, or that one of his wives was sulking or had argued in the presence of her husband was enough to explain why they no were no longer able to catch any fish”. Anger and rancour are moods perceived as negative also socially: they upset the powers, on whose favour one perceives the tribe’s fortunes depends and they provoke its reaction.4
In the Daiachs of Landak and Tajan (Borneo) the sacred powers also appear to receive remarkable trouble from disputes and contentions that take place due to wrong actions and offences against any person, thefts, adultery, violence: therefore, they react in a negative manner, bringing bad luck not to those whom our ethics would designate as solely guilty, but to anybody, to the wronged people themselves, to the whole group. 

This kind of reaction is similar to a storm, that when it breaks out, blindly hits any person or thing that it finds in its way. The reaction is physical: it is indiscriminate like that of the blind force of nature. However, it is necessary to understand how it was provoked: the action was provoked by actions or only by thoughts that the common feeling perceives not only as negative, but as susceptible to offending the sacred power, the divinity. This is why, in the previously mentioned populations, the men tried to avoid those actions that irritate the power and that could compromise its favour and cause it to unleash bad influences. 

Let us refer in particular to that which one does (or at least used to do, at the time in which it was referred) in those same populations on the occasion of the birth of a baby. The parents have to refrain from any form of dispute and have to avoid anything which might induce other people to offending them, to harming them, to cursing them. They are actions that by irritating the powers, place negative forces into circulation, which are then transferred to the same individual or family or group who suffers the curse, injury, or offence. 

“This is why”, as Schadee notices, “the priestess solemnly addresses those who have a new-born baby and makes it a question of consciousness for the father and mother to observe the following commandments: ‘You, man and woman, do not quarrel, neither between you nor with anybody else! Do not swear! Do not commit adultery! Do not take the fruits on which there is a mark of ownership! Do not steal, do not beat, do not curse your neighbour’s animals!... Do not be jealous or envious! Do not plant rice in the land that belongs to another!’ ”.5
Here, as we can see, there is a sort of decalogue, and what has been remarked so far undoubtedly throws at least some light onto that which must have been the first origin of ethics. As one can quite clearly see, the original ethics definitely have religious inspiration. The idea of laic ethics, free from the religious principle, only came from it much later on, after a very long time had passed. 

As far as we know, the substance of the question is that there are negative behaviours which offend man’s sensitiveness: they then also offend the sensitiveness itself that is attributed to things, to the forces of nature, to the spirits of places and descent and the different species of animal and plants; they therefore offend the sensitiveness that is finally attributed to the sacred powers and in other words, to the divinity. Such behaviour nevertheless offends the divinity, both directly and indirectly as they provoke just as negative behaviour in other men as a reaction. 

There is nothing at all to say that this kind of behaviour or way of being has to be necessarily immoral, morally guilty. Ethics in our sense of the word are still far from it: one can never stress it enough. There are ways of being or acting, as we will see right now, that do not at all involve any form of moral guilt: and nevertheless, they are considered impure, maybe because they are in some way associated to the idea of something that is not valid, not perfect, not complete, something ill and weak or sickly, or dirty, or painful and depressing, or violent, or inauspicious. As we can see, there is a rather vast range! 

Liechtenstein notices that in the Cafri population (South Africa) all children are impure (until they are not admitted into adulthood), and then so too are all women during menstruation, all women that have given birth (for a month after having given birth), all widowers (for fifteen days following the death of their wives), all widows (for a month), a mother that has lost her young child (for two days) and also, among other things, the men who have returned from battle. One is not allowed to have any contact with the impure person (to avoid the contagion of impurity) until one has been purified (by washing, rinsing their mouths with milk, rubbing a coloured substance all over their bodies), which is something one cannot do until the certain amount of time has passed. 6
The impurity irritates the sacred power even more when it takes place nearer to it, in the presence of it. Here the presence of the negative value contradicts the value much more and denies it, limits it, troubles it and offends it much more. Disputes and bad moods upset the sacred fire where the banquet is held in the African population of the Bergdama, as has already been mentioned a moment ago. 

In a similar way in Lèbak, when there is the harvest of palm wine, one does everything to avoid arguments. A man that has been insulted had better pretend not to have heard. The wine of, palm in person, could feel the effects of any kind of disturbance, as a living and sacred power. Its juice could turn bad or cease to flow.7 

Furthermore, in order to make another example, in the dictionary of the language of the Daiachs compiled in German by Hardeland, the word pahunir is thus defined: “Make oneself responsible for the fact that entering upon someone who is eating, one must not taste a little of their meal, or at least not touch it (it is what one should do: otherwise the gana, the spirit of food, will get irritated and bad luck will follow). Example: I have a swollen leg, because I made myself guilty towards the rice they were eating... ”.8
The impurity offends the sacred much more when it takes place in its presence, or in its vicinity. On the other hand, the primitives normally try to ensure the presence of the sacred at every moment of their life. Intending in this way that every one of their actions takes on a sacred character, a ritual character so that the participation of the sacred will confer a certain fullness of being, a value as well as strength, efficacy and fortune on every one of their expressions of life. The more they tend to ensure the vicinity of the sacred, the more the primitive perceives the breach of certain behaviour, its religious impropriety, its sinfulness. At least they perceive its impurity, where the idea of sin has not yet taken shape as an idea of a wilful, deliberate offence, of which man could be responsible for. This kind of behaviour, certain kinds of situations and ways of being appear to be much more impure the more one tries to establish a more constant and more intimate communion with the sacred. 

The primitives feel that they can receive fullness of being and good, life, victory, success in their ventures and every form of action, longevity and prosperity from the sacred power. It is also true that in their opinion, negative, destructive and evil powers can also reveal themselves; however, the important thing to know, is to know how to steer oneself towards the right power in the right manner. One can obtain everything. However, we need to adopt Its own way of being. The power spreads itself in the reality and human subjects which make themselves receptive by adopting the power’s way of being. 

Not all gods are “moral” in our sense of the word, as we have already mentioned. There is also a god of thieves: a power which protects the thieving ventures and spreads itself ensuring their success; however, in order to gain its favour and to efficaciously incarnate it, one needs to take on the thieves’ way of being. 

A different way of being upsets this kind of power’s action, it obstructs it and at worst annuls it, it kills it. What is more, in the case that this power should act in a really strong and irresistible manner, it could happen that it crushes everything that comes in its way. Maybe it strikes the person itself who has appeared before it without having adopted its way of being. Perhaps it destroys everything that opposes its violent revolt. The fact that all this could be possible corresponds to a deep and universally diffused feeling among the primitive-archaic religious men. 

This entire mentality is supported by premises, and the time has come to determine these in a better way, as much as possible, although very briefly. Generally speaking, the primitive-archaic men have an animistic vision of the world. We men of a “modern” “scientific” mentality tend to conceive the entire reality in materialistic terms, whereas, on the contrary, the primitive-archaic men tend to attribute a soul, let us say, a psychicness, to all things, including those that appear to us as pure material. Every thing, every being, also apparently inanimate, in some way or another has a personality as far as the primitive-archaic men are concerned. 

It is not the case here to go too much into detail of that which, especially the primitives could mean for psychicness or personality of things: they do not have the conceptual means or any interest to define it in a more exact manner. They feel that things have their “dispositions”, as Lévy-Bruhl would call them,9 in other words, their elementary psychology. 

This kind of psychology of things is not, however, compared to that of men, at least in the beginning, at least in the truly primitive religious feeling: it is only in the following epoch that it will undergo this kind of reintegration, when the myths come into form, also owing to a re-elaboration by poets and artists. 

Let us simply say then, that the realities themselves, which according to the scientific vision of us modern men appear to be purely material, are conceived by the primitive-archaic men as facts of energy. This kind of energy has something psychic within it, in the broadest sense of the word: a psychicness with the “dispositions”.

I cannot help noticing here that after all, physical science of today tends to reduce matter to energy. Furthermore, energy is nevertheless still much more comparable to psychicness and spirituality itself than a matter conceived as pure res extensa, as an extensive and compact reality supported by purely mechanical laws of Galilean and Cartesian memory. 

I would also like to mention, very briefly, how biological sciences detect the presence of an increasingly greater indeterminism and finalism in living beings, together with the growing presence of something that we can already define in some way or another, as psychicness right from the beginning levels of vegetative life.

Finally, I would also like to make one bear in mind the extremely interesting suggestions that parapsychology can give us on this matter. We can especially find an animistic vision of reality in the primitives. It is a vision that they share with the children and the poets. It is a way of seeing things that in my opinion appears to be quite different from something to be relegated to superstitious imagination. It seems to express, although ingenuously, a nucleus of truth that is much deeper than what it seems at first sight from a pure intellettualistic consideration. If the matter is nothing more than a concretion of energy and if the most intimate and fundamental nature of things is psychicness, then it is no longer inconceivable that something that takes place on this psychic level could produce effects also on a physical level. Especially parapsychology, but in a certain way biology itself, show us that mens agitat molem, the spirit moves and shapes matter. 

In having said this we can also manage to better understand the impact that the mental level has on the physical level: a mood; a mental “disposition” of positive or negative signs can also produce physical effects that are respectively favourable or unfavourable. Repressed envy, anger and hate of a person that has developed particular psychic powers could be attributed to that which is commonly called the “evil eye”. On the contrary, a beneficial effect, still on a physical level, could be attributed to good thoughts, to prayer, to silent irradiation itself of the presence of a truly spiritual person. 

In the same way that these effects can be attributed to humans and their psychic dispositions, other effects can be attributed to the positive or negative dispositions of powers: in other words, as it were, of the souls of the things themselves. We do indeed know that the primitive-archaic men attribute psychisms to the souls of things, although they cannot manage to define them in any other way that is not very vague and generic. Their effort to define such entities is delimited by the interest they have for them. Such entities are taken into consideration by the primitive-archaic men only as regards the problems of their daily life, which they see as totally dependent on the mysterious powers and their dispositions. 

These powers are in things, they are the things themselves. 

The primitive man has no interest whatsoever in verifying if all things are animated and powerful. The primitive man only worries if any reality is animated and powerful when faced with the things on which his life seems to depend. The others do not interest him. Therefore, as far as he is concerned, certain realities have a soul and are powerful: and he establishes a relationship with them because he feels that his survival, his well being, his success and fortune depend on them. The primitive man feels that he has to neutralise the bad dispositions of these mysterious realities and if possible, convert them to good ones. 

Therefore, the primitive man tends to establish a magical-religious relationship with things and their souls to propitiate them to himself, to bind them to himself, to invoke their favour, to get into their flow and spread it to his own advantage. He will try to propitiate that plant so that it can be picked, that animal (or the genius of the species) so that it will let itself be killed, the work tool so that it works well, the arrows so that they hit the target, the canoe so that it can stand the violence of the waters, to the waters of the river itself so that it can be crossed without any danger, to the sea so that it will give fish and to the earth so that it will yield fruits, to the spirit or the goddess of birth so that it will ensure a happy outcome. 

To obtain something from all of this is possible by propitiating the power. Therefore, it is clear that, in order to propitiate a certain power, man has to be in harmony with it, he has to be on the same wavelength, he has to make himself receptive, he has to adopt a way of being that suits the same power’s way of being. By behaving differently, the religious man feels that he would place himself in conflict with the sacred power, and that the power would abandon him and its presence would disappear from within him. Or rather, the power itself could act in him, against him, like a force that is no longer beneficial, but negative and destructive. 

The sense of all of this must have been formed in the religious primitive man as a consequence of traumatic experiences. Experiences that he must have placed in relation with the unsuitable, improper thoughts, with the violation of the previously mentioned taboo. However, it must also be granted that even though a  misfortune that befalls certain men have been attributed by them to certain actions (or simple thoughts) in a disproportionately impure or entirely erroneous manner, the fact is that these men perceive these certain actions as improper, as profane, as offensive of the sacred power. This kind of perception is very much alive in their souls, it shakes and agitates it dramatically, if not intolerably. 

Perhaps it does not determine any external effect; perhaps the negative events are made to go back to those impure actions or thoughts without any cognition of the facts; what however remains is that those actions have provoked upheaval in the subjective consciousness of these individuals and this is no less serious thing. These actions (or thoughts) are still nevertheless considered negative.

There is, however, something more: insofar as the moral and religious consciousness of men will be deepened, the consideration of damage, not only material and external, but psychological, moral, interior that can be provoked by acts, words or thoughts that are judged negative, will also acquire increasingly greater emphasis.

Therefore, certain ways of acting and being are considered an offence to the divinity and seriously harmful for men themselves by the primitive-archaic religious man. They are considered harmful to the point of throwing a man - and, due to participatory contagion, other men and the whole group - into an intolerable situation. The subjects feel the need to free themselves of a condition in which they have become involved. Freeing oneself of a condition of impurity is precisely called purification, with the same terms that correspond to such a word in a number of different languages and dialects. 

How can one obtain purification? By cancelling impurity, by accomplishing those acts that abolish the state of impurity and restore the primitive condition of purity, of willingness to the sacred, of positive and beneficial communion with the sacred itself. To go back to adopting the way of being of willingness to the sacred, it is necessary to - conditio sine qua non - eliminate anything that obstructs this recovery. This preliminary operation is precisely the purification. 

Lévy-Bruhl analyses the meanings that the terms impurity and purification - with the equivalent words in the most varied languages - assume at their first origin in the primitive forms of religiousness. He points out that the original meaning of impure or contaminated is “exposed to an inauspicious influence, threatened by misfortune”. Therefore, impure is “that whose proximity or contact is dangerous”. On the contrary, purified means “placed out of the reach of the inauspicious influence, safe from this threat”.10
The same author points out that purifying a man, or a group means, according to recurring expression, neutralising the disastrous influences that weaken it.11 Whereas all contamination places he who is affected by it into an inferior, precarious, weak state, to purify oneself means to regain strength: in the primitive people’s language “to make pure” is often equivalent to “to make strong”.12
One is purified by means of special acts, which are closely associated to the idea of washing out a stain, or loosing from a link, or throwing up poison or something similar. Such acts are, in other words, closely associated to the idea of freeing oneself of something negative, depressing, alienating, disfiguring and dangerous. 

Let us make a few examples of purification. Among the Kaffirs Xosa there are doctors who “close” or “plug” or “stop” the heart of a man accused of witchcraft on several occasions, in such a way that he “no longer thinks of those things”. They also give him some medicine and wash him.13
It has been reported that in the Bantu tribe a converted Christian was captured by his brothers and sisters who forced him to swallow an emetic, with the purpose of “making him throw up his faith”.14
In New Zealand, a jealous woman who wanted to stop loving her unfaithful companion, went to a sorcerer so that her love for that man would be taken away from her: the sorcerer carried her to the edge of the water where he sprinkled her with water and took away her ahna, in other words, the image or the person she loved. He did it by simply touching her body with his fingers, as if he were taking something off or removing it. He removed this image (ahna), so to speak, with the water, so that her love would be cancelled or “separated from her”.15
Edwin Smith observes that the Ba-Ila population of Northern Rhodesia uses a talisman that brings fortune, prosperity and happiness to he who owns it. Its name is insambwe, which is close to the verb kusamb, which means “to wash”, “to have a bath” and seems to etymologically want to mean “that in which one has bathed”. The same author reveals that in this population’s mentality and language, happiness is always associated with pureness, with whiteness. The whitest thing they know, impemba, is used as a talisman for the hunters which they rub into their foreheads. This is where the expression “his forehead is pure”, in other words, he is happy, comes from; another expression is “his hand is pure”, in other words, he is rich. Inversely, one says of an unlucky man: “his forehead is black”.16
Similar reasons can be found in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament, where we have a better picture of the gradual appearance of a new, very original religious sensitiveness, although it still persists in the midst of more archaic elements. 

In the Genesis, after Cain had killed his brother Abel, God turned to the murderer with these words: “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength...” (Gen 4, 10-12). 

Here Abel’s blood and the ground appear as two powers, each one endowed with its own elementary psychicness, that were both seriously offended and react, one by crying out and the other, contaminated, by refusing to produce the fruits. This is the autonomous behaviour of these powers in a world that is created and supported by God, whom, with His moral condemnation (“Behold, you have driven me this day away from the ground...”, Cain says to Him, Gen. 4, 14) confirms that which had already been the spontaneous autonomous reaction of the offended powers themselves. 

However, the living God Himself can act as a power when He participates and - as it were - becomes incarnated in a situation where He is particularly present. The Jews testify the experience of proximity with their God, Who is nevertheless the Creator of the heavens and earth: “Behold”, says Moses to the people, “to Yahweh your God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it; yet Yahweh set his heart in love upon your fathers and chose their descendants after them, you above all peoples, as at this day” (Deut 10, 14-15).

God had already said the same thing to Moses before: “And let them make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell in their midst.” (Ex 25, 8).

Thus, the Ark of the Testimony was built, so too was the Tent of meeting, the Tabernacle of Yahweh, so that the God of the Jews could continue to visibly live among His people even when they moved to the promised land of Canaan.

At the end of the Book of the Exodus, we see Yahweh Himself taking possession of His mobile temple: “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Yahweh filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the Tent of meeting because the cloud abode upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Throughout all their journeys, whenever the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the people of Israel would go onward; but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not go onward till the day that it was taken up. For throughout all their journeys the cloud of Yahweh was upon the tabernacle by day, and fire was in it by night, and in the sight of all the house of Israel” (Ex 40, 34-38).

Like a God that the heaven and the heaven of heavens cannot contain, can be present in person and, so to speak, not partially but entirely - in a tabernacle, or He can become incarnated in a man, is a real metaphysic problem. This kind of problem can find, if not the solution, then at least the definition only in a participatory metaphysic. 

Anyhow, the idea of the god that participates in the world, of the god that turns into man, of the absolute that becomes relative, is rather familiar, not only - respectively - to the Old and New Testament, but to the religious phenomenology of the most varied spiritual traditions. 

It is nevertheless true that this kind of idea is unwelcome in a mentality and philosophy of a more intellettualistic nature: however, there is nothing to say that it should be put down to the excessive abstraction of such a way of thinking, which stiffens everything into concepts even before it has been possible to acknowledge them in the concrete and living way in which they present themselves. 

Acts which appear improper in the eyes of God will be even more improper if they are committed within His immediate proximity. Furthermore, they will also be much more improper if committed by people through which the divine presence is diffused in a particular way. This is why Yahweh says, through the mouth of Moses to the people of Israel: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev 19, 2). Thus He furthermore says to the people: “Because the Lord your God walks in the midst of your camp, to save you and to give up your enemies before you, therefore your camp must be holy, that he may not see anything indecent among you, and turn away from you” (Deut 23, 14).

This leads to banishing every form of impurity from the camp: that is to say, not only every literally immoral action, but any being and way of being and behaviour that suggests a particular idea of an ugly, horrible, unpleasant thing. As one can read in the twenty-third chapter of Deuteronomy, in order to perform his own bodily needs the soldier has to go out of the camp, dig a hole in the ground with his stick (that everybody must make sure they carry in their rucksack) and then cover it (ibidem, vv. 13-14). If then “there is among you any man who is not clean by reason of what chances to him by night, then he shall go outside the camp, he shall not come within the camp; but when evening comes on, he shall bathe himself in water, and when the sun is down, he may come in within the camp” (ib. vv. 10-11; cp. Lev 15, 16). In other words, as we have clearly mentioned immediately before this double exemplification, “when you go forth against your enemies and are in camp, then you shall keep yourself from every evil thing” (ibid., v. 9).

As we can see, physiological acts and incidents that are part of human nature and are definitely not at all morally reprehensible, are listed among the “evil things”. The sixth chapter of the Numbers, also mentions, for example, a “sin” that can obviously not be committed in any other way that is not entirely involuntary. It concerns a Nazirite, a man who is consecrated to God, next to whom somebody suddenly dies. The Nazirite has been contaminated and has to undergo a complex sacrificial ritual “because he sinned by reason of the dead body” (v. 11).

The Old Testament and especially the New Testament will develop the idea of sin and suitably deepen it. In this way, sin will come to mean a deliberate, voluntary action. A negative action will be definable as sin only insofar as it is a wilful action, in other words, as a real and proper action, no longer a blind instinctive movement. If this idea of sin as a voluntary action begins to take an increasingly more precise shape, it does not seem that in the epoch of the drafting of Deuteronomy, Leviticus, the Numbers etc., such an idea is any different from that of an impurity conceived in a more traditional sense. 

We have still got one foot in the archaic conception that sees the sacred power irritated by behaviour that, materially, objectively as such, appears negative, impure, contaminated and offensive for the divinity even though the subject that has caused it might not be at all aware of it. We are still half-way in the situation of a primitive person who without realising it violates a taboo, or in that of an Oedipus who kills his father and marries his mother convinced that he is the son of other parents, and when the irritated power provokes a plague on Thebes and when he finally learns the whole truth, he becomes blind and goes wandering around foreign countries, a prey to despair.

Having stated this concept, let us remember some other passages from the Old Testament where the ideas we are examining find a better exemplification. First of all, let us have a look at the passage in Deuteronomy: “For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as Yahweh our God is to us, whenever we call upon him?” (4, 7). The recommendation of the Numbers takes its meaning from this extreme, almost physical proximity of Yahweh to His people and to the territory itself that has been destined for it to reside in forever: “You shall not defile the land in which you live, in the midst of which I dwell; for I Yahweh dwell in the midst of the people of Israel” (35, 34). 

Impurity can unleash really disastrous effects. Yahweh says again to Moses and Aaron, in Leviticus: “Thus you shall keep the people of Israel separate from their uncleanness, lest they die in their uncleanness by defiling my tabernacle that is in their midst” (15, 31).

The divine presence, so close and so powerful, reacts with extreme violence against whoever offends it by placing itself in immediate contact with the offender having taken on a way of being or acting that is different from it, in conflict with it. Leviticus narrates of the sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, who “offered unholy fire before the Lord, such as he had not commanded them. And fire came forth from the presence of the Lord and devoured them, and they died before Yahweh” (10, 2).

One gets the impression that the two young men acted in a manner that was more clumsy, inexperienced than really guilty; nevertheless, they were not able to avoid the striking of the sacred power, which almost gives the idea of a bolt of lightening: in other words, of a natural phenomenon that automatically occurs when certain conditions are presented. Like a high voltage current which, finding it has to pass through a totally unsuitable conductive cable that cannot carry it, instantly burns it precisely due to its unsuitability. During the times of King David, on the occasion of moving the Ark, Uzzah meant well by touching it, as it was about to fall. However, there is an unhappy consequence in what happened next: “Uzzah put out his hand to the Ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen stumbled. And the anger of the Lord was kindled against Uzzah; and God smote him there because he put forth his hand to the Ark; and he died there beside the Ark of God” (2 Sam 6, 6-7). The Ark proved to be such a dangerous object that David, “was afraid of the Lord that day”, he did not want to transport it into the city of David, so he took it aside to the house of Obed-Edom the Gittite (ibid., vv. 8-10).

Concerning this subject, Van der Leeuw speaks of “automatism of the taboo”.17 The Dutch scholar observes that what hit Uzzah, “was not an arbitrary gesture of God; even less so, the divine justice; it was ‘the Lord’s anger’, purely dynamic”.8 Van der Leeuw proposes “a rather comical comparison: in Thuringia, all work was strictly forbidden on the golden Sunday (the first Sunday after Pentecost, dedicated to the Trinity). On that day, a young lad had sewn a button on his trousers and the next day escaped being struck to death by something like an electrocution only at the price of a harsh sacrifice: he had to throw his trousers into the water, and the Nemesis immediately took possession of them”.19 Van der Leeuw comments that, even though one has to reasonably consider the boy guilty and not his trousers, in its automatic reaction “the power does not ask who has committed the mistake and who is innocent: it reacts like electricity, which hits whoever touches the wire through inattention”.20 In order to bolster this interpretation of his (which I entirely agree with), he points out that “in the centre of the Island of Celebes, the death of the incestuous is not considered a punishment; it is simply seen as a way of limiting to the responsible people the consequences of their behaviour: that they die goes without saying, and is natural”.21
In the book of the Numbers, the sacred presence of Yahweh rages many times at the grumblers and protesters of Moses and Aaron’s authority (cc. 11, 16, 17 etc.) and, on one particular occasion, before God Himself orders the rebels to be destroyed, Moses addresses the remaining innocent part of the community: “Depart, I pray you, from the tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing of theirs, lest you be swept away with all their sins” (16, 26).

If the sacred power is susceptible to being offended above all by the impurity that takes place within its immediate vicinity, it is clear that especially the consecrated men, the priests, the Nazirites, are supposed to keep to a particularly irreproachable way of being and acting. They should be extra cautious in avoiding any form of impurity. And as we have by now made it sufficiently clear enough, impure does not at all necessarily mean immoral. Since he offers sacrifices to the Lord, the priest, descendent of Aaron, should be saint. What does this actually mean? He must not be either blind, or lame, nor must he be hunch-backed, nor deformed in any way or afflicted with albugineous or scabies or herpes or hernia; he has to marry a virgin, but never a prostitute or former prostitute or a repudiated one and not even a widow. He must never go near a corpse, even if it were his father or mother and so on (cp. Lev, ch. 21).

The Lord gives a special warning to Aaron: “Drink no wine nor strong drink you nor your sons with you, when you go into the tent of meeting, lest you die” (Lev 10, 9).

Expressions which once more repeat what has previously been mentioned can be found a few verses before, where Moses says to Aaron and his sons: “Do not let the hair of your heads hang loose, and do not rend your clothes, lest you die, and lest wrath [that is, the irritation of the Lord] come upon all the congregation. But your brethren, the whole house of Israel, may bewail the burning which Yahweh has kindled” (ibid. 10, 6).

As far as the Nazirites are concerned, the men consecrated to the Lord with more or less lasting, sometimes perpetual vows, it is compulsory that each one of them abstains from wine and fermented and intoxicating drinks, even grapes, that each one of them lets his hair grow without ever cutting it throughout the entire duration of their consecration, that no one of them is ever allowed to go near a corpse, and so on and so forth. 

What happens if somebody suddenly dies next to a Nazirite? He has contaminated his hair: therefore, on the day of purification, the Nazirite has to shave his head (cp. Num, ch. 6). He is clearly not in the slightest responsible for that death; however, it concerns a “sin” (this is how it is called, as above mentioned): a sin that requires his “atonement” (Num 6, 11). The Nazirite’s head, consecrated with his vow, has been contaminated (ibid., v. 12), and at this point purification is necessary with a precise ritual. On the seventh day following the sudden death of the person who contaminated him, the Nazirite will shave his head. The following day he will bring two turtledoves or two young pigeons to the priest at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting and the priest will make a sacrifice of atonement of one, and with the other a sacrifice “and the priest shall offer one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering and make atonement for him” (Num 6,11). A further sacrifice for atonement requested is that of a year old male lamb. Since the Nazirite had been violated by this incident, he will have to restart from that day; and his shaved head will be re-consecrated (ibid., vv. 9-12).

Throughout the entire book of Leviticus, there is detailed enumeration and description of atonement sacrifices carried out to decontaminate anybody from any form of contracted impurity. At the end of every single description, expressions of this kind are found: “So the priest shall make atonement for him to purify him of his sin, and he shall be forgiven” (Lev 4, 26). Here too, there is mention of “sins” committed “unwittingly” (ibid., cc. 4-5). One should notice that, if the sin has not yet taken on the significance that the subsequent tradition will attribute to it, then the same will be said of the forgiveness. One wants to give the believer who is worried about his fate the assurance that “he shall be forgiven for any of the things which one may do and thereby be guilty” (ibid. 6, 7).

Forgiveness shall be granted by purifying atonement, not only to he who unwittingly contravened any ritual commandment (Lev, ch. 4), but also he who has unwittingly touched something impure, like the corpse of an impure animal, or human impurity (ibid. 5, 2-3), or who has uttered with his lips a rash oath, any sort of rash oath that men swear, to do evil or to do good (v. 4), or he who having knowledge of a fact, invited to testify and hearing the adjuration, does not say anything (v. 1). Purification is expected for puerpera (ch. 12), for leprosy (cc. 13-14), for leprosy on his clothes (ch. 15), for leprosy in houses consisting in greenish or reddish spots on the walls (ch. 14), for the man afflicted by the clap or for the man who has had a discharge of semen or for the couple maritally united or for the woman who has had a discharge of blood during and outside her menstruation (ch. 15).

The recurring theme here is that the subject remains impure for a period of time that varies from case to case, also after the contaminating phenomenon has come to an end, and the person will only obtain purification after this period. 

For example the man who has had a pollution shall bathe his whole head with water and all his clothes and skin on which the semen came into contact shall be washed, and he will remain impure until the evening; the man and woman who have had sexual intercourse will also have to wash themselves and they too will remain impure until the evening (Lev 15, 16-18).

Another different example: the leper will be declared impure by the priest; once he has been cured, he will be visited by the priest outside the camp, where, once his healing has been confirmed, a rather complex ceremony will take place with the immolation of one bird and the subsequent freeing of a second bird that will be dipped in the blood of the first one; and at this point the former leper will be able to go back into the camp but he will have to reside for seven days outside his own tent; finally he will shave off all the hairs of his skin, his hair, his beard and eyebrows, he will wash his clothes and having accomplished other precepts which I have not mentioned here in order to be brief, he will at last be pure (ch. 14).

There are, however, sins that contaminate in such a way so as not to grant the person’s purification. It is rather the earth that has to vomit he who contaminates it in such a way, it is rather the people who have to cut off he who contaminates, to limit the contamination only to the sinner, and so that the severe impurity and with it the misfortune, do not spread to the whole community (Lev 18, 25-28).
Once again we have come to the previously mentioned concept: the death sentence of the guilty person, or of whoever has committed certain acts that are objectively considered to be nefarious, rather than being a punishment is a measure by which the community isolates a source of contamination and frees itself of it. Any form of incest, adultery, sodomy, sexual intercourse with animals, cursing one’s parents, the art of divination and necromancy and so on and so forth, are punished and atoned with the death of the guilty party and in that particular case, of the same poor beast (ibid., ch. 20).

Finally, if he who kills a man has to die, he who kills an animal has to indemnify it with another animal, and he who disfigures another man must receive a similar disfigurement: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth (ibid. 24, 17-22). Rather than the idea of elementary justice; I would say that here we have the idea - extremely widespread amongst the primitives - that a man who receives an evil action and does not avenge it by inflicting the same evil action falls, for this one only fact, into a condition of impurity and imminence of misfortune. 

We enter with the Gospel in a very different scheme of things. The prophets, each one in his own way, have already anticipated a new mentality that will be defined in the New Testament in a clearer and unequivocal manner. The true pureness is that of the heart and intentions, it is the love of God, devoting oneself to Him, ridding oneself of all egoism. The true impurity is not of food, nor external acts that cannot contaminate man. The true impurity is but that of the thoughts that come from the heart and the consequent acts of will. 

“It is not that which enters the mouth that contaminates man”, says Jesus, “but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man!” (Mt 15, 11). Furthermore, he explains to the disciples: “Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach, and so passes on? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a man. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a man; but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile a man” (Mt 15, 17-20).

In this new context the sense of impurity, so vivid in the primitive-archaic religious man, comes to be defined as the sense of sin, where for sin, one obviously means a negative action: more precisely it is no longer thus called an unintentional gesture, but always and anyway an act that is more or less conscious or voluntary. 

Sense of impurity and sense of sin are not easily understood by the modern man and they appear as a heritage of immaturity, of an unsuitable achievement of man’s own consciousness: something to overcome and to forget. As a matter of fact, the modern man has “removed” sin. The thing is, however, only possible in proportion to the lack of the sense of the sacred, to the lack of that which is exactly the religious sense. 

It is when man finds himself before the sacred that he feels impure and a sinner; furthermore, this distressing sensation seizes the soul of he who, in a particular way, has experience of proximity to the sacred, has experience of living in more direct contact with the sacred. This being pure, pure without even the smallest stain, is a requirement that is especially felt by he who feels to be under the eyes of God, of a jealous God that makes him the object of a particular vocation. 

In this way, the first Isaiah, in the striking experience that proved he was called to the immediate presence of the divine Majesty to be given a prophetic mission, bewildered exclaims: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips... ” (Isa 6, 5).
There are seraphs flying around God’s throne, each one of which has six wings: two to cover his face, two to cover his feet, as if for a sacred fright before the divine Majesty, and the remaining two for flying. And one of the seraphs flew up to him with a burning coal and touched Isaiah’s mouth saying: “Behold this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your guilt is forgiven” (ibid. 6, 7). Only then Isaiah, on hearing the Lord’s voice asking “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” and he had the courage to answer: “Here I am! Send me!” (v. 8).

It is in this light that we manage to explain the deepest motivations for the obsession of sin that the saints themselves have: and they certainly do not have this obsession because they are greater sinners than the rest of us, but, exactly the contrary, in direct proportion to their deepest and most vivid religious sensitiveness. 

Here are some examples out of the countless ones that could be produced. St. Camillo de Lellis (1550-1614), the apostle of the sick, according to what his spiritual master said, who was St. Philip Neri, from his own conversion onwards he was not once guilty of even one only deliberate venial sin; nevertheless, he called himself a “sinner and firebrand of hell”; and he extremely hated even the smallest defects, for the sole reason that “no misdeed, or fault that offends God, infinite love, is small”. Therefore, “he would not have picked up a wisp of straw from the ground, ensure his contemporaries, if the obedience, and in other words, the desire to please his Lord, had not determined that simple gesture. And on the contrary he was willing, and would have even been considered happy to meet any torment and a thousand deaths as long as he avoided and prevented one only sin or even a shadow of it”.22 

Teresa of Avila called herself “the evil woman” referring to her “great sins”, that she, nevertheless, did not have permission to describe in great detail.23 Of course, one must acknowledge that Teresa hesitated for many years before fully corresponding to her own vocation to become the great saint that she was. In this sense, Walter Nigg writes, “Teresa was truly a great sinner. These words must not lead people to thinking only of moral faults, as a too primitive comprehension of the fault represents such a concept… Teresa’s fault lay in the fact that she did not follow God’s call. By nature, being richly gifted, she was destined by God for great things. However, she always hesitated in putting her eminent qualities entirely to the service of God… The burial of her gifts liberally bestowed on her by God is… one of the greatest sins one can commit... Therefore, the tearful remorse that troubled Teresa’s soul is very understandable. The consciousness of her fault is authentic, not simulated”.24
The abbot Febvre was St. Bernadette’s (1844-1879) last confessor; she was the young woman chosen by the grace who was mediatress of the prodigious manifestations of Lourdes and who later became a nun of Nevers. He remembers that Bernadette “often blamed herself for not “rendering” to God in proportion to the grace she had received”.25
St. Lucy Filippini (1672-1732), founder of the Maestre Pie, Pious Filippini Teachers Sisters’ Order, which carries her name today, used to call herself “Lucia the infamous”, “Lucia the wicked”.26
St. Gabriele dell'Addolorata (that is of Our Lady of Sorrows - 1838-1862), the Passionist student who died at a very young age before being able to become a priest, one day asked his spiritual master: “Tell me, Father, if I have something in my heart, however small, that God does not like; with your help I want to be rid of it at all costs”.27
Also St. Gemma Galgani (1878-1903), the young woman who lived for years with a middle-class family in Lucca as a nanny and house servant, “throughout the entire twenty-five years of her life… she never even deliberately committed one venial sin”.28 yet nevertheless, “she trembled at the thought of her sins”.29 “If you could see”, she wrote to her spiritual father, “just how ugly my soul is! Jesus has shown it to me...” 30 Furthermore, “my lips are impure, my whole body is impure”, Gemma said to Jesus during one of her raptures: “I need you, to cleanse me of all stains”.31
It might be appropriate to take a big step back to the first centuries of Christianity, to the Desert Fathers, with reference from which the deepest sense of all this perfectionism and continual self torment that may seem morbid but is in no way reducible to pure morbidity, becomes much clearer. Besides being a more than spontaneous reaction to a certain more intimate, vivid and striking experience of the sacred, this behaviour has its functionality. 

“One day, the Archbishop Teofilus went to the Mount of Nitria and the Abbot of the Mount came to meet him. ‘Father’, the archbishop asked him, ‘what is the most advantageous thing you have found in this way?’ The elder answered: ‘To continually accuse myself and correct myself’. ‘As a matter of fact, there is no other way’, replied the archbishop”.32
We can mention here the words of another elder: “The strain and concern of not sinning have only one aim: of not driving God out from our soul where he lives”.33
Other words, once again from the Desert Fathers to conclude: “...If we were convinced that God lived in us, we would never introduce anything foreign”.34
It is precisely Christianity that clearly points out that this “something foreign” which offends the presence of God deep down inside man and, at worst, kills it, is not so much made up of ritual, exterior impurities: but, rather, represented by acts of will. They are negative acts of our free will. They are voluntary acts, so they are conscious and therefore real acts, and really ours that come from our hearts, together with the experience of the divine in our own heart of hearts and in one with it, the religious man has experience of his own impurity: this experience is so painful and burning that it makes him desire purification with all his soul and if possible a resolutive and definite purification.

Christianity makes a full attempt of clarifying the fundamental principle that the true purification is the intimate one. A merely ritual purification, without any interior impulse, does not purify anything at all. On the contrary, it proves to be an obstruction and harmful for a person’s authentic spiritual development.

This is why Jesus also says: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees and hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith... Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees and hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are full of extortion and rapacity. You blind Pharisee! First cleanse the inside of the cup and of the plate, and the outside also may be clean!” (Mt 23, 23-26).

The New Testament does no other than re-expressing, in all ways, this new conquest of the spirit, this discovery of the inwardness that is so fraught with consequences and implications that they could be considered revolutionary. 

We can compare this passage from the Gospel with the other previously mentioned one, that says: “Not what goes into the mouth defiles a man, but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man!”.

We have arrived at a fundamental and decisive turning point in the history of spirituality: we already have an entire revolution in these few words, which open the way to a radical re-interpretation of the whole subject of purity, of impurity, of purification in an incomparably deeper spiritual, religious and mystical sense.

3.   “O living flame of love… 

      by killing, death in life have you changed”:

      the mystical purification

Men of God agree that our supernatural, religious and mystical aim is to devote ourselves entirely to God to be united with Him, to become His living vessels and - in a certain way - to incarnate Him. If the premise is correct, it follows that everything that in our heart of hearts obstructs us and prevents us from fulfilling ourselves in this sense, must be considered “impurity”.

What does it mean for man to be fulfilled in the religious and mystical sense? It means drawing from that condition of “pureness”, perfect transparency, total renunciation of all egoism, complete self-devotion and total availability, which allows him to become transformed in a living tabernacle of the divine presence. 

Here we are right in the middle of the subject of Christian mysticism. We are well aware that Christianity of the gospels and the times of the apostles and the first centuries is all animated by a powerful mystical inspiration. The same ritualistic elements appear fitted to express more interior, more spiritual meanings. 

Christian mysticism follows its doctrinal development that seems to reach its more elaborated peak, and elaborated in the strictest manner, in the mystical theology of St. John of the Cross. I would therefore like to fix our attention on how John of the Cross meditates again, in mystical terms, the traditional, Jewish concept itself,  primitive-archaic at the beginning, of purification. 
To begin with, I will relate some concepts of John of the Cross with regard to that purification, which is a beginning and extremely essential stage of the mystical itinerary. The mystic purification is realised only in a more modest proportion through the ascesis, in virtue of human efforts. On the contrary, the greater and more essential part is due to God: it is due to the invisible action of the divine grace that works in the heart of man’s hearts. 

One can distinguish a twofold action of grace. The more positive action, so to speak, is that for which God devotes Himself to the human soul in His fullness. The other action - let us say, the more negative one - is that through which He prepares His way through the soul eliminating the obstacles, uprooting all obstructing factors, to make the soul itself more receptive to the donation that God will make it of Himself. This action of purification is necessary and previous. 

I would like to make a small remark here. By saying that God prepares the soul beforehand to receive Him more suitably, and only then, having made the soul receptive, He donates Himself to it with this particular fullness, could this maybe mean that God accomplishes two different actions as far as the soul is concerned? If this is the case, then could one speak any longer of a fundamental unity of the divine action? 

To this kind of question I think one could answer that the divine action is certainly expressed all in one act only, which is the limitless act of love and devotion. Throughout its evolution the soul goes through different moments and states: and this is how it reacts in a different way in comparison to this sole inexhaustible self-donation of the divine Source. 

In order to express this idea in a better manner, we can take an image that is proposed to us by John of the Cross himself. A branch is thrown into the fire, but it does not burn straight away because it is wet. It has to dry out first. And even before that, in order to dry out, it needs to expel all its moisture. And then, the moisture, which was unseen inside the branch now comes visibly out. And this is how, due to the action of the presence of God, everything comes out and makes itself visible that up until now had been inibiting the soul from completely giving itself to God and from being entirely His to the point of being able to carry and in a certain way incarnate Him. 

This emptying operation of the soul (symbolised by the branch from which the heat of the fire expels the moisture) is certainly preliminary to the act by which God takes possession of it (symbolised by the burning of the branch itself by the fire): both effects are nevertheless produced by the fire. Both operations result from the same action, which is the burning of the fire: an action that is one and always the same before and after.

Furthermore, I would also like to point out that, if God’s action is one and always the same, this does not mean that He cannot act in a well-structured manner through a succession of acts. In order to accomplish all this it is necessary that the divine eternal absolute and one act can be refracted in the manifold and temporal ambit.

It seems that this happens due to mediation of the angelic entities. But just what essentially are these angelic entities? From what we can gather from theology as a whole, it seems they can de definable, as the division of one and immutable divine energy into a becoming multitude of energies that work in the variety of mundane and human situations. God’s one and non-becoming action would therefore be transmitted to the sphere of the manifold becoming through the angelic entities. And these could be defined as God’s manifold presence, as His various vessels, in the temporal ambit. 

The transmission would take place without a break. The presence of God (in other words, what we could still call “the angel of God”) would work in the soul and entire personality of a man without distinguishing itself, without being clearly different from it. What would result, in the ambit of the soul and this man’s entire personality, is a whole group of differently articulated processes, aimed at this man’s conversion, at his purification, sanctification and deification. 

The mediation of these angelic realities, their irradiation from a sole point, which is similar to that of the infinite rays that the sun emanates, explains the becoming manifold and temporal of an absolute eternal and one act, without there being any need to hypothesise a God, who in Himself, works through a multiplicity and succession of acts, like that of an artisan. 

Going back to John of the Cross, we can say that, in the thought of the supreme mystical doctor, at a certain point it is God and He alone who can perform the purification of the soul. Therefore the soul, that has reached this stage, must let itself be purified by God and has to manage to remain in a state of passivity, leaving everything to God Himself to do. 

If at this point, it wishes to become active and take the initiative of its own purification, the soul would be more of a hinder to the divine action rather than helping it: “By behaving in this manner”, remarks John of the Cross, “he is exactly like a child, who, whereas his mother wants to pick him up and carry him, he cries and stamps his feet because he wants to walk on his own two feet and so neither he nor his mother are able to walk; or, rather, it could be compared to one, who by moving the canvas while the painter is painting, does not allow him to do anything, or makes him ruin the work he has begun”. 1
 A soul that has realised its necessity to place itself in a totally passive position, even though, in this state of tranquillity, it does not work at all, nor realises it is progressing, “on the contrary, would walk much further than if it went with its own feet, because it is being carried in God’s arms”. 2
In order to make oneself truly fit to receive God, to carry Him and, in a certain way, to incarnate Him, the soul has to go through purification. It concerns gradually detaching itself from a whole series of habits which it had taken delight in up until that moment, but from that moment on can only obstruct its ascent. 

This kind of detachment is by nature painful, since the soul finds itself all of a sudden deprived of its usual support and consolation. Many things that had, up until then, appeared attractive are now no longer. There are no more words and images with which it was used to referring to spiritual things. If there had been any before, there would now be no more certain hallucinations: so called visions and such like. There are no more sensitive tastes that the soul used to have up until then when it used to practise their devotions. The soul now regards everything, which before used to give it so much enthusiasm, pleasure and comfort, as being disgusting or at least insipid. It feels extremely barren. It feels alone and abandoned as if in a desert or in a night that never seems to end. 

John of the Cross calls this soul’s condition “the dark night”. To be more precise, he distinguishes two subsequent nights through which the soul that really wants to rid itself of everything in order to enable it to clothe itself only with God, has to pass. 

The first is the “night of the sense”: here the soul rids itself, as previously mentioned, of all those obstacles that are essentially common to its sensitive nature. 

The second is the “night of the spirit” where the spiritual powers themselves are emptied: the intellect no longer understands and only finds support in faith; the memory no longer remembers possessing anything and, with the neglect of any form of human subject, it can only find support in hope; its will has shed all affection and enjoyment of all that is not God and only finds support and nourishment in charity. The most absolute poverty of spirit is fulfilled in this way. 

The action of the divine Spirit is a “flame full of love”, which instils love in the soul and transforms it in God. However, before anything else, it prepares the soul to receive it; until it prepares it and cleanses it of all its imperfections, “it proves to be extremely troublesome for it”. As long as this stage and its purifying function lasts, the Spirit’s flame “is not a sweet flame, but a painful one; because, although it sometimes communicates it loving warmth, this happens with torment and pain”. In this stage the divine flame “is not agreeable, but barren; because, although it sometimes benevolently grants it some delight to reinvigorate and encourage it, sooner or later, the soul will atone for this benefit and pay for it with as much trouble”. At this point the flame “is not refreshing and peaceful, but consumes and reproaches the soul, tormenting it with the pain in full cognition of itself; and therefore, even less so does it bring it glory, on the contrary it makes it miserable in its own eyes, saddening it through the spiritual light that gives it of its own consciousness”. 3
It is clear that the torments of the soul do not actually come from God, “but from the weakness and imperfection of the soul, which is incapable of receiving its divine light with the sweetness and delight that go with it, without purgation, and therefore suffers terribly: like wood it cannot be transformed as soon as it comes near the fire, because it has not been prepared”.4
By means of a spiritual interpretation of biblical texts, John of the Cross compares the purgative action of the divine flame to the ordeals Job undergoes and that inspire him to turn the following lament to God: “You have turned cruel to me”. 5
The words from the Lamentations of Jeremiah are also mentioned: “I am the man who has seen affliction under the rod of his wrath; he has driven and brought me into darkness without any light; surely against me he turns his hand again and again the whole day long. He has made my flesh and my skin waste away, and broken my bones; he has besieged and enveloped me with bitterness and tribulation; he has made me dwell in darkness like the dead of long ago...”. 6
The sufferance that a man can feel in such conditions and the darkness in which he feels surrounded by are similar to those that immense light provokes to an impure and weak eyesight, before they can become accustomed and adapted to it. 7
Nevertheless, the most recurrent and classic image is that of the wood thrown onto the fire: “As the moisture of the wood is unknown until enveloped by the fire which extracts all its humour and fumes making it shine, this must be said of the imperfection of the soul enveloped by the divine flame”.8 Man’s inwardness, his soul, becomes a battlefield, where “the extremely perfect virtues and characteristics of God fight against the extremely imperfect habits and characteristics of the subject of the soul, and it suffers the conflict” 9.

This punishment “can be compared to that of Purgatory, since as the spirits purify themselves to be able to see God in the clear vision of eternal life, likewise the souls on earth purge themselves in a similar way, to be able to transform themselves in God for love in this union”.10
As we have seen, John of the Cross distinguishes two “nights”: one of the sense and the other of the spirit. He places the first night as the obligatory passing point from the “beginners, or inexperienced” state to the “proficient” state, the second as a transition from the proficient state to that of “perfect".

Above all, it is our inadequacy, it is above all our lack of inner experience that makes it impossible for us to judge how much this kind of model is valid and finds correspondence in the concrete experience of the mystics. What could generate a small shadow of wariness as far as too rigid models are concerned, is noticing that, all in all, every mystic author has his own model. And this also leads us to believe that each one follows his own personal spiritual itinerary and that the models have a more generic value. 

In any case, the thing I would like to point out is the alternation of purgative moments with the illuminative ones. Every subsequent illumination is the goal, or 10arrival point of a stage, it is like a peak one reaches after a hard, tiring climb. When one reaches it, it offers a new and vaster vision and a moment of more intense and deeper happiness. However, when one sets off again on the climb to reach the next stage, one is once again taken up in the painful effort and concentrates his/her vision on looking at where to put one’s feet and hands, thus taking it away from looking at vaster horizons. 

He who suffers the “dark night” has the impression that it will never end. He is tempted to take this kind of mood to extremes and despair. And therefore, one can understand how necessary the occurrence of a moment of comfort and joy, relief and rest is to the economy of the mystic ascent. 

The person needs to experience the precise sensation of having conquered something: and in some way or other, he needs the vision, the experience of this achieved goal. However, also here he could be tempted to take this goal to extremes and confuse it with the ultimate goal, as if there were no more other goals to attain afterwards. 

As a matter of fact, as the great mystical doctor points out, “the spiritual things, as pure as they are, are usually of this sort: if it concerns torments, the soul believes it can no longer find a way out…; when it then finds itself amongst spiritual blessings, it seems that all its evils have come to an end and that its blessings will never fail; which David confesses to have believed during prosperous times saying: ‘I said in my abundance: never will I move’. 11
It is necessary for the soul to every now and then find its provisional goal and its moment of rest, to be able to take heart again and be able of taking up its journey again with much more vigour. Although it proceeds in stages, it is nevertheless necessary for the spiritual ascent to proceed without ever stopping, until it reaches the supreme goal. 

This means that provisional results are continually debatable. The recurrence of the moment of crisis at increasingly higher levels is therefore beneficial, although unpleasant. It is by turning to this phase of falling back on itself that the person can fully realise the imperfections that are left to overwhelm and the immense distances that it nevertheless has to cover. 

It is also right that the soul should be led to setting out on the journey to the mystical ascent, and that it is comforted and supported right from its first steps. It is a way, despite being imperfect in its results, with which the soul can be led to enjoy its relationship with God, so that it is eager to maintain it and deepen it. 

So, for example, writes John of the Cross, “the beginners are granted and it is also necessary that they find some considerable pleasure as regards the images, the oratories and the other visible devoted things, because they have not yet weaned their palate of mundane things; and therefore, through their taste for holy things, they will more easily lose the other tastes: just as we do with a child, to whom, if we want to take something away from, we give him something else, so that he still has something in his hands and does not cry”.

However, the mystic immediately adds that, “if he wants to make progress, the spiritual man has to also rid himself of the afore-mentioned tastes and covetousness in which the will could take delight in”.12 And therefore, precisely, the need for purification with which the soul can gradually detach itself, although painfully, from all these sensible tastes.

As the soul gradually ascends, in the illuminative moments it goes through particular states of grace in which it enters in communion with its God. At first, such experiences of union, mystic fusion are occasional, temporary, unstable. They correspond to that which in mystical language is called the “betrothal” or “spiritual nuptials”. A truly intimate, stable, definitive union will only be fulfilled at the end of the ascent: and what is more suitably called the “spiritual marriage” will take place. 

“In the nuptials”, writes John of the Cross analysing the two terms, “there is only a reciprocal yes, a sole will on both sides, the fiancée’s jewels and ornaments graciously donated by the fiancé; but in the marriage there is also the union of two people, which is the goal the nuptials aim for”.13
The nuptials, or betrothal, is a preparation state. The soul is already “very much so purged of other tastes and covetousness that are foreign to God, and in comparison to their renunciation, he has given them his full consent”;14 nevertheless, it “needs to receive other positive gifts from God: that, in other words, He, with his visits and donations, makes increasingly purer, more delicate and more beautiful, in such a way as to be suitably prepared to that sublime union”.15 With this object in view, it is necessary for a long time to pass. John of the Cross sees the symbol of all this in the maidens, who, according to the tale from the book of Esther, are chosen to become King Ahasuerus’s brides, and before they were introduced into their Lord’s rooms, they had to remain locked up in other rooms of the palace for a year, so that they could prepare themselves for half a year with certain more precious unguents16 This took place during the “high state of the spiritual nuptials of the soul with the Word”.17
And only “after the soul has been a bride to the Son of God for some time with complete and sweet love, only then does the Lord call her and introduce her into His flowered garden to consume the blissful state of marriage with Him: [state] in which such a union of the two natures and such a communication of the divine with human take place, that, although none of the two changes its first being, each one appears as God.18
In the state of spiritual marriage, the soul totally belongs to God and enjoys and fears only Him, it only hopes in Him, it does not grieve unless according to God. Covetousness and attentions are only directed at Him. The soul united to God only uses its body according to the divine will. And it addresses its operations of inner and outer senses only to God. 19
In this state of spiritual marriage, also the sensible part of the soul is purified and in a certain way spiritualised and called to participate and enjoy in its own way “the spiritual greatness that God is communicating to the soul in the heart of the Spirit, according to what David wants us to understand when he says: My heart and my flesh rejoice in God”.20 
In the state of spiritual marriage the soul and God, far from being merged, remain very different from one another; one can nevertheless speak of “a transformation and union of the soul with God”.21 Needless to say, it does not concern an “essential or substantial union”, but a “union of resemblance” that is fulfilled when the soul comes to “a resemblance of love”.22 The first union is “natural”, the second is “supernatural” and occurs when the human will is fully shaped to the divine will. And this is how the soul, having removed everything that could be in conflict with the divine will, “will be transformed in God for love”.23
Needles to say, the transformation in God does not happen in all souls. “Although God is always present in the soul and preserves the soul's natural being with His assistance, He does not always communicate any supernatural being to it”. 24
The supernatural transformation of the soul in God is by no means full identification: it is the union of God with a soul that maintains its own individuality. It is difficult to explain how this comes about with concepts. St. John of the Cross illustrates it with a particularly spot-on image, which offers him the opportunity to embroider a whole collection of extremely refined observations, which is appropriate to re-express using his words relating the whole passage: “Let us suppose that a ray of sun shines on a glass window. If this is misted up, then the sun will not be able to light it up well and totally transform it with its light as it would do if the window were clean and clear; rather it would light it up even less, if it were not free from stains, and then the window would not be confused with the ray, but it would be known for what it really is. On the contrary, if it were completely clear and clean, it would be lit up and transformed in such a way, so as to seem like the ray itself and give off the same light from it. Although in this case the window seems like a ray, it nevertheless maintains its own different nature, but we can say that it is a ray or light by participation. Likewise, the soul in the guise of the window, is always shone on by the divine sun, or better, the light of the divine being essentially resides in it, as previously mentioned. However, when it sheds every creatural veil or stain and will have its will perfectly united with God (since true love consists in ridding oneself of all that is not God), then it will make room for the divine light and will immediately be illustrated and transformed in God. Then the Lord will communicate to it His supernatural being, so that it will seem like God Himself and it will possess all that God possesses. This union takes place when His Divine Majesty makes this supernatural grace for the soul, therefore all divine things and the soul are all one in participatory transformation: the soul seems more God than soul and, better still, is God for participation, while still retaining its own natural being, that is different from that of God, in the same way that the window preserves its being different from the ray, although illuminated by it”.25 It is in this sense that the soul becomes “deiform and God by participation”. 26
4.   “And who can endure the day of his coming?   

  For he is like the refiner’s fire…

  The great eschatological purification  

This is the right moment to take stock of the whole question. The religious man in general pursues a union with the divine, from which he feels he will obtain fullness of life and all blessings. However, he perceives that in order to obtain this fulfilment, he must make himself receptive to the divine, he must make himself available, he must be “pure”. He must be pure from all that could offend the presence of the divinity and obstruct it in this taking possession by man which he devotes himself to. 

It is clear that, insofar as the divinity, the sacred, the power conceived as transcendent and original, it cannot be captured by man (in virtue of magical or yoga techniques, whatever they may be) but it is the divinity that gives itself by its own free initiative (grace).

The divine could be offended, obviously, not so much in itself (in its pure transcendent and absolute essence) as rather in its manifestation or participation: it could be offended, precisely, in its self-devotion. In this religious perspective, it is the participation of the divinity in our heart of hearts that could, from our sin, be obstructed, offended and at worst, killed. Therefore, we need to abstain from sin, in other words from the way of being and acting which offends the divine presence, participation in us, and “it obstructs it so much that it kills it”, to say it with Dante.

Here the religious man’s problem is not only avoiding the actions of sin but, if possible, extinguishing every and any tendency to sin from himself or from his own heart of hearts. What does sin actually consist of? It can consist of many “impure” acts - let us say so, broadly speaking - that can be committed also without being in the slightest aware of having done so. The Leviticus lists a rather large number. 

Such impure or sinful acts are confirmed by those unconsciously violated taboo that worry and obsess the primitives all over the world so much. However, Jesus, with feigned contempt of so much anxiety, then points at what, on the contrary, appeared to be the real essence of pureness according to the best Jewish tradition, according to that which is most original in Judaism itself. “Pure”, in this spirit, is he who loves God, who yields to God without a shadow of reasons that are not the love of God itself; “pure” is he who, before God, maintains himself in his creatural attitude, in absolute obedience, in the most complete renunciation of all egoism and egocentricity and of all different personal ambition and plans. 

That which we call the creatural attitude is the attitude of the man who acknowledges himself a creature of a God, from whom he has everything and is everything for him. This kind of man is entirely willing to God and abandoned to His will.  

The creatural attitude finds its paradigm in the figure of Abraham, the typical man of God. Typical men of God are the great prophets and, par excellence, Christ. Furthermore, every Christian is then called to be a man of God in this sense. Every Christian is, in this sense, called to incarnate that which throughout the entire previous tradition had represented the model of the biblical man in a new and more complete form. The people of Israel felt historically created by their God and called to join, with full, perpetual faith, trust, loyalty and willingness, their Lord, from whom they felt to have received and to receive all blessings. 

How does sin come to connote itself in such a perspective? Sin was not so much the perhaps unnoticed, unconscious violation of a taboo: it was rather more the failure to join God; it was the lack of faith in Him, the lack of loyalty to Him; it was the turning of one’s back on God to follow other goods, to carry one’s own ego to extremes or to create false absolutes for oneself; it was betraying God to worship other gods. 

The real impurity is the denial of God, it is living as if God did not exist, it is behaving as if He were not the only true God. In turning its back on God, the creature detaches itself from the eternal Source of its own life and every blessing and it condemns itself to becoming barren and, at worst, to dying. 

Only God’s forgiveness can re-establish the interrupted communication, the interrupted flow of vivifying grace. God is transcendent, as we have already said: He cannot be captured by human efforts to reach Him. That God Whom man has denied with sin must come back to giving Himself to man, He has to re-establish His presence in man: He can only do this of His own initiative, by grace. By coming back to giving Himself to man, God will be able to come back to giving him all goods. He will be able to re-establish the flow of increasing donation of Himself that aims, as its fulfilment, at the promised donation of endless future goods. 

There is a certain type of religious man who is continually anxious of losing his communion with God. He is constantly afraid of falling back at any moment into the sin which could separate him from his own Source of life. This kind of man yearns to be the object of such an effusion of God that not only cancels the past sins with their consequences, but once and for all cancels his own sin from him as well as the possibility of sinning, in other words, of detaching himself from God, also in the future. The spiritual marriage is, precisely, in the mystics’ language, the state in which the soul is united to its God, in a way that is no longer only temporary (as still in the “spiritual betrothal”), but definitive. At the very top of every mystic’s aspirations there is the “spiritual marriage”, which is the ideal of a full and definitive communion with God, that is no longer alterable, without going back any more. To unite with God forever means finding limitless good in Him, which one could progressively receive from a “minus” to “increasingly more”, but which one could never, in any case lose.  

In the same perspective, since God is our one and only good and is all good, man will be able to find his own completed fulfilment in God and with him all creation of all beings. Man will be able to receive a fullness of integral, spiritual and corporeal being in God. I say corporeal for as much as corporeity could mean non-limitation but the ability to carry an infinite perfection also at one’s own level. 

We have already defined the spiritual marriage that the mystics aspire to reach as the supreme goal. Each mystic has his own individual journey. However, from another point of view, there is also a collective journey of God’s people as such, of the entire humanity as such. The goal of this collective journey and that of the countless individual journeys cannot help coinciding. Furthermore, this arrival point seems to perfectly coincide with the one that would introduce the ultimate event, the eschatological event proposed and promised by the whole biblical tradition. In the end, it would concern, the fulfilment of an eternal, perfect, indissoluble mystic marriage between God and each man, like between God Himself and the whole collective nature of men.

This definitive adherence to God, this adherence - that is increasingly greater and without any going back - to the Source of all life and all good will allow humanity to integrally fulfil itself from the religious and mystical point of view and from the humanistic point of view at the same time. The humanistic fulfilment includes all the activities which pursue the integral development of man from his own autonomous aspect: it includes the different forms of knowledge, domination of nature, of creativity also artistic creativity; in other words, it includes everything that contributes to the autonomous construction of the regnum hominis.

Man is at home here in his autonomous kingdom, he is in his own domain, where he moves around with his own forces, according to his own initiative, unlike that which happens from the mystic-religious point of view where the human subject can only receive by grace. To stress this difference does not at all mean denying that man depends on God and he is indebted to Him for everything even from the humanistic point of view. If man benefits here from a certain autonomy, this does not at all mean that he does not continually need to feed from God, from whom he receives all inspiration, all energy, without whom he would never be able to survive even for a moment. Therefore, adhering to God, to whom man makes himself receptive especially from a religious and mystic point of view, is also required in order to fulfil oneself at the humanistic level. It is therefore understandable how man’s definitive adherence to God at the religious level of view (spiritual marriage) could allow man to entirely fulfil himself also from the humanistic point of view. 

It has been said that the humanistic level is where man is called to carry out a more autonomous action. In addition, sure results are guaranteed to this kind of autonomous work carried out by man, by the fact itself of this full and definitive adherence to God, the Source of all life, Source of all being and value, of all fulfilment under every aspect. 

The latter specification can help us to insert a more laic vision of history in a better way - of history like progress, like humanism entrusted to man’s autonomous initiative.

One can have a more, so to speak, “laic” vision of the history of man: the general picture of a history like progress, like humanism corresponds to it; entrusted - as we have already well explained - to man’s autonomous initiative. I think that the point of arrival of what we have said up until now could also represent the base camp for a further operation. 

To ensure that a “laic” vision of history does not become totally “profane”, in other words, separated and released from all religious elements, the problem can be stated if and how possible it is to insert it in a definitely vaster vision of a “sacred” history led by God.  

Humanistic progress can be professed as founded on rock, and not on quick sand, only when there is a God who truly saves man: a God who intervenes in such a way that at a certain point man can totally and definitively adhere to Him. It is only in this way that man’s entire fulfilment, also from the humanistic point of view, can become a real possibility as well as being something that is really well-founded and not something precarious or ephemeral. It is only in this way that there really are “words of eternal life” for man and for humanism itself. 

These various concepts we have just mentioned can help us give a unitary sense to different biblical prophecies on the eschatological events, by harmonising the content and the perspective also with that which could be the vision of a history as progress in the humanistic sense. 

If we ask ourselves what the essential motive of the Bible is, I think that it could be summed up in the following terms. 

God creates us giving us every being, every blessing: therefore every fullness of being and good comes to us creatures from our adherence to the Creator. 

Turning our backs on the Source of all life, as far as creatures are concerned, means self-condemnation to barrenness and - at worst - to death.

On the basis of this principle the prophets of Israel can put the misfortunes of their people down to their detachment from God: by turning its back on that God from whom it drew all good and all strength, it is as if all life has been taken out of Israel, it has become barren and has entered a condition of weakness and precariousness making it prey to any stroke of misfortune. To use an expression that is very characteristic of the primitives quoted by Lévy-Bruhl,1 one can say that by alienating oneself from his God, in other words, from his one and only Source of vitality, the Jewish people entered a condition of imminence of misfortune.

And this is how, by turning to the Jewish people, the prophet Ezekiel tells them that their misfortunes are the consequence and reward for having betrayed the covenant that binds it to the Lord; however, he announces that one day the Lord will purify His people, so that they will no longer betray Him and will remain faithful forever, and therefore the nation of Israel will rise up again and will be able to enjoy endless prosperity and happiness. “For I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you into your own land”, says the Lord through the mouth of Ezekiel. “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances” (Ezek 36, 24-27).

The resurrection of the people of Israel is announced with the powerful image of the field scattered with dry human bones, that, on the words that Ezekiel speaks in the name of God, come together and are re-covered by flesh, skin and nerves to give rise to an immense, mighty host that has been brought back to life (ibid 37, 1-10).

Israel’s renewed prosperity and greatness will be the result of its spiritual rebirth, its definitive purification and a faithful adherence to God that will no longer fail. All this comes from the fact that God will establish his presence among the Jewish people forever: a real presence that is almost physical. The Glory of the Lord will we established forever in the rebuilt temple of Jerusalem. One can almost speak of a definitive incarnation of God amongst His people: “The Spirit lifted me up, and brought me into the inner court”, this is how Ezekiel tells of a new vision: “and behold, the glory of Yahweh filled the temple” (43, 5). And at that moment a voice said to the Prophet: “Son of man, this is the place of my throne and the place of the soles of my feet, where I will dwell in the midst of the people of Israel forever” (43, 7).

A little more than a century after Ezekiel, towards the middle of the V century b. C., Malachi announces the event of the “Messenger of the Covenant”, who is identifiable with an epiphany of God (cp. Ex 3, 2; 23, 20-21), although a passage of the Gospel of Matthew (11, 10) refers it to Jesus: “...Behold I send my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his Temple; the Messenger of the Covenant in whom you delight, behold he is coming, says Yahweh of the hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, till they present right offerings to the Lord” (Mal 3,1-3).

In the VII century Zephaniah had already expressed these words of the Lord: “Yea, at that time I will change the speech of the peoples to a pure speech, that all of them may call on Yahweh and serve him with one accord” (Zeph 3, 9). The beneficiaries of this divine gift will be those of the people of Israel who survived the historical catastrophes that plagued them as a consequence and punishment of their sin, of their unfaithfulness to God. It will be the “remnant of Israel” who “shall seek refuge in the name of the Lord”. And the Jews, purified of their sin, “shall do no wrong and utter no lies, nor shall there be found in their mouths a deceitful tongue” (ibid. 3, 12-13).

If the first Isaiah had already alluded to a “remnant” in the VIII century (Isa 1, 9; 10, 21-22), then it will be Zechariah (VI century, as afore-mentioned), who states that, following the misfortune that plagued the land due to their sins, “two thirds shall be cut off and perish and one third shall be left alive” (Zech 13, 8). Well (it is still the Lord who speaks) “I will put this third into the fire, and refine them as one refines silver, and test them as gold is tested. They will call on my name, and I will answer them. I will say, ‘They are my people!’ and they will say, ‘Yahweh is my God!’ ” (ibid. 13, 9). Once again Zechariah: “And on that day I will seek to destroy all the nations that come against Jerusalem. And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem spirit of compassion and supplication... ”  (ibid. 12, 9-10). Furthermore: “On that day there shall be a fountain opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem to cleanse them from sin and uncleanness” (ibid. 13, 1).

However, not only the Jewish people will be converted, says Zechariah once again, for “many people and strong nations shall come to seek Yahweh of hosts in Jerusalem, and to entreat the favour of Yahweh”; and precisely “in those days ten men from the nations of every tongue shall take hold of the robe of a Jew, saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you!’ ” (ibid. 8, 22-23).

We can already find a universalistic prospect of this kind, indeed, two centuries before in the vision of Micah (VIII century): “It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the house of Yahweh shall be established as the highest of mountains, and shall be raised up above the hills; and peoples shall flow to it, and many nations shall come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of Yahweh, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and we may walk in his paths. For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem’” (Mic 4, 1-2).

One should note that the same words are found in the first Isaiah (Isa 2, 1-3), who, compared to Micah, appears almost a contemporary. Here, one does not so much speak of a rule of Israel over other people as rather a mission of announcement of the true God, of justice and peace that Israel will practise towards them: for he “shall judge between many peoples, and shall decide for strong nations afar off” (Mic 4, 3; cp. Isa 2, 4).

The result will be a stable condition of universal peace: “And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (ibidem).

Once again, in the first Isaiah a clearly universalistic idea is expressed, where it is said: “On this mountain [Zion] Yahweh of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of fat things, a feast of wine on the lees, of fat things full of marrow, of wine on the lees well refined. And he will destroy on this mountain the covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that is spread over all nations... ” (Isa 25, 6-7).

Also in the much later prophecies of Joel (to be set three or four centuries after, in the V or IV century) there is a clear starting point of universality which (yet again centuries later) the apostle Paul will refer to, to proclaim the universality of salvation: “And it shall come to pass that all who call upon the name of the Lord shall be delivered... ” (Joel 2, 32).

These universal proportions of the expected redeeming events were already clearly expressed in the first Isaiah: in this kind of prophetic vision the promised regeneration seems to involve not only humanity as a whole, but the entire creation. It gladdens the soul to dwell upon certain descriptions of this prophet, who lived in the VIII century and appears almost at the beginning of a series of the great prophets of Israel: “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall feed; their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The sucking child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den. They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain; for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Yahweh as the waters cover the sea” (Isa 11, 6-9).

This passage is completed with another of the same prophet, where God Himself promises a regeneration of the humanity of man as such: “I will punish the world for its evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; I will put an end to the pride of the arrogant, and lay the haughtine1ss of the ruthless. I will make men more rare than fine gold, and mankind than the gold of Ophir” (Isa 13, 11).

One can notice that this universalistic reason of a definitive salvation promised by God to all men, to humanity as such, has already been present since the beginning of a series of great Jewish prophets, although this interest for the salvation of entire mankind can, actually, be suffocated by the more particularistic concerns for the destiny of the Jewish nation, and finally, although a real and full universalism, freed from all nationalistic concern, comes to emerge only with Christianity. 

5.   The divine Spirit regenerates man at all levels 

How is it possible to explain this final manifestation of God and give it a meaning in terms of religious experience? I think that we can find an enlightening reference, more than anything else, in the mystics’ experiences. In the third chapter we saw how the great doctor of the Christian mystics, St. John of the Cross, explained the action of the divine Spirit: it is a flame full of love that manifests itself in man’s inner self; and, although in the unity of its way of being, of its way of presence, it also works a double effect: it pervades man sanctifying him, deifying him; but, more than anything else, it purifies him by burning all that which in his heart of hearts made him less receptive to the grace, to the presence itself of God. Furthermore, this is how, as previously mentioned, due to the simple and same act of burning, the fire attacks a log that is still green and burns it after having first of all expelled all its moisture. 

At this point, we would like to have a more concrete idea of that which could be a palingenesis performed on humanity by the divine Spirit. Well, let us turn our attention to an important religious event, which is the embryonic beginning, the prefiguration of the final universal palingenesis: I am referring to the Pentecost.

In various points of the four Gospels, there is already mention of an effusion of the Spirit on Christ’s disciples. At the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles we see Jesus resurrected who, just before ascending to heaven, announces to his followers that before many days they will be baptised with the Holy Spirit (Acts, 1, 5), and furthermore, he tells them: “...But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” (Acts, 1, 8).

It is well-known what the Acts tell us of the mighty manifestation of grace that takes place in the supping room of Jerusalem on the day of the Pentecost. Jesus’ disciples, having been left alone, were all together in a house in Jerusalem, where they were deep in prayer. And it was late in the day of this festivity, “when suddenly a sound came from heaven like a rush of a mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2, 2-4).

From that moment, the first disciples of Jesus, who had up until then been weak, timorous, unwise, suddenly appeared to be literally transformed: their speech became inspired in a similar way to that of their divine Master; their actions are now authentic vessels of the Divinity, which is manifested through them with irresistible, prodigious power. 

Some of Christ’s disciples, whose actions we can follow closer and in more detail, give us the impression of being fully “fulfilled” individuals from the spiritual point of view; and one really has the impression that, in a certain way, the model of superior humanity is incarnated in them. This striking experience seems to have transformed them to the point of enabling them to reach that which in mystic treatises is called the “spiritual marriage”: a perfect fusion with the Divinity, which speaks and works through them as its perfect vessels, its incarnations. 

The Apostle Peter places the event of the Pentecost in close relation to that of the universal effusion of the Spirit which will take place at the end of time. Following the collective ecstasy of the Pentecost, Peter went out amongst the people to hold his first public speech; and, here, he identifies, in a certain way, the prodigious facts that are happening with those prophesised by Joel: “And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams; yea, and on my menservants and my maidservants in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy.

“And I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth beneath, blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke; the sun shall be turned into darkness and the moon into blood, before the day of the Lord comes, the great and manifest day. And it shall be that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2, 17-21; Joel 3,1-5).
After due consideration, it is definitely not possible to place a full identity between the Pentecost and Day of the Lord. At the beginning of the Acts we see Christ himself distinguishing the two events. When his disciples ask him: “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus answers: “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has fixed by his own authority. But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you...” (Acts 1, 6-8). If the eschatological events are set in a very indeterminate future, Jesus says that the baptism of the Holy Spirit will take place “before many days” (Acts, 1, 5). Therefore, there is no full identity between the two events, however there is already definitely a continuity between them. Jesus speaks of the kingdom as something that is already present in an embryonic form as its full manifestation is reserved for the future: likewise, one can say that the Pentecost is already the great Day of the Lord in the sense that it is the embryonic, inchoate presence of it.

The different elements of the eschatological situation are already prefigured in the Pentecost and the subsequent events and in the way of being and acting of the subjects involved. Jesus’ disciples, who have received his Spirit, really do appear to have been healed of all their fears; they appear to be freed of all their worries for themselves as well as for their own quiet lives, for their own personal advantage. Their disinterest in the above proves to be absolute. They reach more than heroic degrees of dedication and courage.

Those whom Jesus used to call men of little faith have been now transformed into champions of a faith that really does move mountains. These men now appear totally transformed by grace. They are no longer timorous as they had been up until now, they perceive an overwhelming force in their inner selves that pushes them out of the house where they had been hiding together for days collected in prayer but undecided and uncertain of what to do. This irresistible force leads them to the squares of Jerusalem and then through the streets of Palestine and the Mediterranean countries to herald the Gospel to everybody that Jesus Christ has risen again. 

All the while Jesus was with them, these men certainly did not distinguish themselves for their courage or their understanding of his teachings. Every now and then they almost drove him to despair with all their strange questions and infantile queries that the Gospels sometimes mention with a slight touch of humour. These men now speak in a divinely inspired manner and what they say appears to be in clear continuity with the words of eternal life pronounced by Christ. 

The willingness of these men - who were once selfish, mediocre and timorous - to the divine will is total and will lead them to facing difficulties, dangers and the most dreadful martyrdom with serenity and profound joy. 

When they now speak and act in the name of Jesus Christ they appear full of authority: they bind and release, forgive the converted, they transmit the Spirit to them, they instantly heal them from serious physical illnesses. Poor and humble, they possess everything in the name of Christ and command the spiritual powers and forces of nature, like Peter who at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple of Jerusalem, fixes his gaze on a beggar, lame from birth and takes his hand instantly healing him with the words: “I have no silver and gold, but I give you what I have; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk!” (Acts, 3, 1-11).

One can compare the new way of being and acting of the first disciples of Jesus with that of the divine Master himself. By now the first Christians live in full continuity with Christ, in condition of individuals called to participate in the superior life that manifests itself in him. 

One can also make a comparison between these men of God of the New Testament and the men of God in the Old Testament. They all appear to be men who have been given a divine vocation, which tends to express itself in them in a particularly powerful manner. 

In a final analysis, the essence of all these benefits comes from a sole act of self-devotion that God performs towards human subjects and creatures more generally. We can call this act an effusion of the Spirit. 

It is a term that acquires a particularly strong meaning when it is referred to certain spiritual events from which a person comes out totally transformed. 

Let us imagine a selfish sinner who is wrapped up in the limited horizons of his personal and familiar interest, exclusively attending to his own affairs and pursuing his own ambitions. This subject has a spiritual experience and then he turns out transformed into a man of God, into a messenger of the word of God, in a vessel of the divine initiative. What on earth happened to him? It is something well worth thinking about. 

Throughout the history of salvation, the divine Spirit is shed on particular individuals who have been given prophetic, sacerdotal, royal or apostolic, and so on, missions. Nevertheless, the prophets of Israel are directed towards hinting at an effusion of the Spirit that will take place on all “the remnant of Israel” on the Day of the Lord, or rather, in a more universalistic vision, on all men. 

A variety of gifts come to man from the presence of the divine Spirit in his own inner self: they are the numerous charismas that advance, develop and intensify man’s life in all its positive dimensions. Throughout the entire Bible one can find the effects of the Spirit’s effusion on the prophets and the great protagonists of the Old Testament, not to mention the New Testament, on Jesus and his apostles and disciples.

One may well wonder what the benefits of the Spirit’s effusion on men actually are. We can find a first enumeration of those that will then be called the gifts of the Holy Spirit in a passage of the first Isaiah, which was interpreted as the prophecy of the Messiah, descendant of King David son of Jesse (cp. 1 Sam., ch. 16): “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord” (Isa 11, 1-2).

In the first letter to the Corinthians the apostle Paul speaks of a one and the same Spirit, whose manifestation sheds different gifts on single men, which allow each one of them to accomplish different tasks in consideration of their common utility: therefore,  “to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are inspired by one and the same spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor 12, 8-11; cp. more generally the whole ch. 12).

The Spirit perfects man in every sense, both as far as what the theologians call “the supernatural” is concerned, as well as the “natural”. The Spirit transforms an individual into a deeply renewed and different man, into a prophet (1 Sam 10, 6.9-11; 2 Pet 1, 21). He gives him courage and strength (Mic 3, 8) and power (Lk 24, 49). It makes him capable of living according to the laws of God (Ezek 36-27). It is his  “Comforter” (Jn 14, 16-17) and guides him in all truth (Jn 16, 13). It speaks through him from his heart of hearts, suggesting the words and ways of his testimony (Mt 10, 20; Mk 13, 11). It is the spirit of prayer (Zech 12, 10) and intercedes “with sighs too deep for words” even for he who does not know what grace, or mercy to ask for or how (Rom 8, 26-27). It gives life to man (Jn 6, 63; 2 Cor 3, 6) and infuses him with the love of God (Rom 5, 5) and all kinds of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control all together (Gal 5, 22-23). It is not a Spirit of timidity but of power, love and good sense (2 Tim. 1, 7). In each one it strengthens the development of the “inner man” (Eph 3, 16). Needless to say, it is also that which Paul calls “the fruit of light”, which is “all that is good and right and true” (Eph 5, 10).

Since, according to the idea that is expressed by the Bible, God always acts through His Spirit, with whom, in a certain way, he identifies Himself, the result is that all divine works, all blessings that God lavishes on men and in particular on His chosen people, can be attributed to the action of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit inspires the prophets, not only, but every man who really wishes to open oneself up and listen to the voice in his inner self. It is the Spirit of God that gives courage and strength to the warriors fighting for His cause and better still, walks and fights with them (Deut 20, 4); however, it is the same Spirit that accompanies, guides and supports the apostles in their wanderings (Acts 8, 26-40; 13, 2.4; 20, 22; etc.), who supports the farmers' work and makes it fertile (Lev, ch. 26; Deut, ch. 28) and who inspires the artists themselves (Ex 35, 30-35).
In this kind of context, in this kind of perspective, it is clear that the eschatological events themselves will not be able to see the Holy Spirit in anything other than the leading role. The universal regeneration is the work of the Spirit of God, and with it the resurrection of the dead that is also clearly promised in the New Testament (cp. Mt 22, 23-33; Mk 12, 18-27; Lk 20, 27-40; Jn 5, 25-29; 1 Thess 4, 13-18; 1 Cor, ch. 15; Rom 8, 23; Rev, ch. 20). There is also mention of all of this in the Old Testament in a much more sporadic and indirect manner and more for a kind of dark presentiment rather than a clear gain of consciousness: it starts from the idea of a religious and political resurrection-rebirth of the people of Israel to gradually move towards the idea of a real and proper resurrection of the single individuals, which is also certainly matured by the influence of the Iranian religiousness and the Mazdean eschatology. 1
In consideration of the same prospect, which can be here hypothetically assumed on the basis of what appears to be indicated by the biblical texts, we men will owe the divine Spirit for the redemption of our own bodies. This will happen if our bodies are destined to rise up again from death, as well as if the Day of the Lord has to take us up whilst we are still living. In the event of the second case, the bodies of the men and women who are living on earth will not obviously rise up again, but they will simply be “transformed” (1 Cor 15, 51): they will be transformed into perfect vessels of a full spiritual life, which is nevertheless always similar to the body of resurrected Jesus.

In a famous passage of the Letter to the Romans, Paul writes:  “We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8, 22-23). Conceived in this ample sense, whether it includes the resurrection of the body, or whether it has to represent the simple glorious transformation, this kind of redemption of our physical nature is nevertheless still seen as work of the Spirit of God. 

Also here, in both cases, the action of the Spirit appears to be aimed at perfecting man. Deprived by death of his body, the defunct man is - in the biblical sensitiveness - a being that is in a certain way incomplete who yearns to reintegrate himself, to once again become operative also as far as the corporeal life is concerned. The resurrection reintegrates it; however, it would certainly not perfect it, if the defunct person once again had a body that were still subject to certain limits. Therefore, the physical organism that the resurrected person reacquires is that which the theologians call “glorious body”. It is a body that does indeed live physically, but it has by now become the perfect vessel of an unlimited spiritual life. Furthermore, it is in this kind of body that the body itself is transformed of those who at the moment of the universal regeneration are still living on earth. 

In the First Letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes: “…Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (15, 20; cp., more generally, the whole chapter). If this is the way things are, it would not be strange to look for the ways of our possible future resurrection in the ways themselves of the resurrection of Jesus.

Resurrected Christ has undoubtedly something that clearly distinguishes it from how he appeared when he was alive, before he died. It is true that his body takes on the greatest possible concreteness. It takes it on to the point that one can say: “See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself; handle me and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones as you see that I have”. It takes it on to the point that after having shown his hands and feet to the disciples, he can add “Have you anything to eat?” and in front of everybody present he eats broiled fish (Lk 24, 36-43). However, this body of his that takes on such a concrete shape that it could be touched by an astonished Thomas (Jn 20, 24-29), is a body that suddenly appears and disappears also passing through walls (Lk 24, 31; Jn 20, 19.26).

The body of resurrected Christ is a body that takes on different appearances and physiognomy, so much so that the two disciples that go to Emmaus do not recognise resurrected Jesus although they spend a long time in his company conversing (Lk 24, 13-35). Likewise, Jesus was not recognised, next to the empty tomb, by Magdalene, although he had spoken to her (Jn 20, 11-18).

Analogously, Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, John and two other disciples do not recognise him when, coming back by boat after an unfruitful night’s fishing, they saw him on the shore in the morning and also heard him speak (Jn 21, 1-14). In all three cases, they only recognise him at the very end. Mary Magdalene, who mistook Jesus for a gardener, did not recognise him when he began to speak to her, but subsequently when he called her by name. The two disciples who go to Emmaus only see that it is him when he blesses the bread, just before disappearing. John is the first one of the fishermen to realise that the man on the shore is Jesus, when, having followed the stranger’s advice, throws the net to the right of the boat and catches a net full of fish. 

One can argue that a body that can be moulded, materialised and re-materialised by the Spirit would no longer be a limit for the spirit, but, on the contrary, an efficacious tool and a well-suitable vessel. With the resurrection, Christ’s personality appears perfectly spiritualised - so to speak - also in its corporeal dimension. The powers that Christ has proved to possess, also when he was alive, (before being crucified) now seem to have reached full completion with his resurrection. More than ever Jesus Christ now appears the prototype of the condition that the effusion of the Spirit on the Day of the Lord is aimed at ensuring the whole mankind redeemed. 

5.   The paramystical phenomena 

  prefigure the resurrection 

One can notice that the divine powers of Christ, of the resurrected Christ, testified by the Gospels, are confirmed in the charismas of his saints. They are various charismas that are differently distributed. There is a notable comparison even if not exactly full and complete. 

The comparison of the saints to Jesus should not appear out of proportion. It is he himself who promises that, with the descent of the Spirit, his apostles will receive a divine “power” (Acts, 1, 8). Even before this, he had promised that, in comparison to him, they would have done even greater things (Jn 14, 12). Finally Paul will insist on considering what Christ has accomplished as a prototype and the first fruits of what his disciples will have to do in their turn (Acts 26, 23; 1 Cor 15, 20-23; Rom 8, 29).

Needless to say, the essence of saintliness does not consist of prodigies: it actually consists of obedience to the will of the Lord, of the perfect willingness to that which the Lord commands and inspires, of the heroically practised virtue. Such is the subjective disposition of the saint; however, it needs to correspond to something objective that guides it in the right direction: the good will of the saint is always enlightened in some way. 

Very often, this illumination that guides the saint takes the shape of a real and proper vision of supernatural realities. Isaiah Rodriguez speaks of hierognosis and this entry deals with in the Dizionario enciclopedico di spiritualità (Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Spirituality) published by the publishing house Studium of Rome.1 I would like to refer to this word, and also to other various entries of the same dictionary, to find a constant reference to qualified opinions that the Catholic Church has regarding various phenomena, which I will now mention little by little.

For the time being, let us have a look at the definition of hierognosis: it is “the faculty of knowing holy and sacred things and distinguishing them immediately, without examining the profane objects”.2 In order to be certain that it does in fact concern hierognosis, one needs to exclude, among other things, every possibility that the acquired knowledge is deduced from natural observable facts. Rodriguez mentions the opinion of Arintero, who seems to explain hierognosis with a sympathy or connaturality of the soul with divine things acquired by the transformed soul. He also mentions Reigada’s interpretation, which explains it with the spiritual sense of vision, secondary act of the gift of intelligence. As far as he himself is concerned, he defines hierognosis as a gratis data grace. In his opinion, hierognosis concerns, rather than the individual’s well-being, that of everybody else. He believes that it is neither a permanent fact nor a necessary fact for the mystic souls, and not even an exclusive fact of such souls. 3
St. John of the Cross refers to a phrase of the apostle Paul, which says: “The Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God” (1 Cor 2, 10). And he adds: “...For it is typical of love to search all the blessings of the Beloved”. 4
According to Paul’s thought, way of thinking, such knowledge of arcane things that the Spirit has, is communicated by inspiration to the spiritual man: therefore, one can say that, with those means and from this point of view, “the spiritual man judges all things” (1 Cor 2, 15; cp., more generally, all ch. 2). Paul states that he has enjoyed deep spiritual experiences, that he has been “caught up into Paradise” up to “the third heaven”, that “he had had revelations” (cp. 2 Cor 12, 1-6).

In order to restrict ourselves to using only a few scattered examples when there are countless ones that could be produced, by taking a big step ahead in time to quite a few centuries ago we can refer to St Ignatius of Loyola. One day, the founder of the Society of Jesus confessed to Father Laynez that only one hour’s meditation in Manresa had taught him more truth about heavenly things than all teachings of all doctors put together would have been able to do. Once, enraptured in ecstasy on the choir steps of a church, he distinctly perceived the plan of the divine wisdom in the creation of the world. Furthermore, on a different occasion, during a procession, he had a vision concerning the mystery of the Trinity. 5
Jacob Boehme had visions about the origin and the most profound and mysterious essence of the universe and the eternal generation itself of the Word and the placing into being of the divine Trinity: he too was in the position of saying that he had learned more in a quarter of an hour than if he had studied many long years at university. 6
St. Teresa of Avila also declares, among other things, that whilst she was at her prayers one day, she perceived in an instant how all things are seen and contained in God.7
Father Germano, Passionist, spiritual master and later biographer of St. Gemma Galgani wrote: “As far as she is concerned, faith no longer seems to be faith, but evidence; in its most hidden mysteries, she almost finds herself in her natural sphere; she does not need to make any effort to satisfy her heart and mind from those great truths. God, holy humanity of the divine Word, the Eucharist, the angels and saints of the heavens, she sees them all, she speaks with them heart to heart; she humbles herself, worships, prays and cries at their feet; but as if they were there before her uncovered. This is not only during ecstasies and raptures, or in the most intimate secrets of contemplation, but, I would say, in an ordinary and habitual way as well as in times of deep aridity of spirit”. 8
We can also find a lot of correspondence of this most high spiritual phenomenon outside the Christian ambit. It is enough to remember that Ramakrishna, the great Hindu saint of the last century when young Vivekananda asked him “Have you seen God?” he answered: “I see him as I see you, but more clearly”. 9
This declaration that is so precise reminds one of another, made by the Parish Priest of Ars (who, was obviously referring indirectly to himself, to his own intimate personal experience): “There are priests”, he once said, “who see the Lord every day during the holy sacrifice of Mass”.10 And here is a short conversation: “‘At the holy altar [this man of God confided to another person] I enjoyed outstanding delights: I saw the Good God’. ‘Did you see him?...’ ‘Oh, I would not say that it was in a tangible manner. But what grace!… what grace!...’”. 11
Needless to say, one must however realise that these visions, these intimate experiences are the product of a twofold factor, which we can schematically distinguish in these terms: on one side there is an intuitive factor in the strict sense of the word (objective-real, so to speak); however, there is also, and perhaps in considerable measures, an elaborating psychic process of images, which, along with the original stimulus come to be in, let us say, a symbolic relationship. It is the same process that takes place especially in dreams. However, it can also take place in the phenomena of “day-dreams”, telepathy and clairvoyance. Therefore, the clear content of this kind of vision should never be taken literally, as if it entirely corresponded to an objective truth that expressed itself just as it is. It should be opportunely “demythicised” or even better, “transmythicised”. Everything that could be “mythical” in its clear content should be identified; and not necessarily so that it is put aside, (like in Bultmann's demythification), but so that it can be acknowledged of having a particular function. A myth conceived in these terms could act as an expressive and interpretative means of a truth of which it appears to be a symbol. It would be better to clearly explain that the truth expressed by this symbol will nevertheless still be a truth that is beyond the myth: a truth that transcends the myth and symbol, although, in some way, it shows itself through it. 

In other words, it seems that many religious and mystical people have such a profound vision of certain spiritual truths that in some way they actually reach the point of “seeing” them: and it is precisely this fact that can make us understand why it is that so many men and women of God often show some sort of built-in knowledge and capability of finding their way so surely in the theological domain, despite their lack of studies, or despite even being illiterate.

It is amazing how Joan of Arc, the young peasant girl of Domremy, knew how to get by in more than an excellent manner during the interrogation held by the Burgundian ecclesiastical judges, who were politically adverse to the King of France, and who did everything possible to make her fall into their trap of extremely overrefined theological questions, so that they could give some foundation to their false accusation of heresy and witchcraft.

What can we say of Fra Giovanni della Verna? The Fioretti of St. Francis narrate that having had a vision of Christ, “his soul was so enlightened, in the depths of his divinity, that although he were not a well-read man through human study, he nevertheless marvellously resolved and explained the very subtle and noble issues of the divine Trinity and the profound mysteries of the Holy Scriptures. And very often, then, in speaking before the Pope and cardinals in front of kings and barons and masters and doctors, all were filled with wonder at the noble words and profound judgements he pronounced”.12
Nikolaus de Flüe, the Swiss hermit of the XV century, had been a farmer all his life, before his very special vocation and conversion. Nevertheless, he enjoyed a faculty of spiritual insight incomparably higher than his limited culture. One can say that “a single word uttered by Brother Klaus was capable of enlightening much more than long philosophical-theological treatises”13
One of St. Camillo de Lellis’ biographers remarks that “having never studied theology and declaring to know how to speak of nothing but charity, he spoke of the most sublime truths of the faith, like the most profound theologian”.14
We also have a very characteristic testimony of the already mentioned St. Gemma Galgani, from her parish priest, Don Federico Ghilardi: “One day, I happened to be in Giannini’s house [where Gemma lived and worked as a nanny and house maid]... Mrs. Cecilia informed me that it was the moment in which Gemma experienced her ecstasy, and asked if I would like to be present. Gemma was behaving and acting as if she were in communication with another person. Needless to say, the person in this case was invisible. At first it seemed as if Gemma was listening, then she answered. I heard Gemma answer such things concerning the Mystery of the Holy Trinity, that were so intimate and so theological that I was astonished; so much so that I asked Mrs Cecilia: ‘But has this young girl had special studies of high doctrine, or has she read any books on theology?’ By this I wanted to express my wonder at hearing such precise and profound theological doctrine that Gemma showed”. 15
The religious phenomenology places us before many, countless cases of telepathy and clairvoyance in the present, in the past and in the future, although these phenomena, as such, do not at all appear to be indications of saintliness. It is true that an intense religious life can cause the development of corresponding powers in the subject, as a side effect. And it is just as true that the aforementioned phenomena suggest a less materialistic vision and - let us say - more “religious” of reality. It should however be pointed out that telepathy and clairvoyance also fully take place outside a religious context. 

A form of clairvoyance that is more closely concerned with the apostolate and the sacerdotal ministry is that which is called the penetration of hearts.  This is how the previously mentioned dictionary of spirituality defines it: “It is a form of spiritual clairvoyance by means of which one knows the state of moral consciousness of another person or the secrets of his/her heart. It is a clear, precise and certain knowledge”.16 Some theologians have explained it as a spiritual sense, like a secondary act of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. The penetration of hearts is generally classified among the gratis datae graces. In itself, it would neither give nor even suggest saintliness. However, this does not mean to say that holy souls generally don't enjoy it for the purposes of their mission.17
 The Parish Priest of Ars is famous for having possessed this gift. He could fully read into the soul of the person who presented himself at his confessional for the first time: “He had the ability to see the human soul in its nakedness, almost as if it were detached from its body.18 Very often, even before the pilgrim had opened his mouth, “he revealed what he had the intention of telling him and what he would have wanted to hide. 19
St. Vincent Pallotti, a Roman priest of the 19th century, also had this gift of the discernment of hearts. In order to give a more concrete idea, one can mention for example that one day a peasant told him that he had no more sins to confess, however, the holy priest reminded him that he had not given all the money to his mother that he had earned from the sale of an object. Furthermore: a woman went to confession only because she enjoyed speaking to him. However, as soon as he opened the window, San Vincenzo shut it in her face shouting: “There is no time to waste”. Another woman “went to him with the hope of an easy forgiveness. They had never seen each other before, but he knew how to throw all her excesses in her face, as well as the name of the man she kept in her house. She was terrified at such exactness: she sent her accomplice in dissoluteness away and did penance”.20 Another priest, Don Francesco Virili, clearly declared: “Don Vincenzo knew my inner self, without me ever having spoken to him”.21
Referring again to St. Gemma Galgani, Father Germano said that “she was in spiritual and also epistolary relations with some great souls that she had never seen: and yet she knew them so well that the confessors themselves who had been in charge of them for a long time were astonished. On introducing themselves to her for the first time, whoever these people may have been, from certain impressions that she felt in her inner self she perceived whether they were souls who were dear to God, or rather vulgar, and in an unusually singular manner she perceived those who were on the verge of mortal sin. One could also see on the outside that she suffered in having to be in the presence of these people: it all made her feel extremely nauseous”. 22
When and as far as she was able to, the young saint spiritually helped the other people, if necessary by admonishing them. However, a more detailed idea of her penetrations of hearts (of which she gave proof if only in her extreme brevity and reservedness of her way of expressing herself), is given to us by Father Germano with further precise information that is just as worthwhile to relate: “I myself”, writes the saint’s biographer, “who on principle and by nature has always found it very difficult to believe, especially women, before having certain proof of their spirit, very often doubting this and that, consulted Gemma; and, after a few days had passed, she gave me her answer: ‘Believe me, my Father, I may be wrong, but the people whom you speak to me of do not have good intentions. I am sorry to tell you, but you will gain nothing from them; therefore, you would be better of not having anything to do with them. Ah! How foul did I see that soul before God’. And this is how it actually turned out, and they soon came to me to explain the facts and I had to thank this virgin for having enlightened me in time. On the contrary, on other occasions I supplied myself with souls, of whom, judging by appearances, I had strong doubts, in fact I was on the point of getting rid of them; and the good Gemma was always right. She was also right when she predicted the fatal consequences that in certain cases would have happened, if she did not act in the way that God had told her to”.23
A short account on this theme also regarding Ramakrishna, in a context that is non-Christian but, nevertheless, not very different. His biographer Romain Rolland remarks that “out of the passers-by, he knows how to choose him or those whose religious sense - this sixth sense that is the first in him - reveals them to be predestined to the divine sowing. Those in whom God lies dozing. A look, or a gesture is enough to wake him”.24
In addition to the conclusion of this part dedicated to the faculty of clairvoyance that the Spirit develops in the saints, what more eloquent episode could there be to mention than that of the meeting, narrated in the Fioretti, between Fra Egidio and St. Louis King of France? This king who often used to go on pilgrimages to visit the sanctuaries of different countries, having heard talk of the saintliness of Fra Egidio who had been one of the first brethren of St. Francis, expressed his desire to visit him in Perugia where he lived. On his arrival at the convent as a poor unknown pilgrim with few companions, he insisted on seeing the friar, without revealing who he really was. Well, as soon as the doorkeeper announced his visit, Egidio, who could not have known anything about him from other sources, immediately had the clear inspiration that it concerned the King of France and ran to greet him. They both knelt down in front of one another, they kissed and remained embraced for a long moment without uttering even a single word. Then Louis took leave to continue his journey, whilst Egidio went back to his cell. His fellow brothers asked him who the mysterious visitor was and he answered that it was the King of France. Friar Elias then reproached him for having been so rude for not having said anything of such an important personage who had come from so far just to have one word from him. And this is how Fra Egidio justified his strange behaviour: “Dear brothers”, he said to them all, “do not let this surprise you; because neither I to him nor he to me could utter a word, since as soon as we embraced, the light of the divine wisdom revealed and showed me his heart and to him, mine; and so, by divine operation, by looking into one another’s hearts, we had a much better knowledge of all that I wanted to say to him and he to me than if we had spoken by mouth and with greater joy; and if we had wanted to explain out loud what we felt in our hearts, the flaw of the human language, which can clearly not express the mysterious secrets of God, would have made it more disheartening than heartening for us. And therefore, be sure that the king took leave with wonderfully consoled”.25
It is now time to move on to consider phenomena of a less mental nature and consider those that are more physical. The highest religious phenomenology shows them equally possible, even if they are not necessarily connected to saintliness. Let us remember, just to begin with, the stigmata. As we well know, the stigmata are the appearance on hands, feet, ribs, and so on, of wounds that Jesus himself had had in his Passion. Here, there is every indication that it is the psyche itself that, by concentrating itself with particular intensity in the evoking of the passion of the Lord, re-models the body tissues so that they appear as the same wounds together with the same pains.

Out of the hundreds of stigmatised people (more than three hundred in the history of the Catholic Church, starting from St. Francis of Assisi) we should particularly remember Lucia of Narni (1476-1544); Anna Katharina Emmerich (1774-1824), who had a cross in the shape of a Y on her chest, similar to that which could be seen in a church where she used to pray; Louise Lateau (1850-1883), whose hands bled profusely despite the fact her skin was untouched. This latter phenomenon is the same as that which Elena Ajello had in 1923, situated on her forehead, which related to the crown of thorns. Since 1926 every Friday the stigmata of the flagellation, the crucifixion and the blow of the spear in the ribs reappeared on Teresa Neumann, while she intimately relived the scene of the Passion of Christ. Since 1918 for the rest of his life, Father Pius of Pietrelcina bore the stigmata.

St. Gemma Galgani had the stigmata during the four Fridays of March 1901. They were stigmata relative to the flagellation and they revealed themselves, accompanied by atrocious pain, in a frightful crescendo: on the first Friday there were only red marks on her skin; on the second, the flesh was gashed; on the third day the gashes were even deeper, so much so that one could almost see the bones; on the fourth day her body was almost completely covered in sores that were almost a centimetre deep. The wounds, however, healed and disappeared as if by magic.26 Due to the violence of feelings that overwhelmed it, Gemma’s heart swelled up so much that it bent three ribs, with a phenomenon that remained persistent and observable for a long time.27 Her heart had burned so much that it had scorched the surrounding skin tissue leaving burn marks and sores that stayed for a long time. If one placed a thermometer to the area, the column of mercury shot up to the top of the tube.28 In an identification of Gemma’s corpse that was carried out fifteen days after she had been buried, her heart was still “fresh, thriving, supple, ruddy and full of blood, as if it were still alive, and the blood it contained in both ventricles and auricles was still alive and flowing”.29
We have introduced the subject of that which could be defined as a moulding action of the psyche on the body and the matter of which it is made up of. We could possibly explain this action a little better, at least in principle, when we consider that the matter actually appears to be made of energy. Considering certain cognitive phenomena, we have already seen that they can also take place without the mediation of the corporeal senses. The spirit here appears to be remarkably free from the conditioning of matter, of corporeity, of spatiality. By passing onto certain phenomena of more physical nature, we will now be able to see how the spirit, the human psyche proves itself to be not only independent from the matter and free from its conditionings, but still capable of dominating the matter, of moulding it. The present and normal conditions of our corporeity depend on the fact that the energy of which the body is made of, assumes a certain state. It would be sufficient that this energy, by itself, or operated by its own intrinsic principle, were capable of assuming a different state, so that the body itself could be altered in correspondence.  

Both the emancipation of the soul from its corporeal conditionings as well as the soul’s acquirement of its capacity to mould the body and change the “normal” conditions themselves, appear possible in the prospect we are in the process of developing: at the most, they appear possible in the regeneration of humanity, that according to the biblical prophecies, should take place in the ultimate times, on the Day of the Lord.

The author of the entries of the Dizionario Enciclopedico di Spiritualità, to which I now and then refer to, Isaia Rodriguez, speaks of other phenomena, which together with those relative to the previously mentioned entries, are qualified as “paramystic”.30 For example, he speaks of the phenomenon of passing through bodies; or extreme thinness. Furthermore, to give another example, the entry odour (osmogenesis) concerns the “sweet and fragrant scent or perfume that sometimes exhales from the mortal bodies of saints or from the tomb where their remains lie”.31
Speaking of this odour (the famous “odour of saintliness”), Rodriguez points out that it has nothing in common with any natural scents or odours. He also says that it sometimes exhales from a body during an illness substituting the foul odours of the sores and such like, as was in the case of St. Ludwina. The same author remarks that the phenomenon “can be explained as a consequence of the supernatural action of the soul deified in the body, which in this way, partially participates in the propriety to which it will be granted to fully participate in when it is glorified”. Furthermore he adds: “It does not seem rash to declare that the perfume will be one of the gifts of the glorified bodies, an anticipated endowment in this world of he who enjoys the odour”. 32
An analogous remark to another one, pointed out by the same Rodriguez, in which Father Reigada formulates regarding the passing through bodies or extreme thinness, also concerns “an anticipation of that endowment of which the body will eternally enjoy in heaven; an anticipation that comes from the influence of the totally deified soul”. 33
By lingering some time on the theme of supernatural odour, we should remember that Father Pius gave off a perfume of violets, sometimes mixed with the perfume of roses and lilies. This perfume could even be smelled after a long time had passed in places where the holy Capuchin had intervened in spirit to comfort someone or even to heal him/her.34
In a different religious context, we should remember the pages that Paramhansa Yogananda dedicated to Gandha Baba, the “Perfume Saint”. With the aim of “demonstrating the power of God”, this Hindu Master “materialises” perfumes of flowers at will in the hand of his own interlocutor.35
The previously mentioned Dictionary also dedicates entries to phenomena of luminosity, invisibility, levitation, bilocation, prolonged wakefulness, inanition etc. Luminosity is defined as a radiance that shines out from the human body of saints, especially during ecstasy. It could be that only the head becomes lumi nous, or only the face or the forehead, or the hands. The phenomenon is related to many saints, among which Ignatius of Loyola, Filippo Neri, Carlo Borromeo, François de Sales. There is also mention of luminous stigmata: those that sometimes shone in St. Catherine de’ Ricci (1522-1589) were even blinding.

With regard to the phenomenon of luminosity in its general connection to the religious phenomenon, what remain paradigmatic cases are the radiance assumed by the face of Moses, as he came down from Mount Sinai after having spoken to God, and the transfiguration of Christ on Mount Tabor.36
Certain saints make themselves invisible,37 others are known to have phenomena of levitation as is the very well-known case, not only of St. Joseph of Copertino, but also of St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila. One day, the two supreme Spanish mystics levitated together in the Carmelites’ parlour, when they were animatedly speaking of the Trinity.38 he hagiography testifies at least two hundred cases of levitation, attributed, apart from the above mentioned saints, to saints Dunstan (X century), Francis of Assisi and Dominic of Guzman, Thomas Aquinas, Edmund the Archbishop of Canterbury, Ignatius of Loyola, Philip Neri, Pedro of Alcantara, Alfonso de’ Liguori.

It often happened that St. Gemma Galgani levitated when, in the Giannini’s dining room, she stood before a large crucifix, which I myself have personally seen in the house that this middle class family from Lucca devotedly preserves with most of the same furniture from that period. Gemma’s desire to kiss the holy ribcage, that was too high for her to reach, provoked the phenomenon of levitation in her: therefore, thus raised from the ground, the saint suddenly found herself embracing her Lord.39
As far as bilocation is concerned, Rodriguez defines it as “the simultaneous presence of the same person in two different places”. As an example, he mentions the episode of St. Alfonso de’ Liguori, who, whilst he was asleep in his big chair in Arienzo, he was present at the death of Pope Clement XIV in Rome.40
St. Vincent Pallotti also experienced bilocations: he was confessing when all of a sudden it was as if he had fallen asleep to then rouse himself a little while later; and while he had been dozing he had been seen in another place looking after a dying man, like in the four cases mentioned in biography by Amoroso. 41
Many bilocation phenomena have been testified concerning Father Pius: he used to appear to seriously ill people to prodigiously heal them, while third people, although they had not managed to see him, perceived his characteristic perfume of flowers.42
Let us briefly mention other typical cases of bilocation mentioned by the hagiography. Whilst he was celebrating Mass in the Cathedral of Limoges, St. Anthony of Padua, suddenly remembered to have promised another eucharistic celebration at that same time in the convent of the same city. So, he knelt down in front of the altar absorbed for some minutes, whilst the friars of the convent saw him going to pray in their chapel and then finally disappear. On another occasion, whilst he was preaching, he suddenly became quiet and stood still as if he was in a kind of ecstasy, for an hour. After this, he roused himself and said that he had gone to Portugal, his country of origin, to defend his own parent from a serious accusation. Whilst sailing from Japan to China, the great Jesuit missionary St. Francis Xavier, appeared far off in another place in a lifeboat to guide it through a storm and bring it to safety. Sister Mary of Jesus from Agreda catechised a tribe in New Mexico without leaving her convent in Spain.43 
In a Hindu context, Yogananda attributes the phenomena of bilocation to Swami Pranabananda.44 The same author speaks of another yogi, who, imprisoned with a guard at the door of his cell, appeared on the prison roof walking up and down in his characteristic indolent manner.45
Finally, a really unusual case of bilocation pointed out by Yogananda is that of his master Sri Yukteswar. While he was on business in Calcutta, Yogananda saw him appear in Serampore where the ashram is. Here, Sri Yukteswar announced to his disciple that he would be arriving at a certain time by train: which is precisely what happened. The figure of the master took shape very clearly, it was possible to touch him and he appeared completely real and alive.46
Karlis Osis relates his own investigation that he carried out in India with Erlendur Haraldsson visiting hermitages, interviewing “god-men” (avatars), yogi, swami and so on, with countless witnesses of various kinds of phenomena. The two scholars ended up meeting two really exceptional subjects, who were seen during bilocation by many observers for a long period of time. Osis wrote: “…We were able to interview witnesses who had actually been with the swami in body at the same time that his apparition was seen by other witnesses (whom we also interviewed) on the other side of the Indian subcontinent. These apparitions interacted with the environment, talked, taught songs, handled objects”.47
Osis compares these phenomena with the apparitions of resurrected Christ to his disciples, to whom he asked for fish and ate it. Well, the Latvian-American scholar adds, “the apparitions of Indian god-men appear to have done the same: they drink tea, eat, even smoke and give away presents!  Dr. Haraldsson and I had read with a critical eye a lot of writers' reports of these Indian miracles, feeling that 'it is just a professional magician's tricks - too good to be true'. Well, after our firsthand encounters with the god-men and their witnesses we were shaken up and changed our minds considerably".48
A body that is susceptible to this kind of process of spiritualisation (to call it thus) in expressing phenomena like the previously mentioned ones, can also give rise to other analogous manifestations: they are all phenomena that contribute in demonstrating, at worst, a perfect control of the matter by the spirit. In this vast range of facts linked by analogy, we can include cases of incombustibility, prolonged wakefulness and inanition.

As far as incombustibility is concerned, we should remember the episode narrated by the Bible in the Book of Daniel (ch. 3). It tells of King Nabuchadnezzar who had a golden statue built and imposed everybody to worship it. Three young Jewish officials, Shadrach, Meshach e Abednego, refused to do so. The king ordered them to be thrown into a burning fiery furnace “that was heated seven times more than it was wont to be heated” (Dan. 3, 19). Then “because the king’s order was strict and the furnace very hot, the flame of the fire slew those men who took up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego”. In their turn, these three men, “fell bound into the burning fiery furnace”, but “they walked in the midst of the flames praising God and blessing the Lord” (ibid., vv. 22-23).

Another emblematic episode is that from The Fioretti of St. Francis. Longing to testify his faith until martyrdom, St. Francis of Assisi arrived with twelve brethren to the lands governed by “the sultan of Babylon”. Having received the licence to preach, he elected for himself and one of his brethren a particular district. On arriving there, “he entered lodgings to rest. And here there was a woman, beautiful in body but dirty in soul, and this damned woman invited St. Francis to sin. St. Francis, on telling her: ‘I accept, let us go to bed’, she led him to the bedroom. St. Francis said: ‘Come with me, I will take you to a beautiful bed’. And he led her to a great fire that was burning in the house; in the fervour of spirit he stripped naked and threw himself naked next to this fire in the space where the fire was and invited her to undress and lie with him in that beautiful, fluffed up bed. For St. Francis lay there blithely for a long while not burning at all, and the woman who was so frightened at such a miracle, her heart filled with compunction, not only did she repent her sin and evil intention, but she even perfectly converted to the faith of Jesus Christ and became so holy that for her, many souls were saved in that district”.49 A similar tale about St. Dominic has also been handed down, which nevertheless seems to lack the wide-ranging peculiarity  and the poetry of the other story I took pleasure in relating from the Fioretti in detail.50
In dealing with anecdotes that rather border on legends (so much so that they are indiscriminately applied to a saint, or to other) one is tempted to consider the substance itself of such tales as purely imaginary: on the other hand, the phenomenon of incombustibility has been historically related to various religious figures since the beginning of Christianity; and above all, it should be pointed out that the same phenomenon is renewed today in many different religious contexts.  

Historically speaking, one refers to St. Policarpus of Smirne, martyr of the first century, who was condemned to be burned alive and came out unscathed by the fire, so that he had to be killed with a spear. Stories have been handed down of phenomena of incombustibility connected to “judgement of God” or referring to other saints: during an ecstasy, Caterina from Siena fell face down in a great fire and lay there for a few minutes without showing any signs of injury; Francis of Paola clutched incandescent iron bars and burning coals in his hands.

These kinds of manifestations are renewed even today, especially on the occasions of religious feast days in the ambit of many different traditions. These kinds of manifestations punctually occur on the feast days: in other words, there is a sort of repeatability of the phenomenon, which should better satisfy the scholar of a more “scientific” mentality. Special mention should be given to the phenomena of firewalking. These phenomena periodically took and take place without causing any injury at all, in certain communities: for example, in Natal in the Hindu temple of Umbilo, in Singapore, in Mysore, in the state of Chitral, in Tahiti, in the Fiji Islands, in the Antilles, in Mauritius, in the Island of Saint Helena and in  Langadhà (in Macedonia). 

Piero Cassoli was present at the phenomenon in Langadhà.51 He speaks of a blanket of hot coals measuring six metres by six metres and 24-30 centimetres high, which the “anastenarides” walk over, dance on and crawl upon without ever burning themselves. 

In the ceremony that takes place - or at least took place up until 1930 - in the temple of Umbilo, which we have just mentioned, certain believers known as sultri walk slowly in a mild form of trance, over a hole of 5 metres by 3 filled with tonnes of burning wood. They walk over it with their flesh pierced with large pins and hooks. We can say that, after such a feat, they shown no signs whatsoever of burns. Furthermore, their pierced flesh does not show any wounds once the pins and hooks have been taken out.52
As far as inanition and prolonged wakefulness are concerned, Rodriguez quotes the theological opinion, which compared all this to the final condition of the resurrected. The first phenomenon is to be considered a kind of anticipated incorruptibility of the glorified bodies: as a matter of fact, the law of unceasing wear and tear of organs is suspended and the organism is dispensed from the necessity of normal alimentation. As far as the second of the two phenomena is concerned, it is said that it is a beginning of that blessed life that knows neither sleep nor decay. 53
The principle ideal on which inanition is inspired seems to be expressed in two passages of the Bible. In the gospel according to John, Jesus replies to his disciples who beg him to eat: “I have food to eat of which you do not know”. In their foolish simplicity, which is a rather comical contrast to their divine Master’s sublimeness of words, the disciples ask one another: “Has anyone brought him food?” but Jesus answers them again: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and to accomplish his work” (Jn 4, 31 fol.).

Furthermore, one remembers the first of the three temptations of Satan in the wilderness: “If you are the Son of God command these stones to become loaves of bread” (Mt 4, 3). Jesus replies to Satan by reciting a verse of Deuteronomy, which I would like to mention here in its original reading. It is where Moses reminds the Jewish people of the forty year journey Yahweh made in the wilderness and among other things he says to them: “And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers know; that he might make you know that man does not live in bread alone, but that man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Deut 8, 3; Mt 4, 4).

The Gospels attribute to Jesus himself forty days of starvation (forty is a significant number that is mentioned on numerous occasions in the Bible). Something similar is also mentioned by St. Francis, who, as the Fioretti narrate, fasted for the whole duration of lent eating only half a loaf of bread: he did it to imitate the Lord, without, of course, the vainglory of equalling Him.54
A phenomenon of thorough inanition, is that of St. Nikolaus de Flüe. He lived at the bottom of his gorge for no less than twenty years without ever eating. He only strengthened himself by attending mass, with the vision of the priest who nourished himself with the Holy Communion. This was all well known and controllable: the political authorities intervened to carry out inspections, by guarding the hermit for a month;55 Teresa Neumann only nourished herself with the consecrated host for tens of years. In the aforementioned autobiography Yogananda not only mentions another interesting meeting with Teresa Neumann, but also another meeting with the Indian ascetic Giri Bala. He defines this latter as the only woman in the world known to have lived without ever eating or drinking for over fifty years, only nourishing herself with cosmic energies. This kind of alimentation could only have been possible by using a particular technique of Kriya Yoga, which is based on special breathing exercises and the recitation of certain mantras. Yogananda mentions the declaration of an Indian scholar, Sthiti Lal Nundy: Giri Bala’s inanition was rigorously controlled by him and by others on more than a few occasions. As regards this account, I will limit myself here to pointing out the connection between this phenomenon and other well-known ones in our western context.56
Let us now say something about that “continuous deprivation of sleep that happens during the lives of some mystic people”, which is how Rodriguez defines prolonged wakefulness,57 This author mentions St. Ludwina, who only slept the equivalent of three nights in thirty years.58 Among the greatest champions of prolonged wakefulness there is also St. Peter of Alcantara, of whom Teresa d’Avila refers to59 As far as many others are concerned, prolonged wakefulness represents an ideal to pursue. 

Among the Fathers of the Desert, “the abbot Arsenius spent the night awake. After having stayed awake all night, at day break he set about sleeping to satisfy nature, and said to sleep: ‘Come, evil slave!’ and, furtively sitting, he dozed a while, then immediately got up”.60 This anecdote is exemplary as it well expresses a rather widespread concern in Christian asceticism. 

As far as different, oriental traditions are concerned, Yogananda recalls that his own master’s master, Lahiri Mahasaya, sat seated at the ground floor entrance of his house without ever going to bed.61 Alexandra David-Neel studied the spiritual traditions of Tibet for years on site in Tibet. In describing life in the Tibetan monasteries of that epoch, she observed that the pupils did not interrupt their meditation apart from the necessary time it took them to eat a frugal meal or have a short sleep. There were many monks who did not even sleep. This practice was followed by many lama rito-pa not only during particular meditation but also normally. 

The famous explorer and scholar relates that there are special chairs in Tibet called gamti (box-chair) or gomti (meditation chair); they are chests with sides measuring about sixty centimetres wide and one of these acts as the headboard. A cushion is placed at the bottom on which the lama sits cross-legged. Often, in order to maintain his position even when he sleeps or during long periods of meditation, the hermit uses the meditation rope (sgom-thag), in other words, a strip of material that goes under his knee and behind the nape of his neck or on his knee and his kidneys, so that his body is supported. Many anchorites spend the whole day and night like this, without ever stretching themselves out. Every now and then they doze off, but without ever sleeping deeply and, apart from these short moments of sleepiness, they never interrupt their meditation.62
Alexander the Great used to say that  “he declared himself mortal mainly from two things, from sleeping and from having sexual intercourse with women, considering tiredness and pleasure things that came to human nature only from its weakness”.63 All limits of human nature would be overcome in the condition of the resurrected. Besides anything else, Jesus himself says: “But those who are accounted worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage, for they cannot die anymore because they are equal to angels and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Lk 20, 35-36; cp. Mk 12, 25).
Although celibacy appears to be off the point in this enumeration of “paramystic” phenomena, it is opportune to draw one’s attention to how much there is in common between these and that from a determined point of view. Also celibacy, in the same way as the various paramystic phenomena, prefigures, anticipates the condition of the resurrected. Once again, one can mention the fact that there are yoga techniques aimed at exalting sexual energies by using them for the spiritual development of the personality. 

I would like to linger just a little longer on the sense of almost anguish felt by a spiritual man when he feels conditioned by his physical body: with all its limits in operation, this could represent much more a ball and chain rather than a means as far as spiritual progress is concerned. And the religious, the mystic man feels much more resolved to yearn for his liberation from his body: “Wretched man that I am!”, exclaimed Paul, “who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7, 24).

Plotinus “looked like one who was ashamed of being a body”, said the disciple Porphyrius of him.64 To he who insisted that he agreed to having his portrait painted he answered: “Is it not enough to drag this simulacrum by which nature has wanted to dress us; do you even expect me to allow myself to leave an even longer lasting image of such a simulacrum, as if it really were something worth looking at?”.65 This is why the painter Carterius only managed to paint his portrait from memory, by attending his lessons.  

St. Anthony the Abbot “when he ate and slept and considered the other bodily necessities, was ashamed thinking of his soul’s spiritual nature.  It often happened, that when he was about to eat with many other hermits, on remembering his spiritual food he excused himself and left them; thinking that it would have been ashamed if they had seen him eating”.66 The conclusion that he came to, is that with one’s body “one must show oneself to be indulgent only for a short while, due to its necessities, whereas every free moment and the profit that results are to be destined to the soul… ”.67
This kind of dualism would be totally overcome at the act of that glorious transformation of the bodies themselves that would make them perfectly suited to the highest spiritual life. 

I would not like to pass over in silence that there is also an ascesis aimed at the acquisition of paranormal powers, that allow the individual to face the greater physical discomforts. In order to make only one example, I would like to once more refer to David-Neel’s testimony, to remember the Tibetan practice of the tumo:  by provoking an increase in body temperature and sensation of heat, those ascetics try to place themselves in the condition of facing the bitter cold of the high mountains. The tumo makes use of concentration and breathing exercises. There are also competitions and tests: they take place during winter nights lit up by the moon, when the wind is particularly harsh. Respa (according to the French word, whereas repa seems be more appropriate) means person who dresses in cotton (and, obviously, only wears one cotton garment). “The candidates for the title of respa ”, writes David-Neel, “sit down on the floor cross-legged and completely naked. Cloths are immersed in freezing water, and, as they are removed from the water, each disciple wraps one around his body with which he has to thaw and dry the cloth. When the cloth is dry, he plunges it once more into the water and repeats the test another time. The operation continues until dawn and he who has managed to dry the cloth more times with his body, with its heat, is pronounced the first of the course… There is no doubt that certain respa dry a piece of cloth the size of a shawl many times by using their body heat. I was able to verify it with my own eyes”.68
In principle, the control that the man’s mind has over his body can extend itself to that prolongation of the body, which is the environment. It can also extend itself to the beings and forces of nature. In the introduction of biographies of three desert hermits written by St. Jerome, Giuliana Lanata points out that “in the desert the good hermit regains the serenity and innocence of an Adamic condition; and insofar as the fasting, the abstinence, the ascetic exercises, a radically alternative style of life make him foreign to this world, like the wizards and thaumaturges, he acquires power over the waters, winds, storms, illnesses, over all natural disasters...”.69 Furthermore, “the good hermit, just like the 'divine man' and the pagan folklore thaumaturge, are granted yet another faculty: that of knowing how to tame animals, even the most ferocious, wildest and powerful ones, by exerting his own control over them”.70
These biographies, which, indeed, appear to be rather romanticised, narrate stories of lions that in the presence of a man of God become tame to the point of often being transformed into real domestic animals. However, the idea expressed in a legend can also be important. How did such an idea come about to be formed? I do not think it was because of a purely imaginative elaboration: at the base there must also be, I think partly remarkable, a fact of sensitiveness and experience. Here there is an idea of an immense power that can be released from an authentic, deep spirituality: a power over the body and the external world, over animals and things; in principle, a power with no limits.

 In this kind of spirit we can also re-read some pages of those rather legendary tales, to compare them with testimonies that have been found scattered around elsewhere. For example, with these two passages from the Vita Antonii (The life of Anthony), the ancient biography of St. Anthony the Abbot.

Here is the first: “When he had to cross the river of the city called Arsinoita - he was forced to by the need to visit his fellow brothers - the river was full of crocodiles. He only prayed, made the sign of the cross and immersed himself into the waters; and both he and everyone else that accompanied him crossed the river unhurt”.71
The second one: “When Anthony had started to cultivate, many beasts who came there for water, damaged the crops and the seeds. However, he delicately took hold of one of the beasts and said to the others: ‘Why do you harm me? Whereas I do you no harm. Go, and in the name of the Lord, do not ever come back here. For fear of his command, the beasts never came near his crops again”.72  

This story rather reminds one of the very famous episode of St. Francis and the wolf of Gubbio of the XXI chapter of the Fioretti. The same book includes the just as famous sermon of St. Francis to the birds (ch. XVI), which is compared to St. Anthony’s of Padua sermon to the fish (ch. XL).

There are three passages from Yogananda’s autobiography which can be of interest here; they are as follows.

The swami Keshabananda, with reference to the Himalayas, says: "In those high spiritual altitudes, wild beasts seldom molest the yogis. Once in the jungle I encountered a tiger face-to-face. At my sudden ejaculation, the animal was transfixed as though turned to stone".73
One of Yogananda’s fellow disciples spoke of a meeting their master had with a cobra: "We were seated outdoors near the ashram. A cobra appeared near-by, a four-foot length of sheer terror. Its hood was angrily expanded as it raced toward us. My guru gave a welcoming chuckle, as though to a child. I was beside myself with consternation to see Master engage in a rhythmical clapping of hands. He was entertaining the dreaded visitor!… The serpent, very close to my guru, was now motionless, seemingly magnetised by his caressing attitude. The frightful hood gradually contracted; the snake slithered between Master's feet and disappeared into the bushes".74   

During a meeting with Gandhi, the author asked Mahatma: "May one not kill a cobra to protect a child, or one's self?" Gandhi answered: "I could not kill a cobra without violating two of my vows: fearlessness, and non-killing. I would rather try inwardly to calm the snake by vibrations of love". And with his amazing candour, he added, "I must confess that I could not carry on this conversation were I faced with a cobra!”.75
As far as control over elements and things is concerned, among facts and episodes scattered throughout religious phenomenology and although often enveloped by a halo of legend, testimonies filter through, which nevertheless converge in confirming the principle that a man of God, who has totally rid himself of everything, by now possesses all, and entire nature obeys him.   

Therefore, for example, after three years of drought, St. Ilarion impetrates rain.76 St. Anthony the Abbot, with his prayer, makes a spring gush with water to quench the hermits thirst who had been left without water in the desert;77 St. Dominic of Guzman likewise impetrates rain;78 on other occasions, the same St. Dominic multiplies bread79and increases wine;80 in much more recent times, by praying, the Curate of Ars obtains the multiplication of grain in the granaries and dough in the kneading troughs of his orphanage during a period of severe shortage.81
Furthermore, it is clear that it concerns purely indicative examples of those that can at least be deemed possibilities, if ascertainable facts do not precisely correspond in a more objective manner. Moreover, that phenomena of this nature and other similar to their kind really happened and every now and then re-happen, is attested by the wear and tear of hagiography. Furthermore, not only is it attested by biographical memories of saints, but by the huge amount of investigation material promoted by the ecclesiastical authorities for the cases of beatification and canonisation. Testimonies relating to phenomena of this kind outside the Catholic Church are also impressive. 

I would not like to end this chapter without having mentioned, although briefly, some points whose in-depth study would enrich this subject from various points of view, confirming, in different ways, the main central idea that runs through it. 

I would especially like to mention that, among the powers that the religious man can develop with the result of practising a real and proper control over his physical nature and that of other subjects, there is the power to heal: there is the power to work one’s own healing or that of others also from an organic point of view. Following Jesus’ example many saints have worked acts of healing considered to be miraculous: also after their own death, as one can legitimately presume. Acts of miraculous healing are also renewed in places that are particularly loaded with holy vibrations, such as Lourdes.

We will see, later on, that it is not easy to clearly separate the miracle from the paranormal. In order to do it well, one needs to have a precise notion of what the effective resources are, the effective capability of nature, and yet we are clearly still very far from a suitable knowledge of these things. Therefore, as well as the “miraculous” healing we can also mention those that take place in the ambit of “paranormal medicine”, which is practised above all in the Philippines and Brazil. There are many controversies as far as this is concerned: I would like to restrict myself to pointing out, at least, that which is the most widespread belief in the possibility of these kinds of things. Furthermore, I would like to consider all this in the vastest vision of a full control of both one’s body and that of others, of the environment itself and of matter in general of the spirit. 

This kind of possibility is at least affirmed, (if not demonstrated from different points of view and in the most various forms): it is affirmed in actual, pragmatic terms by the practices of the so-called fakirs. One usually uses this name to indicate religious Mohammedan mendicants, as well as Hindus who train themselves to face extraordinary tests of physical resistance to pain, hunger, thirst, hot and cold, to wounds, to the suspension of sleep, breathing and heart beat. They pursue (and also appear to obtain, within certain limits) a kind of invulnerability: apart from walking on hot coals or sharpened razors, they pierce their flesh with large pins and swords without ever appearing to suffer any injury. In the same way they would let themselves be buried for long periods of time, coming to life again in perfectly good health from prolonged catalepsy. They also seem to prove themselves capable of producing a whole variety of paranormal phenomena. One can discuss the value of such forms of ascesis pursued with such tenacity by fakirs to obtain results of this kind on these levels: however, in my opinion, there seems to be no doubt that these kinds of practices express at least the conviction  that the spirit, or the psyche, could control matter in a manner that is not only mediated by technology, but is also immediate and direct. This kind of control of the psyche over the body, of the spirit over matter, can be pursued in an intentional way; or unintentionally, by the intensity itself of a spiritual life that is entirely aimed at fulfilment of a much higher level. Whether one pursues it or achieves it, this kind of control over matter and corporeity is a necessary and non-eliminable aspect of a spiritual life, that has more specifically been fulfilled. Furthermore, the phenomena of fakirism themselves, whatever the deformations and aberrations may be, nevertheless represent the indirect confirmation of the principle. 

That the spiritual fulfilment leads to - at the most - the acquisition of great powers over matter, is an idea that is also expressed in two classical Hinduism texts: the Bhagavadgita (the Canto of the Blessed, which is part of a much larger epic poem written by an unknown author or authors) and the Yogasutra (Aphorisms on Yoga) by Patanjali.

In the first of the two works, Krishna himself, while conversing with the young prince Arjuna, says to him that the man who, through true knowledge has fulfilled his own indestructible eternal divine nature, becomes, in a certain way, invulnerable. This is due to the fact that every man is invulnerable in his true ego, “that weapons cannot wound, nor fire burn, nor waters wet, nor winds wither” (II, 23). Here it concerns gaining consciousness of a profound truth: once this vital knowledge has been fulfilled, we will no longer exalt for good and neither be disheartened for evil that can happen to our empirical, individual, transient, illusory human nature.

However, the fact remains that, at those levels, our human nature could be injured. The problem is not only learning to remain indifferent to the misfortunes that can befall our bodies, but trying to transform our corporeal nature to such a point so as to make it intangible, as such, at its own level. It is a problem that the Yoga faces more directly, also due to the fact that the persons practising it have always nurtured the conviction that the fulfilment cannot derive from a mere acquirement of consciousness of certain things, but also and above all presupposes the control of the psyche’s unconscious part. This control can only be reached through a long and severe ascesis that entirely commits the subject, in the totality of his energies. This is why, as far as the yogi perspective is concerned, the powers acquired thanks to those various forms of ascesis are nevertheless conceived as powers that really work on human nature, also on the most empirical levels. 

Such are the superhuman powers that the yogi would acquire when he reaches the peak of his own spiritual ascent. By following the text of Yogasutra (III, 16-55) we can read that the fulfilled man knows the past, the present and the future like the entire series of his own former lives; he reads the minds of others, he knows how to make himself invisible, he knows the moment of his own definite liberation, he acquires the strength of an elephant and probably - given the choice of the image -also the skill and delicateness with which this animal could pick up a child with its trunk; he knows the subtle hidden and dark realities themselves, he knows the worlds, the moon and the stars, he knows the constitution of the body; he no longer suffers hunger nor thirst, he develops supernormal intuitive, auditory, tactile, visual, gustatory faculties; he is free from the dangers of drowning, from sinking in the swamps and from tearing his flesh with thorns also because he can raise himself up and skim over, he radiates light from his own being  and  - when he was once ugly and deformed - now appears beautiful, well-proportioned and strong and of the same temperament of a diamon; he controls the elements and the matter and all things and he knows them no longer in the succession of their happening but in a global and simultaneous vision; and, in other words, he has by now reached  a perfect spiritual life of whose full significance we have already made an idea with a simple list of attributes.  

Finally, I would like to make a reference to that which is generally called initiation. The subject of initiation not only covers the Jewish-Christian and Indian traditions, but all the religious mystical spiritual traditions starting from the most primitive forms of magic religiousness, from shamanism etc., passing onto alchemy until the highest expressions of eastern and western mysticism. In initiation, a dynamic relationship between the Ego and the body is established, which also progresses and develops in a precise direction towards a precise ideal goal. 

I would like to end with a long quotation from a volume by Emilio Servadio, Passi sulla via iniziatica, (Steps along the initiation way) where this kind of relation and development are defined with remarkable penetration and clarity of synthesis at the same time. Servadio points out that, “on the initiation way, there is an irradiation of the renewed Ego on the different levels of corporeity - from the less concrete (preconscious or unconscious psychic processes) gradually towards the more concrete ones (psychosomatic connections, so-called 'functional' processes or disorders until the dark and profound life of cells, tissues and their molecular and atomic aggregates). In this way, the term ‘body’ gradually changes content, which is the equivalent, from an empirical point of view, to the gradual establishment of certain existential premises compared to phenomena and manifestations, which, from the common man’s point of view (whether he be any individual or an objective scientist), appear as more of less ‘marvellous’ phenomena - whether they are known in turn as para-psychological or para-physiological manifestations, exercise or manifestations of magical powers, or in another way. At the most and in the end, the 'body' is supported by an immaterial and radiating principle of which it is, in all and for all, the instrument. The initiation reversal is now complete. The vulgar body has been succeeded by the 'magical body' or 'resurrection body' - in other words, in alchemic terms, the lead has been totally transformed into gold. If in the common man the 'I' used to rely on the body, in perfect initiate the body relies on the 'I', which moulds it with the same naturalness with which thoughts mould words. Once again in alchemic terms, the dead stone has become the philosophical stone”.82
7.   Paramystic phenomena 

      and the corresponding parapsychic phenomena 

The phenomena that were indicated as being “paramystic” in the previous chapter, are amply attested in hagiography as more generally in the religious phenomenology. Many testimonies could appear to be very unreliable, legends have been formed on many facts; however, although it is not possible to be absolutely decisive on many phenomena considered in their singularity, one can nevertheless declare that that phenomenon is possible in principle in its typicality.

Ab esse ad posse valet consequentia: if something is, means that it can be. The possibility of principle of paramystic phenomena is affirmed in this sense, by the fact that analogous paranormal phenomena, that have mainly happened outside religious contexts, have been verified and studied, on the whole, in a quite rigorous and scientific manner. 

I have used the expressions “on the whole” and “quite” because one knows that paranormal phenomena are such that one has to often restrict oneself to ascertain them or obtain them through reliable testimonies: they are phenomena that due to their nature do not really lend themselves very much to the repeatability that would on the other hand be required for a strictly speaking scientific investigation. 

Even with this reservation we can still nevertheless list a series of facts studied by parapsychology that, although they generally happen without any connection to religious or mystical phenomena, they are nevertheless to be considered as the equivalent to paramystical phenomena. In more exact terms, the parapsychic phenomena are actually to be considered as the equivalent to what the paramystic phenomena present under the paranormal aspect, leaving any supernatural aspect out of consideration.

To begin with, the phenomena of telepathy are very well-known to parapsychologists, together with those of clairvoyance in the present, the past and the future1 As far as laboratory, quantitative and statistical experiences are concerned, the classical ones are above all those carried out by Joseph Banks Rhine of Duke University of Durham, North Carolina, from 1930 onwards, through millions of tests. They refer to telepathy, clairvoyance in the present and precognition. They were carried out using special cards, similar to playing cards, but with special signs, known as “ESP cards”, that are shuffled using a special machine. It concerns guessing a card that has already come out (clairvoyance) or that is to come out (precognition) or that is known to other people (telepathy). The successes, which according to the calculation of probability should have been 20 percent, obtained an average of up to 30 percent and some particular subjects obtained 100 percent. This does not only prove that there are some subjects gifted with extremely remarkable paranormal faculties, but that the emergence of this capability on a more modest level is much more frequent than we are led to believe.2
Laboratory studies on the telepathic phenomenon have been above all carried out in the United States and in the ex Soviet Union,3 which are nations where there is also particular investigation of telepathy in animals and plants. 

Clairvoyance in the present has been experimented by scholars such as Geley, Lodge, Osty and Richet, Nobel Prize, and more recently by Tenhaeff of the university of Utrecht.

Experiences of clairvoyance in the past were carried out during the last century by the Americans Buchanan and Denton and, starting from 1919, by the German medical doctor Pagenstecher with the medium Maria Reyes de Zierold in Mexico, then also in Italy by Egidi with the psychic woman Sandra Bajetto. A carefully wrapped up object, of which he/she knows nothing about, is placed into the psychic person's hands; and the subject can dramatically visualise or also relive an episode related to the object’s passed existence. Let us imagine that a certain person has been murdered. Something that the person had been wearing could provoke the vision of the murder scene in the psychic who touches the object. Objects of historical interest, when held or touched, can also provoke visions of scenes from the past. Specialists can them ascertain the veracity of the information that results from these experiences .4
As far as precognition or clairvoyance in the future is concerned, special mention should be given to the “empty chair” experiences of Osty with the psychic Pascal Fortuny. 150 places were set out in a conference room, the subject entered the room before the meeting began, in a moment in which the room was still completely empty, or rather the people had not yet entered. A chair was chosen, which Fortuny approached. By touching the chair he accomplished a sort of identification with the person who, in two hours time, would be seated on that chair (needless to say, by random choice). He was able to give a precise description of this person, as far as both the physical and character aspects were concerned. There have been some remarkable analogous experiments carried out by Tenhaeff with the psychic Gerard Croiset.

There is an enormous quantity of spontaneous cases of precognition phenomena: there is precognition of one’s own death or of that of other people, by natural or also accidental causes that will happen in the near or also relatively distant future; there is precognition of important or insignificant events, meteorological or seismic precognition, precognition relating to wars as well as the most various forms of facts of nature.5
Just as the penetration of hearts can be compared to telepathy, likewise, the stigmata can be compared to phenomena of dermography. For example, one can mention those pointed out by Osty by experimenting with the subject Olga Kahl: the experimenter pictured a certain sign in his own mind (let us imagine a double cross) and the same sign, captured telepathically by the psychic woman, appeared drawn in red on her skin, in correspondence with the neckline of her dress. On the skin of an easily influenced, or suggestible and opportunely influenced person Janet observed the formation of red marks, blisters and burns. The Danish psychologist Thorsen even pointed out the formation of stigmata, which then, through a further suggestive process, healed.

The phenomena of stigmata should be placed, more generally, in relation with the phenomena of ideoplasty. This latter phenomena make up the most various modalities of a moulding action, which, according to all appearances, the psyche exercises on matter. 

It is quite clear how such a plastic force works in animals: it is the same action that gives rise to mimetism and to the reconstruction of an amputated part of the body (like the legs of crustaceans or lizards’ tails).

However, it also works in the human body: the mother’s influence on the foetus, which can be marked by maternal impressions and traumas; healing and regeneration of tissues; healing due to suggestion or self-suggestion; and, here, one can also mention the phenomena of the previously mentioned dermography.

Such plasticizing force of will (in the broadest sense of the latter word) can also be practised outside the human body. In order to make a first example, the images themselves of thought can in some way externalize, so much so as to be photographed. 

Furthermore, there have been cases of splitting up of people whose image appears outside his/her body at a distance, so that it can be seen by many subjects. 

Finally, during many séances there have been quite objective cases of discharge from the medium’s body, of “ectoplasm”: it consists of an energetic substance, or a condensed energy that is very difficult to be defined, mouldable, subjective to continuos variations, sometimes almost impalpable and on other occasions taking the shape of very solid forms, although equally ephemeral. This ectoplasm takes on the most various forms. It seems it gives rise to luminous, sonorous, tactile or motory effects. And these, in turn, can leave marks, for example on wax, apart from the various recording instruments, including the photographic plate. 

Ectoplasm seems to give rise, in other cases, to luminous apparitions: for example, to apparitions of hands that are in themselves luminous or visible due to the effect of a light coming from a different source. The same ectoplasm also appears to give rise to more complete human forms, the so-called “ghosts”.

In certain borderline cases, such ghosts appear completely materialised. They take on the concrete form of human beings, nevertheless of an ephemeral nature, however, for the duration of time in which they continue to exist, fully living. They give the tactile sensation of living, warm human bodies, whose heart beats and whose lungs breath out carbon dioxide, as has been proved by accurate surveys carried out by anything but inexperienced experimenters.6
Among these latter cases, the most classic one is that of the female ghost who, introducing herself with the name of “Katie King”, revealed herself in London for a long series of séances from 1871 to 1874. The medium was the very well-known Florence Cook. The experiences were very rigorously directed by the Englishman William Crookes, one of the most illustrious physicists and chemists of his time. For almost three years the ghost regularly appeared, conversing for hours and often letting herself be touched and photographed. On the whole, “Katie King” proved to have a nevertheless ephemeral personality in her material manifestation, however independent from the medium and well exteriorised compared to her.7
When one acknowledges the principle that the psyche can act on corporeal matter by moulding it in its forms and dimensions that are noticeable in a quantitative manner, not only, but also in the qualitative sense, then one can include a whole variety of phenomena to this general principle. Among these, to the paramystical phenomenon of extreme thinness one can match the parapsychological phenomenon penetration or interpenetration.

In an experiment directed by Zollner the medium Henry Slade, having in front of him a small piece of rope whose ends were clearly tied and sealed, and without touching them, tied four knots. Apart from anything else, Slade made various objects pass through the surface of a table and took out coins from sealed boxes, into which he placed other objects. 

Remarkable experiences of penetration have been carried out, once again, at the turn of the century, by the mediums Daniel Dunglas Home, William Stainton Moses, Eusapia Palladino and others.

Analogous phenomena appear those of paranormal transports (that is bringing and removing), where objects, and also living beings, and in some cases even human individuals, are mysteriously introduced into hermetically closed places or taken out of them to be re-materialised, at times, at a remarkable distance. 

There have been apports of various objects with the mediumism of Palladino, and of flowers with D’Espérance, of medicines with the Japanese medium Tosie Osanami. Professor Nielsson obtained the bringing of a glass jar containing birds preserved in alcohol from the Icelandic subject Indridi Indridason, whereas through the mediumism of the Englishwoman Mrs. Guppy, apports of live butterflies took place in the light.

During a famous séance that took place in London in 1871, Mrs. Guppy, who was considered the fattest woman in the city and lived more than three kilometres away, was personally brought from her own house to the experiment location, inside which she materialised in a state of deep trance. She was holding a pen dipped in ink in her hand, because she had been doing her accounts with the housekeeper just a moment before. This woman saw her large, corpulent mistress suddenly vanish, leaving behind a small cloud of smoke that immediately disappeared. The fact was reported by the experimenter Alfred Wallace.

In 1928, in the Millesimo Castle, near Savona, Ernesto Bozzano had the occasion of observing the de-materialisation of another medium, the owner himself of the castle, the marquis Carlo Centurione Scotto. He disappeared from a room with closed windows and doors to be found again, after two and a half hours of tiring searches, asleep in the stables. Other cases of this kind are also reported.8
As far as levitation is concerned, a phenomenon that has been known since ancient times, it has been verified by scholars such as Maxwell, Zollner, Lombroso, De Rochas, Richet, Flammarion, Schrenck-Notzing, Tischner, Price, in experiments gradually carried out with subjects such as Home, Eglinton, Stainton Moses, Palladino, Mirabelli. I myself ascertained the levitation of Demofilo Fidani in 1985. One can consider levitation as a phenomenon of telekinesis, where, instead of an object, the body itself of the psychic person on whom one experiments or the bodies of other people present in the meeting, rise into the air. One of the most particular levitations was that, in 1868, of Home, who, as qualified witnesses report, went out of a window on the fourth floor to come flying back in through another.

Olfactory phenomena, also known as mediumistic odours that are rather similar to those reported by hagiography, have also been produced by simple mediums, like Home, and then Moses, Piper and others. The latter two diffused a scent extracted from flowers that were there in the room and were then left without scent, and also in the case of Moses, quickly withered.   

Phenomena of luminosity were had with Eusapia Palladino, studied by Morselli, and with Daniel Home, directed by Crookes, and the two experimenters ascertained that such luminosity was inimitable with chemical means and irreducible to phenomena of phosphorescence. Sparks flew out from the head to toes of Palladino, or other people present; just like another medium, Stanislawa Tomczyk, who used to produce flashes of light that were imprinted on photographic plates drawing the outline of objects that had been placed on top of them. In his experiments of Genoa, Bozzano noticed beautiful lights that flashed out from the table and body of almost all those present arranged in a chain. These lights often took on human forms and may be materialised in hands, so much so that they induced Schrenck-Notzing to consider them as the first phase of materialisation. 

A body, which in principle appears to be so easily mouldable by the spirit that animates it, so “spiritualised”, proves itself to be, in certain experiences, capable of increasing its own temperature at will (like in the phenomenon described by Alexandra David-Neel) whereas in the other direction, in other experiences it can prove to be incombustible.

This incombustibility, which we mentioned in relation to the religious phenomenology, is a phenomenon that could also stand on its own in a purely profane context. This was scientifically examined for the first time by Crookes who experimented it with Home. The Scottish psychic subject held a piece of burning coal taken from a stove in his clasped hands. He blew on it to make it incandescent, without burning himself at all. He carried out other tests like this one, proving himself able of transmitting his own incombustibility to a handkerchief that he held in his hand, just in the same way as to another person, on whose head he placed burning coals without even burning a hair. 

Another classic experiment is the one described by Harry Price (famous unmasker of mediumistic tricks): the Indian man Kuda Bux walked bare foot slowly back and forth a number of times along an eight foot long ditch full of burning wood without showing even the minimum burn marks; on the contrary, two other experimenters, who - probably under the presumption that there had to be some sort of trick - tried to do the same, but seriously burned themselves. 

An in-depth investigation carried out on the much discussed phenomena of fakirism, could, I believe, make it clear that there is at least a certain number of cases in which the human body - in given conditions, in determined hypnotic states, trance or such like - proves itself to be not only incombustible, but capable of enduring wounds without feeling pain or, or also, without showing the signs or scars for very long. I think that this kind of phenomena could be compared, among other things, in some way to the amazing degree of insensitivity to pain that martyrs sometimes show when their bodies are subjected to the most atrocious torture. 

At this point, it becomes much more understandable how a subject, whose mind controls and moulds his/her body in this way, at least in principle, can exercise, by using his/her will, an analogous control over the extension of his/her own body which is the external environment, with the various beings that populate it, animals, forces of nature, including the bodies of other persons.  

In the same way of hagiography and more generally the religious phenomenology, parapsychology also shows us various and numerous healing phenomena: and not only healing of nervous disorders, but also of real and proper organic diseases.  

However, the fact is that the number of healing that is deemed to have happened in a paranormal manner, proves to be much greater from testimonies than from scientific examinations in the strict sense of the word. Let us make an example. In Lourdes, where - there is every indication - every now and then remarkable healing, at least from the paranormal point of view, takes place, there is a Bureau des constatations. This grants that one can speak of miraculous healing, but only by strictly selecting it on the basis of the four following criteria: 1) verification of the patient’s condition before and after the visit; 2) the presence of organic or incurable diseases; 3) immediate healing or disappearance of the existing pathological process; 4) permanence of healthy condition after the visit. Well, D. G. West, having dedicated an extremely accurate examination on the reports of healing of Lourdes, only noticed eleven cases that sufficiently satisfied the afore-mentioned criteria.9
On the other hand, if one wants to state the question in these terms, it is clear that a scientific acknowledgement of the healing’s miraculous, or at least paranormal nature, can be demanded even less so when it concerns results of this kind attributed to wizards, sorcerers, to so-called healers. We mentioned that there is a scientific control office in Lourdes, which makes use of the international co-operation of believing and non believing doctors, but there was no such authority in operation when the prodigious facts happened that are reported by the Gospels or hagiography throughout the centuries. There is no such authority present when - however according to much more liberal and flexible criteria - it concerns ascertaining the paranormal nature or not of healing that has occurred in popular or tribal circles. 

Here faith really does move mountains: the willingness and trust and maybe even the credulousness itself of the people decisively encourages this type of phenomena. It concerns phenomena that find there the most fertile ground exactly where there is the greatest abandon and where there is a greater tendency to suspend the practice of critical powers. 

If there is a fault in scientific confirmation of paranormal healing in general, one can nevertheless declare that they are largely attested as healing of not only psychic diseases, but organic in the strict sense of the word. There are reports made by explorers and ethnologists which refer to prodigious healing obtained by wizards, sorcerers, medicine-men in primitive populations. These and others are once again episodes of which such scholars were witnesses. 

There are the phenomena of psychic surgery in the Philippians and Brazil, which, although insufficiently documented, have nevertheless withstood numerous investigations and criticism from sceptics. Furthermore, there is the healing of Christian Science; then, in America, those of Edgar Cayce, Ambrose and Olga Worall, Laurence LeShan; in Great Britain there is Harry Edwards, studied by the psychiatrist Louis Rose; in Germany Kurt Trampler, studied by the psychologist Inge Strauch; in Italy Emilio Servadio’s studies on healings in the Basilicata region are also important, and so on. There are testimonies of spectators and scholars on every level. However, first and foremost, there is the evidence, declaration of those directly concerned. 

Faith saves also in the sense that it heals, as is repeated on various occasions by Jesus himself in the Gospels (Mt 9, 22; Mk 5, 34; Lk 7, 50; 8, 48; 17, 19; 18, 42), who asks the two blind men if they believe he can give them back their eyesight, and in reply to their positive answer says: “According to your faith be it done to you!” (Mt 9, 29).

Faith moves mountains (Mk 11, 22-23). When praying, one must believe he will be answered and that he will obtain anything (ibidem, v. 24). Peter walks on the water of the lake towards his Lord, but at a certain point grows afraid and begins to sink; but Jesus holds out his hand and grasps hold of him saying: “Oh man of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Mt 14, 31). In Nazareth, in the midst of his fellow villagers, Jesus does not perform many miracles due to their incredulity, narrates Matthew (13, 58). And Mark (6, 5) specifies that the Master “could do no mighty work there” and he restricted himself to performing some healing - which one presumes to be of a less important nature - by placing his hands on the sick people. 

If faith increases the willingness and therefore improves the receptivity, it on the other hand tends to compromise the objectivity. However, in the opposite where the objectivating spirit prevails, one leaves the trustful abandon that nevertheless, as far as the miracle is concerned, is the best ground. And not only for the miracle, but, more generally speaking, for the paranormal phenomenon. Therefore, one chooses the patented method of preventing certain phenomena, or at least to seriously obstruct it. Regarding these phenomena, one can conclude that, if their scientific confirmation fails, they nevertheless have strong existential confirmation: they not only have it in the eyes of the many persons directly and personally involved, but also of the many witnesses, which include many qualified scholars.

Such is, on the other hand, the convergence of testimonies in favour of the reality of paranormal healing: even when scientific proof in the strictest sense is missing, in practice it cannot be seen how on the whole one can deny that phenomena of this kind happen, or how one can even doubt it, unless on purpose.10
One can never always have the scientific certainty of the paranormal character of these single determined phenomena; but, more generally speaking, one can say that we have an existential certainty that there are phenomena of that type. The certainties that guide our action and give our attitudes a meaning, are experienced certainties: and in practical terms, in terms of actions and experienced existence, they appear more than sufficient to us not only for grounding a religion on them, but a philosophy of life that nevertheless wants to be sufficiently critical. More than an abstract rationality, what we have here is a reasonableness in concrete terms, which is more than sufficient to guide our life, its fundamental options and daily decisions. And, for the time being, it is what we need to guide our research too, and to ground it on a some experimental basis, within the limits of that which is reasonable to admit as real and therefore possible in terms of common sense. 

Although it may be right and advisable to formulate all possible doubts regarding the single case, one cannot see how one can go so far as doubting, or even denying the various categories of phenomena, considered in what they have of most recurring and typical.

That phenomena of a certain type happen is a recurrent fact that is testified by far too many witnesses and in a far too independent manner all over the world: well, all this excludes that one may hypothesise a universal conspiracy, or put it all down to pure chance, or explain such convergence in purely psychological, anthropological, cultural terms of subjective nature. 

That, for example, such individuals levitate themselves, is a fact that has been verified on many occasions and by more witnesses at the same time. The same may be said, to make another example, of the phenomenon of incombustibility. 

As a matter of fact, the latter is repeated by certain groups or on fixed dates, or rather every time they agree to arrange certain conditions. Thus we arrive, in some way, at the well-known principle that the phenomena have to prove themselves repeatable in order to be made object of rigorous scientific consideration in the most classic sense of the word.  

Supposing that both levitation and incombustibility are to be considered by now well ascertained phenomena, there is still the big problem of distinguishing when it concerns paramystical phenomena and when, on the contrary, it concerns pure and simple parapsychic phenomena. 

Let us consider a famous psychic man, who lived in the nineteenth century with every indication that he was gifted with outstanding psychic powers: Daniel Dunglas Home. I have already mentioned him earlier on, when I related how he produced remarkable phenomena of both levitation as well as incombustibility. Apart from the parapsychic phenomena that emerge from a more modest and common religious atmosphere, in order to restrict myself to considering figures of real and proper saints, I could compare Home on one side, for incombustibility, to the Blessed Giovanni Buono (XIII century) and, on the other side, with he who appears the saint of levitation par excellence, St. Joseph of Copertino. I may well ask myself now: what really distinguishes the incombustibility of someone like John the Good and the levitation of someone like Joseph from Copertino from the same phenomena produced by someone like Home, undoubtedly a good, honest man, but anything but a candidate for canonisation? In other words, what really distinguishes the paramystic phenomena from the purely parapsychic phenomena that correspond to them? The relation between parapsychology and religion appears to be a rather tangled up hank of wool. To try and disentangle it I will state some preliminary criteria, which could be rather like the ends of the different threads of wool to be unwound. They are criteria that I have drawn from my own personal interpretation of the religious phenomenon, that feeds on all traditions with ecumenical spirit, but which particularly adhere to the Jewish-Christian tradition. 

The first of the criteria that I would like to propose is this: a religious life can also express itself through a paranormal phenomenology, but not necessarily. Let us consider the processes of beatification and canonisation of the Catholic Church, where life and any miracles performed during life by certain people who then died in the odour of sanctity are meticulously and thoroughly examined in great detail on the basis of the testimonies and documents that prove to be the most reliable: we will notice that here the sanctity as such is not made to consist already in miracles, but essentially in the heroic virtue, in the full oblation of oneself to God, in the perfect obedience to that which the subject perceives to be divine will, in the love of God which is expressed in total willingness.

A religious existence that is lived to its maximum intensity could activate psychic energies in such a way that these do not limit themselves to passing through the physical body (through its brain, nerves, muscles and sense organs) but they set themselves free and act on it in a paranormal manner: directly moulding the physical body, transforming it, organising it in a different way, if only for a short time, or also, in other cases, with long lasting and definite effects. The emergence of these psychic forces and their direct action on the physical body could, in turn, be provoked by even more (let us say) inner forces that we will call spiritual forces. 

The result will be a triple distinction that corresponds to that which the apostle Paul mentions to do, although only hastily, at the end of the first letter to the Thessalonians, where he refers to the “whole being” of every Christian as man and thus specifies him: “spirit (pneuma), soul (psiché) and body (soma)” (1 Thess 5, 23).

We can conceive these three elements, each one as interior compared to another: and we will be aided by the image of three concentric circles, of which the most inner one means the spirit, the intermediate one is the soul and the most external one is the physical body. 

We will then be able to say that the paranormal phenomena take place insofar as a certain prevalence of the psychic elements takes place over the somatic one. However, if, in the individual that presents this phenomenon, there is no corresponding prevalence of the spiritual element (pneuma) on the psyche, we will find ourselves faced with a non pneumatic but simply psychic subject (a distinction, which in a certain way can also be found in the apostle Paul, 1 Cor 2, 14): we will not find ourselves faced with a saint who performs miracles, but rather a simple medium, an individual gifted with pure and simple psychic powers, but not exactly charisms. 

We will therefore distinguish a mass of subjects that are neither psychic nor pneumatic, or rather, of common mortals who do not present any particular phenomena, either religious or psychic, from a certain number of psychic but not pneumatic subjects (mediums, not saints); and furthermore, from a certain number of pneumatic but not psychic subjects (saints and not mediums, who practice the virtue of the love of God and his/her neighbour to a heroic degree but do not perform miracles); and finally from a certain number of subjects that can be defined as pneumatic and at the same time psychic (the saints who perform miracles). A precise distinction of these four categories of individuals could also be useful to us as a fundamental criterion (the second one) in order to weigh up the single cases. 

Let us now move on to what could be the third criterion. I would like to be brief in saying here - although in an extremely schematic form - what makes an individual a pneumatic subject, a spiritual man, a saint. I will draw the idea from the religious tradition I adhere to, not without noticing that the most varied traditions converge - each one in its own way - on this point in a very significant manner.

One becomes a saint through his own ascesis, without a doubt, but above all through grace. The spirit, the pneuma, is man’s most inner part that remains in contact with the Holy Spirit, which lives within it. The Holy Spirit, is, therefore, even more intimate to man than man  is to himself, in his deepest subjectivity. From the point of view of a certain interpretation, the religious phenomenology offers us the picture of a complex and mysterious action that starts precisely from the divine Spirit itself. Starting from that which is the most intimate in man, this action renews, transforms, regenerates and “deifies” man’s soul making it “holy”. The divine Spirit tends to conquer the soul first of all, so that at last, through this, it can dominate the man’s whole being and, as a consequence, the entire cosmos, universe at all levels.  

The individual normally places the centre of its own life here, in the psyche, so that everything is directed at itself; with its individual will the psyche yields to the overwhelming of the spirit in the saint only: so the centre of his own life is no longer placed by the saint in himself, but in God, and his own personal will becomes totally subjected to the divine will. The saint places the true centre of himself in Another, who is, paradoxically, his truest and deepest self. This Other is certainly intimate to him, but so intimate to him of himself, but so profoundly intimate that it ends up transcending him, so he perceives it as “totally Other” (to use Rudolf Otto’s suggestive expression).11
When the ego yields itself to this Other (to his grace, to his self-manifestation) and makes Him his true centre, and no longer lives but for Him, and is totally pervaded by Him, then he is transformed into a spiritual man, into a pneumatic man; but this does not necessarily mean to say into a psychic man. 

Fourth criterion: the divine Spirit that has conquered man’s psychic nature by sanctifying it, transforming that man into a saint, into a spiritual, pneumatic man, tends to, at the most, also conquer his physical nature. Therefore, understood in the biblical-Christian sense, the history of salvation aims at the final goal of resurrection: it aims at the placing into action of a situation in which the fullness of a perfect spiritual life as a vessel can have a corporeal dimension freed from its limits and totally transfigured, spiritualised, made “glorious”.

Unlike other more disembodied expressions of spirituality that yearn to free the spirit from the matter, the Jewish-Christian tradition which is more original and faithful to itself does not shun the world but conceives creation - in itself - as good, as a process to be brought to its completion. Creation is not an accident, but it is the work of God, and we men are called to co-operate in its final completion. The corporeal dimension is essential and the disembodied spirits aim to reintegrate it. 

It would be wise not to go into excessive detail on how, and to leave a margin of mystery on everything: here too, the sublime could fall under suspicious, even comical, fantasies when one does not know how to maintain a wise equilibrium in speaking of these things.  

In this kind of prospect, in an eschatological horizon, one can understand how so many physical phenomena connected to sanctity and mysticism can be considered as prefigurations of the final human condition: when the grace that transforms man from inside and pervades his psychic life passes onto pervading and transforming his physical life as well, this fact could be considered as the partial anticipation of that which one day might happen in the cosmic dimension on a full and total scale. 

Fifth criterion. How can we distinguish the three domains of normal, paranormal and supernatural? The normal is that which we are most used to. The normal is what strikes less he who marvels more at a wobbling table than at a germinating plant. This does not however mean that normal is less mysterious. There is no claim here to understand its mystery. We will limit ourselves to noticing - rather like Benedetto Croce used to say of art to give it a first definition - that normal is... that which everybody knows. 12
In other words, we could say: the normal psychic phenomena are those which happen when the psyche - that with the psychologists’ permission we will pass as existing, at least as an hypothesis - limits itself to covering the physical body without going off the rails, without derailing from the afferent and efferent nerves that connect the termini made up of sense organs, the brain, the muscles (not forgetting the bone marrow, the autonomic nervous system etc.).

All of this happens in that which appears to be the current situation of the so-called civilised man. 

“Along with” these phenomena, we have the paranormal ones, where the psyche acts on its own, it frees itself from the body, it knows other people’s things and psychisms through direct contact from the inside identifying itself, it acts on the things themselves and on its own body and others also from the inside moulding and transforming. In paranormal phenomena, I would say that the subject is the psyche, conscious, or rather, or also, unconscious: the subject is man. 

On the contrary, I would define supernatural phenomena as those facts which are not released from the psyche, but precisely from the pneuma, from the spirit: which is the presence, in the heart of man’s hearts, of God Himself. Here man would no longer be anything else but the vessel - aware, co-operative - of an action that starts from God (from God as He shows Himself in man’s inwardness, which is the domain of the pneuma).

I would therefore distinguish the supernatural fact from the pure and simple paranormal fact13 not because the former has to necessarily be more astonishing than the latter, but only because, in the former, the subject is God (although operating through man and with his eventual conscious, intelligent, active co-operation), whereas the latter’s subject is man.

Since as far back as anyone can remember men have mostly associated the idea of God - and the Divine, the Sacred more generally speaking - with the idea of something wonderful, something extraordinary, of power; however, one must not forget that Christianity also tells us of the kénosis of God, it tells us of a God crucified by His creation. As far as the mystic experience is concerned, it is extremely familiar with the idea of a God who works with extreme discretion from the heart of man’s hearts. In this sense, it is definable as supernatural: in other words, as authentically divine, even the most discrete manifestation. 

It is necessary here what St. Paul calls the “the ability to distinguish between spirits” (1 Cor 12, 10): when faced with any manifestation of dubious origin, it involves seeing if and on what scale it can be traced back to - according to a traditional, triple allocation - the “divine spirit”, to the “human spirit” (as it has a purely human, psychological origin) or maybe to the “diabolic spirit” (as it is placed into action by negative forces).

I believe that whenever one can speak of the divine spirit, although expressed in the most discrete, subdued and most subtly imperceptible forms, one can always and in any case speak of a supernatural agent.

The sixth and final criterion that I would like to propose regards the distinction between the supernatural and the miracle. Even he who wishes to restrict the term miracle to designate the supernatural as far as it also reveals, or shows itself in externally powerful forms, is called to define the supernatural as the first fundamental substance of the miracle itself.  If one wishes to maintain this distinction between the supernatural and the miracle, then one would say that every utmost direct manifestation of God, in other words, every supernatural fact, is in itself aimed at the miracle: in other words, is inclined to accomplishing itself in the most powerful form that pervades, controls and deifies all at every level. 

In this light, the many miracles that God seems to perform through his saints (Christians and non) can also be seen as many prefigurations, as many small anticipations of that great supreme absolute miracle that could be the eschatological event, when the kingdom of God will manifest itself with such might that it converts all realities of this world to itself, when everything is purified, renewed, transformed and assumed in God, until God Himself is “all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28). 

Perhaps this is the most substantial reason, the most serious of the fact that the most simple intuition of the people themselves attributes so much importance to the miracle compared to saintliness. I believe that here there is a much less vulgar and more profound motivation than the pure desire to obtain grace at the material level by means of sensational interventions from Heaven that besides anything else satisfy that which in us is a taste for the marvellous and sensational. The idea that the miracle itself belongs to the signs of sanctity is also expressed here. It is the idea that the perfect sanctity is also a powerful sanctity, totally capable of transforming man and every reality to all levels, just like what will happen when, according to the eschatological prophets, the day of the Lord comes. 

In my opinion, the religious heart of what I have tried to enucleate with these concepts is expressed in a particularly strong and significant manner in two episodes of the Gospel. 

“Take heart, my son! Your sins are forgiven”, said Jesus to the paralytic who various people had brought him to lying on a bed in Capernaum. He said this “seeing their faith”, an element that was of such great importance in this ambit. And some of the scribes said to themselves: “This man is blaspheming!” But Jesus, who could read their thoughts, reprimanded them: “Why do you think evil in your hearts? For which is easier to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven', or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins... - he then said to the paralytic - Rise, take up your bed and go home”. On seeing the sick man get up and leave, “the crowds were afraid and they glorified God, who had given such authority to men” (Mt 9,1-8).

The efficacy of such power is clear on all levels, just like, from another episode which I draw from the same Gospel of Matthew, it appears extremely evident that the renewal that the divine Spirit works on higher levels does not want to be a pure interior transmutation confined to those levels, but wants to work on the being of man and on the condition of the total man on all levels without exclusion. 

When John the Baptist heard in prison of the deeds of Jesus, he sent two disciples to ask him: “Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for another?” and Jesus answered neither yes nor no, nor did he propose a theological disquisition of any kind. He simply pointed to the pure and simple facts as proof that a new, renewing and transforming life has been placed into the world on all levels, which works in the most concrete and effective manner: “Go”, he tells them, “and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up and the poor have good news preached to them...” (Mt 11, 2-6).

The total transformation of men and the creation is the eschatological event promised by God for when the total triumph of His kingdom happens “in Heaven as it is on earth”. Because they show the possibilities of this total transmutation of the work of the Spirit, the paramystic phenomena themselves represent, of this final resolutive event, the “earnest” or “first fruits”, if we want to define them thus using Paul’s expressions (1 Cor 15, 20.23; 2 Cor 1, 22): in other words, they are the anticipation, the living prefiguration of that final event.

In this prospect, as far as the single groups of paramystic phenomena are now concerned - which more or less present a correspondence with analogous groups of parapsychological phenomena - it is sufficiently clear how each phenomenon symbolises, prefigures, and to some extent already places into action, something belonging to the state of perfection where in some way that which could be the eschatological condition is anticipated. 

In this sense, hierognosis with the penetration of hearts and the various forms of telepathy and clairvoyance prefigure that which could be in the eschatological man a full, direct, adequate knowledge, that is no longer mediated by the imperfection of the corporeal senses. This kind of knowledge could have the Divinity in itself for its object, and also the presence of God in men and things and finally the men and all beings of the world in their own autonomous subsistence. 

As far as it is concerned, bilocation means independence from the body and from its limits, whereas the complex of the other previously mentioned phenomena concurs to declare the principle that mens agitat molem: that, in other words, the spirit controls and moulds matter of both one’s own body as well as that of external bodies, from the heart of hearts. In other words, the spirit controls and moulds also that environment in which the person with his/her body is situated and is extended without any real solution of continuity. 

Inwardly moulded by the spirit, the body is cloaked in light (luminosity): the body, in other words, is transfigured not only symbolically, but really; and is therefore made a vessel of that spirit which is the principle of light. It loses, not only symbolically, but also in a concrete and factual sense, its weight of matter: this latter fact expresses itself particularly in levitation. 
A body that has been totally transformed by the spirit no longer needs anything else: it no longer needs to eat (inanition) or to sleep (prolonged wakefulness) because it nourishes and regenerates itself by drawing invisible spiritual energies.  

A body that has been totally transformed by the spirit does not fear fire, which can bring it no sufferance or burn it (incombustibility). Neither does it fear injury (invulnerability): the wounds themselves could be instantly cancelled by the wonderful plasticity that the surface of the corporeal organism of a saint could assume, where the signs of the Passion appear without any physical cause and which disappear without any kind of medication or cure and without leaving even the slightest mark. 

The phenomenon of the odour of sanctity reminds one of Paul’s words, when he writes the second letter to the Corinthians that real Christians are “the perfume of Christ” (2 Cor 2, 15): it seems to me that this phenomenon, in one with luminosity, expresses the idea, in the most perceptible and vivid manner, that an authentic spiritual life really radiates something around itself, something that is not only figurative but real, also when one reduces oneself to being a life of pure silent testimony, totally deprived of external initiatives .

The phenomenon of inanition also seems to offer real, material confirmation in Jesus’ reply to Satan: “It is written: Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Mt 4, 4; cp. Lk 4, 4; Deut 8, 3).
The phenomenon of incombustibility, in the life of the Blessed Giovanni Buono,  reveals a particular meaning, that really could be shared with the complex of many other paramystic phenomena. 

The holy man, who lived (as previously mentioned) in the XIII century, was an Augustinian religious man. One of his brethren was strongly tempted to leave the order. One winter day, while a group of friars were gathered round a roaring fire, Giovanni Buono spoke of the supreme importance of remaining faithful to one’s own vocation. He said that men of religion must not fear anything, they must not fear the cold, heat, trials and tribulations: God will always come to their aid, when they really need it. As he was saying this, Giovanni suddenly began to walk in the fire shaking off the embers with his feet as if they were water; and, according to precise testimony, remained there for the necessary time it took to say half of the Miserere, without showing even the slightest signs of burns.14
In all these cases and groups of paramystic phenomena, what always comes back to expressing itself is the idea that the inner force that in this way regenerates man in his own physical dimension is a force that does not primarily come from the man himself and his psyche, but from an ambit that from the heart of man’s hearts transcends man himself and reveals itself as no longer human but divine. In other words, this kind of force comes from the pneuma. It is primarily the Spirit of God that works all of this. It is the Spirit of God that regenerates everything that is spiritual (broadly speaking) in man, and also his corporeal dimension.  

The parapsychic phenomena themselves - definable as purely paranormal, not supernatural - demonstrate the independence of the psyche from the soma and its capacity of acting on the body, as well as on the external environment (in which the personality extends itself). These same phenomena which the parapsychologist deals with in a completely “laic” context (so to speak), confirm the psyche’s independence and its capacity to control the body and the environment: not only, but, in a more indirect and implicit manner, it could confirm that the psyche has the capacity to mediate an action on the soma (and on the external environment) which is originally released from the pneuma.

Therefore, in order to conclude the whole discussion in the same view of how it has been carried out, I think that each paramystic phenomenon can reveal a spiritual, religious eschatological meaning. What is more, I believe, more broadly speaking, that every paranormal phenomenon that corresponds to it can participate as a consequence in this higher meaning.

8.   Also humanism “prepares the way of the Lord” 

      until the “manifestation of the sons of God”

Having established that paranormal phenomena and powers really exist and happen, what arises now is the problem of defining their relation not only with religion, but also with humanism. 

Religious ascesis, practised in a particularly intense manner, often leads the person to acquiring remarkable paranormal powers. These acquisitions seem to happen above all by grace, although it is precisely the ascesis which moulds the subject with the purpose of making it receptive.  

Owing to this, and insofar as it becomes to be defined in its pureness, the person aims at the religious achievement. He/she aims at it with all his/her ascetic efforts, so that the irruption of the Sacred can find its way more easily. The descent of the Divine appears gratuitous in itself, with the transformations that it works, including the gift, concomitant, of those paranormal powers. The religious man, as such, does not pursue the powers in themselves: he receives them as a charisma, as a supernatural gift; they come to him gratuitously, unexpectedly.  

However, the problem which arises at this point is to specify if man’s real vocation is to pursue a religious perfection to be conceived in the strictest speaking sense, or whether, on the contrary, he should not aim at a human perfection to be conceived in a more global, integrated sense of which the religious request could perhaps be the centre and the soul. 

If man’s final goal is the achievement of a religious, humanistic integral perfection together, then it appears rather reasonable that such a globally conceived religious perfection should also include the full development of paranormal faculties. 

One might well wonder, now, if this development of paranormal faculties should be pursued or not in itself using autonomous psychic techniques, like for example those which refer back to the ancient yoga practises.  

One should also notice that he who solely pursues saintliness - or a form of superior spiritual achievement, no matter if understood in an Upanisadic or Vedantic or Yoga or Buddhist etc. sense - is solely intent on pursuing this objective. This means that any development of paranormal faculties will crop up in him totally by chance, without him wanting it to happen or without him ever having troubled himself with it.  

If the objective is defined or circumscribed in this kind of way, it is clear that the same fact of troubling oneself with developing one’s own paranormal faculties would distract the person from pursuing his goal. 

One should nevertheless notice that this type of attitude appears to be bound to a general vision in which man’s religious or sapiential fulfilment takes place more by means of shunning the world rather than by means of assertion in the world and on the world itself.

However, the terms of the problem could also be different. Man’s development could also be conceived in that most integral manner, which we have just mentioned. Man’s development could also lead to the development of the world considered the extension of man. In this case, human development could not be conceived in any other way than through an integral development. A development conceived in these terms should clearly include the conscious, deliberate pursuit of the man’s paranormal faculties themselves. 

If the entire human development is aimed at God, if it pursues a religious objective in all its ways and all its levels, the result is a rather precise consequence: also the development of the paranormal psychic faculties, which in certain contexts one refused to pursue, precisely that type of autonomous, deliberate, conscious development of the psychic faculties and powers, will, on the contrary, be pursued here in itself. Furthermore, this commitment is precisely required with regard to religious objectives, with an authentically religious spirit. 

The pursuit of paranormal powers is part of, as we have already mentioned - that integral development of personality which is humanism. It concerns humanism that is conceivable in clear religious terms. It is humanism with which the subject, whilst carrying out its own creation, co-operates in the divine creation. 

In humanism we create ourselves, we actively create ourselves, but, above all, we help God create us: the first and supreme initiative of creation does in fact belong to God. From our heart of hearts in which He lives, He not only inspires our ideas, but also the forces to put then into effect. One can certainly say, from a certain point of view, that everything is a gift from God. However, they are talents that we have to know how to invest well and suitably with our personal initiative.  

If all inspirations come to man from God, then it is clear that he is also inspired in his pursuit of humanism; man is also intimately called by God in his pursuit of humanism, so that He can guide him. It is God, who from his heart of hearts inspires man with all those ideas and forces that he needs to be able to fulfil himself at all levels. This means that, while he opens himself to his inner inspiration, man, in order to fulfil himself as such, has to actively collaborate with God. 

This moment of activity appears more marked from the point of view in which the human subject pursues humanism rather than from the point of view in which he pursues saintliness, the religious perfection. However, it does exist, and remarkably so, on both levels. Likewise, from both points of view, or on both levels, there is the moment of receptiveness, although in the opposite proportion compared to the one we have just mentioned concerning the active commitment. Nevertheless, one can say that, essentially speaking, the ascesis is put to work with the aim of making the subject more receptive in his pursuit of the religious perfection. 

On the contrary, as far as the humanistic point of view is concerned, making oneself available, organising one’s attitude of listening, trusting and abandon, is all directed to the aim of making the same subject more efficaciously active in the right direction, for a really inspired and valid action in every sense. 

Therefore, one can conclude that, as far as the religious level is concerned, the moment of receptiveness prevails, whereas it is the opposite moment of activity that prevails as far as the humanistic level is concerned. In both cases, while one of the two moments prevails, whichever it may be, the other one remains more in the shade even though it does not cease proving itself in some way to be essential, present and active.

And so here is another problem that arises: it concerns that of defining the characteristics of those men called to guide human development. It actually regards a global, humanistic development, and at the same time, a religious development as previously mentioned. The humanistic aspect of this comprehensive development of man is complementary to the other, but it should be pursued on the level which belongs to man through a whole complex variety of autonomous forms.

It seems easier to define that which could be the role of those men destined to guide humanistic development compared to that of the religious guides. In the various activities, in the various sectors of man’s commitment in the world, politicians, trade unionists, officials, technicians, scientists, artists, poets, literary men, scholars etc., have gradually taken on a precise role; and on the whole, the role of each one appears to be sufficiently well-determined in that which is its own respective and due manner of external action. 

On the other contrary, what remains to be defined is what should be, for everybody, the right intimate attitude. The fundamental attitude remains to be defined: in other words, the attitude that one should have before God. 

In our kind of civilisation and common mentality that characterises it, men act as if they were the only givers of every meaning that can be acquired by things: they act as if God does not exist, and as if men should have to draw every meaning and inspiration from themselves rather than from the divinity. This type of man places himself at the centre of every reality as if he were the only judging subject and the only agent subject. He places himself as if at the basis of his own judgement he takes no heed of any inspiration that comes to him from a God who is more intimate to him than he could ever be to himself. Furthermore, this type of man behaves as if his own action does not receive any continual inspiration, strength and support from this inner presence. 

 That at the true centre of man there is God is something that one understands in a particular inner experience. And it is only in the light of such a metaphysical-religious experience that man acknowledges: 

1) that it is not he himself who is at the centre of his own being, but that the true centre and foundation of the human being, of every man, is God; 

2) that he, man, is not the principle of himself, but he exists because he has been called by God to exist; 

3) that he, man, is not free to decide for himself as he wishes, but, just in the way that he has been called by God to exist, so too is he called by God to exist in that exact way, according to his own particular vocation; 

4) that, in correspondence to his own personal vocation that he receives from God, every man also receives his own particular charisma from God.

To the point in which all of this could in some way be defined, two references spontaneously arise. What comes to mind first of all, is the parable of the talents, according to which each man receives his own and is committed to investing them (cp. Mt 25, 14-30).

The similarity to another famous passage of the Apostle Paul also comes spontaneously. Let us re-read at least a part of this passage: “Now there are varieties of gifts,” writes Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians, “but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God that inspires them all in every one. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are inspired by the one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor 12, 1-11).

Paul continues explaining how all Christians are members of the body of Christ and how each one co-operates to the life and progress of this mystical body accomplishing a particular role, which is complementary to the other member’s role. Not all Christians can be apostles, doctors, healers, prophets and so on, for the same reason for which the members of the body are necessarily different: “If all were a single organ, where would the body be?” (ibidem, v. 19).

Therefore the body is made up of many different members, that are all equally necessary: “The eye cannot say to the hand ‘I have no need of you!’ nor again, the head to the feet, 'I have no need of you!' on the contrary, the parts of the body which seem to be the weaker are indispensable, and those parts of the body which we think less honourable we invest with the greater honour, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, which our more presentable parts do not require” (ibid., vv. 21-24).

Well, if we identify the invisible Church, the potential Church, the Church in the vastest acceptation, with entire humanity, if we also acknowledge in humanistic activities, a role of co-operation in the Kingdom of God and therefore an ecclesial role in the broadest sense, then we have to also accept a rather strict logical consequence: we are induced by necessity to include not only the gift of evangelising amongst the charismata, as well as the gift of prophecy, the gift of miracles, that of healing, of ruling, of promoting the works of assistance etc., which Paul’s same letter mentions (v. 28), but also the different gifts, talents and different vocations of the scientist, the artist, the poet, the scholar, the technician, the man of action, the politician and so on and so forth, as well as the man who co-operates to the life of society by carrying out the most humble of jobs: there is no humble work that is not necessary and honourable or that does not have its own vocation, its own charisma and sacred value. In a religious vision, a particular sacredness is acknowledged in every job, in every profession and class, like in every moment of human life. 

The great process of secularisation of the modern age has asserted the autonomy of every moment of human life, of every form of the spirit, freeing the secular in its specific far beyond the fetters of a purely instrumental or ancillary conception of its role. Today, the secular is acknowledged with its own autonomous dignity. 

In a profoundly renewed religious vision, acknowledging the autonomous dignity of each form of humanistic commitment on any level, could be the same as acknowledging in each human activity the role of co-operating to the Kingdom of God. Every form of humanism will be able to yield its own specific contribution by no longer working in a merely subordinate, servile condition, as a mere instrument to be used and disposed of when it is no longer needed, but from a completely autonomous condition of free creativity.  

In this kind of horizon, every form of spirit, every activity of man, can be directly, immediately experienced like the imitation of God, like the pursuit of a divine perfection. 

Each humanistic activity could therefore place itself, in a certain way, as an end to itself; not to oppose the other forms by excluding them, but to co-operate with them in the fulfilment of the kingdom of God. 

It concerns conceiving the kingdom of God in much vaster terms, that are richer in articulations. In a thus conceived kingdom of God, it concerns acknowledging in man’s initiative a much more autonomous and active role of collaboration in the divine work.  

This all means that not only the religious man in the strictest sense, not only the man that has a particular religious vocation, but also the man who is committed in the world in a humanistic activity, also the scientist, or the politician, or the technician, or the artist, or the poet, is called to acknowledge in God the Centre of one’s own personality, one’s own inner original Source of inspiration, the Giver of every meaning and every vital energy, the Protagonist of creation, evolution and history. 

 With regards to a Divinity conceived in such terms, any initiative cannot give anything else than collaboration to its first and supreme initiative. 

It is the religious man’s true coherent attitude, which wants to prove itself as such in everything that he does, in every moment of his own existence. Needless to say, the right and new legitimate claims should be admitted, but the classic religious attitude should be equally recovered, and, indeed, it should be experienced right to the end. 

And just as some men in humanism are leaders for others in the various sectors of activities and in the different forms of the spirit, humanity also needs leaders or guides in the difficult journey of its religious fulfilment. 

The first guide, the first master is God Himself. However, in the present condition, only few men actually achieve a full communion with God, and normally they are also initiated to it due to the mediation of other men of God. 

This mediation has been gradually conceived in different ways, but it has nevertheless and always been deemed necessary. Certain men have made use of direct illuminations of the Spirit, but they have then felt the need to support their content, to communicate it, to integrate it with other people’s experiences. 

By turning one’s attention to humanism, we can say that no man proceeds alone in any of its branches, in no humanistic activity, because the artist himself, the poet, who is the solitary creator by definition, needs other poets, other artists of his same branch; and there is no creative monologue that man does not obtain, in some form, from dialogue with his own fellows and that is not aimed, in the end, at dialogue. 

Therefore, we can say that neither religion is an exclusively personal and private fact: we can see that somebody has begun to express themselves in these terms precisely when the religious sense historically began to fail. However, since the religious phenomenology exists, one can without a doubt declare that there has always been a collaboration, if only in a limited ambit, but nevertheless it exists. 

The most solitary ascetics themselves obtain their training from a community, from which they continually refer to also when they detach themselves from it to retire to a hermitage in the desert or on the top of a mountain; and generally each one of them has been initiated to this life by another hermit. It is a phenomenon, which, although in different forms, can be found substantially identical in the Thebaid and in the Himalayas. It finds one of its most remarkable expressions in the long genealogical chains of the ascetics remembered in the Upanishads: each one of them appears to be a disciple of a determined master, whose nucleus of his own teaching, in turn, comes from a previous master, along the line of a long uninterrupted tradition.1 
The Jews are the first to detach themselves from the cyclic vision of becoming, familiar to all the other populations that preceded them. Therefore, the Bible inaugurates a historical vision in the strict sense of the word. And the perspective of a history as a process of development. Here the new event really appears as such, as it is irreducible to past events. Here the entire course of events aims at a final goal, from which it is foreseen there is no return back, as happens on the contrary in the cyclic vision. A final goal of history thus conceived represents a decisive and final acquisition.

The same difference, between the cyclic character of the pre-biblical vision of the time and the precisely historical character of the biblical vision is reflected in the same respective religious conceptions. 

Amongst the primitive and oriental populations, religious salvation has always been something that concerns an individual or a group. It could be a definitive salvation for the individual in Hinduism and Buddhism, as the individual is offered the possibility of escaping from the wheel of temporal events; and such escape could, in certain cases, be definitive. 

Things are different as far as the group is concerned, who always lives submerged in the historical situations: the salvation of the group cannot be anything else but historical, contingent, temporary. As far as the particularism of many archaic religious visions are concerned, the motive and request of a definite salvation of mankind as such is less felt: these religious visions, indeed, aim at making their own community, tribe or nation, and maybe their own supranational empire, sacred, at carrying it to extremes, but they never attain a really universalistic perspective, a universalistic sensitiveness.  

The request of a final salvation of entire mankind as such is, on the contrary, felt in an increasingly clear and pressing manner in the Jewish-Christian tradition. Here, what gradually takes shape is the precise idea that the definitive salvation of the Jewish people and of the whole of mankind will come from God, in that which the prophets call “the day of the Yahweh” (2),2 and that whose mediators and vessels of such salvation will be the men of God. 

It is true that the prophets speak of a Messiah, and that the apostles announce the return of Christ; however, the coming of this Only One, the coming of this Son of God and Man-God who is called the Only Son (Jn 3, 16), such an event has never been considered as an end in itself: Christ comes to redeem all men, so that they can all grow to reach his stature and be like him and do the things that he himself does. 

Christ is above all perceived as the Man-God with whom the real disciples can enter into a vital relationship, indeed, to be united with him like the vine-shoots to the vine: in order to build a one and only mystic body with their divine Master, the disciples will have to grow until they reach his stature “in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren” (Rom 8, 29).

Therefore, the return of Christ that is expected by the end of time, will, in substance, be that which Paul calls “the revealing of the sons of God” (ibid. 8, 19). It will be the mighty, striking revealing of an entire multitude of men of God who have grown in Christ and become suitable to co-operating with the utmost efficaciousness in his definitive redeeming advent. 

I do not in the slightest wish to underestimate that which has been and could be the personal, fundamental and unique contribution of Christ; here, I would only like to concentrate the attention, for the time being, on the role of the collective nature of the men of God, which seems to have been called to act as the collective mediator, at the end of time, of the decisive and definitive advent of the Divinity. According to the promise, this intervention should take place, not only on humanity as such, but on the entire creation. 

First of all, let us re-read Paul’s passage of the letter to the Romans, where this latter idea, which we have just mentioned, is so strongly expressed: “For the creation waits with eager longing, writes the Apostle of the Gentiles “for the revealing of the sons of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of him who subjected it in hope; because the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail together;” (Rom 8, 19-22).

Here, the “sons of God” are mentioned twice, almost as if to emphasise the collective nature of this glorious revealing. Jesus is the first-born, without a doubt, of this new spiritual family, whose members have been “predestined” and “called” by God “to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren” (as quoted above, ibidem 8, 29).

This is what the letter to the Romans says; whereas the letter to the Hebrews, referring to the “spirits of just men made perfect”, also says of these who make up the “assembly of the first-born” (12, 23), as if to say that by now they are all part of the primogeniture of Christ.  

In speaking to the Christians, Paul tells them that, just as in Christ “the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily”, they have also “come to fullness of life in him” (Col 2, 9). In Jesus Christ, the disciples are all one only being (Gal 3, 28). Made in Christ his fellow heirs (Rom 8, 17; Gal 4, 7; Eph 1, 11), rooted and grounded in him (Eph 2,17.20; Rom 6, 5), the Christians grow in him who is the “Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together through its joints and ligaments grows with a growth that is from God” (Col 2, 19). Therefore, Paul says again to the Christians, “we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ” (Eph 4, 15) and this “until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4, 13).

The letter to the Ephesians, from which these last two passages have been taken, if it calls Christ “head of the church”, it immediately adds that the church “is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all” (Eph 1, 22-23). It is a fullness that is fulfilled in a dynamic manner, in a progressive growth which aims at an optimal point, at a goal of totality where that God, who reveals Himself due to the mediation of His son and more in general of the multitude of His sons, is really “all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28).

We can find a synthesis of these concepts in another passage of the same letter to the Ephesians, where the apostle writes: “ ...I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and the length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph 3, 14-19).

From the entire context it is sufficiently clear that Christ is not at all envious of his disciples, he is not in the slightest afraid of the fact that they may grow to his stature; as matter of fact, on the contrary, he urges them to do so. Even the power he exercises over them is meant as total service and devotion until his death on the cross, precisely so that his disciples can grow; precisely so that, at the most, all men can become fully fulfilled and reach perfection.  

Let us remember the prayer that, in the Gospel according to John, Jesus says to his heavenly Father, especially when he says: “I do not pray for these only [in other words, only for the present disciples], but also for those who believe in me through their word, that they may all be one; even as you Father are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory which you have given me I have given to them, that they may be as one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one...” (Jn 17, 20-23).

The ultimate goal is that everyone becomes perfect and that creation itself attains its own perfection: God avails Himself, for all of this, not only of he who par excellence is called the Son, but also of those who, generated due to His Son’s mediation to a perfect life, have ascended in him to the position of adopted sons of God. 

It concerns here of the intervention of a real multitude of men of God, of “sons of God”, that is valid both quantitatively for its number as well as for the very high degree of the perfection of the individuals who have to form it all together. 

An intervention of this size and significance appears more than adequate, considering the decisive role that such a multitude must have: the definitive religious salvation of mankind is reached, by its means; the universal sanctification is reached, the deification of humanity and entire creation in an irreversible manner, forever. 

When we refer to the eschatological events, to “re-generation”, the Gospels themselves speak of a return of Christ, but together they associate it with an intervention of co-operators. According to the Gospel of Matthew, Peter, in the name of the other apostles and disciples, says to Jesus: “Lo, we have left everything and followed you. What then shall we have?” And Jesus replies: “Truly, I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of man shall sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Mt 19, 27-28).

A full participation in Christ’s inheritance, his glory, his kingdom, is also reserved for the apostles. The Gospel according to Luke reports that in the last supper Jesus says, among other things, to the Twelve Men: “You are those who have continued with me in my trials; and I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Lk 22, 28-29). 

In the book of the Revelation, Jesus sends the angel of the church of Laodicea to say, among other things, these words: “He who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne” (Rev 3, 21). In another passage of the same book, the throne of God is represented with twenty-four seats surrounding it on which twenty-four elders are seated, in other words, twelve patriarchs and twelve apostles, dressed in white garments and wearing golden crowns, which are evident symbols of participation in the Kingdom of God (cp. Rev 4, 2-4).

In another chapter of the Apocalypse, the author testifies: “Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom judgement was committed.  Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God, and who had not worshipped the beast or its image [symbol of the Roman Empire and more generally of the forces that opposed Christ] and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life, and reigned with Christ a thousand years” (Rev 20, 4. Cp. Rev, ch. 13, and Dan, ch. 7).

In the first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul speaks of the future “coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints” (3, 13). Furthermore, in his first letter to the Corinthians, in deploring that certain Christians turned to unbelieving judges in order to settle their disputes, said to them: “Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? Do you not know that we are to judge angels?” (6, 2-3).

The judgement, despite all that could be deemed terrible in it, is still an act of salvation, which is directed at purifying men of everything negative and limiting within them, so that they can incarnate the Divinity and become, at the most, Men-God. The judgement is the spiritual government of men with regard to their salvation. Here to reign is to serve. He who reigns guides the others by leading them, so that they will fulfil themselves in the same way as he himself was fulfilled before them. Nothing more alien than the classic images of power as pure control over others to one’s own advantage, which we are unfortunately so used to associating with the idea of the kingdom. Here power is role, it is a mission, it is help offered to others, paying in person: first of all one does that which the others are asked to do. One offers, in the transformation one accomplishes, the model of transformation which one proposes to others as their goal. This, in substance, seems the judgement to me; this is the Messianic kingdom, of which we will try to say more later on. 

 Those one can call Jesus’ “saints”, who at certain points in the Gospel are also called his “angels”, are called to participate in the judgement and Messianic kingdom, along with Jesus. 

Most probably, this latter expression is meant in a much broader speaking sense than that which presides over a stricter and more rigorous use of the word “angel”. The “angels”, who are eschatological co-operators of the Lord Jesus in his return on earth, are not at all to be confused with those purely spiritual beings that the most elaborate theology will increasingly come to distinguishing from men.  

Before dealing with this subject, I would also like to mention an important concept of the book of Daniel, which many subsequent eschatological prophecies refer to in a sufficiently evident manner. The book of Daniel speaks of an eternal kingdom, which God will entrust to the multitude of “saints of the Most High”. One notices here that the “saints of the Most High”, identified with the Jewish people, are also called “host of heaven”. They are, in some way, likened to the stars. It is the point in which here is mention of a king, clearly recognisable as the powerful enemy and persecutor of the Judaeans Antioch IV Epiphanes. It was said that he “grew great, even to the host of heaven [in other words, to the population of God, then identified with the population of Israel], and some of the host of the stars it cast down to the ground, and trampled upon them” (Dan 8, 10).

And here are the passages where the kingdom promised to the “saints” is mentioned. It is an eternal kingdom. At first, it is said that this kingdom will be granted from “the Ancient of Days”, in other words, from the eternal God, the Messiah. Such a character is  designated with the expression “Son of Man” which Jesus then changes to designate himself. His intention of identifying himself with this character of Daniel’s is clear: “I saw in the night vision”, writes Daniel, “and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed” (Dan 7, 13-14).

Let us now come to the collective participation of the “saints of the Most High” in this kingdom: “These four great beasts are four great kings who shall arise out of the earth. But the saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom, and possess the kingdom for ever, for ever and ever” (Dan 7, 17-18). For “kings” one means, more exactly, “kingdoms”. The fourth beast symbolises the kingdom of the Diadochoi (The Princes of Greece) and its eleventh horn “with eyes and a mouth that spoke great things” (ibid., v. 20) represents the already mentioned king Antioch IV. Well, “this horn made war with the saints, and prevailed over them, until the Ancient of Days came, and judgement was given for the saints of the Most High, and the time came when the saints received the kingdom” (vv. 21-22).

In a subsequent passage of the same chapter of Daniel, the prophecy is repeated and explained more at length: the “fourth beast” is “a fourth kingdom” that “shall devour the whole earth, and trample it down, and break it to pieces” (v. 23). The beast has ten horns and then another one, the eleventh horn will come up among them: and this means that “out of this kingdom ten kings shall arise, and another shall arise after them; he shall be different from the former ones, and shall put down three kings [symbolised by the three horns that fall]. He shall speak words against the Most High, and shall wear out the saints of the Most High, and shall think to change the times and the law; and they shall be given into his hand for a time, two times, and a half time”. It is a reference to the three and a half years’ persecution of Antioch. In the end, the judgement will take place: the power will be taken from this man and he will be destroyed forever. “And the kingdom and the dominion and the greatness of the kingdom under the whole heaven, shall be given to the people of the saints of the Most High; their kingdom shall be an everlasting kingdom, and all dominions shall serve and obey them” (vv. 24-29). 

This kingdom is still conceived in mundane and political terms. It is, nevertheless, an eternal kingdom granted by God to the population of His saints, His chosen people, who are destined to a high and universal religious mission. The Messianic kingdom is an idea that will gradually be refined to take on an increasingly spiritual connotation. It is a kingdom that will, at least as far as certain aspects are concerned, connote itself in a different manner to that which is suggested in the last quoted verse: it is no longer a kingdom that has to “be served”; on the contrary, it rather concerns, an exercise of power aimed at “serving” all men (cp. Mt 20, 25-28), aimed at providing them with a service for their good, for their true progress in God.  

The eschatological kingdom should be defined as a role of power entrusted to a multitude of men of God at the service of all men, for their true good, so that everyone can definitively save himself and reach perfection in God. 

At this point, it is opportune to say something of those, who, according to eschatological prophecies of Jesus himself, are to accompany Christ in the parousia (in his final “advent”) as his co-operators. They are the ones who are to efficaciously help him in his conclusive action of judging the world and definitively establish the divine kingdom in it. 

Christ calls these his “angels”. However, I do not feel that it is the case here to get mixed up in matters of angelology to univocally define exactly what distinguishes angels from men. It is true that also in the bosom of Judaism, a real and proper angelology of above all Zoroastrian inspiration, developed at a later epoch. Nevertheless, what most generally interests the compilers of the Bible is not so much the nature of the angels and in what distinguishes it from human nature in precise and suitable terms: what rather interests them is their role. It is the role of transmitting God, announcing Him, speaking in His name, guiding men and helping them, giving them strength, support and inspiration, strengthening the good they do. And everything that is good and valid done by man, co-operates in the advent of the kingdom of God on earth. 

The Jewish term malàk, expressed with the Greek word ánghelos and the Latin angelus, means “messenger”. In the Bible this word often indicates the human messenger that can be sent by man (cp. Gen 32, 3; Num 20, 14; 21, 21; Judg 9, 31). It more rarely indicates a human messenger sent by God: it could concern a prophet (Hag 1, 13; Isa 44, 26; 2 Chr 36, 15) or a priest (Mal 2, 7).

As Flick and Alszeghy point out, “the frequent use of this appellation [one could add: in a wide meaning, extended to humans] is explained because the Bible only tells us of these intermediary beings in relation to the office, or intercession they practise in the name of God towards men”.3
In remembering the phrase used by St. Augustine Angelus enim nomen officii est, non naturae (“Angel is not the name that designates the nature, but the office, the task, the role”),4 Johann Michl points out: “The word, that in the Bible designates angels not from the point of view of their nature but on the basis of their service that they offer to God or to the devil... now one refers it to angels as celestial spirits, connoting their nature; a linguistic change that came about during the Medieval times based on the data offered by the first times of Christianity”. 5
What generally interests the writers of the Bible to say, is that at a certain moment God spoke: He communicated His thought, His will, in certain terms. It does not matter whether by means of His most direct epiphany or whether by means of a pure spiritual being (an angel in the rigorous theological sense) or by means of a man.  

When he speaks in the name of God, a human prophet has the same role as an angel, because he refers the divine message just as he deems he has received it in his own heart of hearts. He transmits the divine message in the exact words in which it took shape in him. And he communicates these exact words that came to him in this way to other men. Therefore, he means to transmit the message exactly as it is to other men, without adding anything of his own. And this is why the following expressions are repeated in the writings of the prophets “oracle of Yahweh”, “word of Yahweh”, “this is the word of Yahweh” and such like, to indicate that what is said means to be a precise, direct communication to men, via the mediation of the prophet, from God Himself. 

It should also be pointed out that the angels are normally represented in a human form. They are sometimes called “men”, like the “three men” who appear to Abraham, near the oak tree of Mamre (Gen 18, 2.16) and like the two - called “angels” and then “men” - that go to Sodom and visit Lot (ibid. 19, 10-12).

The speculations on the nature of the angels intervened in subsequent epochs due to the influence (as previously mentioned) of cultures outside the Jewish one. Therefore, one can also presume that certain angels who appeared in human form could in reality be souls of those who have passed away: so to speak, saints of heaven. 

I do not think that this kind of interpretation, adopted for a certain number of cases, would have scandalised anybody. What we are interested in, is not which being acts as mediator, but what his role is: if he really manifests God, or rather Christ (as in the case of which we will now turn our attention to dealing with).

When Christ speaks of “angels” who will accompany him in his second coming on earth, there is nothing to prevent the consideration that, perhaps, next to a multitude of real and proper angelic entities, a multitude of saints intervenes, how it is affirmed in various passages that have been quoted up until now; there is nothing to prevent the consideration that the expression “angels” is used in the broadest sense of the word to mean “saints” or at least to include them.6
One has tried to see who these “angels” of Christ can be, who, according to his own prophecies, will accompany him in his second coming. We have seen how, on the whole, one can well refer to a multitude of men of God called to participate in the Messianic kingdom of Christ, called to co-operate with his judgement and his definitive redeeming intervention. Now, what will the eschatological mission of these men of God actually consist of? One could say that this mission identifies itself with that of Christ’s, it will be all one with it. Christ, and with him, his “angels”, will come to judge men and to purify them of all their waste of sin, so that they can receive the supreme effusion of the divine Spirit and so that, in this way, through them, creation can reach its perfective completion, until God is really all in all. 

Let us start by examining some evangelical passages where the co-operation of the “angels” - or “saints” whatever they are - is mentioned, who will accompany Christ in his second coming to judge the world and regenerate it. First of all, let us specify that “re-generation, or new world” is called the glorious transformation of humanity and the entire universe that is awaited on the “day of the Lord”. Jesus says to his disciples, in an already quoted passage of the Gospel according to Matthew, as we remember: “ ...Truly, I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of man shall sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (19, 28).

In other evangelical passages, this task of co-operating with the universal judgement appears to be entrusted to the “angels”. From the Gospel according to Mark: “And then they will see the Son of man coming in clouds with great power and glory. And then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heaven” (Mk 13, 26-27).

The destiny of the “causes of sin” and “all evildoers” is different: they will also be gathered together by the “angels” of the Son of man (Mt 13, 41), who will “separate the evil from the righteous” (v. 49) and “and throw them into the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth” (v. 50, identical to 51).

Here, as elsewhere in the Gospels and other books of the New Testament, there seems to be a dramatic contemplation of the possibility that there are men to be judged as lost forever, irrecoverable. Yet, nevertheless, one should remember that the typical prophecies of the Bible, when speaking of serious troubles such as the terrible consequences of man’s sins, are very far from practising a sort of divination: they always do it not already like a precognition that forebodes that which will inevitably happen, but always and only like an admonition. An admonition that hypothetically formulates the possible terrible consequences of sin, precisely so that men, in abstaining from sin and by converting themselves to God, will avoid such negative consequences.  

Another possibility counters the one that certain men (or many men) could be judged irrecoverable or lost and are therefore abandoned to a destiny of eternal despair: that everybody is saved. And there is no doubt that the infinite love of God cannot help carrying out infinite, inexhaustible attempts, so that all men right down to last can be saved and have eternal life. 

That this fully corresponds to the divine will is very clearly stated in a passage of Peter’s second letter, whose author, who is supposed to be the prince of the apostles (although this is not one hundred percent certain) writes: “The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count slowness, but is forbearing towards you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance” (2 Pet 3, 9).

This theme of the infinite divine love that wants universal salvation, is expressed in the same dramatic admonitions of the prophets. They are admonitions that in their extreme harshness aim at rousing men sinners and inducing them all to conversion. They are certainly not aimed at giving vent to an alleged taste, which would be rather sadistic, of delighting in catastrophic predictions. 

This subject should be dealt with separately at a much greater length, and I hope to do just this sooner or later. However, here I have to restrict myself to that, which, expressed in such a brief manner, can be nothing more than a testimony of my deep inner feelings: in spite of the harshness of certain expressions of the same Jesus of the Gospels, I have the extremely clear sensation that, by deeply studying the spirit of the biblical message beyond its reading, we can first of all and above all find the inexhaustible, infinite love of God. 

The Gospels, and the whole Bible in general, offer us the essential, fundamental vision of a God who makes all the attempts and places all the possible initiatives into action in order to save who he has at heart: to save His people, not only, but entire humanity, that becomes His people, and all the single individual humans. 

The Old Testament shows us everything that God does to save His people, to carry out the historical creation until its completion, until the definitive purification and a destiny of eternal prosperity in communion with the divinity that will never fail any more. 

What is above all of most interest to the Jewish population and their prophets, is the salvation of Israel as a community, as a whole. The individuals matter much less than the group: this idea continually repeats itself in the primitive-archaic mentality, where the sense of the individual, his dignity, his personal creativity and irreplaceable value, has not been deepened as of yet. In the more archaic phase of the same Jewish-Christian tradition, the salvage of Israel, of entire humanity as such, was felt as much more important than the salvage of the individual. However, the sense that the individual was also something sacred and - in a certain way - absolute, then began to make its way in the tradition of the Old Testament itself, in the prophetic books, the Psalms and so on, to fully emerge later on in the Gospels. 

The parables of the lost drachma, the lost sheep, the prodigal son, with Jesus’ reply to Peter who has to forgive seventy times seven times, would be enough to get an idea of the scale of attention that the New Testament focuses on the single man, to highlight the interest with how the problem of the rescue of the single individual, of all individual humans and of each one right down to the last man, is felt in the New Testament. 

As we have already seen, this need is also echoed in the letters of Peter, John and Paul: they are the three apostles who have given the Church and its doctrine the first layout that is the starting point for the subsequent re-interpretations, the following in-depth analysis. One can notice, besides anything else, how the expression “everyone”, referring to the totality of men to be saved according to the divine intention, in harmony with the logic of the infinite divine love, is repeated in the texts of all three apostles.

At this point of our discussion, even when the possibility of saving every single man from the first to the last has been affirmed, there nevertheless remains the problem, in all its importance, of the purification of men from sin: there would still be the necessity to cancel the sin in them and to extinguish in them the possibility itself of sinning, right down to its roots.

This subject has begun to unwind right from the beginning of this volume, from the first chapters. We have gradually noticed how purification is deemed essential in order to be able to accomplish a real, intimate, fundamental and definitive communion with the divinity: to place in act that which the mystics call the “spiritual marriage”. We have also seen how the Jewish-Christian tradition states the problem of the definitive religious salvation of entire mankind. We have been able to point out how this worry is absent in the precedent and different spiritual traditions (with the exclusive exception of Zoroastrianism). Finally, we have seen that, as far as the Jewish-Christian tradition is concerned, the definitive salvation is one with religious perfection, with full sanctification, with deification. 

This all means that in the decisive moment of such a process, in eschatological time, on the Day of the Lord, every man should prove to be purified. If this does not happen, then he should nevertheless be purified of all his inner waste that can in some way prevent him from attaining the supreme fulfilment. 

A passage of Paul’s, in his first letter to the Corinthians, is particularly enlightening as far as the above is concerned. Here, the apostle, with clear reference to the final purification that will take place on the Day of the Lord, gives an example of the case of a man, who, far from being abandoned to his own devices, “he himself will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 Cor. 3, 15).

It would be opportune here to re-read the whole passage: “According to the grace of God given to me”, writes Paul, “like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and another man is building upon it. Let each man take care how he builds upon it. For no other foundation can any one lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any one builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw - each man’s work will become manifest; for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each man has done. If the work which any man has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 Cor. 3, 10-15).

The Bible does not only speak of this inextinguishable fire of Gehenna that dramatically expresses the torments of the damned, of that damnation which one must at all costs avoid falling into; it above all speaks of a purifying fire. 

The presence itself of God as such is very often depicted as fire, and likewise so is the advent of God on the final day: on the “great and terrible day of Yahweh” (Mal 4, 5), on the day that “comes burning like an oven” (ibid., v. 19).

The same applies to the whole representation that Malachi makes of it, where it gives better emphasis to the positive purifying role of the divine fire: “Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says Yahweh of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like a fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, till they present right offerings to the Lord. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the Yahweh as in the days of old and as in former years” (Mal 3,1-4).

We can therefore declare, in premise, the need that whoever is destined to salvation and sanctification is to be purified by the divine “fire”. If the premise is valid, then it appears all too schematic for a pure and simple division of men in two groups to be taken literally: one of the groups consists of the probate to be welcomed in heaven (without specifying anything else), the other of the unrepentant reprobate and incurable to be thrown into the fire and sent to the devil in definitive perdition.  

In reality there are many and different destinies. Each one has his own. If we want to take the image of Paul, which is also traditional, everybody would have to pass through the fire of the divine justice, and each one to be at least thoroughly considered. And who knows whether each one, including the greatest saint, cannot have at least the smallest waste to be purified of: after all, there is always and nevertheless an enormous gulf between the most perfect of men and the supreme goal of divine perfection, which only the definitive and total devotion of God on the final day can fill. 

The fire is the presence itself of God who thoroughly considers and judges, purifies and pours forth to perfect men, to deify them bringing creation to its completion. The “angels”, the “saints” who accompany Christ in his second coming, are, with him, the bearers themselves of this fire. Together with him, they thoroughly consider and judge the spiritual condition of each one: they, so to speak, make a diagnosis, and prepare the suitable “therapy” for each one, which he needs: he arranges the guide for him, inspiration, charismata and strengths that he needs to accomplish his own sanctification. The mighty intervention of the “angels”, the “saints” of Christ, alongside him, in co-operation with him, on the day of his parousia, ensures that each one has what is necessary in order to be purified from his own sin, not only, but so that he can reach his own definitive fulfilment. 

It is in this sense that I would like to interpret the expression of the Gospel according to Matthew, which is as follows: “ ...For the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay every man for what he has done” (Mt 16, 27).

One presumes then that many will need a dose of really adequate purifying fire; and it will be distributed to them by the “angels”, the “saints” of Christ.

Here I would also like to pluck up a little more courage to propose, once again, to re-interpret, the allusion to angels who throw the wicked into the burning fire (Mt 13, 41-42, 49-50): it would concern a tremendous donation of plentiful purifying fire - exactly how much is needed in extreme cases - for the precise sake of purifying, of redemption. 

In this kind of perspective, the wicked would be submitted to a very harsh correction: in their frightfully deteriorated spiritual condition, they can only be shaken and induced to correct their faults in a traumatic manner. The more a soul has been rooted in a state of sin, the less it can delude itself to be able of redemption and free itself of all waste without having to suffer. 

Simple acts of expunction of the past are absolutely not predictable, in virtue of which everything has to end up as if everything had been a pure and simple game.

The evil committed has left deep marks in the souls of the guilty: the cancellation of these marks, the elimination of the waste, cannot help but demand the most severe ascesis.  

We can once again refer to the suggestive image of St. John of the Cross: the fire that burned in his fire-place burns the log, it is the same log that before being burnt expels all its moisture; therefore, in the final regeneration, the divine fire that will purify men of their waste of sin is all one with the fire that will give fullness of life to every man who places himself in the position of being able to receive such fullness in increasing measures. 

The divine flame would confer each man, in increasingly higher degrees, with the “glory” (kabod), the transfiguring and transforming splendour, which is precisely the divine life and gives fullness of life at all levels. One can therefore say that, having thrown the wicked “into the furnace of fire” where “they will weep and gnash their teeth” (Mt 13, 42) “then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (v. 43).

In the magnificent simplicity of the representation provided by the Gospels, the tasks assigned in the regeneration to the “angels” of Christ, to the “saints” or “apostles” or “sons of God” (however one wishes to call and define them) are expressed with an extreme frugality of words, which can, with great difficulty, give a concrete idea of them. They are depicted rather like associate judges, rather like a kind of perfectly organised police, invested with the (decidedly difficult) role of controlling the immense traffic of souls with brief, sure and decisive gestures. Needless to say, this a symbolic representation. The political-judicial-military images which are used in describing this imposing and terrible moment can contribute to instilling a sense of the sacred as power, as tremendous majesty, as relentless justice, into the minds of those who are listening or reading; and, nevertheless, perhaps they will prove to be insufficient in expressing the true characteristic sense of the saints’ eschatological mission. Theirs is indeed a kingdom, a justice, a power, but one has to see exactly in what sense, precisely not to confuse it with that which could be the role of a king, a magistrate, a judge of this world, with that which could be the role of a secular power.

Defining in what sense the saint is king, and in what sense the saint is judge is an extremely arduous matter. The pretension to treat this kind of subject fully in only a few words is meaningless: we have to restrict ourselves here to trying to give some idea, to trying to establish some kind of connection. 

The sacred is tremendous majesty. This tremendous majesty can be found in political-military-mundane symbols. In this sense, even though the figure of a king seated upon his throne, caught in the exercise of his power of judgement and command, even though it can help us a little, it nevertheless diverts us. We are now talking of the saint and of that which could be his/her role in the supreme eschatological moment in which his entire quality as a saint glows in all its fullness, in all its might. It is, therefore, opportune that we begin with an intrinsic discussion on saintliness itself, rather than an extrinsic reference to mundane authority.  

I think that the saint’s most outstanding characteristic could be expressed as follows: the saint is a man in which something more than human is revealed; he is a man in which one considerably understands, perceives the presence itself of God. The religious phenomenology can tell us quite a lot about that which must be the experience of meeting - at least once in one’s own lifetime - a saint. We can make some examples. 

A missionary bishop, Monsignor Angelo Poli, wrote of Father Pius from Pietrelcina on remembering his visit to the convent of San Giovanni Rotondo: “Veni, vidi et victus sum... Dìgitus Dei hic est (I came, I saw and was vanquished… Here there is the hand of God). One feels overcome by the presence of the supernatural when before Father Pius”.7 The Capuchin saint’s biography which relates this testimony, mentions the powerful feeling that Father Pius produced when he celebrated the sacrifice of the Eucharist, and noted that “many conversions, especially of foreign protestants, took place precisely during Mass, sometimes even before the Father could have had any direct contact with them...”. 8
A biography of the Curate of Ars gives an analogous account of how his way of celebrating Mass played a large role in the vast and profound influence that he had over people. His own absorption was incomparably communicative in itself: “In his features one could read an ecstasy that revealed the presence of God. The love which made him turn pale, which made him tremble, his infinite respect, captured the spirits and souls. He truly became, as the Christian expression says, the receptacle of the Holy Spirit”.9
This reminds one of the testimony of a lawyer from Lyons on his return after having visited the saint curate; this testimony was also mentioned by one of the speeches made by Pope John Paul I: “‘What did you see in Ars?’ he was asked. He replied: ‘I saw God in a man’”.10
St. Gemma Galgani’s confessor and biographer Father Germano, reported that, after having had a certain particularly important spiritual experience, from that day on she “no longer seemed a human creature. The magnificence of her face, the splendour of her eyes, that soft, gentle smile on her lips and everything else that was so exceptional in her seen up until now, had taken on something celestial, that inspired reverence and made her seem like an angel from Heaven”. 11
Although this discussion on the saint that reveals God with his sole presence may appear extremely incomplete here, as if it had just been roughly outlined, I would like to add another two examples. The first is taken from a biography of St. Joan of Arc and gives a idea of the impression that this young peasant woman, invested with a mysterious charisma, had over the soldiers, whose usual rough way of thinking and living can be easily imagined: “The priests walked at the head of the small army singing Veni Creator. Then came the Maid of Orléans, dressed in armour. The soldiers followed her respectfully. Her presence transformed them. She had forbidden them to swear and curse. She had sent away all the women who got in the army’s way. By following her example the soldiers had confessed”.12 It is well known that, by injunction of the “voices that guided her, Joan wore men’s clothes. She was far from being deprived of femininity; and yet nevertheless”, as Walter Nigg remarks, “before such indescribable magnificence of her numinous appearance, all sexual appetite was struck dumb”.13
Nigg’s book, Great Saints, from which I have taken this passage, also dedicates a chapter, besides Joan of Arc and others, to St. Nikolaus of Flüe. What is very interesting is that which the book tells us of the authentic numinous terror that the hermit caused to the soul of those who came to visit him: “Without doubt, at first they involuntarily took a step backwards when the hermit greeted them. Nevertheless, there are likewise reports which hint at his ‘decent and benevolent appearance’. However, the terribly serious face of Friar Klaus must have given most visitors a sinister impression. The young man from Burgdorf ‘was bewildered on seeing him’ and also Bonstetten observes that ‘we all thanked him feeling afraid and, to tell you the truth, he made my hair stand up on end and my voice got caught in my throat’. His height, his weather beaten face, his dishevelled hair must have given him a very gothic appearance… Extraordinary visions have moulded this man… The hermit was struck by the power and strength of God and this, in emanating from him, made people step back from him. Friar Klaus was close to his people, but at the same time he was also distant… The real unknown Friar Klaus who lived in the bottom of the ditch had a sinister appearance and it was necessary to endure the sight of his terrifying countenance, if one had the desire to perceive something of his beatifying divine reality. Through this numinous terror, the friend of God exerted a powerful form of attraction” .14
Nor is here the place to give full composition of the dreadfulness of the sacred as mysterium tremendum. What has been said could perhaps be of some help to understand better the point of the Gospel according to Mark, where it is said that Jesus walked ahead of his disciples and they “were amazed, and those who followed were afraid” (Mk 10, 32).

Rudolf Otto comments that “this passage expresses, with a simplicity equal to its strength, the numinous impression that immediately emanated from such a man”.15 Furthermore, he remarks that, just as they are caught up in the experience of the people who crowd around them, the saint and the prophet are “something more than ‘simple men’. They are wonderful and mysterious beings: in some way they belong to the superior world, and they side with the same numen. The ‘saint’ does not teach his own saintliness, he makes it felt”.16 Therefore, as far as it concerns Christ in particular, the enormous importance attributed to it by the Christian community is “that he himself is the ‘manifestation of the sacred’: in other words, the person who, in his own being, in his own life and in his own vocation, makes us spontaneously ‘see and feel’ the sovereign action of the divinity that is revealed in him”.17
The men who meet the saint and follow him see the man of God in him; in him they see a man invested with a charisma, a divine power; they see something in him that, in the vastest accepted meanings of the term, could be defined as a divine incarnation. 

Here is the origin, the sense, the specific way of authority that this man exerts over his fellows. We have already mentioned, earlier on, something about the powers that this effusion of the divine Spirit can confer to the saint. We have seen that there can also be paranormal powers, powers over the matter itself of one’s own body, the body of others and the external environment. However, we can say that the first and the most essential power is that which the man of God exerts over souls. 

The Christian hagiography offers us countless examples of this. However, I would now like to concentrate our attention on the great Hindu saint Ramakrishna and on the exquisitely spiritual power that he practised over many people, according to various testimonies collected by Romain Rolland. In my opinion, the point of the matter has already been expressed in a question which the biographer asks himself: “...Who will say”, Rolland asks himself, “the moral contagion of this being totally impregnated with God?”.18
We have now arrived at some testimony, which I will do my best to relate using the same words, if not of the witnesses themselves, at least of the biographer that reports them, in order to avoid excessive interposition. “It only took one of his looks to change an entire life”, are the words spoken by Vivekananda.19 Ramakrishna, observes Rolland, uses his yogic powers as little as possible, both because he detests occult means and miracles, and due to the fact that he has the freedom of the person before him at heart. “However”, the French writer asks himself again, “is he always the master of not practising these powers?”. 20
Rolland then remarks, that these “contacts”, which in other individuals provoke immediate changes of condition, do not at all come from the deliberate wilful action. On the contrary, they generally take place when Ramakrishna is in a condition of semi-consciousness or complete hypnosis: “One would say that he is the first to give himself up to them and that he then sways the others into following him into his own chasm”.21
Let us have a look at some concrete cases. Tulasi, the future Nirmanalanda, has not yet met Ramakrishna in the whole of his life; however, he sees him pass by absorbed in thought, with his usual unsteady gait, from the veranda where he is standing. Without even stopping he throws him a look and Tulasi feels a blow in his chest which leaves him standing there as if paralysed for a moment. Tarak (Shivananda) is standing motionless before the saint, in silence; however, when Ramakrishna’s look rests upon him, he bursts out sobbing and trembling all over. As far as Kaliprasad (Abhedananda) is concerned, a wave of energy immediately swept through him on touching the saint.22
Ramakrishna provoked the re-awakening of interior forces just by his presence; and, when he saw good will in the persons, he helped them. When Subodh (Subodhananda) came to visit him for a second time, he touched his chest, invoking the Goddess that lives in each one of our heart of hearts, with the words: “Wake up Mother, wake up!” He wrote with his finger on his tongue. And Sudodh felt as if a torrent of light rushed up from his bones right up to his brain, whilst he was mentally aware of seeing the shapes of gods and goddesses that passed in front of him and endlessly merged together; he therefore lost all sense of his own personal identity, which was immediately given back to him by Ramakrishna, who was also surprised at the violence of such reaction. 

The young Gandadhar (future Akhandananda) was accompanied to the temple of the goddess Kalì by his master who told him: “See Living Shiva! ” and Gandadhar saw him.23
“Let us hope they are not deceiving us! ” comments Rolland. “The master never tries to force forms of visions or thoughts that are not already in him, on his disciple. As far as he deals with the intellectual natures, he will be the first to advise them against the search of visual fulfilment”. As regards the “more sensitive, visual fulfilment is nothing more than a phase that one has to overcome”.24 

Having made this nevertheless necessary precise statement, we can conclude with the testimony of the Swami Shivananda, the abbot of the Ramakrishna order at the time of Rolland, who thus expressed himself in a letter to the writer: “Ramakrishna had the power of raising others to higher conditions of consciousness, transmitting energy of his spirituality to them. He did this both by the power of his own thought as well as by his contact. Many of us had the privilege of being carried to higher levels of the spiritual consciousness, according to our capacities... I myself had the privilege of reaching a spiritual consciousness that was three times higher, through his contact and his desire”.25
Shivananda states that “it was neither hypnotism nor a state of deep sleep”.26  I think that we are well authorised to consider that it essentially concerned a transmission of spiritual energies, just like what Shivananda himself has already told us in substance. 

In the Christian ambit, the visible Church also has its own juridical structure, its own guide and its different roles are entrusted to men which it invests with authority. It is necessary to state in advance that in the Church an authority that has been conferred on a member of the clergy is never purely juridical: it is founded on the sacraments, from which particular charismata originate. In any case, it could be that the personality of a parish priest, a bishop etc., does not exactly stand out for charismata of saintliness. Let us try then to distinguish, at least conceptually, what could be, in itself, a jurisdictional authority from that which, as such, could be a spiritual authority. 

We would be well mistaken if we wanted to place the authority conferred to he who has to carry out a public role  (leaving his personal qualities out of consideration) on the same level as the authority with which the man of God, the saint, the mystic the starets, the spiritual master, the charismatic man, the authentic educator as such, insofar as he effectively is, is invested with.  

The authority with which the president, the general secretary, the director, the mayor, the minister, the judge speaks with is different, on the basis of the powers connected to their respective offices; so too is the authority with which the scholar or expert speaks with, insofar as he really is; furthermore, the authority with which the prophet speaks with is also different, the man who has made himself a vessel of the word itself of God, and it could also be that neither he stands out for spirituality, or, if one prefers, for saintliness; finally, the authority with which the spiritual man expresses his effective spirituality is also different. Insofar as it proves to be purely spiritual, it concerns a charismatic authority: it concerns an authority which solely derives from the presence of the divine Spirit in the man who is invested with it, in the man who has become the vessel and, in a certain way, the incarnation. 

We can only find this charismatic authority, in the pure state, in the “man of God”, whereas in the man of the church, in the hierarchy of the visible Church invested with jurisdictional roles, the authority always consists of that which results from the nature of the office exerted. The resulting synthesis could be fortunate insofar as the man proves to be worthy: therefore one can have, and much more often than is actually led to believe, parish priests, bishops etc. who are authentically saints. On the contrary, we very often have the unpleasant experience of finding ourselves faced with a sort of ecclesiastical bureaucrat: what could correspond to his perhaps very extensive jurisdictional authority might be an authoritativeness that in a spiritual sense is very weak, and, at the worst, almost non-existent. 

We can find a more precise idea of what this charismatic authority could be from expressions and passages taken from the Bible, such as the following. First of all we must not confuse the authority which comes from the charisma with that which comes from the doctrine, science, philosophy, from so called human wisdom. “...When I came to you, brethren”, Paul reminds the Christians of Corinth, “I did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. And I was with you in weakness and in much fear and trembling; and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2, 1-5).
Once again to the Corinthians and in the same first letter, Paul deplores that some of them have become arrogant. And he adds: “...But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the talk of these arrogant people but their power. For the kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in power” (1 Cor 4, 18-20).

This is precisely what distinguishes the speeches of scholars, philosophers, theologians and so on, from the speech of the authentic man of God. When Jesus - man of God par excellence and in a truly unique manner - spoke, he certainly did not hold conferences, or academic lectures; and those who listened to him “were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes” (Mt 7, 28-29; Mk. 1, 22).

This particular authority, of which the man of God is invested with, is called power. The two expressions authority and power appear to be synonymous, or almost so: they indicate two aspects of the same reality, like for example in the questions that, immediately after Jesus, by cursing the fig-tree, instantly made it wither, priests and elders turned to him and said: “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this power?” (Mt 21, 23). Here it concerns an authority that is equal to power, to might. It is an authority-power that derives from the authority-power of God. 

One should then remember the last words spoken by Jesus to the apostles just before ascending to heaven. To the question: “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus replied: “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has fixed by his own authority. But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1, 6-7).

What then are the manifestations of this authority-power? They are speaking in the name of God in a profoundly inspired manner and, at the same time, the testifying of the coming of Jesus and the great redeeming events (Acts 1, 8), the healing of other people’s illnesses and deformities (Mt 10, 1; Acts, 4, 7), the commanding “with authority and power” to the unclean spirits to exorcise them (Lk 4, 36; cp. the quoted Mt 10, 1), the remittance of sins (Jn 20, 23), the performing of miracles (Mk. 16, 17-18). Analogous manifestations of authority-power that should be conceived in these terms are also the charismata, which, as we will remember, Paul distinguishes in gifts of ‘wisdom, science, faith, healing, miracles, prophecies, discernment of the spirits, variety of languages, interpretation of languages (1 Cor 12, 8-11). It is a list, which, with some further specification, confirms what has already been mentioned.

Manifestations of authority-power that are conceived in this manner are also those which are to be later known as the sacraments. On the contrary, one can consider that, during the first period of Christianity, such sacred actions were felt and experienced in, if I may express myself thus, a much more charismatic manner compared to that of today. 

All these different powers are felt, at the beginning of Christianity, as nothing more than different manifestations of an authority-power that is essentially unique. In Capernaum, Jesus was teaching from inside a house; and the small building was so full of people that some men, in order to bring him a paralytic, took him onto the roof and made an opening in it to let him down on his pallet. And “when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “My son, your sins are forgiven”. Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, “Why does this man speak thus? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” and immediately Jesus, perceiving in his spirit that they questioned within themselves, said to them, “Why do you question thus in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘You sins are forgiven’, or to say, ‘Rise, take up your pallet and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins...’ he said to the paralytic: ‘I say to you, rise, take up your pallet and go home’” (Mk 2, 5-11). 

It is in this kind of context that the authority with which the prophet, the apostle, the saint, Christ in an eminent manner, speaks to men in the name of God, should be considered. In the nevertheless limited measures in which it is possible for him, the man of God carries the presence of God Himself, until God is not all in all. In the relative measures in which he carries the divine fullness within himself, the saint anticipates, prefigures that supreme, final moment in which the divine fullness will come to devote itself in a total and absolute manner. 

 In this sense the saint, the prophet, the man of God is the vessel of the Divinity itself, but at the same time he is also he who heralds it and prepares the way. One can say that, in this second sense, the peculiar role of the man of God is the prophetic one of heralding and preparing the eschatological day, admonishing men to prepare themselves for his coming. 

This prophetic mission of the man of God finds its paradigmatic expression in figures like those of Jeremiah (the example of a typical prophet) or John the Baptist (the precursor of the Messiah) or Jesus himself: the latter is only considered here as a prophet, leaving out of consideration any other aspect of his Messianic role which appears much more complex. Let us make some examples.  

Thus Yahweh says to Jeremiah: “Stand in the court of Yahweh's house, and speak to all the cities of Judah which come to worship in the house of Yahweh all the words that I command you to speak to them; do not hold back a word. It may be they will listen, and every one turn from his evil way, that I may repent of the evil which I intend to do to them because of their evil doings. You shall say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord: If you will not listen to me, to walk in my law, which I have set before you, and to heed the words of my servants the prophets whom I send to you urgently, though you have not heeded, then I will make this house like Shiloh, and I will make this city a curse for all the nations of the earth’” (Jer 26, 2-6).

To tell the truth, Jeremiah’s mission does not seem so much here to be heralding the final day, as rather admonishing the Jews in a more general manner during that which can be considered a phase, a stage like that of another of their tormented historical journey. We know that the prophets’ attention is only gradually attracted to the great final event. The prophecy of the Malachi, which mentions the coming of a brought back to life Elijah as the immediate precursor of the eschatological day, nevertheless refers to this final event. They are the words which end the Old Testament: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the land with a curse” (Mal 4, 5-6).

This character was then identified with John the Baptist, who “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar... went into all the region about the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, 'The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord...’ ” (Lk 3, 1-6; cp. Mt. 3, 1-6; Mk. 1, 1-6). Thus the Gospel according to Luke. And in the Gospel according to Matthew the Baptist narrates: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 3, 2). They are words which the same Gospel, in the following chapter, places in the mouth of Jesus himself (4, 17).

Incidentally, two important matters. In the first place, it does not necessarily mean that it has to be God Himself who provokes the evil He threatens. The evil could also be considered as a simple consequence. It could be the automatic consequence caused by those men who, by sinning, have turned their backs on God. Since He is the Source of all life and good, turning one’s back on Him means renouncing to feed off that Source and is therefore a negative act that provokes negative effects on the subject himself who commits them. It is the man himself who, so to speak, cuts his own throat.

If the Jews often attribute certain evils to the initiative of a God that “punishes” men’s sins, this fact could lead back to another reason: the Jews perceive that God metaphysically founds every thing and every event; they know that, in this sense, He also founds the evil that is the consequence of men’s sins; and, concentrated in this intuition of God that creates everything and founds everything as the first cause of everything, they tend to skip the second causes, they tend to attribute every thing and event to the supreme will of the Creator. 

Let us pass onto a second important matter. As we have already mentioned - and it is opportune to repeat - the prophesised misfortunes are not absolutely conceived as object of infallible precognition as if they were unavoidable: it is the precise opposite, they are considered as something that will only take place in the hypothesis that men do not convert themselves, only in the hypothesis that men continue to act in that wrong manner that will determine the negative consequence (or will provoke that “divine punishment” whose concept we have just tried to clarify).

Having closed this parenthesis, we will now go on to a further observation: the prophet himself would want to make the real motivations of his own prophetic mission clear to himself when he becomes capable of judging the entire situation for himself by thoroughly scrutinising it with his own eyes. The prophet does not often know what his inner inspiration makes him say: he does not have a real cognition of the facts, he acts like an unconscious medium, like a passive and unaware instrument. Now, insofar as man becomes mystic, insofar as he becomes an intimately aware man, he himself becomes a judge of the situation: he becomes increasingly capable of judging it in the name of God as he becomes (relatively) increasingly capable of seeing things as God sees them.

The judgement that men give to certain situations does not always comply with that which the Lord gives. This precise biblical concept especially concerns moral judgement. For thus with regret says the “Yahweh of the hosts”, through the mouth of Jeremiah, that those who should be the spiritual guides, “from prophet to priest, every one deals falsely. They have healed the wound of my people lightly”, he says, “saying, ‘Peace, Peace,’ when there is no peace” (Jer 6, 13-14).

Before deceiving the people, the false prophets deceive themselves. They, as Yahweh says through the mouth of Ezekiel, “expect him to fulfil their word”, but in reality “Yahweh has not sent them” (Ezek 13, 6). And, turning to speak directly to them, he says: “Have you not seen a delusive vision and uttered a lying divination, whenever you have said, ‘Says the Lord,’ though I have not spoken?” (Ezek 13, 7).

Yahweh says to Ezekiel, his authentic prophet: “Because, yea, because they have misled my people, saying, ‘Peace,’ when there is no peace; and because, when the people build a wall, these prophets daub it with whitewash; say to those who daub it with whitewash that it shall fall!’” (Ezek 13, 10-11).

Now the prophet, when he is authentic, is precisely sent by God to say that that wall, built badly as it is, shall fall. The prophet can transmit the admonishment (according to that which is the prophet’s own mission) without nevertheless realising the real reason. He repeats the message entrusted to him without necessarily understanding its profound reasons, without necessarily judging: to keep with the metaphor; he says that the house will fall down without necessarily being the architect who knows why the house has been built badly and is in serious danger of falling down. He could become capable of judgement precisely insofar as he will deepen his own experience, insofar as he will also and above all be fulfilled as a mystic, insofar as he will be fulfilled as that “spiritual man” who, as Paul says, “discerns all things” (1 Cor. 2, 15).

Furthermore Paul says that there are things that, “are spiritually discerned” and are precisely “the gifts of the Spirit of God” (v. 14). In order to judge them, one must also have that “ability to distinguish between spirits” which is a charisma, a gift of the Holy Spirit (cp. 1 Cor. 12, 4-11).

The thought of God is unfathomable, but, due to grace, the saint shares it. Paul asks himself, with the words of Isaiah: “…Who has known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?” and he immediately adds: “But we have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2, 16; Isa 40, 13).

The more the saint goes deeper into the divine thought, the more he becomes immediately aware. The divine thought is one with the truth, with the consciousness of all things: the divine thought is one with the truth of all things in their most profound being, in their most real being in which the roots of having to be are sunk. 
This knowledge of the truth, the true being of things and their having to be, authorises and forces the man of God to admonish the other men in the name of God Himself. Jesus says that we should not judge: and it seems that he says this with reference to the fact that human judgement is imperfect and fallible. However, this is not divine judgement. The final judgement of all things belongs to God: to Him and to those who He Himself entrusts with such a mission, in other words to the man of God. 

On the eschatological day the judgement of the world is entrusted to the saints (1 Cor 6, 2). As a consequence, they are entrusted with the task of admonishing men for the last time, so that they do not enter perdition, so that they convert themselves and are saved even if “through the fire” (1 Cor 3, 15).

There is not only one unappealable final judgement. The saints are likewise entrusted with the task of judging, of admonishing, if necessary, of punishing men before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes, so that, if possible, they are all converted, as is God’s precise intention in the logic of His infinite love. 

In the first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes that “when we are judged by the Lord, we are chastened so that we may not be condemned along with the world” (11, 32). Due to ignorance, due to lack of will, men tend more to find excuses than more honestly judging themselves for what they really are and what they should do. However, fortunately for them, for their real good, there is God who judges them, so that they can be placed back on the right way to their authentic fulfilment. Therefore, in this sense, the judgement that is practised by the saints in the name of God, is beneficial. Their admonishment is beneficial. 

The comparison, which comes spontaneously, with tribunals and judges of this world could also contribute a little in distorting the idea that we should have of this particular type of judgement that the saint exerts over us. In the moment in which we find ourselves before the man of God, his testimony of life, his way of being is in itself a judgement on us: it is a judgement that goes right through us from one side to the other, laying bare everything that is too much in ourselves or that is not enough to be how we should be.  

The model of what we should be is before us, incarnated in the saint. We are faced with a man who expresses in himself all that each one of us should be; and we are before the same God, of which that man is the vessel. That man has a charisma, he has a divine power that can act on our own heart of hearts provoking a gain of consciousness in us as is clearly shown with the example of Ramakrishna. Therefore, the divine judgement of which the saint is the bearer would allow, through his mediation, men to judge themselves, but with that inspired, illuminated judgement that captures the truth.

That divine judgement on man which he receives and in the light of which he recovers, converts himself, is a judgement of forgiveness. And here the man of God is also the bearer, together with the judgement, of divine forgiveness. It is a forgiveness that works right through to the end when it acts as a grace, when it acts as an efficacious spiritual influence. This influence not only cancels the sins committed with their consequences and frees from remorse and relieves the sinner’s soul, but it also changes his mentality, it corrects his faulty tendencies.  

This spiritual influence, besides extinguishing the sin at its source, exorcising those “demons” which, from the occult point of view, are the spirits themselves from which sin regenerates in the heart of hearts of the human psyche, of the conscious and unconscious psyche.  

Otherwise, the man who has not been converted, the man who is  hardened, closed and fossilised in his own sin, needs, for his own good, a much more traumatic treatment: such is the punishment that the man of God can inflict upon him in the name of God Himself, and always with a corrective purpose. Various passages of the Bible insist on the corrective value that has above all the divine punishment. To complete what we have just mentioned, we can state more precisely that the evil threatened by the prophets to the men sinners could be either the negative consequences of the sin itself or also an unavoidable punishment so that the hardened man can be redeemed: the more the man shuts himself off in his negative state, the more he needs the traumatic corrective means in order to find his way out. The inveterate sinner will need a much more severe ascesis, once he has decided, with repentance, to come through it. And perhaps he will need a strong shake, a real shock (desperate ills demand desperate remedies, as the saying goes) in order to be able to even simply gain consciousness of the need to take on that decision. 

It nevertheless concerns inner experiences, inner routes; and one has the reason to believe that these same traumas, which we have just mentioned, must essentially be inner, spiritual traumas. One must not think of external compulsory actions of the kind which any magistracy or police of this world can put into act. On the contrary, it would concern charismatic actions, actions of grace. Even without necessarily violating the individual’s freedom, these actions would stimulate the person to conversion, to purification, provoking certain particular inner experiences. From these experiences (and in certain cases accompanied by much suffering, as a consequence) the sinner would finally be induced to realising how wrong his current manner of living is and how, by only changing his life, can he save himself. 

Let us once more remember Paul’s expression when he speaks of the possibility of a salvation “as through fire” (1 Cor 3,15). Furthermore, let us remember the threat which Paul prophesies, in the same first letter to the Corinthians, against those who have “become arrogant” (4, 19). He will punish them, if they persist. And we must not think of a sort of ante litteram Inquisition trial: it is sufficiently clear that Paul refers to the charismatic powers that have been bestowed on him, of which he reserves to use in such a way that will always and nevertheless be beneficial but undoubtedly painful, traumatic. 

Even in the mystery that surrounds the type of threatened correction, the matter could receive a much greater explanation from a re-reading of the whole passage. Here is the passage (with the omission of a few non-essential phrases): “Some are arrogant… But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the talk of these arrogant people but their power. For the kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in power. What do you wish? Shall I come to you with a rod, or with love in a spirit of gentleness?” (1 Cor 4, 18-21). And Paul immediately goes on to a particular case, which requires, at the most, his personal castigator's intervention, needless to say, of a charismatic nature and not of the judicial-inquisitorial type, which one generally resorts to when the charismata are lost. 

It therefore concerns a harsh and drastic intervention: “It is actually reported”, writes the Apostle, “that there is immorality among you, and of a kind that is not found even among pagans; for a man is living with his father’s wife… Though absent in body I am present in spirit, and as if present, I have already pronounced judgement in the name of the Lord Jesus on the man who has done such a thing. When you are assembled, and my spirit is present, with the power of our Lord Jesus, you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Cor 5, 1-5).

Another interesting Pauline passage concerning this matter can be found in the second letter to the Corinthians, where the Apostle, referring to other scandals, writes: “I warned those who sinned before and all the others, and I warn them now while absent, as I did when present on my second visit, that if I come again, I will not spare them; since you desire proof that Christ is speaking in me. He is not weak in dealing with you, but is powerful in you. For he was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God for we are weak in him, but in dealing with you we shall live with him by the power of God” (2 Cor 13, 2-4).

A few verses on, in conclusion of this speech, Paul adds some words that could synthesise, in an exemplary manner, that which is every prophet’s worry: admonish, to avoid painful punishment. This punishment, in turn, could not otherwise operate other than in the logic of the infinite love of God and His merciful severity. Therefore, in a final analysis and despite any contrary appearance, it cannot be anything other than aimed at the purpose of salvage and redemption. These are the Apostle’s conclusive words: “I write this while I am away from you, in order that when I come I may not have to be severe in my use of the authority which the Lord has given me for building up and not for tearing down” (2 Cor 13, 10).

Therefore, as a bearer of the divine punishment, the divine correction, the saint is also a bearer of the divine forgiveness. Here there is the double charismatic power of binding and unbinding. This power is conferred by the resurrected Christ in a particular manner on his apostles with the words: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (Jn 20, 22-23).

The retaining of sins is unfortunately necessary when admonishment is not enough: when the sinner is so hardened that is required this more traumatic correction - while still being of a charismatic nature - of which the man of God is still the bearer. This correction is generally postponed to a later date by the prophet, the saint, the apostle, who in preaching the conversion brings God’s forgiveness to he who is converted. Together with the forgiveness of sins, the man of God brings the healing from sin and its consequences. A global, unitary consideration of many and different testimonies and biblical prophecies (nevertheless interpreted in the light of God’s infinite love) prepares us for the expectation of certain events in a certain perspective: it gives us reason to believe that the greatest corrective intervention of God and His saints on mankind, in one with the supreme and definitive purification of humanity and the entire creation, is to be expected on the “great and terrible day of the Lord” (Mal 4, 5).

The divine fire that the saints bring on earth on the day of the Lord, thoroughly judges each man with all that it has and is, with all its value and constituted judgement. Let us not forget that this fire is a fire of love. It burns in the hearts of those saints who have made themselves supremely receptive to the divine love. It is a fire of love that is stoked by inexhaustible prayer, sacrifice and attention. It is the fire of love of Christ, who, for that same love, gave his entire self until his death on the cross, and also of the saints who, in a different way, have followed in his footsteps. It is a whole epitome of dedication, sacrifice, burning, anxious attention that makes the vehemence of the flame irresistible.

Furthermore, there is an invisible, mysterious communion amongst men. It is as if they have a sort of collective soul (a collective unconscious, if one prefers to borrow this Jungian concept that could be of rather limited help). And each one acts on this soul that belongs to everyone: he who works, or only thinks in a deteriorating manner, also contributes a little to the deterioration of all the others’ spiritual condition. Whereas any man, who at any moment, conceives a noble thought, a genial creation, which senses a truth, or makes a gesture of generosity, love, abnegation, co-operates in raising, improving this spiritual condition.

It is in this collective soul that the premises of the final redemption of all men, come to rest. The evil that has been committed or even only conceived in thought, will then be redeemed by the sum of the good conceived and accomplished by anybody and, in particular, by the saints. There is not only the good that is accomplished in an effective manner. The good that is conceived in the soul is also efficacious, although it may remain as thought and intention. This total amount of good, love, dedication, sacrifice of one’s own egoism, this sum of thoughts of adoration, worship dedicated to God and benevolence towards one’s neighbour, is already in itself of good use to changing the condition of the collective soul we have just mentioned. Furthermore, it is at this level that the destinies of mankind’s religious redemption, of its spiritual salvation, are played.

There is a non-stop communication without a break, between this collective soul and the individual souls. It seems that the individual soul mostly draws its own energies and inspirations from the collective soul. If this is true, then it is likewise conceivable how a collective soul that has been purified by the love of the saints, can have an influence, at the right moment, on the souls of the sinners - so to speak - from the inside, in such a way that is anything but heteronomous and extrinsic.

It is the principle of the “communion of saints”. Furthermore, it is a principle that is strictly related to the other truth that is so profoundly felt by the primitive-archaic, although it has then been put aside by the excessive individualism of the modern man: no human personality is completely on its own, everybody communicates among themselves and is united with one another, to at least some extent. This kind of communication and solidarity not only takes place as far as the physical level is concerned - where it is much easier and trivially noticeable - but also, and above all, as far as the invisible mental level is concerned, where the forces of thought act. Here the forces of benevolent and evil thoughts, of love, and hate, already meet and cross over, as such, as far as the occult level is concerned, even before their manifestation on the visible level. In the mental sphere, the pure and simple ideation with the pure and simple gesture of the soul, already reveal a creative consistency and force that is no less concrete than the forces that originate on the physical level, even if they are differently efficacious.

What has been considered up until now could lead us to foreseeing a moment in which all those premises that are to come to us by preparing on the spiritual level, will arrive at manifesting themselves everywhere, in all their topicality, even on the physical level, to leave their mark on the entire creation, to transform it, to fulfil it. The biblical prophecies on a whole, could lead us to thinking - or at least to hypothesising - that this decisive manifestation, has to be waited for the day of the Lord. In a certain manner, we can say that nothing else will happen on that supreme day but the harvest of what will have already been sown before and will gradually mature throughout the travail of the millennia.
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