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1.   We all want to realize ourselves 

      in order “to be more”

      but there are authentic attainments 

      and others that are 

      altogether false and deceptive

We all seek to better ourselves and want to be more. In other words, we want to realize ourselves. 

And when, though dissatisfied a moment or two ago, we come to be possessed by a feeling of joy and intimate satisfaction, we perceive this as the sign and proof of an improvement, of something attained. 

But is it a real improvement, is it really the attainment of a higher and loftier degree? That is the ultimate problem. 

There are also false attainments. Things that satisfy us on the spur of the moment, but later seem vain and empty. 

I want to be more. But what does “being more” mean? Even at first sight, it can mean many different things, and not all equally acceptable. 

Wrong education, wrong friendships, wrong books, wrong films, and so on, have filled my brain with a lot of puerilities. 

I have got it into my head that being more means being the strongest and the most arrogant, the one who “commands respect”, “bosses them all” and “lays down the law”, the Number One in the worst sense. 

I can also get it into my head that being “more” or “the most” means being the richest. 

Or the most powerful, in terms of political power. 

Or the most famous, the one who appears on the television screen most often, whose name keeps appearing in the papers. 

A variant of this kind is the man of success. 

Another variant is the person present at every event. 

Somebody has called celebrity “the modern substitute of glory”. 

“The glory with which our ancient fathers were laden”, as a poet put it. 

The glory to which so many youngsters aspired last century, getting magnanimously excited by the reading of Plutarch’s Lives of Illustrious Men. 

But, as another poet wonders, “was it true glory?”. And then adds: “To our descendants / the arduous sentence, / we just bow our heads…”.  

Authentic and false glory. Glory procured by doing ill to others. Glory and vainglory. Vainglory and vanity. Vanity of vanities… 

Glory needs praise and acclaim.

It needs being praised all the time and staying at the centre of continuous acclaim. 

To want to remain at the centre of attention at all costs is characteristic of small children, the liveliest among whom, if their elders cease but for a moment to be at their beck and call, raise their voice to the point of screaming for all their worth. 

Be famous at all costs, even if that fame is but notoriety due to infamy. 

In the sixteenth century, Lorenzino de’ Medici, whom his contemporaries called “Lorenzaccio” or “Bad Lorenzo” (and, as we shall see not without good reason!) could find no better way of rendering himself famous than to dedicate himself to disfiguring the statues of antiquity. 

Later he topped and obscured this fame by killing his cousin Alessandro, Duke of Florence. 

When Ali Acgà was asked why he had tried to assassinate the Pope, his reply – according to press reports – was more or less as follows: “At twenty years of age I felt a failure, I was absolutely nobody, and so I wanted to pass into history by doing something extraordinary and memorable”. 

But he also said many other and different things and press reports, in any case, are a suspect filter, and therefore mere relata refero. 

Another way of feeling somebody is the cult of one’s own beauty. Is there a martyr who for his faith had to face the sacrifices and the tortures that certain women inflict on themselves to be more beautiful? 

And today there are also many men who practice this speciality! A variant on this theme is body-building. 

Another form of exhibitionism, another way of feeling somebody is represented by speed, especially when associated with lots of noise. In Palestine I saw Arab children chase up and down the streets mounted on donkeys, whom they beat furiously in the endeavour of making them gallop. 

In the effort of making them run ever faster, the submissiveness of these docile animals thus became a seductive image of speed associated with power. 

In their poverty these children were dreaming of a scooter, just as those who have a scooter dream of a motorcycle. 

And is there anything more gratifying than a fine race on a motorcycle or, better still, a utility car with a hotted-up engine under the bonnet that makes it seem a Ferrari. 

If Formula One seems an unattainable model, there is nothing to stop you dreaming it. 

Among the things that, even though they don’t make you be somebody, at least make you feel somebody, there is also a good glass of wine or two. 

This is how somebody recalled the magic effects of a certain wine with a very high alcohol content: “Just a sip, and you were a king!”. 

Obviously, however, an illusory feeling. And then, what shall we say about drugs in this connection? 

There are the so-called “light” and “cognitive” drugs that open something like a window on new ways of seeing things. The world no longer appears a prison, but a free phantasmagoria, something that the mind can create and forge at will. 

Here we have the gratifying aspect of a discovery that, in the limit, could even be said to be, in a certain sense, a spiritual discovery. A spiritual discovery, certainly, but, even more certainly, achieved in an altogether improper manner. These are decidedly improper shortcuts: they illude us that we can avoid the hard and exhausting commitment involved in true spiritual search, in true spiritual labour, but rather, as we all know only too well, get us enmeshed in a far more painful reality.

The situation becomes altogether intolerable when one passes from the light drugs to the heavier ones, which, rather than opening the “doors of perception”, close and lock them with seven bolts, so that the subject comes to decline into an ever more blatant and obtuse form of stupor.

2.   The industrial society of our day 

       and the consumerism associated with it 

       are beset with a grave phenomenon 

       in which we have forgotten 

       the profundity of our being men

The diffusion of drugs is being promoted by people without scruples who make enormous profits in the process. And far more colossal are the interests behind the diffusion of the greatest drug of our time: consumerism. 

Industrial development pursues its maximum expansion and is looking for ever vaster markets, with masses of consumers that are ever more passive and therefore easier to dominate. If they are to be thoroughly dominated, they have to be dazed and stunned, they have to be made to regress steadily and maintained in a condition of subtle but authentic slavery. 

If a mass of consumers were to show greater independence vis-à-vis the suggestions of production, entrepreneurs would immediately have to respond with substantial and unexpected expenditures. 

In order to avoid this kind of blood-letting, true financial haemorrhages that are always lying in wait, industrial production has every interest in keeping the mass of consumers as docile as possible. 

This can be assured by means of a massive employment of publicity techniques to persuade people that the products already on the market, or at least planned to go into production, are the ones to be preferred. 

And the consensus of the people becomes all the more certain and steadfast the more the consumers can be made to react in ways that are typically infantile. 

Be it noted right away that publicity addresses the consumer in the same tones that are employed when speaking to children: Be it clear however: children whom one does not want to educate, does not want to stimulate to grow up, but rather seeks to maintain forever in the infantile state. A true educator, someone who is anxious to treat even our little ones as men and women in the making, would be ashamed to speak to children in such a degrading manner. 

And thus people are unceasingly bombarded by advertising and publicity. They would like to do it even while we are asleep, and sooner and later they will find some way to solve this problem. There is no longer a moment of vacation or rest when man is left to himself and his own autonomous thoughts. 

Citizen, you are not a man who respects himself, you are only a kind of sub-man, a miserable wretch, unless you can earn enough to afford buying A, B and C. 

They are goods to be preferred, because they are bigger, better and more durable than others. And yet you are continuously obliged to buy ever new editions and models. 

A year has passed and you haven’t yet bought your new car, the third dish washer, the fourth motor boat and, in the limit, the fifth helicopter (because even that, surely, is just round the corner): aren’t you ashamed of yourself? 

These things have become status symbols, symbols of the success that has attended you in life, and without them you are just a nobody, a kind of utter failure, like poor Ali Agcà. 

Because you are what you have. 

The fact is that what you have is extremely ephemeral, is consumed in two shakes of a nut’s eyebrow... 

You always have to have something new. Now, new things cost money: so you need a lot of money. And therefore you have to run and earn more. And thus life becomes one long, breath-taking race to earn more money. Run, keep running to earn more money, lots and lots of money. 

And thus man becomes ever more estranged from himself, from his true being. 

As Lanza del Vasto has it: “I am not united with my being, and therefore I drift and err” (L. del V., p. 23).

3.   The frenetic everyday of modern man 

      is a continuous and maddening race 

      to earn and have more 

      in total forgetfulness 

      of all authentic reasons for living

By way of introduction, this Italian disciple of Gandhi, who later founded the Arca Community in France, traces a phenomenology of our everyday, which he characterizes in the following terms. 

“The alarm clock rings, it’s 7 a.m. You open an eye and think ‘Ah, today is Wednesday, I have to remember the appointment I have with that chap at the Progress Coffee House at seven in the evening!…’. You haven’t yet opened the other eye and have already projected yourself to the other end of town, twelve hours hence, and with that chap there! 

“But let’s get back to ourselves: quick, to the bathroom! Breakfast: the paper to know what is happening in Mongolia or in Nicaragua. 

“Eight twenty, I was forgetting that time was getting on! A look around before leaving the room. Is there something I’ve forgotten? The wallet? The tie? The keys?  No, it’s all there – There’s something missing! – What? – Yourself. 

“But the important thing is not to miss the bus. I get there just in time, at the last moment. I arrive at the office, check the mail, answer the phone. Two visitors. Then I sign a contract. Mid-day. I return for lunch. Then I rush out again: the mail, the phone, the contract, the visits. 

“At last evening arrives! I’m dropping with weariness. But we go to the cinema to see excursions in the Rocky Mountains, we keep running to get into lives other than our own. 

“When I return home, it’s late. Time to go to bed. I switch off the light. Now I am alone with my soul. But at that moment I fall asleep” (L. del V., p. 25).

4.   If we want to find ourselves again 

      we have to stop running 

      and concentrate on an act 

      of being present to ourselves 

      and listening to what is within us

Man has estranged himself. He has become “distracted” from himself. He has forgotten himself. He therefore stands in need of finding himself again, recognizing and gathering himself, calling himself back again. 

Lanza del Vasto proposes a particular technique of recall: the one he calls rappel in French, roll call, as one would say in English. He suggests that we should stop all our activities for at least half a minute five times a day. 

“Stop”, he says. “Distend, stop for half a minute. Put down your tools”, your working instruments. 

“Place yourself in a vertical position. Take a deep breath. Withdraw your sense inwards. Remain suspended in front of the interior dark and void. 

“And even if nothing happens to you, you will have snapped the chain of precipitation. 

“Repeat to yourself: ‘I am recalling myself, I am taking myself back”, and that’s all. Say it to yourself, but – above all – do it. 

“Gather and collect yourself, as one says so well: collecting oneself is gathering, bringing together all the pieces of oneself lying here and there. Reply as Abraham did when God called him: ‘Here I am. Present!’. 

“It is therefore a question of remaining present to ourselves and to God for about half a minute. 

“Suspended at the brink of the interior well. 

“It is very unlikely that in such a short time you will succeed in diving profoundly into the mystery of the I, but with the grace of God it is not impossible. 

“However, even if nothing else comes about in that instant of suspension, we shall have snapped the chain of events that hold us prisoners, we shall have broken it into five pieces, we shall have commenced our liberation” (L. del V., p. 27).

5.   In this way each one of us 

      can find his own “I” again 

      and discover that he is 

      not mere matter 

      but essentially spirit 

This presence to oneself helps us to recall our own I. We shall discover that this I is not identified with what we have, not with what we are doing. 

All these things are there, but I am here. I shall not allow myself to be taken up by the things of the world. I affirm that I am different from things, that I am independent of them, autonomous, capable of determining myself. Things are matter, I am spirit. 

Things pass, I remain. Things can perish, but I shall always remain. I am immortal. I fell myself free. I am free of things. No reality of this world involves me. 

If anything, it is I who work and operate on things, manipulate them, use them as material to give form to some idea of mine, to bring into being some creation of mine. And thus I, spirit, forge and shape matter. 

I become aware of this by virtue of the mere fact of concentrating attention on the one reality from which I have so far allowed myself to be distracted.

6. Deep within ourselves 

      each one of us can find 

      the hidden presence of God

I have imposed a stop, a break, reduced to silence all the thoughts that alienated me from a true conscience of myself, from wanting to be myself. To those thoughts I simply said: “Stop! Remain where you are!”. 

Having done this, having created silence within myself, deep down in my heart, I have rendered myself capable of listening to the tenuous and faint voices that come from my profundity. 

Indeed, we have to fall silent to hear the voice of God speaking to us from within. 

Father Alphonse Gratry, a French man of science and spiritual writer of the nine-teenth century, notes that “the greater part of men, especially men of learning, never have half an hour of silence in a day”. 

The Book of Revelation tells us (8, 1) that “there was silence in heaven for about half an hour”. And Gratry comments: “I believe that the sacred text here speaks of a fact that is very rare in the sky of the souls”. 

Usually things are very different. Earlier on we borrowed from Lanza del Vasto the description of the day of a man devoid of an exceptional culture who works in an office. Let us now see how Gratry characterizes the day of a man of learning. 

“Throughout the day the man of learning either listens to others or speaks himself, and even when we believe him to be alone and silent, he causes books to speak with the extraordinary volubility of his eyes and devours long discourses in an instant. His solitude is populated, besieged, encumbered not only by  the friends of his intelligence and the great writers whose words he collects, but also by a crowd of unknown people, pointless speakers and books that are but obstacles. 

“What is more, this man, who believes that he wants to think and see the light, permits the disturber of all silence,  the desecrator of all the solitudes, the daily press, to come each morning and deprive him of the purest part of his time: for an hour or more, the passion, the blinding, the chatter and the lies, the dust of useless fact, the illusion of vain fears and impossible hopes will dominate this mind made for science and wisdom (perhaps to occupy and obscure it for the rest of the day)” (“Vigilia d’armi” [On the Eve of Battle], I; in La sete e la Sorgente [The Thirst and the Fount], p. 189). 

Gratry here adds a word of explanation:  he does not by any means seek to isolate the man who wants to serve God from contemporary life, but limits himself to contesting “the normal use that is made of the papers” (ibid.). Fortunate as he was, he had to worry only about the press, without even suspecting what radio and television were to do but a century later! 

And yet he was well aware that things were likely to take a turn for the worse. And that was also the case of Goethe in his day. Though even more unaware of certain future developments of our civilization, he was nevertheless lucidly critical of tendencies that at the time were expressing themselves in as yet germinal form. 

Here is one of Goethe’s thoughts that is well in line with our theme: “According to me, the greatest damage of our time, which allows nothing to mature, derives from the fact that every instant devours its predecessor, that the day becomes dissipated in the day, that we spend everything we have without thinking of saving anything for tomorrow. Seeing that we have arrived at the point of having gazettes for every part of the day! And a man of genius could well find space for something or other to add. In this way everything we do, bring about, create, and even what we intend to do, is dragged into the public forum. Nobody has the right of rejoicing or suffering except as a pastime and for the entertainment of others, and thus everything bounds from home to home, from city to city, from State to State, and even from one continent to the other, in an altogether ‘super-fast’ manner” (Maxims and Reflections, 479). 

Unbeknown, Goethe was happy in his own day: here we have a precise diagnosis of an ill made at a time when nobody could as yet foresee its present-day explosion to the limits of tolerability! 

Gratry, and Goethe even before him, already give us a good description of what is increasingly becoming delineated as a vast conspiracy of the means of mass communication against every form of authentic reflection, consciousness, maturation and meditation that could truly edify us in the necessary climate of silence and concentration.

7. We can discover God within us 

      in the interior experience of silence

Father Giovanni Vannucci counterposes to all this “a way of praying that is more in line with our needs of men who live in busy and noisy times: a way that consists of creating during the course of the day pauses of silence that facilitate communion with what is truly of value” (Invito alla preghiera [Invitation to Prayer], p. 13). 

He exhorts us to find in the course of the day moments of “break in which we are permitted to discover the sanctity of our being, the revelation of the sense of life, and then return to our noisy and troubled existence with a calmer mind, with a capacity of sure dominion of ourselves and events, with a new force of spirit that will enable us to pass our days without wasting the gift of time” (ibid.). 

Indeed, as Father Vannucci adds, “silence is the metaphysical form of the cosmos”, just as the “true Being” of God “is wrapped in silence” (ibid., p. 8).

There comes to one’s mind the episode of the prophet Elijah and how, on Mount Horeb, he saw “the passage of the Yahweh”: “a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in pieces the rocks before Yahweh, but the Yahweh was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but Yahweh was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but Yahweh was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice. And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave” (1 Kings 19, 11-13). God was there, but perceivable only in silence. 

Vannucci notes that “our God is the God of peace and… and does not communicate himself in turmoil and commotion” (p. 108). 

And then he exhorts us to consider the mystery of the birth of Christ. Jesus “was not born in a city distracted and full of noise, but in a silent cave and the dark of night”. And it is just the same with  “the mystery of the birth of God within us: he cannot be born within us for as long as we are overwhelmed and stunned by noise, for as long as within us there are forces that drag us  outwards” (p. 14).

8. In interior silence 

      we can listen to God 

      with meditation

Fine. Having put an end to the continuous running and chasing of my everyday, I have created silence within me and have found myself. In finding myself again, I have discovered that my true I is my profundity. 

In silence I have begun to hear a voice. And have discovered that it is the voice of Someone who speaks to me from the very bottom, from the very of my being. 

The ancient motto Gnóthi sautón, "Know thyself”, induces me to ask myself who I really am, what is my real and fundamental nature, my being. 

And thus, little by little, I discover that my true and profound being is God; who is true good, my beginning and end, my all. 

To pay heed to my true I, to pay heed to the Being from whom my existence springs, is paying heed to God. Is my willingness to listen to God. 

Distracted from God, that is to say, with my attention distracted and removed from my true being, it may happen that at a certain moment I feel myself induced to turn to God, feel myself called to become converted to Him. And thus I pass from the aversio a Deo to the conversio ad Deum. 

This turning to God, this concentrating and fixing on Him, true centre of my personality, is something that I bring about in stages by means of meditation. 

What is meditation? Charles-André Bernard, professor of spiritual theology at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome, defines it in the following terms. 

But first of all he points out that the essential meanings of the Latin word meditatio include “exercise”. He thus begins by defining meditation as “a reflection of the spirit that corresponds to the exercises that soldiers or musicians use to train and improve themselves”. 

He then develops the concept as follows: meditation “is the task of assimilating what the eye has read, what the ear has heard and what the memory has retained, a ‘mastication’ and a ‘rumination’ of ideas in order to absorb them fully” (“La meditazione metodica in Occidente” [Methodical meditation in the West], in La meditazione nelle grandi religioni edited by M. Dhavamony, pp. 207-208). 

Let me add here that meditation tends, first of all, to assimilate the divine inspiration that rises within us from the bottom of our soul.

It is this inspiration that gives a first sense also to the words that we hear and read as if they were said by others, as if they were written by others. 

It is this inspiration that illumines these words and then, little by little as the rumination proceeds, throws ever more light on it. 

Since it comes to us from the God who dwells deep within us, it is the intimate inspiration that makes us see the words of the prophets and the mystics and the saints as a single and continuous divine message. 

And it is this selfsame inspiration that makes us see the beings of the world as creatures of God, likewise bearers of a continuous message of the Divinity to us men. 

There: As far as we are concerned, it is a question of reading this unceasing message that comes to us from God. And then we have to memorize it. Lastly, we have to come back to it on every propitious occasion, so that we may understand it ever better, gain greater insight into it and assimilate it fully to the point of making it become our very life.

9. It is important to give expression

      to our intimate experiences 

      recording them even in writing

By means of this brooding, this turning over of things in our head, we can undoubtedly acquire ever new sensations, ever more profound intuitions. We shall therefore have to face the problem of explaining, first of all to ourselves and then also to others, the sense of these growing acquisitions. 

We know only too well that a new idea becomes all the clearer the more we try to explain it or, at least, to express it in words. Expression helps and furthers intuition. 

Rather, it will be a good thing if these observations, or even simple expressions of our feelings, will not remain purely verbal, but become expressed in writing. And hence it is highly desirable to keep a kind of diary. 

Ruminating the sacred and other spiritually significant texts, resavouring the experi-ences we have already drawn from them, we shall discover ever new and more profound significances. And every time we return to them, it will be as well to memorize them in order not only to remember them, but also to render these return visits easier for us. 

Verba volant, scripta manent (Words are forgotten, writing remains). In the diary, a simple copy-book if you wish, which we should keep and consult frequently, enriching it day by day, everything should be annotated, thus assuring that we shall not lose any of the fruits that, little by little, we shall accumulate. 

The channel that each one of us establishes with his own profound dimension will become more and more open with exercise. And our capacity of writing will also become enhanced in propriety and precision,  in smoothness and expressive wealth. The very truth of things will confer evidence, force and style upon the things we write. 

Alphonse Gratry strongly recommended this spontaneous manner of expressing our spiritual experiences in writing. And even before he recommended it, he practiced it himself, borrowing the idea from Saint Augustine.

10.   How Saint Augustine 

        describes the interior experience 

        that induced him to write

The Church’s great doctor begins his Book of Soliloquies as follows:: “I was beset by a thousand different thoughts and every day made great efforts to find myself – me and my good – and to know the evils to avoid, when all of a sudden – was it I? was it another? was it outside myself or within? I have no idea, but that is exactly what I ardently wanted know – what is certain is that suddenly I was told: “If you find what you are looking for, what will you do with it?  To whom will you confide it before you pass beyond?” 

“I shall conserve it in my memory”, I replied. 

“But is your memory capable of conserving everything that your mind has seen?” 

“No, for sure, it cannot”. 

“You therefore have to write. But how, since you believe that your health refuses the work of writing? These things cannot be dictated: they call for all the purity of solitude”. 

“True enough: what shall I do then?” 

“Well, ask strength, and then help to find what you are seeking; then write it down, because this creature of your heart will inspire you and make you strong. Write nothing but the results and in a few words. Don’t think of the crowd who may read these pages: a few will succeed in understanding them”.

11.   The topics to be treated 

         in a spiritual diary

After commenting these various passages from Saint Augustine with great sensitivity, Gratry faces up to the problem of the advice that can be given in more concrete terms in relation to such a commitment. 

Meditation by writing avoids the distractions or pure mental meditation. But what should be written? 

Gratry suggests: “Write slowly, speak to God whom you know to be present, write the things you tell him; beg him to inspire you, dictate his will to you, move you with those pure and delicate interior movements that are his voice and are infallible. 

“In actual fact, if he tells you: ‘My son, love me above al, be pure, be generous, be courageous, love men as you love yourself; think of death, which is certain, which is near; sacrifice what has to pass, consecrate life to justice and truth, which do not die’, will you say that these revelations are not infallible?. 

“And if at the same time the vigorous love of these manifest truths is as if it had been breathed into your heart by I don’t know what divine touch that takes and fixes, will you say that the fount of these ardent and luminous forces is not God? 

“And if – without adding anything arbitrary or useless to these strong impressions and these simple illumination – you put them to paper with immediacy, do you perhaps think that you will not betaken doubly by them and that distraction and sleep will intervene in this meditation? 

“Try, and I hope more than once, to stop writing in order to fall on your knees and weep. 

“More than once, under the touch of God – you know that it is said and truthfully so: God touches us – more than once your soul, gathered thanks to the divine action of this contact, will bring about that prodigious act that Bossuet calls the greatest act of life, act of abandonment ‘that cedes to God everything that you are, that unites you with everything that He is” (“Vigilia d’armi” [In the Eve of Battle], IV; La sete e la Sorgente [The Thirst and the Fount], pp. 208-210; cfr. 192-193). 
12.   The divine inspirations 

         that come to us from deep within 

         must not only be accepted 

         by our intellect 

         but also become operative 

         on the whole of our personality

We have seen that when we create silence within us and turn to the God who indwells us, we can receive the very best inspirations from Him. God illumines us about the sense of our life, and therefor indicates to us the road and the manner of our full implementation as men. We thus become aware not only of our true being and what we have to be: which ultimately are but one and the same thing. 

The part of us that receives the divine message is our conscience. But, once we have received it, the message is memorized at the unconscious level of our psyche, and it is there that the assimilation process takes place. 

What has been sawn in us at the conscious level, one it has been inhumed in the subliminal, germinates and develops and operates in an ever more active manner. And eventually it buds forth, comes out into the light: and it is then that we become aware that it has undergone a fine process of underground maturation. 

In the evening we go to bed with an unsolved problem, and the morning after we wake up with the solution very clear in our mind. What has happened in between? The seed of the problem opened, decomposed and dissolved to the point of becoming part of the humus of our psychophysical being into which it was introduced. 

There has taken place an assimilation, there has occurred a transformation. 

And thus a problem, or even an idea or a teaching, once we have introduced it into our psyche, becomes integrated in it and develops.

 The seed of an idea, the seed of an inspiration becomes introduced into the psyche of a human subject. And the psyche accepts it and assimilates it. 

The psyche adopts this idea, adopts this teaching in the sense that it accepts it and is persuaded by it: all this happens at the cognitive and intellectual level. 

But not only in this sense: because, in actual fact, there is a tendency towards something more. The inspiration that comes to the subject from his own interior, from deep within him, not only wants to be accepted, but become operative to the point of transforming the subject at every level: it wants to affect the intellect, but also the will, the character, every aspect of the personality. It wants to trigger a total transmutation.

13. The man of God, the saint

        is truly an individual 

        transformed at all levels

Here we should bear in mind the phenomenology of sanctity. The saint is, in the limit, a man transformed. The inspiration that comes to him from deep within illumines his intellect and guides his will, forges his psyche and,  through the psyche, affects the physical to the point of modifying the way it functions and even its selfsame organization. 

There are saints who do not perform any miracles and have nothing prodigious about them, and yet have realized what is the very essential of sanctity: the submission of man’s will to the will of God. But then there are also other saints – indeed, they are very numerous in hagiography – who levitate and walk on the waters, stay alive without eating or drinking, emit luminosity and fragrance from their bodies, seem to be incombustible and in a certain way invulnerable, can appear and render themselves physically present in two places very far apart, read the thoughts of men and show singular penetration and knowledge of divine truths without ever having studied theology, multiply food, shift objects with the mere force of thought, heal other persons of grave illnesses, exercise a strong and loving dominion over nature and animals. 

All these paranormal phenomena connected with sanctity and called paramystical are attributed to the action of the divine Spirit. The very one that is called Holy Spirit manifests itself from the profundity of each human being and promotes their transformation at the level of the psyche. And, in the limit, transforms them not only at the level of the psyche, but, due to the mediation of  the psychic energies, also at the level of the physical body. 

That sanctity should transform the whole of man is an ideal that is very largely shared by the “men of God”, ascetics and mystics of all epochs and all latitudes. 

And it is an ideal clearly expressed also in the Gospel. We should here recall, in particular, the dialogue between Christ and two disciples of John the Baptist. 

John sent them to Jesus to ask him: : “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  

And under their very eyes Jesus healed many persons affected by infirmities and malign spirits and gave their sight back to numerous blind. And then he turned to the two and said: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, , the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the poor are given good news”(Lk 7, 18-23).  

Indeed, the Gospel wants to be the announcement that there is taking place the decisive revelation of a great divine power intended to transform reality at all levels. 

A transformation that will attain a climax of irreversible fullness upon the triumphant return of the Lord. 

It is a transformation that tends to involve nature itself and the whole of creation (Rom 8, 19-23). 

That transformation is the work of God, but all of us are called upon to collaborate. 

We have to cooperate generously with all our strength. We have to promote our edification at all levels, becoming wiser and more holy, knowers of the truth, dominators of ourselves and the environment and of universal reality, creators of beauty and every form of richness of life.

14.   To implement the transformation 

        of our personality at every level 

        it will be as well to rely 

        on the cooperation of the unconscious

        exercising there the suggestions 

        that really prove to be edifying 

        in the most positive sense

In the logic of what I have here outlined, the first task is to open our intellect to the revelation of God so that we may be appropriately illuminated. 

Then, the second task is to submit our will to the divine Will, so that we may become transmuted into vehicles of the divine Manifestation.

Even our will is weak. It has to be reinforced. Otherwise it would remain in the painfully ambiguous situation of the Video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor de-nounced by Ovid: I do, indeed, see the best, but operate in favour of the worst. 

Man committed to the pursuit of sanctity can substantially contribute thereto by ascesis. If this is to be practiced to the full, it calls for an oblation of extreme generosity, to a heroic degree. 

I think that one cannot talk of sanctity without this total offer of oneself to God. If this is the spirit that has to underlie ascesis, a discussion of the modes and the means can bring to light unsuspected possibilities. 

There are, so it would seem, techniques that can facilitate the pursuit of this end. If that is so and if there are no contraindications,  these techniques should surely be adop-ted. One cannot neglect them, one cannot act without them, as if they did not exist.

Our discussion about the psychic techniques to be utilized in connection with ascesis can be subdivided into two parts. 

The first part concerns the end to be pursued, if we want the inspiration that rises from deep within us to affect the whole of our personality, in the psyche as also in the physical. 

The second part concerns the means, this in response to the question: in what ways can this end be attained? 

So here is the way: by influencing the unconscious. 

In fact, experience teaches us that the unconscious can be influenced. 

In what way? The answer is: by a speech of exhortation; by an appeal to the imaginative faculties; by the repetition of ejaculations (i. e. short prayers of few words), mantrams, prepositional wordings from autogenous training, watchwords, slogans, prayers, poems, rhythmic phrases, rhythmic gestures and movements of the body to the point where they become converted into dances in the proper sense of the term, chants,  rings of bells, organ music, bugle notes, trumpet blasts and drum beats, and so on. 

The exhortation speech aims at inciting a subject, to arouse his commitment, and also to strengthen it, to comfort him. 

It may consist of an admonishment of one’s parent or the sermon of a priest, but also of the tirade of one’s commanding officer, the closing speech of a public prosecutor, the plea of one’s defending counsel, or of a public announcement or of a political address in parliament, the town hall or the like or at a meeting in the street.  An exhortation speech may be made by anybody who wants to induce another to behave in a certain way or comfort him to persevere in this behaviour. 

An exhortation speech may be deemed to be edifying to the extent to which, proposed to another person, it edifies that person in a positive sense: that is to say, promotes something truly good for that person and does not limit itself to being convenient or advantageous in the purely egoistical sense to the person who makes the speech or to his business or to his own political party. 

15.   In actual fact, however 

        one can also make suggestions 

        of a decidedly negative nature


At this point it will be appropriate to point out that, schematically, one can give two types of suggestions: really edifying suggestions and others that only seem to be such, but in actual are not so by any means. 

There is thus possible a type of suggestion that truly corresponds to the authentic and profound instances of the subject. 

But, then, there is also possible another type of suggestion that does not correspond to them at all. In this case the effect can be to render the subject more servile to the will of who makes the suggestion for purposes of exploitation or dominion or intentions that are even less confessable. The subject’s humanity will in some way be made to suffer. 

But what, on the other hand, is the truly edifying suggestion? It is the type of suggestion that urges the subject to adopt the right attitude. It is the one that enables him to look and listen in the correct manner, so that he will come to see better, perceive more, penetrate more profoundly into the intimate secret of things.

16.   Indeed, some possible 

        forms of suggestion

        are anything but edifying

Indoctrination, stuffing of the human brain, is one form of suggestion that is anything but edifying. This is also true of certain forms of publicity that, rather than illustrating the real advantages of the product, induce the consumer to acquire it by deceiving him or, worse, reducing him to the mental condition of a gullible child. 

That a child behaves in an infantile manner is a law of nature. But in the case of an adult with decades of experience behind him it becomes a pathological and, in any case, undoubtedly negative fact. 

Decidedly non-edifying are the suggestions that play on the vanity of the consumer, his will (or at least potential readiness) to exhibit status symbols to seem superior to others, to seem a winner in the competitions of life. 

Decidedly non-edifying is also the demagogic approach. It either appeals to the lowest, most vulgar and most wretched sentiments, or the desire for gain, power. Or sensuality. Or everything that can lead an individual to illude himself. Or everything that can induce him to follow false and deviating images of good.

17.   Suggestions act on  

        the emotive-intuitive-creative 

        part of the psyche which is located 

        in the right hemisphere of the brain: 

        and it will do so all the more effectively 

        the more it succeeds in isolating it 

        from the stimuli that come 

        from the reasoning part 

        of the psyche in the left half

Irrespective of whether it is edifying or not, an exhortation is addressed primarily to the right hemisphere of the brain: that is to say, to the subject’s feelings, his sensitivity, imagination and emotiveness, to reasons of the heart. These are the ones that prevail, even though the reasons of the brain can enjoy a certain citizenship, and it is a good thing that they should never be kept fully out of play. 

This appeal to emotiveness is an extremely delicate operation: it may help the other subject to refine his spiritual sensitivity, but can also obtain the opposite effect of obscuring it. 

Without for the moment considering whether an exhortation is positive or negative, we may in any case note that it will be rendered considerably more potent when it is expressed in terms of strong images, and also when it is accompanied by sounds, rhythms, chants, poetry, watchwords, mantrams, slogans. 

We should bear in mind the strongly suggestive effect that is pursued by the rites of the many different religions with the help of these means and techniques. And we should also recall the suggestive effect of the great public manifestations of the political parties, especially those who are upholders of the most authoritarian regimes. Here we are concerned with authentic para-religions. 

Indeed, the exhortation is intended to influence the subject or the subjects to whom it is addressed. And the more the suggestion becomes effective, the more it will tend to isolate the subject, so that he will form a certain image of himself that will seem flattering and gratifying to him. 

The aim is to do things in such a way as to let the suggestion act in a manner that is as undisturbed as possible and free of obstacles. And therefore in such a way as to neutralize any contrasting stimuli. They have to be reduced to non-existence or, at least, inactivity, ineffectiveness. 

The subject is therefore induced to concentrate on what it is desired to demonstrate to him, without being able to hear or see any thing else. 

The subject is therefore given a good push to immerse himself wholly and suddenly, without passages, without gradual preparation, in the experience that is being proposed to him. 

An immediate and unexpected dive into the new experience will ensure that he will find himself immersed in it without having made a choice. 

From that moment onwards, the subject will be as if he had been abducted and cut off from the realities with which he was familiar. He will be isolated from them. This isolation will be further strengthened due to the effect of the stimuli that will be made to act on the subject by means of special ad hoc techniques. 

As can readily be seen, the procedure is at least tendentially hypnotic. Hypnosis neutralizes the critical faculties of the subject and then makes suggestions that become effective precisely to the extent to which the critical faculties become suspended. 

The critical faculties seem to be located in the left hemisphere of the brain. And it is precisely the activity of this part that becomes temporarily limited, the while the exhortation is addressed to the right hemisphere. 

Once isolated, the right hemisphere is vulnerable, is no longer defended by the self-critical faculties of the left hemisphere. 

At least in certain respects, the subject here comes to find himself in a precarious situation that is not devoid of danger. It is reasonably clear that he finds himself at the mercy of others, who can induce him to believe and do things from which he would keep well away if he were more compos sui. 

Recourse to suggestion can therefore be dangerous if it is left in the power of others. Nevertheless, suggestion remains a powerful means of dominion of one’s personality. Placed in the service of a correct ascesis, it may prove to be extremely efficacious.

18.   It is desirable that each suggestion 

        should be given to the subject 

        or self-imparted by him 

        only for reasons 

        that have previously been 

        thoroughly considered 

        in relation to clear objectives 

        and with precise 

        and well-proven techniques

At this point we may consider a somewhat different practice. Namely, that the subject himself should have recourse to suggestive techniques for very precise and well considered reasons, deciding the objectives, the modes and the limits of this recourse.

Consequently, the subject could put himself in the hands of a carefully chosen master of meditation, this in the well-founded certainty that the latter will act in a manner in conformity with the will of the subject. 

Indeed, the intervention of an instructor seems necessary, especially at the beginning. A good teacher is the one who wants to educate ever more autonomous pupils and has the ability of doing this. Once this initial phase of instruction and guided meditation has been successfully concluded, the subject could continue on his own and in full autonomy, though seeking the master’s advice when needed. 

From a good teacher a good pupil will learn to meditate ever better by himself. What is more, he will also learn to make appropriate suggestions to himself. 

There are, I think, two points that have so far emerged rather clearly. The first is that the suggestive technique is of a hypnotic nature. The second is that, apart from hetero-hypnotic techniques, i.e. those utilized by other subjects,  there is also the possibility of self-hypnotic techniques. 

In the perspective we are here considering, suggestive techniques aim at objectives that should be clearly specified. 

The subject was previously involved in the vicious circle of a frenetic activism without any true scope or sense. He had the good inspiration of “harkening” to himself. To his true and profound self, the absolute that dwells deep within him, to the authentic reasons of his living. 

Until that moment he had acted like a simple gearwheel in a monstrous mechanism. But now he has discovered that he is spirit: of being a conscious and autonomous I. 

Further deepening this new consciousness of himself, our subject has discovered that his profound nature, his true and necessary being, his first beginning and ultimate end, his all is God. 

He has become aware of this by reducing to silence many “external” stimuli and rendering himself capable of listening to his intimate self, his own profound dimension. 

Our subject then has become aware of the fact that the profound dimension not only wants to be listened to and recognized and expressed, but also wants to reflect in the personality at all levels, wants to transform the whole of man and also his environment and, in the ultimate limit, universal reality, the whole of creation. 

Lastly, the subject himself has become conscious that the profound dimension, the God within us, is in his turn an active Subject. The situation is now clear in his eyes: the first initiative is God’s, does not come from man. 

This divine action is at work within man; and then it works through him, once man has rendered himself an adequate vehicle. 

Let us now concentrate on what – schematically – we might call the initial stage of this divine operation. Be it repeated then: before acting through us, the God who dwells in our interior and profundity works within us to transform us at all levels. 

At this point, in this initial stage in which there is brought about our transformation, what then is the role of us men? Always schematically, I should say that we have been given three tasks. 

The first is to mature an ever greater awareness of the action of God deep within us. This is an awareness to be acquired, and also to be continuously enlivened, strengthened, refined and rendered more profound. 

The second thing to do is to entrust ourselves fully to the divine initiative. 

Our third responsibility is to support the divine action and to collaborate with it. 

At the conscious level we can already show ourselves to be ready for this threefold task.  There remains, however, the problem of involving also the unconscious part of our psyche. And it is here that we can make efficacious use of suggestive techniques. 

We have already defined the objectives to be pursued by means of the psychic techniques of suggestion and self-suggestion. And it is here that suggestive techniques can play a useful part. 
It is a matter, first and foremost, of relaxing the physical body and also the rational part of the psyche, located in the left hemisphere of the brain. 

This will neutralize – as far as possible –  communications with the external environ-ment and therefore also the influences that it could exert in terms of the so-called “recall to reality” and in terms of the traditional respect of opinions widely held in the environment in which the subject lives. the critical functions will also be suspended to the greatest possible extent. 

The  emotive part of the psyche (the one situated in the right hemisphere), on the other hand, will tend to emerge from the subliminal to the conscious level. What is more, it will present itself as free as possible from the links with rationality that rendered it less liable to be influenced by suggestion or self-suggestion. 

And that is why suggestion can now operate more efficaciously on the emotive psyche. 

In what way? There are many different means and techniques. But there are three principal ones I should like to mention here: a speech of exhortation, recourse to the power of the imagination, and repetition of resolution wordings. 

More than enough has already been said about exhortation speeches and, in any case, our day-to-day experience offers us a wide variety of examples. It is therefore more appropriate to consider the other two.

19.   A very efficacious suggestion 

        is the one that appeals 

        to the power of the imagination 

        and is applied by means of exercise 

        of interior visualization

The subject wants to transform himself; or, better, wants to support the initiative of God that, welling up from deep within him, tends to transform the whole of his personality at all levels. The subject has already formed an idea of what this divine initiative expects  of him. He knows that he has to realize himself in accordance with a certain model. 

Very well, then, the subject may set out to transform himself in that direction, may decide to be in that particular way, and may decide this by means of a simple act of the will. If his will is strong, the decision may already be efficacious. 

But there is a means of rendering that act of the will even more efficacious: it is recourse to the power of the imagination. 

To begin with a very simple example, and also a very earthly and everyday one, let us imagine that we have decided to eat less in order to pay more attention to our figure (though without thereby reducing ourselves to anorectics!). 

Now, let us further assume that our imagination continues to present certain foods to us as being desirable. In that case our will has to struggle against strong if not altogether irresistible temptations and will probably fail. 

We therefore have to strengthen it, and this can be done with the help of the imagination. We shall entrust it with the task of re-presenting us these selfsame foods as unhealthy and of an unpleasant taste. The use of this suggestive technique will enable us to lose our liking for these foods and, eventually, to do without them. 

The power of the imagination is guided by the will. Therefore, the first essential is to want this. The will has to be clear and decided. There is no room here for ambiguity. At this point, therefore, we have to use the imagination to strengthen a will, a determina-tion that already exists. 

The imagination has to visualize the desired situations with the greatest clarity and precision even in the details. The imagination must live these situations as real and not merely desired. 

When he taught us to pray, even Jesus advised us to believe that the object of our request has already been attained: “Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours”  (Mk 11, 24). 

In the eyes of the subject, what is asked or desired must already constitute an operative reality. 

If in order to lose weight I do not want to eat certain foods, I already have to say to myself that I do not eat them because they disgust me. 

If I want to give myself the courage to successfully give a lecture before a certain public, whose judgment I fear, it is as well that in my mind’s eye I should see myself enter the hall to face them successfully and perfectly sure of myself. 

I shall therefore dwell on imagining the scene in all its details. In thought I shall thus pass over the various punch lines of my speech and the reactions of the  people in the hall, who accord them a favourable reception, finding them intelligent, interesting, pleasant and humorous, moving, enthusing, and so on, exactly as envisaged in the succession of the various moment of my lecture. I shall not only hear the words that I propose to say, but will also visualize the gestures that have to accompany them and even the expression of my face. 

The suggestions that we impress on our subconscious are not true commands in the strict sense of the term. They are proposals. And proposals, indeed, have to be suggestive. The unconscious must be fascinated by them. 

The unconscious is a kind of childish person, sensitive to everything that stimulates its fantasy. Speaking to the unconscious in the way one speaks to an adult, proposing him correct and scientifically validated reasonings, is not the most efficient way of arousing it. One obtains incomparably greater success by having recourse to images, fables,  singsongs, nursery rhymes, rhythmic phrases, verses, songs, in short, everything that normally seduces the emotive part of our psyche. 

Let me repeat that we have to act on the famous right hemisphere. We shall find it all the more receptive the more we succeed in cutting its normal links with the left hemisphere, with rationality and good sense, with the customary outside environment, with the opinions held in the society of which we form part, especially its prejudices, with the fear of what people might say, and so on. 

The more the right hemisphere will be free of all these infinite restraints, the more will it lend itself to being influenced and the more will our recourse to the imagination prove efficacious and potent. 

The most efficient way of isolating the unconscious with the emotive part of the psyche, together with the right hemisphere in which they are situated, is to pass through a prior relaxation. At this point the unconscious is in the hands of the subject, who can now freely work on it. 

The inspiration, let us say it, is divine, but human, entrusted to man, is the task of cooperating to translate it into practice at the various levels of the personality. This human cooperation is a considerable responsibility. The human subject, together with the person who instructs him, is therefore committed to acting with the greatest prudence and every possible discernment.

20.   Equally efficacious is the suggestion 

        that the subject makes to himself 

        by the mental repetition 

        of “resolution wordings”

When visualizing himself in a certain way, the subject affirms that he is like that, and affirms it in vital terms. Something very similar happens when he affirms it by means of words. 

Let us imagine an individual who is timid and awkward in communicating with his likes. He is very anxious to learn to express himself freely and smoothly. He pursues this objective he has set himself by means of two psychological techniques that do not exclude but rather integrate each other. 

The first technique is to visualize himself while he is talking to many people in a free and easy manner, wholly sure of himself, clear, persuasive and compelling. 

The second technique is to repeat mentally to himself some phrase like this “I speak to people  / with calm, clarity and freedom”. 

The oblique dash indicates a new line and thus divides the phrase into two parts, as if it were a short and lapidary little poem. Indeed, there is a certain rhythm in this phrase. 

I have taken this example from an interesting manual by Dr. Klaus Thomas, proponent of the well known and classical Schultz method. The Italian translation of this book was published under the title Autoipnosi e training autogeno (Self-hypnosis and autogenous training). Phrases or “resolution wordings” of this kind are there translated in such a way as to preserve the rhythm, rhyme and assonance that they have in the original German. 

When preparing a university examination, a student wanted to utilize the hours before daybreak and had therefore coined a wording to repeat to himself before falling asleep: “I shall awake at three / gay and happy as a bee”. Here the metre may be poor, but there is rhythm and, above all, a fine rhyme

Resolution wordings can also make use of alliteration: Examples: “I don’t care a damn for din” or “Din leaves me decidedly indifferent”; or again, “Din doesn’t disturb me”. Further: “I like to speak”. “I get up at dawn / I do it for fun”. 

In any case, rhythm, rhyme, assonance (a quasi-rhyme, as it were) and alliteration can confer an incisiveness upon a phrase that will render it more pleasing and suggestive to that overgrown infant that is our unconscious and therefore easier to assimilate. 

We have already noted that the visualization must be equivalent to the affirmation of a reality that already exists rather than being merely desired. In close analogy, the resolution wordings have to be coined in a manner such as not to affirm that “things should be like that”, but rather “are already like that”. 

We shall avoid formulating phrases that are too markedly negative, since they will associate the result of freeing the subject from a certain obsession with the effect of depressing him: in a case of arithmomania, for example, a negative wording like “I shall not calculate” proves less effective than others that place the emphasis more on the idea of freedom, like “I don’t care a damn for…” or “I’m really happy and free from...”. 

When coining phrases, attention should also be paid to conferring a clearly positive content on each one of them, avoiding all excessive lingering on anything that can recall the defect to be corrected, the situation to be overcome. To give but one example, someone who wants to cure himself of insomnia should not say “I don’t suffer from insomnia”, but rather “I sleep fine”. 

Here is a short series of examples. For curing a facial eczema:  “The skin of my face / is smooth and fresh”. 

For the intellectual faculties: “My brain is well sustained / and functions like a top”. “My memory records”; “I’ve studied and remember”. 

For proper functioning of the intestine: “My intestine is working fine / always punctual and on time”. 

Female problems: “My period is normal / it never gives me pain”. 

Nocturnal problems: “Hearing others snore / doesn’t make me sore”; “I sleep sound and well / waking up at seven”. 

For better driving: “I always pay attention / to what the road signs mention”. For better living in general: “I see the good side of things”. “I always act / with facts and tact”. “I face the future / with faith and fervour”. 

When a subject repeats such phrases mentally to himself, the benefit he derives therefrom will be all the greater if he can associate the phrase with the rhythm of his breathing. If the wording consists of two verses, it will be useful to repeat the first during the inspiration and the second during the expiration. 

Associating the mental recitation not only with the breathing rhythm, but also with the heartbeats (for example: three or four beats for each inspiration or expiration) would be even better. Here, too, the efficacy of the practice augments with the degree of relaxation that the subject succeeds in achieving. Because here, once again,  his relaxation will suspend the contact of the emotive psyche (right hemisphere) with the body and the surrounding physical environment and also with the rational psyche (left hemisphere).

Especially when associated, relaxation, visualization and repetition prove to be very effective in remodelling man’s personality and can therefore be mobilized very successfully for the formation and training of religious man.

21.   Before passing on to the visualization 

        and repetition of wordings 

        it will be as well to relax 

        all the muscles of the body 

        and to relax also the reasoning mind 

        located in the left hemisphere of the brain

We have noted that relaxation tends to neutralize all the stimuli that come from the body, sensoriality and the rational mind. 

The physical organism is put to sleep, as it were, and the activity of the left hemisphere of the brain is thus to some extent suspended, leaving the right hemisphere isolated and in a condition of particular receptivity. 

The relaxation is obtained due to a suggestion that the subject may make to himself or, alternately, received from outside: from a teacher who guides him or from previously recorded verbal urgings.

To relax more readily, the subject should start breathing at a steady and slow rhythm. He then fixes his eyes on a point in front of him, until they tire and tend to close. 

He then begins making his suggestions that the various muscles, starting from the feet upwards, should relax. 

In the end his entire physical body – legs, arms, trunk, head – will be fully relaxed. 

What has so far been described is so-called gradual relaxation. But there is also a global and almost instantaneous relaxation method. Attention is concentrated on the eyes and the subject then tells himself that the eyes want to open, but don’t succeed in doing so. 

Here we are obviously concerned with a suggestion. If he really wants to, the subject has no problem in opening his eyes. The technique is therefore to make the suggestion that, notwithstanding any effort, the eyes do not want to open and remain closed. 

There is, in fact, a good reason why the eyes do not want to open. And the reason is that, opening, they would completely disturb a state of equilibrium from which the subject obtains a certain benefit and well-being at that moment. 

The  eyes therefore do not want to open. And on this basis the subject constructs a suggestion: namely, that the eyes do not open and that he does not succeed in opening them, no matter what efforts he may make. 

This suggestion produces the effect of a more rapid and global relaxation. 

The method can be experimented as follows: Breathing in, make an effort – albeit not so much with your actual muscles, but rather with the imagination – to open the eyes. And at the same time imagine that the effort is vain, inasmuch as it is opposed by the resistance of the eyelids and their tendency to remain closed. 

Once all your muscles have been relaxed, you will be able to impart to yourself the suggestion that your entire body, relaxed and inert, is becoming rigid and heavy. 

Since it is useful to help yourself with images, you may now say to yourself: “My body is rigid like a log of wood” and “heavy like a marble statue”. 

You will then find that from the rigidity and heaviness of the body the soul sallies forth light and free. 

You will discover yourself spirit. You already had some notion of this; but now, given the neutralization of what is matter in you, you are induced to confirm yourself in this discovery, which becomes increasingly clear and becomes gradually more evident.

22.   Appropriate techniques of visualizing 

        and repeating the resolution wordings 

        can prove to be a great help 

        also for the purposes 

        of religious meditation; 

        and we can already see this 

        in the particular experience 

        in which the subject 

        discovers himself spirit

The techniques so far proposed can be used also for the purposes of religious meditation. As is well known, the Yoga – above all – seeks to make use of the unconscious. Unlike the Samkhya, he deems the simple abolition of metaphysical ignorance insufficient for destroying the latent instances that from the depths of the psyche act on the anti-ascetic sense (cfr. Eliade, pp. 52-56). 

Buddhism, for its part, develops meditation techniques that rely greatly on the suggestion of images. To give but one example, Buddhist meditators set out to depress their sensuality by concentrating their thoughts on the fact that the extremely beautiful and attractive woman passing in front of their eyes is nothing other than a walking bag of bones, will soon be a wrinkled old hag and a future prey of worms. 

To say nothing about the series of exercises that seem intended to annul the sense of reality of the I, and not only of the I, but of every other entity of this world, each emptied of being and consistency, each reduced to a pure and unstable association of aggregates. 

As regards the repetition of suggestive and possibly rhythmic phrases, all the principal religions, from Hinduism to Buddhism, to Christianity and Islam, make rather extensive recourse to short ejaculatory prayers and mantrams. 

Equally extensive in these religions is the usage of repeating a certain word or phrase with the help of a rosary. This is always a great help in remaining concentrated on the prayer or wording. Rather, at the very moment when the religious sees or touches it, the rosary exerts a kind of conditioned reflex on him, inducing an appropriate mental state in him. 

What is a conditioned reflex? Let me remind you: Pavlov showed food to a dog the while he made him hear the ringing of a bell. The sight of the food induced a salivation process in the dog, made his mouth water as we would say. Once the sound of the bell, following many repetitions, had become well associated with the sight of the food, Pavlov limited himself to ringing the bell and noted that the salivation process took place all the same. 

Coming back to the rosary, in a certain way we may say that it acts like the bell, arousing a religious frame of mind similar to the one in which the subject found himself when he was praying with the help of the rosary. 

In the beginning, of course, the religious frame of mind was induced not by the rosary, but the prayer, whereas now it is induced by the rosary that psychologically has long since become thoroughly associated with prayer. 

Within the ambit of the Christian religion, repetitive oration, which in the limit tends to become a continuous and unceasing respiration of the soul, occurs not only in the recitation of the Holy Rosary. But – even before that – in the Prayer of Jesus. It is subdivided into two phrases, connected by the alternation of inspiration and expiration. It has been in use for many centuries in the Byzantine and Russian East. We shall come back to it in Chapter 44.

But we should here recall the guide to meditation by an anonymous British author of the fourteenth century entitled La nube dell'inconoscenza, The cloud of the unknow-ableness, where it is suggested that the reader should unceasingly repeat a prayer made up of a single word, like “God” or “Love”. 

“A short prayer reaches heaven” affirms the author. One may wonder why that should be so. “Because it is the prayer of all one’s being. Who prays in this way, prays with all the height, depth, length and breadth of his spirit. His prayer is lofty because it is made with all the power of the spirit; it is profound because it has gathered everything he feels in a single word; it is long because, if it could continue with the same intensity, it would continuously shout to God, as it is doing now; and its broad because, with universal love, it desires for all the others what he asks for himself (La nube dell'i., c. 38; p. 79).  

The idea of a rhythmic prayer aligned with the rhythm of breathing is clearly expressed in the Spiritual exercises of Saint Ignatius Loyola. The author distinguishes three possible modes of oration. “The third mode of praying consists of the fact that at every respiration or respiratory movement one has to mentally pray by pronouncing one word of the Paternoster or some other prayer that is recited, and this in such a way that each individual word is said between one breath and the next. 

“For the duration of the interval between one breath and the next, one should think mainly of the significance of this word, or of the person to whom the prayer is addressed, or of one’s own insignificance, or of the difference between that loftiness and one’s own baseness. 

“Following the same method, one can then continue with the other words of the Paternoster” (Saint Ignatius of Loyola, Esercizi spirituali [Spiritual exercises], Fourth week, paragraph 258, p. 188). 

The founder of the Company of Jesus also underscores the importance assumed in meditation by an “imaginative view” that represents the situations in the most concrete manner. He dwells on the desirability of a “visual composition of the place”.

If one wants to contemplate Jesus Christ, who is clearly visible in his human figure, “the composition will consist of seeing with the eyes of the imagination the material place where the thing that I want to contemplate is to be found”. A material place, explains Ignatius, would be – for example – “a temple or a mountain (according to what I want to contemplate) where Jesus Christ or the Madonna happens to be”. 

But there may also be non visual realities to be contemplated, sins being a case in point. Here “the composition will consist of seeing with the eyes of the imagination and considering my soul enclosed within this corrupt body and the whole [of soul and body] as relegated in this valley amid brutish animals”. 

The “eyes of the imagination” can also be applied to the representation of hell, where the sinner risks to precipitate. This is an argument I find personally repellent, because I cannot in any way make it collimate with the figure of a supremely good and loving God. (As a believer, I do not want to deny any dogma, I only hope that it is to be attributed a significance that transcends the intolerable crudity of a certain literal interpretation). I dwell on this point with the sole intention of noting that, even here, Saint Ignatius proves to be perfectly aware of how important it is for a meditator to succeed in visualizing things with the imagination. 

It is a question, as Saint Ignatius explains, of “seeing with the eyes of the imagination the length, breadth and depth of hell”. And, further, it is a question of feeling “the intimate feeling of the punishment that the damned are suffering, so that whenever, on account of my own shortcomings,  I should prove forgetful of the Lord’s eternal love, at least the fear of the punishments will help me not to fall into sin”. 

And, since the aim is to obtain a sensitive representation and the senses of the body are five in number, one should also try to “see with the eyes of the imagination the great flames, and the souls as within bodies of fire”; to “hear with the ears weeping, cries, shouts, curses against Christ Our Lord and against all his saints”; to “smell with the nose smoke, sulphur, sewers and putrid things”; to “taste with the tongue bitter things, tears for example, and sadness and the worm of conscience”; lastly, to “to touch with one’s fingers how the flames attack and burn the souls” (First week, paragraphs 65-70, pp. 90-91). 

Albeit somewhat summarily, we have seen that both imaginative visualization and the repetition of short prayers or thoughts or mantrams are considered to be useful for the purposes of meditation. So that for us there has now come the moment when we have to think in a more creative manner about how we can apply this in our own case. In our turn, we, too, can say that we have made some spiritual discoveries. These are intuitions that it will be useful to summarize here in terms appropriate for the further development of our theme. 

I, subject, discover myself spirit. The refinement of my sensitivity has already made this discovery possible. Relaxation provides me with confirmation. Due to relaxation, the body and materiality are – as it were – excluded from the circuit, and therefore my spiritual being emerges in all its transparency. 

This is an experience in which I have to confirm myself. It is an experience that has to be strengthened and rendered more live and vivid. After having appropriately relaxed, reciting phrases and verses at the rhythm of breathing, I can repeat to myself phrases like the following, which represent but a brief selection: 

“I am spirit”. 

“Of opaque matter / I am free and transparent”. 

“If mater changes / I always remain the same”. 

“Matter goes to destruction / but I remain unharmed”. 

“Whereas matter dies / I am immortal” 

“Matter does not interfere with me / it is I who fashion matter“. 

“I am fine and enjoy / my immense liberty”. 

I can also visualize myself in my void of consciousness that is always maintained notwithstanding the variation of the contents of action and thought. 

I can visualize a projector that remains immobile and unchanged, the while on the screen there appear in succession the phantasmagoria of all the possible images. I can place myself in that projector and identify myself with it. I am the projector. I am the spectator, the witness. I am the pure act of consciousness that gives light of being to everything that exists. 

Phrases and images can help us to bring into focus the originality and independence of the I. And then there are also texts that help us a great deal in doing this: they are the ones that the Hindu spiritual tradition dedicates to the search for the Self, especially the vein that, starting from the Upanishad and through the Vedanta, arrives at the Yoga. 

But what these texts say has to be redimensioned. They tend to reduce the Divinity to the pure Self. In the Christian vision, however, the Divinity presents other dimensions, other modes of being that theology calls Persons. The aforementioned Hindu vein tends to consider as fully real only the divine dimension of the pure Self, while the other dimensions, i.e. the second and the third Person, appear to be attributed a decidedly minor degree of reality: in certain sense they seem to be illusory. 

The God of Christianity seems to be so in an undoubtedly richer and stronger sense. He is a God who really creates us. The experience that man may have of such a God is to feel himself creature before his Creator: not an illusory creature, but a very consistent one before a strong Creator who creates him from nothing for everything. And it is this live creatural experience that we shall now examine more closely.

23.   How, more in general, the psychic techniques 

        applied to biblical and spiritual readings 

        can help us to render live and strong within us 

        the religious experience par excellence,

        namely the sense of being God’s creature

From the experience of being spirit we can pass to that of being created. I ask myself: “But what am I really? What is my true and profound nature? What is my true and profound being? Is there in my profundity a true being that coincides with what I have to be? What, then, is it that I have to be? My destination? My ultimate end?” 

The most adequate answer comes to us from what only a few lines ago we called the creatural experience. It is the experience that tells me that I am the creature of a God. And we shall see the kind of God involved. 

The creatural experience, as one might say, is the religious experience par excel-lence. Variously present more or less in all the religions, this experience attains its full-ness in the Judeo-Christian spiritual tradition. 

To the extent to which he has truly succeeded in listening to God and to receive deep within him the revelation that God makes of Himself, religious man has had some good answers. At this point it is essential that these revelations should not only be accepted by our subject at the intellectual level, but that they should  also affect and involve his being at all levels, wholly transforming his personality and turning him into a vehicle of the divine, an “angel”, a “man of God”. 

We can sustain and nourish our faith, our sense of the Creator God by meditating the texts that propose him to us, especially the texts of the Bible, which are the most fundamental, of which any other text cannot be anything other than an interpretation, a deepening, a development. 

Let me however briefly recall that the Bible expresses itself in a manner that is typically poetical, figurative and in conformity with the culture of the  Jewish people of the various epochs concerned. These expressions must not therefore be taken literally. One would simply fall into forms of fundamentalism, where fanaticism is always lying in wait. 

We should therefore avoid not only every form of fundamentalism, but also, at the opposite end of the scale, every demythification, which – together with the symbol – would kill also what it stands for, or, if you prefer, suppressing the letter would mortify the spirit, or, reduced to the terms of a popular saying, would throw away the baby together with the dirty water in the tub. 

We should rather look through the image to grasp what is expressed beyond it by means of a powerful and pregnant symbol. In the manner in which the inspired authors express themselves there may be a great deal of ingenuity, but there is a sense of God that the more precise prose of theologians and philosophers would never succeed in rendering. 

The following words of Psalm 139 (vv. 1-18) dedicated to the omniscience of God are particularly efficacious: “Yahweh, you have searched me and known me. / You know when I sit down and when I rise up; / you discern my thoughts from far away. / You search out my path and my lying down, / and are acquainted with all my ways. / Even before a word is on my tongue, / O Yahweh, you know it completely. / You hem me in, behind and before, / and lay your hand upon me. / Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it. / Where can I go from your Spirit? / Or where can I flee from your presence? / If I ascend to the heaven, you are there; / if I make my bed in the Sheol, you are there; / If I take the wings of the morning / and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, / even there your hand shall lead me, / and your right hand shall hold me fast. / If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me / and the light around me become night’, / even the darkness is not dark to you; / the night is as bright as the day, / for darkness is as light to you. / For it was you who formed my inward parts; / you knit me together in my mother’s womb. / I  praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. / Wonderful are your works; / that I know very well. / My frame was not hidden from you, / when I was being made in secret, / intricately woven in the depths of the earth. / Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. / In your book were written / all the days that were formed for me, / when none of them as yet existed. / How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! / How vast is the sum of them! / I try to count them – they are more than the sand; / I come to the end – I am still with you”  (Ps 139, 1-18). 

Equally efficacious appear the words of Psalm 33 (vv. 6-9) dedicated to divine creative action: “By the word of Yahweh the heavens were made / and all their host by the breath of his mouth. / He gathered the waters of the sea as in a bottle; / he put the deeps in storehouses. / Let all the earth fear Yahweh; / let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him. / For he spoke, and it came to be; / he commanded, and it stood firm”. 

The advent of the human kind crowns the creation. And thus man himself, through the mouth of the Psalmist, expresses to God his live sense of having been created by him. “Your hands have made and fashioned me…” (Ps 119, 73). 

And likewise through the mouth of the prophet Isaiah: “We are clay, and your are our potter; we are all the work of your hand” (Is 64, 8). 

From the mud of the earth, i.e. from something that already existed on the earth (almost an aside inserted to affirm the compatibility of this approach with the evolutionist perspective), man is brought into being, created as incarnate spirit, with a very particular role as administrator of the creation. 

The Book of Genesis tells us: “And God said: ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the seas, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth. So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth’”. (Gen. 1, 26-28). 

This is completed a little further on: “In the day that Yahweh made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up – for Yahweh had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the earth, and water the whole face of the ground – then Yahweh God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being” (Gen 2, 4-7).

“…Out of the ground Yahweh God formed every animal  of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name” (Gen. 2 19). 

And then we read in Psalm 8, verses 4-7, where the author, full of admiration and gratitude, asks himself: “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, / the moon and the stars that you have established: / what are human beings that you are mindful of them, / mortals that you care for them? / Yet you have made them a little lower than God, / and crowned them with glory and honour. / You have given them dominion over the works of your hands; / you have put all things under their feet…”.

Man’s sin compromises the destiny of the entire creation, so much so that redemption comes from God, who makes himself man, and also from the cooperation of the saints and their glorious revelation at the end of time. One may here recall the words of the apostle Paul: “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who has subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains until now…” (Rom 8, 18-22). 

The Jews have a very live sense of being created, even as a people, in the course of history. In a certain way, they feel themselves to have been created from nothing, just as Isaac was created by Abraham and Sarah when they had become impotent due to old age, so that all the generations might derive from him. Here the idea of creation from nothing expresses all the power of God’s creative act, just as the religious sensitivity of the Jews lives it. 

Psalm 44 (v. 4) recalls: “Our ancestors… not by their own sword did they win the land, / nor did their own arm give them victory; / but your right hand, and your arm, / and the light of your countenance, / for you delighted in them”.  

The history of salvation runs its course until the epilogue that will be constituted by Christ’s glorious return. The “day of the Lord” will see the triumph of God and the return of men to Him, and will also see the definitive defeat of evil and death, the “liberation “ (Lk 21, 28), the “regeneration” (Mt 19, 28), the “kingdom of God” (Lk 21, 31), the advent of a condition of prosperity and good, of justice and peace among men and even in nature itself. 

All this is expressed in the words of Isaiah (65, 17-25): “…I am about to create new heavens / and a new earth;  /  the former things shall not be remembered  / or come to mind. / But be glad and rejoice forever  / in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, / and its people as a delight. / I will rejoice in Jerusalem, / and delight in my people; “No more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, / or the cry of distress. / No more shall there be in it / an infant that lives  / but a few days, / or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; / for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, / and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed. / No more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, / or the cry of distress. / No more shall there be in it / an infant that lives  / but a few days, / or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; / for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, / and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed.  / They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit; / they shall not build and another inhabit; / they shall not plant and another eat; / for  like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be / and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of my hands. / They shall not labour in vain, / or bear children for calamity; for they shall be offspring blessed by Yahweh – / and their descendants as well. / Before they call I will answer, / while they are yet speaking I will hear” The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, / the lion shall eat straw like the ox; / but the serpent – its food shall be dust! / They shall not hurt or destroy / on all my holy mountain, says Yahweh”. 

The beautiful and strong expressions of Isaiah can be attributed a symbolic signifi-cance, so that in more accessible human terms they would indicate a goal of further perfection that it would be difficult to describe with the customary words of the vocabulary of us men. 

These are texts to be read time and time again, so that they may become well impressed in our minds: to this end it might be a good idea to hear them read in a condition of profound relaxation. 

When we are engaged in a collective meditation, whoever guides it may induce those present to attain an appropriate state of relaxation and, once it has been realized, can read some spiritual passage relevant to the topic. But when the subject meditates on his own, once he has achieved relaxation, he can listen to a recording of these passages. 

Let us however resolve that we shall jointly see what psychic techniques can be employed to enliven and strengthen the creatural experience deep within us. In this chapter I have given examples of sacred texts that express this experience in a particularly incisive manner. 

At this point, therefore, I should like to suggest a series of affirmations valid as resolution wordings and also a series of images that can usefully be visualized for the same purposes. And that is what I shall do in the next two chapters.

24.   Here then, first of all

   a series of affirmations

   useful as resolution wordings

One can never insist sufficiently on a twofold need: to become conscious of what the creatural experience tells us and to inscribe it deeply within us. To this end it may be useful not only to listen to significant texts, but also to reduce their contents to a series of affirmations to be repeated as if they were resolution wordings. 

Just like the listening to the texts, this repetition will prove all the more efficacious the more we have succeeded in relaxing ourselves and can therefore dedicate exclusive attention to the words while sheltered from causes of disturbance that could act on us from outside and also from the dominion of our left hemisphere. 

It may be useful on each occasion to repeat only a single wording, reserving the others for subsequent occasions. It can be mentally repeated many times, harmonizing the recitation with the rhythm of our breath: the first part of the phrase can be made to coincide with the moment of breathing in, the second with breathing out. 

We can express a very essential credo or profession of faith in the series of affirmations that I am about to set out. They are propositions that I have tried to formulate in the manner most gratifying for the unconscious. Somebody else could undoubtedly reformulate them much better, with rhythms, rhymes, assonances and alliterations that will render them more suitable, at least for himself. 

“My Lord and my God” (the apostle Thomas faced with the evidence of the risen Jesus). 

“My God, my all” (Saint Francis of Assisi). 

“My Lord and my God / my God and my all”. 

“My God, my God” (invocation of Saint Francis of Assisi). 

“O Life of my life! O Staff that sustains me! (Saint Theresa of Avila). 

“O my sovereign God / infinite power, supreme goodness / eternal wisdom / without beginning / and without end!” (Saint Theresa of Avila). 

“My God / my Creator”. 

“You create from nothing for everything”. 

“In us you act without cease / you create us day by day”. 

“You create us, Lord, / You give us every good”. 

“You are my profundity”. 

“You are the bottom of the bottom / of my soul”. 

“You are my true being, / You are my true life”. 

“I live in You / breathe in You”. 

“You give us all / You give us Yourself”. 

“Everything is in You,  / You give us everything”. 

“Everything comes from you and only good”. 

“From You we have good, every good and only good”. 

“You send no ill / but from ill you manage to draw good”. 

“The Sun gives only light / and You give only good”. 

“We open our window / so that your sun may illumine us”. 

“All beauty and good / comes to us from You”. 

“Thank you, my God / for all the good /  that day by day / you grant me  / and promise me / for all eternity”. 

“Strong and operative Presence / is what You are”. 

“You make yourself creature like ourselves / to deify everything”. 

“You only, who are the Eternal / give us eternal life”. 

“With absolute confidence / we consign ourselves to the Lord”.  

“That God is close to me and protects me / I feel it, know, experience it”. 

“May Your will be done in me, O Lord” (Saint Isaac of Niniveh). 

“Lord, let my will be / annulled in Yours” (Saint Filippo Neri). 

“O my sovereign Good and my Rest” (Saint Theresa of Avila). 

“Every beautiful moment / presages your Great Day”. 

“Day by day with You / every moment is perfect”. 

“Every moment is sufficient unto itself / this moment is perfect”. 

“O vanity of vanities, all is vanity / except loving God, and serving only Him”. (Quohelet and Imitation of Christ). 

“O vanity of vanities, all is vanity / except loving and serving only You”.

25.   And here is the suggestion 

        of a series of images 

        to visualize as symbols 

        of what the creator God is for us 

        that can once again be used 

        for the same purpose 

        of enlivening and strengthening

        the experience of this God within us

We have talked about what our creator God means for us. In the present chapter we shall review a series of images that can be visualized as symbols. 

With a view to clarifying to ourselves the nature of God’s creative action, we can compare it with that of a human craftsman, which will make us immediately note a great difference. 

The human craftsman first creates the pieces one by one and then puts them together: in other words, he will eventually glue, nail, screw or weld one to the other. The human craftsman operates by means of a succession of different actions. 

Philosophers and theologians, on the other hand, agree in defining divine action as a continuous, uniform action consisting of a single act that is undoubtedly absolute, infinite, and never preceded or followed buy different acts. 

But we speak in the plural of providential interventions of the Divinity. Now, how is it possible to conciliate the unity of divine action with the multiplicity of God’s mani-festations? 

The idea of the angels helps us to conceive how divine action becomes temporal and multiple. We can represent the angels as divine energies that, drawing upon an primordial Energy, transmit it to particular situations. The angels thus mediate the Eternal in time, the Absolute in the relative, the Infinite in the finite, the Necessary in the contingent, the Whole in the parts. 

A fine image that expresses all this in a lively manner is the vision of Jacob. On the way from Bersheba to Harran, the patriarch stopped at a certain place to spend the night there in the open and, falling asleep “dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it” (Gen 28, 12). 

Everything that God gives us comes to us through his angels, and we, too, can be angels of God. Now, the angels participate in divine perfection only in a relative manner and can therefore convey the divine energies only imperfectly. In our present condition divine fullness communicates itself to us only to a limited extent. It is in the en that God will be “all in all” (1 Cor 15, 28). 

But in the meantime God already gives us everything. The limit lies in our capacity of receiving it, which is extremely imperfect. 

Do we want to express this idea in an image? The first is offered us by John of the Cross: “ … The soul, like a pane of glass, is always struck by the divine sun or, to say it better, the light of the divine being dwells in it as essence… But when it will deprive itself of every creatural veil or stain… it will make room for the divine light and will immediately be illustrated and transformed in God” (Ascent of Mount Carmel, II, 4 [5], Opere, pp. 84-85). While yet remaining a glass pane: it is thus that the soul becomes “deiform and God by participation” (Spiritual canticle, XXXIX, 3 [4], Opere, p. 774). 

A second image that comes to mind is that of an immense waterfall: on a stream that is at first uniform and powerful and then becomes dispersed into a thousand small trickles and of which one can gather only whatever finds room in very limited recipients. From that spring the water quells forth in the very purest state, but then, running along in the form of thousands of streamlets, passes over many different soils that it partly sweeps away, thus becoming polluted. 

A third image is the one of the sun that emits light and heat of a power so great as to seem infinite and eventually reaches us only weakly on account of the great distance and the screens that are interposed between it and us. What is more, we not only turn our backs onto the sun, but also close ourselves in our homes and lock the doors and windows. We thus arrive at no longer seeing the sun, which yet is always there and always gives everything it has. This image expresses the distance between us men and God, our turning our backs on Him, our becoming closed within ourselves. 

The idea that these three fine and strong images combine to express is that, notwithstanding our distance and closure and inadequacy, God even now gives us all of himself to an infinite extent.
Let us come back to the image of the sun. Burning at an incredible and almost inconceivable heat, it emits a blinding light. And its rays, travelling immense distances, become propagated everywhere. But when they reach the earth and cross the clouds that envelop such a great part of it, the light of the sun weakens. In its own space the sun is strong, but on this earth its presence is weak. 

The sun penetrates into the innumerable rooms of our homes. Its rays enter there through the windows. But, wherever blinds and shutters are closed, the sun, obviously, does not come in at all, so that the room remains dark. At times our particular frame of mind induces us to say that there is no sun. 

But whoever comes from outside can reply that we simply have to open the window. There will thus come to lack what at this moment prevents the sun from coming in. Perhaps, not without surprise, we shall see its rays burst into the room with the utmost splendour. 

The sun is always the same, even though it may appear in different forms. If the panes of the windows are screened or dirty, it will enter only weakly, if they are red, the light will be red, and if they are green, the light will likewise be green. 

What… is the sun red, is it green?  Certainly not the sun as such, but its rays are conditioned by the colour of the glass panes through which they pass. 

And again: is the sun weak, conditioned? Not the sun as such in its own dimension and location, but the sun in its radiation: in its rays that arrive as far as the earth. 

And so also God, omnipotent in his absoluteness, becomes conditioned and weak in his manifestation, in his incarnation. 

The kingdom of God is not of this world. But it is present in germ. Like the mustard seed destined to germinate, to grow to the point of becoming a tree. 

When God will triumph over evil and death and will be all in all, there will come true what we ask in the prayer taught us by Jesus: “Your kingdom come”. Though in the present situation the kingdom of God is not of this world, that will be its total advent also in this world. 

In the Gospel the germinal nature of the kingdom of God finds its appropriate symbol in the mustard seed that today is still at the beginning of its growth, but some day will occupy all the earth: “It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches” (Mt 13, 31-32; cfr Mk 4, 30-32; Lk 13, 18-19). 

A particular theme has here been developed by a succession of symbols. But the themes to be deepened in a spiritual experience of this kind may be very numerous. 

It will be useful for us to meditate about each of these symbols after we have configured them in such concrete and vivid visual terms.

26.   Let us now see how the psychic techniques

        can be applied to draw all the consequences

        that for us humans derive from our

        condition of creatures of God called 

        upon not only to love and serve Him 

        but also to cooperate with Him 

        in the completion of the creation

In the last three chapters we have considered the possibility of an efficacious application of psychic techniques to a meditation about the creator God. It now remains for us to see how these techniques can be applied to a different though related meditation. 

This is the meditation by means of which we humans can become conscious of two things: 

1) more generally, what our being creatures implies; 

2) more particularly, the attitude we should assume in the face of the Creator. 

God calls us into being from nothing and creates us for everything, for absolute perfection and full and unlimited happiness. Faced with this highly original appeal, faced with this total donation, faced with such a role and destination, what is our right and proper response? 

It cannot but be a response of gratitude to God, of desire of Him, of love and dedica-tion, of interest for God’s creative work and commitment to collaborate in its com-pletion. 

This response finds strong and clear expression in numerous biblical texts. Here, too, we shall be well advised to read and keep on reading certain passages, together with, more generally, texts by spiritual authors. If possible, we should take care to hear them again in the state of extreme attention and undisturbed concentration that we can induce by relaxation. 

In Psalm 95 (vv. 1-7) we have an entire hymn of adoration, praise and thanksgiving that truly expresses the most genuine creatural attitude with accents of the utmost intensity: : “O come, let us sing to Yahweh; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! / Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; / let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! / For Yahweh is a great God, / and a great King above all gods. / In his hand are the depths of the earth; / the heights of the mountains are his also. / The sea is his, for he made it, / and the dry land, which his hands have formed. / O come, let us worship and bow down, / let us kneel before Yahweh, our Maker! / For he is our God, and we are the people of his pasture, / and the sheep of his hand” 

Echoes of this hymn can also be found in Psalm  145 (v. 1-2): “I will extol you, my God and King, / and bless your name forever and ever. / Every day I will bless you, / and praise your name forever and ever”. 

Psalm 92 (vv. 2-4) recites: “It is good to give thanks to Yahweh, / to sing praises to your name, O Most High; / to declare your steadfast love in the morning, / and your faithfulness by night, / to the music of the lute and the harp, / to the melody of the lyre”. 

And again in Psalm 104 (vv. 33-34): “I will sing to Yahweh as long as I live / I will sing praise to my God while I have being. / May my meditation be pleasing to him, / for I rejoice in Yahweh”. 

Religious man here appears like a lover who places God at the centre of all his interests, thoughts and sayings, as Isaiah tells us (26, 8-9), “O Yahweh, we wait for you; / your name and your renown are the soul’s desire. / My soul yearns for you in the night, / my spirit within me earnestly seeks you”.  

But back to the Psalms: “I love you, O Yahweh, my strength. / Yahweh is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, / my God, my rock in whom I take refuge, / my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold” (Ps 18, 2-3). 

“O taste and see that Yahweh  is good; happy are those who take refuge in him” (Ps 34, 9). 

“Happy are those who make Yahweh their trust…” (Ps 40, 5).  

“…In God I trust, ; I am not afraid” (Ps 56, 5). 

“God is our refuge and strength, / a very present help in trouble. / Therefore we will not fear though the earth should change, / though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea” (Ps  46, 2-3).  

“…Surely, God is my helper; / Yahweh is the upholder of my life” (Ps 54, 6). 

“Yahweh is my shepherd, I shall not want. / He makes me lie down in green pastures; / he leads me beside still waters, / he restores my soul” (Ps 23, 1-3).  

“One thing I asked of Yahweh, / that will I seek after: / to live in the house of Yahweh / all the days of my life, /to behold the beauty of Yahweh / and to inquire in his temple” (Ps 27, 4). 

“O God, you are my God, I seek you, / my soul thirsts for you; / my flesh faints for you,  / as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. / So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, / beholding your power and glory: / Because your steadfast love is better than life, / my lips will praise you. / So I will bless you as long as I live; / I will lift up my hands and call on your name. / My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast, / and my mouth praises you with joyful lips / when I think of you on my bed, / and meditate on you in the watches of the night; / for you have been my help, / and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy. / My soul clings to you; / your right hand upholds me” (Ps 63, 2-9).  

“As a deer longs for flowing streams, / so my soul longs for you, O God. / My soul thirsts for God, / for the living God. / When shall I come and behold the face of God?” (Ps 42, 2-3).  

In Psalm 119 the love of God is expressed, be it even in briefly sketched remarks, in terms of an interest and participation in his work: “I delight in your law” (v. 70); “I love your law” (v. 113); “Oh, how I love your law! / It is my meditation all day long” (v. 97).  “My eyes shed streams of tears / because your law is not kept. / … / My zeal consumes me…” (vv. 136-139). Which is equivalent to saying: Lord, I love what you love and have close to your heart. It is true that the Psalmist seems to withdraw in dismay when he exclaims: “How great are your works, O Yahweh! Your thoughts are very deep!” (Ps 92, 6). But we should note that only a moment before he had said: “At the works of your hands I sing for joy” (v. 5). 

It is as if he had said: Lord, though your thoughts are inscrutable, in all my limitation I want to partake of them, if you want to inspire me. I could thus imitate you and be closer to you. To be close to God means, in any case, doing His will, as Jesus himself tells us: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven”  (Mt. 7, 21). We should also recall his reprimand: “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord’, and do not do what I tell you?” (Lk 6, 46). 

As we have just seen, ever since the first pages of the Bible man appears as administrator of the creation. To obey God for love means collaborating in his creative work to bring it to completion. In this sense, as we read in passage from Paul I have already cited (Rom 8, 19-22), it is perfectly coherent that “the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God”. 

Here once again the contents can be expressed in a series of wordings of the type we have already seen. And this is what I shall try to do in the next chapter, while the chapter thereafter will be dedicated to suggesting some possible visualizations.

27.   This theme can once again be expressed 

        by a series of affirmations 

        that constitute useful resolution wordings


In Chapter 24 I have already given a list of wordings that that try to express what God means for us. In the present chapter I am about to set out a complementary list of other wordings that indicate the consequences that we can and must draw therefrom. The propositions that follow constitute a possible selection. 

I would again advise you to mentally recite just one of them and to repeat it, making the first part coincide with your inspiration and the second with the expiration. At another moment you can then recite a second, and so on, dedicating each occasion to not more than one wording. 

“To entrust ourselves to You / to put ourselves in your hands”. 

“To be pure and worthy / to stand before you”. 

“Everything that is beautiful, elect / has form and sense in You”. 

“Everything that is of You / interests and enthuses me”. 

“I want to forget myself in You / I want to be like You”. 

“I love You, my God, / I love your plan”.

“I love You, my God,  / I love your creation”. 

“You are deep in my heart / my germ of infinity”. 

“In serving each man / I love and serve You”. 

“Only what serves You / rests forever”. 

“I am but a small stone / set in your edifice”. 

“My God crucified by all evil / I want to liberate you”. 

“With every (beautiful) thing I create / I enrich creation (with beauty)”. 

“Yours in all, pure and available / ready for every sacrifice”. 

“You are the End of every action / you are the sole Motivation”. 

“Now I feel that You are with me / I speak to You, am in You”. 

“I live and work for You / am entrusted to You”. 

“My problem, Lord / is entrusted to your hands”. 

“Calm and confidence: / God wants it and helps us”. 

“Before God be bare and empty / of all thought, all worry”. 

“For every fine action infuse us / with will, courage and force”. 

“For this fine action / You give me will, force and power”. 

“In every good thing we do / there is the strong help of the Lord”. 

“My Lord and my God / through you and for You I am strong”.

28.   And here are the suggestions of ideas 

        that can be expressed 

        in the form of images 

        for interior visualization 

        in relation to the same theme

There are images that can be taken from the Bible, others from spiritual authors, and yet others from episodes from the lives of men of God. And, lastly, there are images that we ourselves can form in our imagination. Once again, I shall limit myself to indicating a few and necessarily incomplete examples. With some repetition, for which I hope my readers will forgive me, let me again quote passages from the Bible, underscoring the most important images in italics. 

The creature’s due response to the God who creates it from nothing for everything is – in the first place –  love, while all the rest follows by implication. This being enam-oured is expressed with particular force in Psalm 63, in a passage that I think should here be reproposed: “O God, you are my God, I seek you, / my soul thirsts for you; / my flesh faints for you,  / as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. / So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, / beholding your power and glory: / Because your steadfast love is better than life, / my lips will praise you. / So I will bless you as long as I live; / I will lift up my hands and call on your name. / My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast, / and my mouth praises you with joyful lips / when I think of you on my bed, / and meditate on you in the watches of the night; / for you have been my help, / and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy. / My soul clings to you; / your right hand upholds me” (vv. 2-9). 

Figure of the soul that longs for God is the deer of Psalm 42 (vv. 2-3): “As a deer longs for flowing streams, / so my soul longs for you, O God. / My soul thirstsfor God, for the living God. / When shall I come and behold the face of God?” 

In Psalm 27 (v. 4) the soul expresses the desire of being no longer separated from God, and to remain with Him, in Him, here represented by the figure of a house in which one lives very well: “One thing I asked of Yahweh/ that  will I seek after: / to live in the house of Yahweh / all the days of my life, / to behold the beauty of Yahweh, / and to inquire in his temple” (Ps 27, 4). 

Psalm 1 (vv. 1-6) expresses the idea of the man who adheres to God with the figure of the tree that yields good fruit by virtue of the sustenance it receives via its roots: “Happy are those / who do not follow the advice of the wicked, / or take the path that sinners tread, / or sit in the seat of scoffers; / but their delight is in the law of Yahweh,  and on his law they meditate day and night. / They are like trees / planted by streams of water, / which yield their fruits in its season, / and their leaves do not wither. / In all that they do, they prosper. / The wicked are not so, / but are like chaff that the wind drives away. / Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, / nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; /for Yahweh watches over their way of the righteous, / but the way of the wicked will perish”. 

“Do not fret because of the wicked: / do not be envious of wrongdoers, / for they will soon fade like the grass, /  and wither like the green herb” (Ps 37, 1-2).  

The Gospel according to Saint Luke (13, 6-9) speaks of a barren tree as figure of a soul that has received grace from God, but then proved to be incapable of making it bear fruit for its interior progress. 

The Gospel according to Saint Mark (7, 24-27) likens those who put into practice the teachings of Jesus to a man who builds his house on rock, and those who fail to do so to a man who builds it on sand. 

On the other hand, Psalm 127 (v.1) admonishes: “Unless Yahweh builds the house, / those who build it labour in vain. / Unless Yahweh guards the city, / the guard keeps watch in vain”. 

A man united with God receives every good from Him and may well exclaim: “Yahweh is my shepherd, I shall not want. / He makes me lie down in green pastures; / he leads me beside still waters, / he restores my soul. / He leads me in right paths / for his name’s sake. / Even though I walk through the darkest valley, / I fear no evil; / for you are with me; / your rod and your staff – they comfort me. / You prepare a table before me / in the presence of my enemies; / you anoint my head with oil; / my cup overflows. / Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me / all the days of my life, / and I shall dwell in the house of Yahweh for ever”  (Ps. 23, 1-6).  

A man united with God feels himself to be specially protected and secure:  “I love you, O Yahweh, my strength. / Yahweh is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, / my God, my rock in whom I take refuge, / my shield, and the home of my salvation, my stronghold”. 

Profoundly joyful is the condition of the just, but sad that of the sinner: “…My iniquities have gone over my head; / they weigh like a burden too heavy for me” (Ps 38, 4).  

The lost sheep, the lost silver coin and the prodigal son are figures of the man  who has moved away from God, and whom God wants to recuperate in every possible way, because each man is infinitely more precious, especially also in his singularity  (Lk 15, 1-32).  

God recuperates his creatures by purifying them of sin. And there will come a day in which this purification will be definitive and resolutive. Through the pen of Ezekiel, indeed, Yahweh tells us: “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 remove from your body the heart of stone  and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. Then you shall live in the land that I gave to your ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be your God” (Ezek 36, 25-28). 

God’s purifying action is represented in the figure of fire, intended to burn within us men to the very roots of evil and every negative tendency. The idea is expressed by many different prophets and also developed in mystical terms by Saint John of the Cross. 

The divine flame purifies us from ourselves, expelling every imperfection, every piece of dross. And that is what fire does when, before burning a log, it expels all humidity from it. Let me here give the floor to the Church’s great mystic Doctor: “Just as we are not aware of the humidity of the wood until the fire, investing it, drives out its humour and smoke to the point of making it shine, thus also must we say of the imperfection of the soul invested by the divine flame” (Living flame of love, I, 19 [22]; Opere, p. 805). 

The purification may be painful, given the bad and inveterate habits that we do not want to abandon. Obliged to open for itself a road by which to issue from the wood, the humidity does so as if it were moaning: and this well depicts the weeping of the soul, which suffers the pains of purgatory. The wood will burn well only after all humidity has been expelled. And thus the soul burns with God’s purest and loftiest love only when it has been fully purified. 

Three further passages left us by Saint John of the Cross can give us the heart to face the discomfort and the pains that this purification implies. 

Here is the first: “The tribulations are necessary, because, just like an excellent liqueur is not enclosed except in a container with robust walls, well prepared and clean, so also this supreme union [with God] cannot occur in a soul that has not been fortified by adversity and temptations, and purified with tribulations, gloom and anguish” (Living flame of love, II, 21 [25]; Opere, p. 831). 

And the second: “By means of the travail in which God leaves spirit and sense, the soul acquires solid virtues, robustness and perfection by bitter grazing, so that virtue might become perfected in weakness (1 Cor 12, 9) and refine itself in the exercise of suffering: steel cannot be brought into conformity with the idea of the craftsman other than by the force of fire and hammer” (I, 22 [26],; Opere, p. 832). 

And the third. “O souls who desire to go safely and consoled in the things of the spirit! If you know how much you have to suffer before you obtain this security and consolation, and how without suffering you do not attain the desired end, you might well turn back and would not seek consolation in any way, neither from God nor from creatures. But would rather bear the Cross and, clutching it to yourself, and desire to drink its bile and pure vinegar, and thus have the great good fortune of seeing that, thus dying to the world and yourselves, you would live in God in delight of spirit” (II, 24 [28]; Opere, p. 834).

29.   And now a further series 

        of these idea-images 

        drawn from facts, sayings 

        and parables of the Gospels

The images proposed in the last chapter were connected in accordance with a certain line of development. But here, on the contrary, it will be useful to suggest numerous other examples that it is more difficult to bring together in a broad overall pattern, even though their common inspiration is very evident. 

The kingdom of heaven is such a valid and precious end to pursue that an illumined man will forget all other interests to concentrate on just this one. He behaves like someone who has discovered that there is a hidden treasure in a certain field and then goes to sell all that he has to buy that field (Mt 13, 44). Or like a merchant in search of fine pearls, who, on finding one pearl of great value, goes and sells all that he has to buy it (ibid., vv. 45-46). 

Who hears the evangelical word and understands it and applies it in his life with perseverance and without allowing himself to be distracted by other interests, desires and passions can be compared to the sower who throws seed on good soil (Mt 13, 1-9 and 18-23; Mk 4, 1-9 and 13-20; Lk 8, 4-8 and 11-15). 

Children enter the kingdom of God more easily on account of the spontaneous, disinterested and generous readiness of their adhesion  (Mt 19, 13-15; Mk 10, 13-16; Lk 18, 15-17). 

Among the two sisters of Lazarus. Mary is the one who listens to Jesus, after having put aside all earthly concerns; unlike Martha, all taken with preparing lunch and the duties of hospitality. “Martha, Martha,” the divine master told her, “you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her” (Lk 10, 38-42). 

Earthly concerns of various kinds, but always similar to those of Martha, prevent many people from intervening in the great banquet to which they have been invited,. yet another symbol of the kingdom of God that is to come (Lk 14, 15-24). 

Concerns inherent in daily life have to be kept at bay and set aside as much as possible in an attitude of abandoning oneself to divine providence. This abandonment is expressed by the similitude of the lilies of the field and the birds of the sky: “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or hat you shall drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on… 

“Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?…  

“And why are you anxious about your clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of those”. 

These evangelical passages (Mt 6, 25-34; Lk 12, 22-31) have obviously to be read in full. Here attention is concentrated on two images. 

Faith is so powerful as to make one walk on water, move mountains, cause healing and perform many other prodigies (cfr. Mt 14, 24-33; Mk 6, 47-52; Jn. 6, 16-21 and elsewhere). 

Insistent and confident prayer obtains everything: and this is exemplified by the man who wakens a friend in the heart of the night to ask him the bread he urgently needs. The wakened friend, “even though he will not get up and give you anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs”. Similarly, a father accepts the requests of his son (Mt7, 7-11; Lk 11, 5-13).  

Let us also recall two figured terms in the paragon with which Jesus admonishes us not to judge: “Why do you see the speck in your neighbour’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?” (Lk 6, 41-42).  

Nevertheless the Lord tells us to be prudent in the choice of possible interlocutor for a spiritual discourse: “Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample them under foot and turn and maul you”  (Mt 7, 6). 

30.   Other significant and readily visualizable

        idea-images can be taken 

        from the lives of the saints 

        and their sayings and actions: 

        among them the following examples 

        that are offered us 

        by the Christian hagiography 

        of the Desert Fathers


We are looking for suggestive images to sustain our meditation. And certainly we can find some very significant examples in the books of the Bible and, more particularly, in the Psalms and the Gospels. And we can make a similar search in the spiritual writings of the mystics and the saints and the anecdotes about them that have come down to us. 

Among the writings of the mystics I have chosen some passages of Saint John of the Cross, who seems to be the supreme mystic doctor of the Church. From him I have taken some particularly strong symbols, of great significance and pregnancy. But there remain to be explore the immense forests of sacred metaphores that are the writings of the men of God, starting with the Fathers of the Church. 

In this brief essay I shall limit myself to a few examples, leaving the possible applications to the good will of my readers. Here we have to practice the greatest ecu-menical opening. And also to pay the greatest attention to the treasures of spirituality to be found in all the traditions, with magnificent generosity, and derived from what would seem to be one and the same absolute Source. 

For the sake of greater concentration, I have so far restricted myself almost exclusively to the Psalms and the Gospels, but now I shall review a series of suggestive images taken from the literature of the Desert Fathers, anchorites and Christian monks of the first few centuries, who in order to escape a certain mundanization of the Church, by then triumphant over paganism, officialized in the Roman Empire and even excessively reconciled with society, had chosen to seek a refuge in the deserts of the Middle East. 

But we should not forget that there are sacred books of other religions and the spiritual writing of men of God who lived in many different countries and epochs, as well as the stories about them. To these writings we can add yet others that attest extremely significant experiences. Though these latter certainly do not seem capable of being classified as religious and spiritual writings in the proper sense of the term, they are yet decidedly close to mystic and religious experiences. 

Having said this, let me cite first of all in this chapter a series of passages about the Desert Fathers selected and translated by Cristina Campo and Pietro Draghi in the volume Detti e fatti dei Padri del deserto (Sayings and Deeds of the Desert Fathers) based on the much larger work entitled Sentences des Pères du desert published by the Benedictine monks of Solesmes. 

There are anecdotes that offer extremely vivid examples of how hagiography can be made the object of meditation, even meditation of the type proposed by these pages. There are metaphoric expression to be used in the meditation as suggestive images. I have underscored them by means of italics. 

“A brother asked Abbot Theodore of Ferme: ‘How are we now, my father?’ And the old man told him: ‘We are like a city that has an evil tyrant at the gate and a just king within, and all the inhabitants pray the just king telling him: ‘Free us of this evil tyrant’” (p. 110). 

“An elder saw, seated among the brethren, a brother who was teaching things that were strange to him [in respect of which he had not matured any true spiritual experience of his own]; and he told him: ‘How can you walk in a country that is not yours?’” (p. 77-78). 

“If with one of your eyes you see your brother fall, say right away: ‘Anathema on you, Satan, because my brother is not responsible’. And alert your heart, so that it may refrain from judging your brother, otherwise the Holy Spirit will withdraw from you’” (p. 165). 

“A brother, irritated with another, stayed in prayer to ask that he might be patient and to obtain that the temptation passed without doing him harm. Immediately he saw smoke issuing from his mouth and, as this happened, he ceased to be irritated” (pp. 196-197). 

“Abbot Anthony made a prediction to Abbot Amun: ‘You will make much progress in the fear of God’. Then he led him out of the cell and showed him a stone: ‘Start vituperating this stone’, he told him, ‘and keep striking it without stopping’. When Amun had finished, Saint Anthony asked whether the stone had answered back. ‘No’, said Amun. ‘Very well’, the old man said, ‘you, too, have to reach this perfection and think that you are not being offended’ (p. 177). 

“Abbot Pastor said: ‘Never has evil chased out evil. If, therefore, somebody wrongs you, do him good, so that you may destroy the wickedness with your good action’’” (p. 115). 

“Abbot Hyperechius said: ‘Better to feed on meat and wine than eat the flesh of your brethren by denigrating them’” (p. 113). 

“A priest, because some evildoers arrived at the hour of Synaxis [Eucharistic Divine Liturgy], said to the brethren: ‘Let them do their work, and we shall do ours’” (p. 191). 

“It is said that Abbot Agathon once occupied a cave in the desert, where there was a huge dragon, who got up and was about to leave the cave. Abba Agathon said to him: ‘If you leave, I shall not remain here’, and the serpent refrained from leaving. Since there was a sycamore in that desert, they went out together. Abba Agathon made an incision in the sycamore and shared it with him, so that the serpent might eat from the other side. When they had finished eating, they both returned to their cave” (p. 191). 

“An elder had said: ‘The land on which the Lord has commanded us to work is humility’” (p. 59). 

“An elder who lived in Egypt always said: ‘There is no shorter road than that of humility’” (p. 60). 

“Abbot Agathon often gave this advice to his disciple: ‘Never take to yourself an object that you would not immediately cede to anybody’” (p. 177). 

Abbot Amun questioned Abbot Pastor about impure thoughts and the vain desires of the human heart. The abbot replied: ‘Shall the axe vaunt itself over him who hews with it? (Is 10,15). Very well, do not cultivate these thoughts and they will have no effect on you’” (p. 69). 

“An elder was speaking about impure thoughts: ‘It is by negligence that we tolerate them, because if we were convinced that God dwells within us, we would never introduce anything extraneous: the Lord Christ, who live in us and with us, is witness of our life. For this reason we, who carry him and contemplate him, must not neglect ourselves but sanctify ourselves, because he himself is holy. Let us stay on the Stone, and the river may hurl its waves against us, but we shall be without fear and shall not fall. And the soul sings serenely: Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved, but abides forever”. 

“Abbot Hyperechius said: ‘Have spiritual hymns on your lips: their continuous recitation lifts the weight of the temptations you will have. The heavily laden traveller is a clear paragon: singing he forgets the toils of the road’” (p. 143). 

“Abbot Isaiah said: ‘Love staying silent rather than speaking, because silence hoards, but speaking wastes’” (p. 52) 

“One day an elder went to another elder and said to his disciple: ‘Prepare us some lentils’, and he prepared them. Then he said: ‘Soak some bread for us’, and he soaked bread. Then they kept talking about spiritual things until the sixth hour [midday] of the day after. Then the elder said to his disciple for the second time: ‘Son, prepare some lentils’. ‘I already prepared them yesterday’, replied the disciple. And they started eating” (p. 126). 

“Abbot Daniel recalled that Abbot Arsenius passed the night keeping awake. After having stayed awake for the whole of the night, he would get ready to sleep as day was breaking to satisfy nature, and would say to sleep: ‘Come, wicked slave! and, seated, he would furtively doze awhile, and then immediately go up again” (p. 124). 

“When Abbot Arsenius knew that there were fruits that had ripened, he would have them brought to him and tasted all of them just once, giving thanks to God” (p. 193). [And one presumes that, at the end of this moment of joyful enjoyment of the good things that God showers upon us humans, he would resume the most severe ascesis]. 

“And elder brought the scapular of Abbot Longinus to a man possessed by a demon. When he opened the door to enter, the demon started shouting: ‘Why do you bring Abbot Longinus here to burn me? And the demon left right away, escaped from the man, and the man was healed” (p. 197). 

“One day Abbot Pambus was travelling with other brothers in Egypt, when he noticed some people who were sitting. He said to them: ‘Get up, greet the monks and come to embrace them to be blessed by them: because they often speak with God and their lips are consecrated’” (pp. 198-199). 

“Someone offered to an elder and said to him: ‘You are old and sick’. Indeed, he was a leper. But the elder replied: ‘It is you who come to deprive me of Him who looks after me? Ever since I have been in this state, I have never lacked anything’. And he would not accept anything from him” (p. 186). 

“One day an elder had gone to Mount Sinai. He was about to return, when on the road a brother came towards him and, weeping, said: ‘The drought troubles us greatly, Abba: we have had no rain’. ‘Why did you not pray to ask it of God’, replied the old man. ‘We prayed and supplicated the Lord with perseverance, but rain did not come’. ‘I realize that you have never prayed with due application, said the elder. ‘Do you want to see that it is so? Come, let’s get up and pray. He then raised his hands towards the sky and prayed; and rain immediately fell. When he saw it, the astonished brother threw himself to the ground and prostrated himself before him. But the old man fled in great haste” (p. 194). 

Abbot Agheras went to Abbot Poemen and said to him: ‘I have lived everywhere, but did not find rest. Where do you want me to live?” The other replied: ‘There no longer is a desert nowadays. Go therefore to live in a populous place, in the midst of the crowd, remain there and behave as if you were a man who does not exist. You will thus have supreme repose’” (p. 157).

31.   Other examples of idea-images

        to be visualized within oneself 

        can be drawn from the spiritual experiences

        lived in ambits different 

        from the mainstream 

        of the Judeo-Christian tradition

The particular Christian spirituality expressed by the Desert Fathers has its strong points, but also – let us admit it – its gaps and non-elucidations. The teaching that emerges from it is of fundamental importance for Christian spirituality, but is very far from being able to say the last word in this connection. To limit ourselves to just a single notation, the teaching of the Desert Fathers concentrates on ascesis and leaves the humanist implications of Christianity wholly in the shadows, even tough they are of extreme importance and have inspired the best of modern civilization. 

For this reason both the symbology and the anecdotes – both possible objects of visualizing meditation – have to be extended well beyond Judaism and the early centuries of Christianity. A great deal remains to be drawn from different forms of spirituality contemporaneous with those historical developments and also subsequent ones: from conceptions matured both in the Judeo-Christian ambit and in other religious movements, as also in more secularist environments. 

We must not forget that even our modern civilization has been nourished and sustained by Christian ideas and that it has brought many of them to better, though as yet rather imperfect explicitation  (as we may note in passing, without going into details that would take us far away from our theme). All we have to do to obtain confirmation is to re-read the fundamental principles that inspire the constitutions of the more civil countries and the United Nations Charter of the Rights of Man. 

When we consider the historical development of the Judeo-Christian tradition, we must never limit ourselves to considering any particular edition of it, must never abso-lutize it as if it constituted a final arrival point, as if there remained nothing to develop, to enhance, to explicit or to integrate. 

Each historical edition of Judeo-Christian thought has to be revisited and reinterpreted in the light of the others, in the light of all the experiences, phenomeno-logies and forms of spirituality and thought of both Judaism and Christianity, as also of all the other traditions. 

We could do all this more readily if we had vaster and more complex material at our disposal. In the next few chapters I shall limit myself to providing a series of examples simply to give a first and still rather approximate idea.

32.   Interior visualization makes it possible 

        to relive a cosmic experience.


Among the spiritual experiences that may be had also in ambits other than the Judeo-Christian tradition – and I would say also in more “lay” environments – one should here mention the so-called cosmic experience. R. M. Buckle, a Canadian psychiatrist mentioned by William James in his famous work The varieties of religious experience, defines it as follows: “The prime characteristic of cosmic consciousness is a consciousness of the cosmos, that is, of the life and order of the universe. Along with the consciousness of the cosmos there occurs an intellectual enlightenment which alone would place the individual on a new plane of existence – would make him almost a member of a new species. To this is added a state of moral exaltation, an indescribable feeling of elevation, elation, and joyousness, and a quickening of the moral sense, which is fully as striking, and more important than is the enhanced intellectual power. With these come what may be called a sense of immortality, a consciousness of eternal life, not a conviction that he will shall have this, but the consciousness that he has it already” (J., p. 398). 

Dr. Buckle was induced to study the cosmic experience in other subjects by an experience of that kind that he himself had had. Here is how he describes it: “I had spent the evening in a great city, with two friends, reading and discussing poetry and philosophy. We parted at midnight. I had a long drive in a hansom to my lodging. My mind, deeply under the influence of the ideas, images, and emotions called up by the reading and talk, was calm and peaceful. I was in a state of quiet, almost passive enjoyment, not actually thinking, but letting ideas, images, and emotions flow of themselves, as it were, through my mind. 

“All at once, without warning of any kind, I found myself wrapped in a flame-coloured cloud. For an instant I thought of fire, an immense conflagration somewhere close by in that great city; the next, I knew that the fire was within myself. Directly afterward there came upon me a sense of exultation, of immense joyousness accompanied or immediately followed by an intellectual illumination impossible to describe. 

“Among other things, I did not merely come to believe, but I saw that universe is not composed of dead matter, but is, on the contrary, a living Presence; I became conscious in myself of eternal life. It was not a conviction that I would have eternal life, but a consciousness that I possessed eternal life then; I saw that all men are immortal; that the cosmic order is such that without any peradventure all things work together for the good of each and all; that the foundation principle of the world, of all the worlds, is what we call love, and that the happiness of each and all is in the long run absolutely certain. The vision lasted a few seconds and was gone; but the memory of it and the sense of the reality of what it taught has remained during the quarter of a century which has since elapsed. I knew that what the vision showed was true. I had attained to a point of view from which I saw that it must be true. That view, that conviction, I may say that consciousness, has never, even during periods of the deepest depression, been lost” (J., p. 399). 

As far as we are concerned, just a few, certainly not all, have had an experience of this kind. This does not mean that many of us, depending on the personal commitment and receptive capacity of each individual, cannot in some way relive the cosmic experience by means of an attempt of interior visualization. The same could be said of other types of spiritual experience that I am about to pass in review.

33.   A cosmic experience more bound up 

        with a mystico-religious experience 

        can be relived in a similar way

In his book entitled Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramahamsa Yogananda relates a slightly different type of cosmic experience that is pervaded with the mystico-religious contents peculiar of the Hindu tradition. The experience in question was triggered by a precise intervention of the master Sri Yukteswar, who came up to Yogananda, at that time still very young, and lightly touched him on the chest, just above the heart. 

At that point, as Yogananda tells us,  “my body became immovably rooted; breath was drawn out of my lungs as if by some huge magnet. Soul and mind instantly lost their physical bondage, and streamed out like a fluid piercing light from my every pore. The flesh was as though dead, yet in my intense awareness I knew that never before had I been fully alive. My sense of identity was no longer narrowly confined to a body, but embraced the circumambient atoms. People on distant streets seemed to be moving gently over my own remote periphery. The roots of plants and trees appeared through a dim transparency of the soil; I discerned the inward flow of their sap. 

“The whole vicinity lay bare before me. My ordinary frontal vision was now changed to a vast spherical sight, simultaneously all-perceptive. Through the back of my head I saw men strolling far down Rai Ghat Road, and noticed also a white cow who was leisurely approaching. When she reached the space in front of the open ashram gate, I observed her with my two physical eyes. As she passed by, behind the brick wall, I saw her clearly still. 

“All objects within my panoramic gaze trembled and vibrated like quick motion pictures. My body, Master’s, the pillared courtyard, the furniture and floor, the trees and sunshine, occasionally became violently agitated, until all melted into luminescent sea; even as sugar crystals, thrown into  a glass of water, dissolve after being shaken. The unifying light alternated with materialization of form, the metamorphoses revealing the law of cause and effect in creation. 

“An oceanic joy broke upon calm endless shores of my soul. The Spirit of God, I realized, is exhaustless Bliss; His body is countless tissues of light. A swelling glory within me began to envelop towns, continents, the earth, solar and stellar systems, tenuous nebulae, and floating universes. The entire cosmos, gently luminous, like a city seen afar at night, glimmered within the infinitude of my being. 

“The sharply etched global outlines faded somewhat as the farthest edges; there I could see a mellow radiance, ever-undiminished. It was indescribably subtle; the planetary pictures were formed of a grosser light. 

“The divine dispersion of rays  poured from an Eternal Source, blazing into galaxies, transfigured with ineffable auras. Again and again I saw the creative beams condense into constellations, then resolve into sheets of transparent flame. By rhytmic reversion, sextilion worlds passed into diaphanous luster; fire became firmaments. 

“I cognized the centre of the empyrean as a point of intuitive perception in my heart. Irradiating splendour issued from my nucleus to every part of the immortality, pulsed through me with a quicksilverlike fluidity. The creative voice of God I heard resounding as Aum, the vibration of the Cosmic Motor. 

“Suddenly the breath returned to my lungs. With a disappointment almost unbearable, I realized that my infinite immensity was lost. Once more I was limited to the humiliating cage of a body, not easily accommodative to the Spirit. Like a prodigal child, I had run away from my macrocosmic home and imprisoned myself in a narrow microcosm. 

“My guru was standing motionless before me; I started to drop at his holy feet in gratitude for the experience in cosmic consciousness which I had long passionately sought. He held me upright, and spoke calmly, unpretentiously. ‘You must not get overdrunk with ecstasy. Much work yet remains for you in the world. Come; let us sweep the balcony floor; then we shall walk by the Ganges’. I fetched a broom” (Y., pp. 143-145). 

The boy, who, as soon as he  had  come out of such a profound, significant and rich ecstasy, went to get a broom to sweep the balcony well symbolizes the synthesis of contemplation and practice as the sole thing that can render a spirituality complete at every level.

34.   In a similar manner 

        we can form an idea 

        of how a spiritual research 

        can follow in the footsteps 

        of many different religious traditions

The best known and most illustrious example of how a religious experience can be pursued along many different path is the one given us by Sri Ramakrishna. After having thoroughly delved into Hindu spirituality, this great saint of last century wanted to relive in the first person those of other great religions. Though somewhat summarily, the biography by Romain Rolland, gives us some idea of this itinerary. 

The first religious road that Ramakrishna wanted to explore was that of Islam. He had himself initiated by a humble Muslim. For quite a few days the priest of the goddess Kali seemed wholly forgetful of his own religious traditions. He lived outside his Hindu temple, repeated the name of Allah, dressed in the manner of Muslims, was even prepared to eat proscribed food, cows included! 

At a certain moment he had the vision of a radiant personage with a long beard, who could well have been a prophet of the People of the Book. Basing himself on this figure, the Hindu saint realized the God of Islam. 

Seven years later a Hindu of Calcutta read the Bible to Ramakrishna, who thus encountered Christ for the first time. In the drawing room of his rich initiator there was a painting of the Madonna with Child. While Ramakrishna contemplated the picture, the figures began to move and came towards him until they merged with his spirit. In his heart there was no more room for Christ, whom one day he saw coming towards him to embrace him, while within him a voice was singing: “There is Christ who spilt the blood of his heart for the redemption of men, there is He who suffered in a sea of anguish for their sake!. It is He, the Master Yogi in eternal union with God. That’s Jesus, Love incarnate!”. There, too, an ecstatic fusion was realized. Ever since, Rama-krishna  believed in the divinity of Jesus Christ, incarnation of God Himself.

One day he said to his disciples: “I have practiced all the religions: Hinduism, Islamism, Christianity, and have also followed the roads of the various sects of Hinduism… And I found  that we all move towards the same God by different roads. I see that all men quarrel in the name of religion: Hindus, Mohammedans, Brahmins, Vaishnavites, etc. They do not reflect that He who is called Krishna is called also Shiva, that His name is Primitive Energy, Jesus or Allah! There is only one Rama, who has a thousand names (Rolland, pp. 93-98).

35.   Similarly we can get an idea 

        of how a spiritual research 

        can lead to the discovery 

        of the pure Self (Atman-Brahman)

Likewise from Romain Rolland, and together with the autobiographical confessions of Ramakrishnan that he cites, I take the account of how the Indian saint set out to search for the Self and eventually experienced it. 

He was  initiated by the errant ascetic Totapuri (“the wholly naked man”), who arrived at the place where Ramakrishna lived at the very moment when the young Hindu saint, twenty-eight at the time, had completed the conquest of the personal God. “My son”, he said, ”I see that you are well advanced on the road of truth. If you wish, I can help you to reach the next stage. I shall teach you the Vedanta”. 

But let Rolland tell the rest of the story: “Ramakrishna, with his innocent simplicity that made the ascetic smile, replied that he would first have to ask permission of the Mother (Kali). She gave it. And thus, with humble and complete trust, he placed himself under the direction of his divine instructor. 

“First of all, he had to undergo the initiation test. And the first condition was to forego all his privileges, his distinctive marks: the Brahmin girdle, the dignity of a priest – which was nothing - the hopes, the affections, the illusions that made him live: the personal God, all the fruit of his love and sacrifice, down here and elsewhere, now and for ever. Symbolically, naked like the earth, he had to perform his own funeral service. He buried the last remains of his ego – his heart… Only afterwards could he wear the ochre gown of the sannyasin, emblem of the new road. And Totapuri began to teach him the cardinal virtues of the Advaita Vedanta, the one and undivided Brahman and the immersions in the search for the Self, there to realize identity with the Brahman and firmly establish himself there by means of the Samadhi (ecstasy)”. 

But let us now listen to Ramakrishnan himself: “…The wholly naked man (Totapuri) enjoined me to detach my spirit from all the objects, and to immerse myself in the bosom of the Atman. But, in spite of all my efforts, I could not cross the kingdom of the name and the form and lead my spirit to the ‘unconditioned’ state. I had no difficulty in detaching my spirit from all the objects, except just one: it was the far too familiar form of the radiant Beloved Mother (the dearly loved Kali), essence of pure Consciousness, who appeared before me like a living reality. She barred the road to the beyond. 

“I tried on many occasions to concentrate my spirit on the teachings of the Advaita, but every time the form of the Mother stood in the way. In desperation I said to Totapuri: ‘It’s impossible! I cannot elevate my spirit to the unconditioned state, to find myself face to face with the Atman…’ He answered me severely: ‘What, you cannot? It is necessary!’ Looking around me, I found a piece of glass, picked it up, struck its tip between my eyebrows and said to myself: ‘Concentrate your spirit on this tip!’ I started to meditate with all my strength, and as soon as the gracious form of the Divine Mother appeared before me, I made use of my discrimination like a sword and cut her in two. And there remained no further obstacle before my spirit, which quickly moved beyond the plane of conditioned things. And disappeared in the Samadhi…” 

Rolland comments that Ramakrishna “needed an infinite tension of forces and suffering to force the gate of the inaccessible. But as soon as he had entered, he leaped to touch the last stage; the Nirwikalpasamadhi, where both the subject and the object disappear”. 

And the testimonies about Ramakrishnan gathered  by his disciples tell us: “The Universe spent itself. Even space no longer existed. At first idea-shadows still fluctuated as if on the obscure bottom of the spirit. Only the weak consciousness of the I reproduced itself, monotonously… Then even this came to a halt. Only existence re-mained. The soul became lost in the Self. Every dualism was cancelled. Finite space and infinite space were but one” (Rolland, pp. 63-67). 

Very spontaneously there come to mind the classical texts of the great Hindu tradition that is constituted by the vein of the Upanishad, the Vedanta and the Yoga. Let me cite a few particularly significant passages.

“Where has the universe gone to?”, exclaimed Shankara in the Vivekacudamani (483). “Who made it vanish? I have only barely seen it and, lo, it has already disappeared. O wonder of a mirage!”. 

The goal of the search for the Self is, indeed, that of “resolving the universe of the Brahman”. To obtain this, “one has to firmly establish oneself in one’s own Self”. In what way? “Like a king in the midst of his army”. And hence the exhortation: “Remain still and satisfied in the Brahman” (V., 265). 

But one must rather remove and detach the mind as far as possible from the Non-Self: “Forego everything that is Non-Self, generator of suffering (V., 327). The only true reality is the Self: the Brahman, the pure divine Self that coincides with the pure Self of each human individual, that coincides with the Atman. “This [Brahman] is you”, affirms the Chandogya Upanishad (6, 8, 7). It is now a question of recognizing the Brahman as one’s own true Self (Atman). And, as the Mundaka Upanishad puts it (3, 2, 9), “he who knows the Brahman becomes the Brahman”. 

Becoming Brahman: “one becomes what one thinks” (Maitry Upanishad, 6, 34). Concentrating one’s thought on the Brahman to become the Brahman: there we have what the Vivekacudamani calls “the longing to realize the Brahman” (V., 318). 

It represents this transformation in very picturesque and live terms: “Just as a grub, aspiring to be a wasp, becomes a wasp, thus also the yogi, acutely contemplating the real, realizes the real. And just as the grub, putting aside all other interests, aspires intensely to being nothing other than a wasp, thus also the yogi, contemplating the Paramatman [i.e. the Brahman], realizes the Paramatman (V., 358-359). 

“Break, therefore, every desire for the objects of the senses, dangerous poisons foreboding death; abandon the pride of caste, family and social state; refrain from acting, don’t identify yourself with the body, the mind, etc.,  all unreal things, and fix your consciousness on the Atman because, verily, you are the Witness, you are the Brahman, devoid of duality, supreme, non contaminated by the mind” (V., 179). 

In the supreme experience of the Samadhi the Brahman-Atman becomes revealed as the “interior Self” that is “the Self of all” and “the subject of all”. Becomes revealed as “pure”, “uncontaminated”, “supremely pacified”, “immutable”, “ungraspable”, “subtle” and yet “of unequalled grandeur”, “incomprehensible” and “beyond mind and word”. In its “fullness” it is “happy” and, rather, “the constant and full beatitude”, or “is of the nature of the essence of supreme beatitude”. It is “ the real” and  “the all”, while yet being “beyond being and non-being” (V., passim). 

The road to such an implementation is de-identifying oneself from the body and one’s empirical I to become identified with the Self. In our own days, Sri Aurobindo distinguishes from a positive discipline a negative discipline that consists of repeating to oneself: “I am not the body” and then “I am not the mind, not the movements, nor the senses, nor the thought”. And thus, “creating a constant abyss between ourselves and the things with which we have the tendency to identify ourselves, little by little the veils will drop from our eyes and the self will commence to render itself visible to our experience”. And at this point we cannot but conclude in positive: “I am That, the pure, the eternal, the blessed. And thus it is that, concentrating on “That” all our attention and all our thoughts and the whole of our being, in the end “we shall become That” (Aurobindo, vol. II, p. 55). 

36.   How in the experience of God 

        we can enhance a sapiential knowledge 

        of profound truths regarding 

        not only about God 

        but also the created world

Saint Theresa of Avila tells us: “While praying one day, there was represented to me in very rapid vision how things are seen in God and how He contains them within him. Though the vision was very clear, I saw nothing very precise, so that it is impossible for me to talk about it” (T. of Jesus, Life, ch. 40, 9; Opere, p. 425). 

Saint Ignatius of Loyola, for his part, “confessed one day to Father Laynez that a single hour of meditation at Manresa had taught him more truth than all the teachings of all the doctors taken together could have conveyed to him (Bartoli-Michel, Life of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, cit. by James, p. 410). 

In his autobiography, the saint himself tells us, albeit in the third person, that one day,  while he was absorbed in prayer on the staircase of a monastery, “his intellect came to be elevated, as if it saw the Holy Trinity in the form of three pushbuttons, amid lots of tears and lots of sobs that could not be held back. That same morning, while he followed a procession coming out of there, he could never stop his tears until lunchtime, nor, after lunch, did he succeed in speaking about anything other than the Holy Trinity: he did so with many and highly variegated comparisons …” (Saint I. of L., Auto-biography, c. 28; pp. 56-57). 

On another occasion, “with great spiritual joy, he represented to himself in the intellect the way in which God had created the world. It seemed to him to see a white thing from which there issued rays, the while God, from it, made light. However, he could not explain these things, nor could he clearly remember the spiritual illuminations that God, in those days, impressed on his soul” (ch. 29; p. 57). 

Again: while he followed mass in the church of a monastery, “at the moment of the elevation of the host, he saw with the eyes of the soul some white rays that descended from on high; and even though, given the long time that had elapsed, he could not explain it better, yet what he saw with the intellect was clearly the manner in which Jesus Christ our Lord was present in the Holy Sacrament” (ibid.). 

One may add, to conclude: “The things seen therefore confirmed, and always gave him great firmness in the faith, to think often to himself that, if it were not for Holy Scripture that teaches us the things of the faith, he would have decided to die for them by mere virtue of what he had seen” (ch. 29; p.58). 

In his own manner, a Muslim saint, Ibrahim ad-Dasuqi al-Qurashi (d. in 676 of the Hegira  or 1277 A.D. of the Christian era) confirms to us that “the perfect mystics are capable of reading what is written on the leaves of trees, on water, on the air, on land and on the sea, and also what is written on the surface of the celestial vault, and what men and ginn [demons] bear written on their foreheads about their fate in this world and the other, and what is written without writing above the above and below the below (Vacca, p. 206).

37.   Careful consideration 

        of certain confine experiences 

        enables us to get an idea of how  

        in the limit, there can be 

        a consciousness 

        as supremely all-comprehensive 

        as that of God

Our human consciousness is normally very limited, so that we find it extremely difficult even to imagine what could be a consciousness as dilated as that of God or even like that of a human subject involved in a cosmic experience. 

In the absence of direct verifications, the testimonies of men and women who have had a confine experience may be of some help to us. Confine experience are out-of-the-body experiences (in which the I finds itself as if projected outside its own physical organism) and near-death experiences. 

The latter, which here interest us in a very specific manner, are sometimes had in a state of clinical death or in proximity of death, for example, when the heartbeat stops for some instants and then resumes, so that the subject has a sensation as if he or she were returning to life. 

Another example is that of people who, shortly before dying, attested that they were “seeing” something unusual, something definable as a manifestation of the beyond that the subject was approaching as if about to enter. 

We are not here interested in tracing the whole of this phenomenology, but only stopping for a moment to consider a particular experience that is often had in that state: the so-called “panoramic vision” of one’s life spent on this earth. 

In this connection Raymond Moody notes that it is not possible to describe this summary of life other than in terms of memory, because memory is the human phenomenon that comes closest to it, but in actual fact it has characteristics that render it different from memory. First of all, it occurs with extraordinary rapidity. When described in terms of time, the memories follow each other rapidly and in chronological order. Others do not speak of chronological order: for them the memory was instantaneous; everything appeared to them contemporaneously and they were able to comprehend and assimilate it all in a single mental look. However, no matter how it may be expressed, the experience lasts no more than an instant of earthly time. Ant this is a point on which all seem to agree (cfr. M., pp.61-62). 

An example of visions that follow each other in order of time is offered us, for example, by the testimony of a woman. She remembers that the images followed each other in the chronological order of her life and were extraordinarily vivid, in colour and three-dimensional. The images were moving: when she saw herself breaking a certain toy of her childhood, she perceived all the movements. It was not as if she were re-seeing things in the perspective in which she had seen them at the time. It was as if the child she saw was somebody else, in a film, a little girl among many others who were playing in the courtyard during a break. All the same, it was always herself that she saw making these gestures. They were gestures that she had really made and could clearly remember (cfr. M., p. 63). 

Another subject offers us an example of events re-lived contemporaneously: not one thing at a time, but everything in just one flash (cfr. p. 65). 

An experience of consciousness dilated beyond all measure, beyond all our imagination, can be lived in a limit situation like the one that one has in the course of a fall from a rock face. A significant testimony of this type is given by Dr. Albert Heim: “In 1871, in the company of three good walkers, we were coming down in deep snow from the Blaue Schnee to the Saentis near the Seealp. I was in the lead. Just above the Fehalp, at about 1800 metres, we arrived at the upper edge of a steep tongue in the snow that extended diagonally between two rocky spurs clearly marked in the Siegfried Atlas, Sheet 240. 

“The others hesitated, but I immediately started descending by controlled sliding on my feet. The air friction tended to carry away my hat. Rather than letting it go, I made the mistake of trying to stop it. This movement made me fall. 

“I was no longer in position to control the fall. With the speed of the wind I was sliding towards the rocks on the left and up the rocky edge, finding myself on the rocks turned on my back and with my head pointing downwards, and then fell for about twenty metres, eventually coming to rest on an accumulation of snow below the rock face. 

“As soon as I started falling, I realized that I was going to strike the rocks at the side and expected to crash against them. With the fingers I dug into the snow to brake and the finger tips began to bleed without my feeling any pain. I distinctly heard the blows I was taking on the head and the back against the rock, and then the muffled thump as I touched ground after a free fall of twenty metre. 

“During the fall I formulated an infinity of thoughts, all coherent and clear. What I thought and felt in a time of from five to ten seconds cannot be told in a number of minutes ten times greater. All the thoughts and images were concatenated and very clear, not by any means confused as in dreams. 

“At first I assessed my chances and said to myself: The rock onto which I shall fall probably drops steeply down as a face, because I can’t see the ground beneath it; everything depends on whether there is still some snow beneath the wall. If so, the snow will have melted from the face, forming a ledge. If I fall onto it, I shall make it, but if there is no longer any snow there, I shall undoubtedly fall onto the scree and, at this speed, death is inevitable. 

“If I am neither dead nor unconscious once I’m down there, I shall immediately have to take the little bottle of ether that, leaving Saentis, I didn’t put in the rucksack with the first-aid kit, but in the pocket of my jacket; then I’ll have to put a few drops on my tongue. Mustn’t lose my staff, it may still prove useful. And so I kept it firmly in my hand. I thought of taking off my glasses and throwing them away to avoid my eyes being injured by some splinter, but I was falling so fast that I couldn’t make any movements with my hands. 

“Another group of thoughts and images concerned the consequences of my fall for the others. I said to myself that, once I was down there, no matter whether injured or not, I would have to shout with all my strength: ‘I’m alright!’. That would help my companions, one of whom was my brother, to recover from the shock and enable them to make the rather difficult descent to reach me. 

“I thought that in any case I would not be able to give the inaugural lecture as university teacher announced for five days later. I thought that the news of my death would reach my family and consoled them in my thoughts. 

“Then I saw from a certain distance, as if on a stage, the whole of my past life in a sequence of numerous scenes. I saw myself as the principal character. 

“It was all as if illumined by a celestial light and everything was beautiful, without any pain, without fear, without anguish. Even the memory of very sad experiences was clear, but devoid of sadness. No struggles, no quarrels, even struggling had become love. Sublime and conciliatory thoughts dominated and bound the individual images and a divine peace invaded my spirit like some splendid music. I was ever more enveloped by a magnificent blue sky with clouds that were of a pink and delicate violet colour. Rolling gently and without anxiety, I issued from this sky when I saw that I was precipitating in mid-air and that below me there was a slope of snow (Albert Heim, cited by Presi, pp. 128-129)

38.   God is absolutely necessary 

        to give sense to our life 

        and we can well understand this 

        not only by living 

        certain limit experiences 

        but also by simply reliving them 

        by means of an interior visualization

Another limit experience is to find God through despair: that is to say, realizing that only faith in God can make us win the despair of a life devoid of purpose and sense. 

Here we have an itinerary that has to be travelled in the first person. But it may be of help to replay, as it were, the experiences of others, for example, the one that Alphonse Gratry had when he was a student at a  boarding college in Paris. Through a series of fresh and somewhat ingenuous thoughts – he was, after all, very young at the time – he arrived at a new consciousness that was authentic, profound, essential. 

But let us give him the floor: “I was seventeen and a half at the time, and as happy as a boy of that age could be. I had won the second prize of honour, and that covered me with glory in the eyes of my fellow students; I greatly loved my parents, who were happy and proud on account of my little triumphs; I had some dear friends at college; I enjoyed the best of health and seemingly boundless capacities; I was pervaded by confidence and joy. 

“It was an autumn evening; we had only just returned to college after the holidays; all my fellow boarders were in the dormitory and had retired behind their screens. Instead of undressing, I had sat down on the bed, immersed in a thousand pleasant reflections about the school year that lay ahead. In my mind I soon began the following discourse that, no matter how puerile may have been its starting point, will remain hewn in my memory for all eternity. 

“‘Here I am, second year of rhetorics; top of the class and top of the college, and perhaps top among all the students in Paris. Shall I win the prize of honour?  Could I possibly win all the first prizes in the general contest? Ah, well, that might be difficult, but surely three or four, that’s very probable. 

“‘Next year I’ll probably have the  prize of honour in philosophy; after that I’ll transfer to the Faculty of Law. Shall I be first among the law students? Shall I have as much science and as much intelligence as the one who has more than all the others? Why not? There is one thing I have already noticed: men work little; very few men have will, perseverance and energy; there is a weakness and general apathy: therefore I shall win it if I want it sufficiently strongly, by virtue of ardour, hard work and tenacity. 

“‘I shall learn to speak and write; I shall speak and write as well as those who speak and write particularly well I shall be an attorney, an excellent attorney. I shall never lie, because that is absurd, impossible and disgusting; when I defend a cause, people will know that it is just; when I say something, people will be sure that it is what I think. I shall attain a lofty condition and great wealth. 

“‘But a profession is not enough: something better and greater is needed; I shall have to do something beautiful. I shall write some work. Ah! But in which literary group could this work place me? Shall I manage to become an Academician? Certainly.  [In fact, many years later Gratry was co-opted into the Académie]. But what degree of glory shall I achieve? That of La Harpe or Casimir Delavigne? That would be fine… but per-haps not enough… That of Voltaire, Rousseau, Racine, Corneille, Pascal? Oh, that is, maybe, too great an ambition. But in the end, who knows. 

“‘In any case, what is certain is that I have a fine future ahead of me. What happi-ness! Courage! Courage! 

“‘My father, my mother and my sister will be content; I’ll have many friends; I’ll buy a house in the country close to Paris, I’ll get married. And mine will be an excellent choice! A great love!’. 

“That was the first part of my silent discourse, which stopped there to give way to a kind of contemplation of the happiness of my life. At that point God granted me a truly marvellous vision on account of its lucidity, fecundity, movement and beauty. I saw my life unfold from year to year in ever greater felicity; I saw the persons, the things, the events, the places. I saw my castle, my friends, my family, the beautiful and admirable companion of my life; my children, the joys, the feasts, my intimate felicity, my shared felicity. 

“I don’t know how long this contemplation lasted; but it was a magnificent and moving thing; all the felicity of the earth was concentrated in it. But the contemplation proceeded by degrees; everything kept getting better and better; I kept on saying: ‘More! More! And then? And then?’ 

“And thus I could not fail to see that at that time I would have reached a certain age, and began to think that my father would have been very old and that perhaps at that time he would have died… My mother would survive him, but perhaps for not more than ten years. And if my sister died before me, if this or that other person died… If I lost my wife… There have been men who survived all their family, even their children… Oh, how sad that must be! 

“The dazzling sun that but a moment before had gilded all my imagination began to give out a very different light; a great black cloud passed in front of it; everything began to pale, and I inevitably arrived at saying: ‘After all this, I, too, will die! There will come a moment when I will lie on my bed in the throes of death, when I will die and everything will come to an end’ 

“God always gave the same vivacity to my imagination; he made me see, feel and taste death just as only a moment earlier he had made me see, feel and taste life. 

“It just isn’t possible to express the truth with which I saw death, felt it wholly and fully; it was shown to me, donated, revealed; in the true hour of death I shall not see it more clearly, perhaps I shall see and feel it with incomparably less force and lucidity. 

“‘Everything is therefore finished’, I said to myself; ‘no father, no mother, they no longer exist, I no longer exist… no more sun, no more men, no more world, nothing at all. I pass away in an instant. I still see the years of my childhood from here, see them from my deathbed. It’s not a long way from childhood to death; it is a day that soon ends, it’s a dream. 

“‘So that’s life, all men are born and die like that. From the beginning of the world right up to the end it will always be like that, the generations follow each other and quickly pass away, each lives an instant and then disappears. It’s terrible!’ 

“And then I saw these generations pass and disappear, like herds that go to the slaughterhouse without thinking about it; like the ripples of a river approaching a cataract, where they will all drop down, each in its turn, but to remain underground and to see the sun no more. I saw small ripples form in the river, rise for a moment and fleetingly reflect a ray of the sun, only to drop down as their turn arrived. I am that ripple; and the ripples nearest to it are the people I loved; but all have already dropped into the abyss. This vision made me remain immobile, thunderstruck with surprise and terror. 

“But what does all this mean? Nobody worries about it, we pass without trying to figure it out, we live like midges that dance and hum in a ray of sun; what point is there in these fleeting appearances in the current of a river that keeps sweeping on? Why do we pass away? Why did we come? What is it all about? 

“I was desperate; I still looked with terror upon the abominable and insoluble problem. And then my desperation led me to gather my force, to look for some kind of a foothold. Could it be that it all ends there? Could it be that it is all absurd, useless, devoid of sense? Do things have a meaning and, if so, what is it?  If this is not all, where is the rest and what is the point of what I see? I could not see an answer to these questions, but began to think about God! Is there a God then? 

“Ever more desperate, I made another effort;  the whole of my being felt like an energetic concentration of all its forces towards the centre. All of a sudden, from that unfathomable and mysterious abyss there came an acute scream, repeated, excruciating, penetrating, capable of reaching the extreme limits of the universe and resonating beyond, in the void… or in God, if the universe is embraced by God… – O God, O God! – I screamed, and was not the only one to scream. There was another who screamed inside me, and conferred an irresistible power upon my scream. – O God! O God! Light! Help! Solve the enigma for me… O my God, let me know the truth, and I shall dedicate my whole life to it. 

“Right away I knew that I had not screamed in vain, I felt that there was or that there would be an answer. Something told me, though timidly and from far away, that evidently there was no possible solution other than religion, but that seemed insipid to me and, in any case, could not hold my attention. But I had come out of my desperation, felt that the truth existed, that I would come to know it, that I would have dedicated the whole of my life to it” (Gratry, I ricordi (Memoirs), pp. 39-45). 

Alphonse Gratry, the future Father Gratry, is an intellectual  who reflects by means of long series of reasons, that is to say, by means of a succession of ideas that unfold “clearly and distinctly”, even though they are sustained by a profound interior life. The example I am about to give, on the other hand, is that of a simple shepherd, illiterate, who arrives at a substantially similar conclusion by virtue of a pure and simple but clear-sighted intuition. Nikolai Berdiaev, a Christian and Russian-Orthodox existen-tialist thinker, recalls the figure of Akimushka, who was “a simple peasant and destined to a life of heavy toil; suffering from poor eyesight, he gave the impression of somebody condemned to stumbling and falling all the time. He was illiterate” and yet “capable of coming to grips with the most difficult themes of mysticism, especially those dear to German mysticism…

“One day Akimushka told me about an extraordinary case that happened to him when he was a boy. He was working as a shepherd at the time: indeed, he was pasturing his flock when all of a sudden it occurred to him that God did not exist; at that moment the sun began to darken and he found himself immersed in  obscurity. Akimushka realized that if God does not exist, then nothing exists, there exists only ‘nothing’ and darkness. And immediately the sun returned to shedding light and he again believed that God exists: the ‘nothing’ became the world again. 

“Akimushka probably had never heard of Meister Eckhardt or Jacob Boehme; he was speaking about an experience of his own, a very original experience of the kind that the great mystics have described for us” (B., pp.227-228). 

Reading passages like the two I have related in this chapter repeatedly and with great attention can be of help to us if we so wish, because it can ideally put us in the place of those who had these experiences, at least to some extent. Because it is altogether evident that their full significance has to be experienced in the first person. On one’s own skin.

39.   What attitude should we assume 

        before God, in our relations with Him? 

        In this connection a believer 

        can be illumined and comforted 

        and corroborated by the practice 

        of identifying himself with the saints 

        also by means of an interior visualization 

        and imagining himself 

        as reliving their experiences

“When performing the ablution [that precedes prayer], Ali Zein al-Abidin (d. in 99 of the Hegira, 717 A.D) became pale and ashen. They asked him the reason and he replied: ‘Don’t you know in whose presence I am about to appear?’ (Vacca, 58). 

Passing from the Muslim ambit to the Christian one, a classical and – as I would add – obligatory point of reference can certainly be found in the figure of Saint Theresa of Avila, as she is characterized – from this point of view – by Walter Nigg in his book entitled Great Saints (pp.161-162). 

“For Theresa speaking to God is not something simply natural… She felt the mysterious contact that in prayer is established between God and the human creature as a most immense thing, not comparable with anything else, that calls for constant reverence. This conviction gave rise to her admonishing words: ‘If you want to talk to God, you have to speak with the attention that such a Lord demands; and it is only right that you should bear in mind who it is that you are speaking to and who you are; in that way you will at least speak with propriety’ (from The road of perfection [Ch.22]). 

“To an oration in which the person is not prostrated by his unheard-of presumption as if struck by lightning Theresa did not even want to accord that name, no matter how fast the orant’s lips were moving.  Face to face with this Spanish saint, one has the feeling that a person is at long last looking for new direct conversations with God, feels the temerity of such an attempt and perceives in all her fibres what it means for a tiny individual without merits to dare to address God. 

“Mere noting that Theresa speaks of the Almighty as ‘His Divine Majesty’ already tells us how very different her feelings are from the insipid thoughtlessness of the greater part of Christians, who with inappropriate familiarity incessantly address God as ‘thou’, almost as if he were one of their likes. 

“Theresa struggled for a long time to find the form worthy of this personal contact with God… She set out with extreme energy to look for an adequate way of talking with God, until she sorrowfully realized that the human creature, relying only on his or her own forces, is quite unable to talk to God. This grace could be nothing other than a gift”. 

This, then, is the correct premise of a personal relationship between the soul and God that can become very intimate and, in the limit, nuptial. But let me give the floor to Theresa of Avila, who in her book Thoughts about the love of God sets out a mystical comment of some expressions used in the Song of Songs. Without actually considering these (“Kiss me with the kisses of your mouth” and also “Better than wine are your breasts exhaling fragrance”, Song 1, 2), since their literal interpretation may vary from one translation to another, I shall here limit myself to just a few passages that seem more than anything else testimonies of the spiritual experiences of Theresa. 

She writes that the Lord, “when in his mercy he wants to grant the desires of the bride, begins to show the soul a friendship so close that it cannot be understood by anyone who has not experienced it”. 

How is it possible to perceive this presence? “Within the soul one feels such a great sweetness as to clearly understand that the Lord is nigh. It is not a question of simple feelings of devotion, full of tenderness, that make one shed abundant tears about the passion of the Lord or our sins, because in the oration that I have in mind, and which I call oration of quietness in view of the calm in which it settles the powers, it seems that the soul has gained possession of what it desires. 

“It is true that the thing may sometimes happen differently, especially when the sweetness does not wholly absorb the soul, but in that case it seems that the peace fortifies man internally and exteriorly, as if he had received a sweet injection in his pith, similar to an exquisite fragrance; or as if one suddenly comes into a room wholly impregnated with perfumes, not of one kind only, but of many and different kinds: one does not know what they are, nor whence they come from, but one remains completely impregnated by them. 

“And the same, so it seems to me, is true of this most sweet love of our God. It penetrates into the soul and does so with such sweetness that the soul is fully satisfied, though without conceiving how such good may have entered it or where it may have come from. It would no longer want to lose it, would not move, would not speak or even look for fear of letting it get away. 

“[…] Here the Saviour wants to show the soul that He wants to become united with it by such a close friendship as to leave nothing between them whereby they could be divided. 

“Great truths are then communicated to it. And this light, though it dazzles to the point of not allowing the soul to comprehend what is happening to it, it also makes it see the vanity of all the things of the world. It does not see the good Master who thus instructs it, but knows that he is there. And it thus finds itself so well apprised, with such great effects and such great energy for good as not to recognize itself any more, to the point of not wanting to say or do anything other than praise the Lord. 

“When one finds oneself in this delight, one is so absorbed and submerged by it seem no longer itself, but in the throes of a divine drunkenness. 

“[…] May it please God, my daughters [says Theresa to her Carmelites], to make you understand – or, better, make you taste, because otherwise you could not understand – the enjoyment that the soul comes to feel! Let the mundane remain with their dominions, with the riches, with their pleasures, honours and banquets! Be it even supposed, though it is impossible, that these treasures can be enjoyed without the distress that is inseparable from them, the felicity they procure will not arrive, not even in a thousand years, to equal the contentment that the soul enjoys in a sole instant after God has elevated it to this state. Saint Paul says ‘that the sufferings of the world are not worth comparing with the glory in which we place our hope [more precisely: ‘that is to be revealed to us’, Rom 8, 18]. 

“[…]Except in the case of a person whom God calls in extraordinary ways, like Saint Paul, to whom He appeared, elevating him all of a sudden to the loftiest contemplation and speaking to him in such a way as to leave greatly bettered, ordinarily the Lord accords this grace and these excellent favour of his to souls who have suffered greatly for Him, greatly desired his love and procured his pleasure with many of their acts. They toiled for many years in meditation and in search of the Bridegroom. Most disgusted with the things of the world, they formed themselves in truth and now look for peace, satisfaction and repose only where they know they can find it. They place themselves under the protection of God and no longer desire anything else”. 

At a certain point Theresa recalls the words of the bride in the Song of Songs: “He brought me to the wine cellar and his banner over me was love” (Song, 2, 4). “These words”, comments Theresa, “make me think that the sublimity of this grace is very great. 

“One may give wine to drink in greater or lesser quantity; and then, from a good wine one may pass to another and better one, and inebriate a person, making him drunk to a greater or lesser extent. And so it is with God’s graces. The Lord gives the wine of devotion in small quantity to one, to another he gives more, and to a third he gives in such manner as to begin stripping him of himself, of sensuality and all the things of the world. To some he gives great fervour in his service; to others he gives strength and to yet others love of their neighbour so ardent as not to make them feel – so much are they aflame with it – the toils they have thus to sustain. All the same, the words of the bride suggest a much greater measure. 

“She says she was taken to the cellar so that she might there become enriched without measure. It seems that the king does not want to deny her anything, so that she might drink whatever she wishes and fully inebriate herself, drawing upon all the different qualities of wine that abound in this heavenly cellar. 

“So that she may enjoy all its delights, admire all its grandeur, nor ever fear to lose her life there drinking in such profusion as to exceed human weakness. She may even die in this paradise of delights. What fortunate death that thus makes you live!… Yes, that, too, may happen. 

“The marvels are so great that the soul comes to understand, be it even without knowing the manner, that it remains as if alienated by it: something that is made known to us by the word “and his banner over me was love” [which in the Song of Songs immediately follow the words just cited].  

“[…] In short, we cannot tell how useful are those who, after having remained with God for some years and in enjoyment of his delights and graces, accept to serve him also in the painful things, in spite of having to sacrifice such sweet consolations. 

“The flowers of their works, budded and matured on the tree of this intense love, have a perfume that lasts for a long time. Just one of these souls will do more good with its words and works than a large number of others whose works are mingled with dust of their sensitivity or with some interest of theirs. 

“[…] It is of great relief for a soul habitually immersed in the delights of contemplation to see itself surrounded by crosses, travails and persecutions. Sufferings come as a great joy, not least because it does not feel them as the weakening and consumption of energies that contemplation must produce when the inner faculties frequently become suspended in it. The soul is therefore right in seeking suffering. It is not beneficial to remain always in joy without ever having to suffer. 

“I observed this very carefully in some people, whose number – unfortunately – is no more than extremely exiguous, on account of our sins. The more progress they make in this oration and the more they become inundated with great delights, the more they consecrate themselves to the needs of their neighbour, especially to the necessities of the souls…” (Theresa of Jesus, Thoughts about the love of God, Chapters 4-7; Opere, pp. 1008-31). 

Significant confirmation can be found in our own days, in the figure of another Theresa, for example, in the words that a biographer dedicates to the prayer of Mother Theresa of Calcutta: “Watching Mother Theresa in prayer is an extraordinary experience: at that moment she becomes one with her God and nothing else is of importance. When she bends down to graze the floor with her forehead in token of reverence, her surrender is total” (Chavla, p. 243).

That prayer, that the intimate conversation between Mother Theresa and God gives rise to a flowering of good works of great social value is something that in our day is universally known. Here we have another confirmation of the value of the intimate communion with God that becomes cooperation in the divine work and, let us add, human complement of the divine creation of the universe. 

We have seen the attitude that an authentic saint assumes before God when he or she dares to speak to Him and render Him adoration. But, as Father Sertillanges wrote, “all our acts have a way of becoming transformed into cult. Our mornings and our evenings may encounter Him who remains hidden by day and shines also at night: and our coming and going will honour him, if we wish, as if it were a question of spiritual evolutions. 

“Our awakening is dedicated to him and our repose prostrates us if, like Jesus, we say: ‘Ecce venio; Here I come, Lord’ and if in the evening, when we are about to sleep the great sleep, again like Jesus, we say: ‘Into thy hands, Father, I commit my spirit’. 

“The presence of God in all things like a rendezvous: encountering Him always in everything, we can always prostrate ourselves in filial adoration. 

“I should be with God more than with my objects, and in these praise God more than the use I make of them, because this is precisely their usefulness for me and for them. I should be with God more than with my friends and those who live with me, because their love is only a reflex and an initiation as far as they are concerned and, for my part, nothing other than a means and a symbol of my adoring love (cited by Plus, pp. 208-209). 

Presence of God, encounter with Him in every act of our existence of men, adoration that becomes cooperation, contemplative love that becomes active love. We are at the great school of the saints, where one learns by imitating them. Where one learns by re-living their intimate experiences and making them our own. The more we succeed in identifying ourselves with the saints (be it even in the most inadequate manner), the more we succeed in visualizing ourselves in the act of such an identification, the better shall we be able to learn from them and be illumined and comforted as we follow in their footsteps on the long and difficult road towards achieving our supreme and only true Good.

40.   By means of a visualizing identification 

        we can also immerse ourselves 

        in the attitude of faith 

        of confident abandonment 

        that is peculiar of authentic saints

When we try to relive the experiences of the saints as far as possible by visualizing ourselves in similar situations, we can also understand how their confident abandonment to the divine will helps them not only in their interior life, but also in action. 

As to interior life: “Place yourself before God like an as yet virgin canvas waiting for the painter’s brush”, said a superior to Saint Margherita Maria (Plus, p.149). 

As to action, we can once again turn to Mother Theresa’s previously cited biography: “When I watch her kneeling down in front of the altar, what alternative do I have if not to take account of the inscrutable divine factor? Almost as if she wanted to dissipate my doubts, Mother Theresa once said to me: ‘I am a pencil in the hands of the Lord, Even today, God shows us His humility by making use of such weak and imperfect instruments as we are’. And she not only said it, but was profoundly convinced of it. How else can one explain the exceptional nature of her work?” (Chawla, pp. 243-244). 

One may also give a faith in the pure state, without any comfort of interior experience. As was noted by one of her biographers, in the last years of her earthly life Saint Theresa of Lisieux was for a long time tormented by atrocious doubts and temptations against the faith, to which she reacted with reiterated and continuous acts of faith. Here is how she recalls the matter: “I think I must have performed more acts of faith this last year than in the whole of my life. At every new occasion of struggle, when the enemy provokes me… I turn my shoulders on the adversary without even looking at him; I run towards my Jesus, tell him that I am ready to spill the last drop of my blood to bear witness that Heaven exists… 

“In spite of this trial, which deprives me of all enjoyment, I can yet say: ‘Lord, you fill me with joy by everything you do’ (Psalm 92). Does there exist a greater joy than suffering for your love?… 

“The veil of the faith is no longer a veil for me, it is a wall that rises up to the heavens and covers the stars… When I sing the bliss of Heaven, the eternal possession of God, I feel no joy whatsoever, because I am simply singing what I want to believe... 

“I have never heard as I do now how sweet and merciful the Lord is: he sent me this trial only when I was strong enough to bear it… It is so sweet to serve the good God in the night of trial, we have nothing but this life to live by faith” (Joulin, pp. 56-77 and 58).

41.   The same practice may enable us

        in some small measure 

        to relive the experience 

        of the love for God 

        that is expressed not only

        in the desire of knowing Him 

        and living in close communion with Him,

        but also becomes translated 

        into love of our neighbour 

        especially the neighbour who suffers 

        and strong commitment in the temporal sphere

“Everything that does not tend to God becomes undone like a cloud”, said ar-Rabi ibn Khaitham (d. in 67/689; Vacca, p. 54). 

Speaking of the love of God, Saint Camillo De Lellis said “that he remained astonished at the idea that a creature could not fall madly in love with its Creator” (Sister Gesualda, p. 299). 

Love of God becomes translated into the desire of knowing Him, not least to participate more fully in His life. Here is the though of a Muslim saint. Abu Bakr ibn Mohammed al-Kattani said: “Knowing God is one of the most perfect ways of serving him” (Vacca, p.161). 

Deepening our knowledge of God (always due to His grace, of course) is a task that commits us personally. Even when he lets himself be guided by a sacred text, the seeker of God has to make the greatest effort to relive that teaching in the first person. And this principle has to be applied to all spiritual learning. 

Significant in this connection is an anecdote regarding the life of Sri Yukteswar told by Yogananda. On the occasion of his first visit to Sri Yukteswar, a famous pandit with affected zeal “shook the ashram rafters with scriptural lore. Resounding passages pour-ed from the Mahabharata, the Upanishads, the Basyas (commentaries) of Shankara. 

“‘I am waiting to hear you’. Sri Yukteswar’s tone was inquiring, as though utter silence had reigned. The pandit was puzzled. 

“‘Quotations there have been, in superabundance’. Master’s words convulsed me with mirth, as I squatted in my corner, at a respectful distance from the visitor. ‘But what original commentary can you supply, from the uniqueness of your particular life? What holy text have you absorbed and made your own? In what ways have these timeless truths renovated your nature? Are you content to be a hollow victrola, mechanically repeating the words of other men?’  

“’I give up!’. The scholar’s chagrin was comical. ‘I have no inner realization’” (Yogananda, pp. 130-131). 

Abu Amr ibn Ibrahim az-Zugiagi (4th century) said: "Whoever speaks of a spiritual state that he has not yet attained, is cause of error for those who listen to him, and God denies him the achievement of that state” (Vacca, p. 162). 

There is far too much that could be said about the various forms that love of God may assume. Here I shall limit myself to proposing a series of flashes that may seem well detached from each other, relying on the intuitive capacities of my readers to find the underlying link. 

Let us consider the application of the love of God that becomes translated into love of one’s neighbour. The neighbour is what he happens to be, not always very likeable. Loving those we like, the lovable ones, is something that even pagans do, as Jesus would say. Christian love, on the other hand, delves into the personality of the neighbour until it there finds the divine Presence that is its potential good, and also his potential lovability. 

And thus Saint Theresa of Lisieux strikes up a relationship with a particularly disa-greeable person, repaying hostile behaviour with a reaction of concentrated love: “There is a sister in the community who has a talent for displeasing me in all things: her manner, her words, her character seem very disagreeable to me. However, she is a holy religious who must be agreeable to the Lord. 

“Therefore I, not wanting to surrender to the natural dislike that I feel, said to myself that charity must not consist of feelings, but of works. And thus I dedicated myself to doing for this sister all the things I would have done for a person particularly dear to me. Every time I met her, I prayed to the good God for her, offering all her virtues and her merits… Often, even during the hours of work, when my duties brought me into contact with her and my intimate contrasts became too violent, I fled like a deserter. 

“Because she was absolutely unaware of what I felt for her, she never guessed the reasons for my conduct and is still convinced that her character pleases me. One day during recreation, all content, she said more or less the following words to me: ‘Could you tell me, Sister Theresa of the Child Jesus, what it is that attracts you to me, since every time you look at me, I see you smile?’ Ah, what attracted me was Jesus hidden deep in her soul… Jesus who renders sweet even the most bitter things. I replied that I smiled because I was happy to see her” (Joulin, pp. 50-51). 

Putting up with imperfections is close akin to bearing with love those we don’t like. Attention has to be paid to the core of divine potentiality that indwells deep down in man. For love of that germ of divinity we have to do everything possible to make it develop and emerge and bear fruit. We have to act with all the necessary energy and yet with all the necessary delicacy and patience. The patience of man will thus become imitation of God’s great patience. 

Saint Filippo Neri said that man had to be taken as he is, with all his merits and defects. We can show him the road of good, but cannot expect that all will travel it to the very end, the end of sanctity. It is up to us to make concessions to man’s human nature and elevate him spiritually without his becoming aware of it (Pucci, pp.140-141). 

“When the architect of the tower of Pisa saw with terror that it was settling, he thought for a moment of tearing it all down. But he did not do so, and kept on building, even though it was leaning. 

“I, too”, comments father Plus, “dreamt of an upright building. But how twisted and crooked I found it to be! I had forgotten the true nature of the soil. It yielded and gave way. Patience. I shall try to complete my masterpiece in spite of the cracks, complete and perfect my ‘leaning’ life” (Plus, p.125). 

There is no need to disdain the more popular and humble forms of religiosity. Speaking to Ramakrishna one day, his young disciple Naren (who was later to become well known as Vivekananda) denounced the practices of certain sects with his customary vigour. But the Master replied: “My son, every house has a back door. Why should one not be free to enter by it if one so desires? But I do, of course, agree with you that the front door is better” (Rolland, p. 162). 

Among the forms of love of one’s neighbour we should pay very particular attention to love for our suffering neighbour. 

From the biography of Saint Filippo Neri, from which I have already cited one of his thoughts: before he dedicated himself to hospitals, Filippo “had adored and prayed a beautiful and luminous Christ seated on a throne of stars in the heavens, whereas the true Christ was there, in those foul-smelling wards, prey of sufferings as great as those of Golgotha” (Pucci, p.81). Whoever sees Christ as the God incarnate, discovers His presence in every man, especially in those where Christ is like a prisoner and longs to be liberated. God seems well present and, as one might add, crucified in every man who is suffering, infirm, oppressed,  even in the most miserable and sinful..

Seeing the crucified presence of Jesus in every diseased person, Saint Camillo De Lellis felt irresistibly induced to make the sick subject of a true cult of adoration. So clearly did he see Christ in the infirm that he called them his gods. Face to face with a particularly repugnant case, he would kneel down and exclaim: “My Lord, my soul, what can I do to serve you?” (Sister Gesualda, p. 286). 

At times some patient would insult Saint Camillo and arrive at spitting in his face and manhandling him. But he said: “The sick may not only command me, but do as they please and heap me with insults and villainies like my true and legitimate masters” (S. G., p. 200). 

Here Mother Theresa comes spontaneously to mind. In an interview she was asked the following question: “When you find yourself face to face with a person suffering from some physical handicap, sick with leprosy and teeming with worms, can some doubt be raised by the need for touching him?”. 

Mother Theresa replied: “That is fear, not doubt”. 

“How does one overcome it?”. 

First of all, with prayer. But, if one really loves that person, accepting him becomes easier, and one manages to do it with gentleness and affection. It is an opportunity of translating one’s love of God into practice. Because love begins at home and the scriptures make this very clear. Jesus said: ‘Everything you do for one of my brothers, you will do for me. If you give a glass of water in my name, you will have given it to me. I was hungry, naked, and alone…’. Faith is a gift that God grants us through prayer. The fruit of silence is prayer, the fruit prayer is faith and the fruit of faith is love, the fruit of love is service and the fruit of service is peace. And thus the cycle is completed”. 

“Whence do you draw your strength?”. 

“The mass is the spiritual food that sustains me. I could not forego it even for a day or an hour. In the Eucharist, I see Christ in the host. In the slums, I see Christ in the desolate semblance of the poor, in the devastated bodies, in the children, in the dying. It is thus that my work becomes possible (Chawla, pp. 251-252). 

In having to do with people, especially the most humble and suffering, charity seeks to express itself in ever less impersonal and mechanical forms, seeks to become wrapped in delicacy and translated into fineness to strike up a most authentic and profound human relationship with those who benefit from it.  

“One of the essential traits of Mother Theresa is that she concentrates all her attention on what she is doing or on the person to whom she is talking (C., p. 241). 

In the course of an interview Mother Theresa answered the question: “Why do the sisters [Missionaries of Charity] always have such a happy air?” by saying: “We want the poor to feel loved. We cannot appear before them with a sad face. God loves those who can give with joy and gives more to those who give with joy” (C., p. 250). 

Who cares for the infirm, serves and helps and succours and comforts and actively loves and adores the crucified God in him. Now, not only those who care for the infirm, but also the infirm himself and anybody who suffers for any reason whatsoever has a part to play, associated as he is with the sufferings of Christ. In the communion of the saints, whatever good is done by each one of us, be it even only in thought, goes to the benefit not only of himself, but of all the others. And since thought itself is creative, a positive and good thought, a thought of love, can produce its effects also at the level of the most concrete and physical reality. 

Let us give the floor once more to Mother Theresa’s biographer: “A very particular aspect of the activities of the Companions of Work [of Mother Theresa of Calcutta] is constituted by the relationship with the sick and the suffering who, due to a handicap, advanced age or illness, cannot carry out any concrete activities. 

“Each one of them is bound to a Missionary of Charity, brother or sister, to whom his or her suffering and prayer are offered,  thus stimulating the missionary to work with greater energy and dedication. In practice, each one is the other’s ‘second self’ and this spiritual communion has contributed to giving significance to many existences marked by sorrow, because suffering comes to be accepted as a form of redemption” (C., pp. 138-139). 

This concept is expressed with great force and clarity in a letter dated Calcutta, 13 January 1953, that Mother Theresa wrote to Jacqueline Decker: “My dear daughter Jacqueline, I am happy that you have agreed to join the suffering members of the Missionaries of Charity. Our purpose is to slake the thirst of Christ on the cross, doing our utmost for the salvation and sanctification of the poor of the slums. Who could do this better than yourself and those who suffer like you? A chalice is needed to slake this thirst, and you and the others, men, women and children, old and young, rich and poor, are all called upon to be that chalice. Truly, from your sick-bed you can do more than is possible for me, who stand firmly on my feet. But we two together can do everything in His name, everything that can strengthen us in our commitment. 

“[…] Each sister will have a companion, a second self who writes to her, thinks of her and prays for her… I am sincerely happy and grateful to the Lord for having you by our side as such. 

“May God bless my dear Sister, Yours in Jesus, Mother Theresa” (C., pp. 144-145). 

One shares the cross of Christ not only by suffering infirmities or other ills in – as it were – a passive manner, but also by working for the kingdom of God and the true good of men, notwithstanding difficulties of every kind. In an anecdote of his life, Saint Giovanni Bosco expresses this concept in the mute eloquence of a gesture that he made without adding a single word. 

We are at the very beginning of the great Salesian work. To his own mother, the famous Mamma Margherita, always by his side, Don Bosco has entrusted a large house that serves as a home for dozens of boys rescued from the streets. But the work is extremely toilsome and demanding and at a certain point she has a moment of crisis. “I can’t stand it any more!”, she screams. And, turned to her son: “You see how much I work, but my toil is badly repaid! These boys are becoming unbearable! Today I found the linen hung out to dry torn down and trampled on, yesterday they were running in the midst of the little vegetable garden. There are those who return with their clothes torn, some who hide the shirts, and others who take the pots to play with… It seems the most natural thing in the world to them... And I  have to look for them, it takes me hours to find them all. I’m fed up, fed up. I was more tranquil at home, at Becchi. I have a good mind to go back there”. 

Don Bosco allowed his mother to let off steam for good. When at last she fell silent, he, without saying a word, raised his hand to indicate the Crucifix on the wall. She immediately understood. “You’re right, Giovanni, you’re right” she said. And returned to the kitchen to put on her apron (Auffray, pp. 65-66). 

The measure of love is in the capacity of sacrifice. From a book of meditations by Father Plus, I take the two thoughts that he cites. The first is: “Who does not sacrifice something, does not love. Who sacrifices little, loves little. Who sacrifices everything, loves totally”. The second: “Love does not repose except in the sacrifice of everything” (Plus, p. 261). 

One should also recall one of the most beautiful vocatives that Saint Theresa of Avila uses in addressing God: “O my sovereign God, o my Repose” (T. of Jesus, Life, ch. 4; Opere, p. 56). 

In obedience peace, according to Pope John’s motto Oboedientia et pax. In sacrifice repose. One may thus find repose in very intense action undertaken in obedience to the divine Will. 

When he returned from Naples to Rome, gravely ill and close to death, Saint Camillo De Lellis immediately wanted to go to assist the sick at the Hospital of the Holy Spirit. They wanted him to desist, since he was himself in greater need of being cured, but he replied: “My repose is to succour the weak and the sick” (Sister Gesualda, p. 286). 

A passage from the Fioretti of Saint Francis of Assisi seems to be particularly significant as a development of what I have said so far: “Since Saint Francis and his companions were called upon by God and elected to carry with their hearts and work and to preach with their tongues the cross of Christ, they seemed and were like crucified men on account of their clothes and their austere life and their acts and works; and therefore they desired more to sustain shame and infamy for the love of Christ than honours of the world or vain reverence and praise; rather, insults made them joyful, while honours made them sad. And thus they went through the world as pilgrims and strangers, bearing with them nothing other than the crucified Christ, and since among the others they were the true shoots of the true vine, namely of Christ, they produced great and good fruit in the souls whom they gained for God” (Fioretti, ch. V). 

But the Christian’s choice of living the Passion of the incarnate God to the full and with great joy finds its poem in the chapter of “perfect joy”, the eighth of the Fioretti. It will be as well to cite the whole of it: “Walking together with Fra Leone of Perugia to Santa Maria degli Angeli, Saint Francis said that perfect joy cannot be found in performing the most prodigious miracles, and not even in the science of all things, be they even future, and not even in converting the whole of the world. 

And thus Fra Leone asked him: “Father, I pray you in the name of God that you may tell me in what perfect joy is to be found”. And the Saint replied: “When we arrive at Santa Maria degli Angeli, soaked as we are by the rain and frozen by the cold, covered with mud and afflicted by hunger, and we knock at door of the place and the porter comes to the door angry and says ‘Who are you?’ and we say ‘We are two of your brothers’ and he will say: ‘You do not speak the truth, rather, you are two rogues who go about deceiving the world and stealing the alms of the poor; go away’, and will not open and make us stay outside in the snow and the water, with cold and hunger until nightfall, then, if such affronts and such cruelty and such rejection we shall manage to bear patiently without discomposure and without murmuring about him, and if we shall humbly and charitably think that the porter truly knows us and that God makes him speak against us, o Fra Leone, write that you have known perfect joy. 

“And if we keep on knocking, and he comes out in fury and drives us off like importune scoundrels with villainies and buffets, saying: ‘Get away from here, vile little thieves, and go to the hospital; for here you shall neither eat nor spend the night’; and if we shall bear all this with patience and gaiety and with good love, o Fra Leone, write that you have known perfect joy. 

“And if we, constrained to do so by hunger and by cold and by the night, keep knocking and calling and begging for the love of God and with great weeping that he should open and let us come in, and he, even more outraged, shall say: ‘These are importune rascals, I shall pay them in the kind they merit’; and comes out with a knotty stick and gets hold of us by the hood and throws us to the ground, rolling us in the snow and beating us with all the knots of that stick; and if we shall bear all these things patiently and with gaiety, thinking of the punishments of the blessed Christ, which we have to bear for love of Him, o Fra Leone, write that you have known perfect joy. 

“And therefore hear the conclusion, Fra Leone. Above all the graces and the gifts of the Holy Spirit that Christ grants to his friends there is overcoming oneself and, for the love of Jesus Christ, willingly bearing punishments, affronts and infamies and discomforts; indeed, we cannot glory in any of the other gifts of God, because they are not ours, but of God, and hence the Apostle says: ‘What have you that you do not have from God? And if you have had it from Him, why should you glory in it as if you had it from yourself?’. But we may glory in the cross of tribulation and affliction, because it is our own and therefore the Apostle says: ‘I do not want to glory in anything but the cross of Christ’” (Fioretti, ch. VIII, pp. 137-138).

42.   The practice of identifying oneself 

        with the situation of others 

        by visualizing them as one’s own 

        and in this way re-living them within oneself

        can be of help in making us understand 

        how at least implicit love of God 

        sustains at the root also many forms 

        of humanist and politico-social commitment

We have passed in review figures of believers who, in entrusting themselves to God, abandon themselves to Him in total offer. And – in full coherence – in God  they also love and serve their neighbour. In men they glimpse the image of God and His active presence, His kingdom on the march. 

God is supreme Knowledge, is ultimate Science. The kingdom of God is the authentic Progress of man, his real Evolution. However, men do not always succeed in connecting their ideas of knowledge, science, evolution, progress and humanism with God. They lack an adequate interior experience of God. Nevertheless, they do perceive human values as something that is worth absolute dedication. Would one be wrong in here seeing an indirect manner of living the experience of the Divine? 

Dedication to values would thus be an indirect manner of serving God. Indirect and yet complementary, if it is true that humanism with its authentic values completes the kingdom of God; if it is true that even science with every form of knowledge, with art and every form of creativity, with technology including our selfsame psychic tech-niques, and then with social organization and the progress of civilization; if it is true that all this contributes to spreading the kingdom of God, so that it may triumph at every level and “come… on earth as it is in heaven”. 

Humanism, too, has its heroes, and so has the progress of science and civilization and, as one might add, they also have their martyrs. In Greek “martyrs” means “witnesses”. They render witness of the Absolute, of that absolute that certainly incarnates itself in the authentic human values. Likewise, therefore, these values have to be pursued with absolute dedication. 

It may be that at the beginning a science or an art is cultivated for reasons that, at least partly, are also egoistic; for love of the earnings or the power or the success or the glory or the celebrity that could derive from it. But when at a certain moment the dedication becomes total to the point of sacrifice of an entire existence, to the point of the gift of one’s life, these egoistic reasons eventually become sublimated and trans-figured. 

A book by Gaston Tissander, published towards the end of the nineteenth century and therefore at the height of the positivist climate, recalls – in the very title of the Italian edition – The martyrs of science and progress. 

The figures of scientists and philosophers, explorers and navigators, inventors, industrialists and doctors recalled in the book are so numerous that we shall here have to limit ourselves to briefly mentioning just a few examples that we can then use to stimulate our meditation. 

The book offers us a series of visions. The navigation of Henry Hudson to the coasts of North America ended in tragedy: the sailors, exasperated by much toil and suffering, abandoned their captain with a few faithful in a lifeboat that was never heard of again. 

Vito Behring, a Dane, likewise met his death in the ice fields that he opened to geography. 

John Franklin explored the snow deserts of Northern Canada on foot until he became lost among mountains of ice and was never found by any of the many expeditions that his wife organized to look for him. 

René Caillé, disguised as an Arab, explored Central Africa, was obliged to stop in an out-of-the-way place on account of a sore on his foot that caused him atrocious pain, fell ill with scurvy and lost a part of his palate bone, remaining alive only thanks to his physical strength and will to go ahead no matter what the cost. Recovered, he set out again, joined a caravan to cross the desert and eventually managed to return to France, where he published an account of his travels. But shortly afterwards, consumed by illness, he died at the age of thirty-nine. 

Giovanni Miani, almost always alone or accompanied by an untrustworthy escort, vainly looked for the head-waters of the Nile, crossing regions that had never been explored, until he met his death amid much toil and suffering. “The atrocious pain of an unsuccessful voyage”, he wrote, “the pangs of the heart caused by the many infamies suffered, the magnificent collections that I had to leave behind, the fire, the continuous rains have worn me down … “ (T., p. 76). 

Passing to the upper regions of the atmosphere, how could one fail to recall the mountaineer Jacques Balmat? Here is what Tissandier has to say about him: “After vain attempts made by de Saussure to arrive at the top of Mont Blanc, Balmat resolved to win the giant of the Alps. He marched on glaciers, crossed crevices, faced avalanches: nothing could stop him. In one of his audacious attempts he remained for four nights out amid the snow; he dared not go either forward or backward for fear of dropping into an abyss, he had practically nothing left to eat or drink, and the cold caused him horrible sufferings. When returned home, he was prostrated by his toil, but not discouraged. He stretched out on the hay of his hut, re-acquired his lost forces, and once more ventured forth to conquer his new world” (T., p. 107). In the end he met his death amid those glaciers. 

The conquest of the upper atmosphere was attempted with mongolfiers, balloons, airships, aircraft. And beyond it there extends the stratosphere and interplanetary space. And here, little by little, we come into the field of ever more daring enterprises, superb technical realizations, heroisms without number. Even further out there are the star-studded heavens, which were explored from the earth by means of ever more powerful telescopes. The discoveries threw into crisis systems that had been commonly accepted until that time. And here we have the trials, the condemnations and the persecutions of which Galileo Galilei is the most renowned victim. 

Passing on to the philosophers, guilty only of exercising their freedom of thought, can one remain silent about the accusations of magic and pacts with the devil and the fifteen years of prison suffered by Roger Bacon? And the death of Giordano Bruno tried by the Inquisition and burnt alive? And the frightful tortures suffered by Tommaso Campanella, his fifteen trials, and the twenty-seven years he spent in prison? 

Not only the beginnings of science and modern philosophy, but also those of medicine found obstacles in the traditional religious mentality and its excessive belief in the letter of the sacred texts. We all know how important it is for medicine to study anatomy. But not so many centuries ago dissections were still forbidden on account of respect, right in its substance and yet ingenuous and mistaken in its application, that was thought due to the human body destined to become resurrected. But as great a physician as Vesalio was to become did not for that reason allow himself to be intimidated: “At the age of eighteen, full of ardour for science, he never hesitated to procure himself the corpses he needed for his work. As soon as it became dark, he set out, always by himself, for the cemetery of the Innocents or at the hill of Montfaucon, and there he contended with the dogs their already putrified prey” (T., p. 357). 

Turning now to invention and the early development of printing, we may recall the tribulations of Hans Gutenberg, Aldo Manuzio, Etienne Dolet, especially the latter, who paid for his independence by being tortured and condemned to death. 

Though I do not want to dwell at length in every field of human activity, it will be as well to linger a little longer with inventors to whom we owe the creation of new industries. An exemplary figure is that of Philippe Lebon, to whom we are indebted for the use of gas as a means of lighting. He did his work in the midst of terrible difficulties. 

Let me give the floor once more to Tissandier: “Enemies and competitors caused him a thousand difficulties; the very elements seemed to conspire against him. A violent tempest devastated his modest habitation; fire destroyed part of his workshop; one would have said that fatality, like the genius of ancient times, had turned with fury against the unfortunate inventor. But neither the misfortunes nor the delusions had the power of overcoming his invincible spirit, well sustained by his highly resolute wife. Philippe Lebon, always extremely active, was probably on the point of overcoming all the obstacles, the hour of attaining his goal was seemingly close at hand, when a death as tragic as it was mysterious tore him away from his work. On the day of the coronation of the Emperor [Napoleon I], 2 December 1804,  he was assassinated and the inventor’s body was found in the Champs Elysées; his body was covered with thirteen dagger wounds. His assassin was never discovered” (T., p. 281). 

The inventors of new machines were hated also by craftsmen and workers, who were afraid of remaining without work. If therefore the machines were menaced by destruction., their creators – in the limit – risked their lives. 

Among the promoters of grandiose works I also want to recall Louis Favre, who dug the long tunnel of the St. Gotthard. The greatest obstacle he had to overcome was the ill will and – at one and the same time – the jealousy of the directors  of a company that they preferred to see suffer a disastrous bankruptcy rather than letting Favre succeed. 

With his unshakeable tenaciousness. Louis Favre “managed to overcome all the obstacles and was sure to see the tunnel finished at the time established since 1872. During seven years of struggle and anxiety the hair of the great worker had turned grey, his back had become curved; he walked more slowly and with greater difficulty, but his spirit never flagged, nor did he allow himself to become discouraged. Following agreements with the company, he had resumed his youthful energy and seriously thought about the Simplon Tunnel as a sequel to the St. Gotthard… But then he unexpectedly died of exertion on the field of his glory. He was accompanying a French engineer into the tunnel, when he suddenly dropped down as if struck by lightning: Favre had ceased to live”. It was June 1879 (T., p. 314).  

Even a purely political commitment can be lived in an implicitly “religious” manner when the way things Have to Be, their Good, is felt and lived – if not by name, at least de facto – as an absolute. A very noble figure of what we might call a believing layman was undoubtedly Giacomo Matteotti, a Socialist deputy and strenuous opponent of Fascism, who was assassinated in 1924. I shall here condense passages taken from a book that vividly recalls his personality and terrible end. 

Giacomo Matteotti was a reformist socialist. He did not assume revolutionary attitudes, which did not seem called for, but neither would he tolerate men living in an unequal manner or liberty being trampled on either politically or economically. He threw himself into the struggle of the workers and the peasants in the firm conviction that he was thereby defending also his own dignity as man. 

When Matteotti became politically mature, there had come to an end the times when the socialist seemed to preach “free love” and presented themselves as Antichrists. Even in Italy, socialism had already become a science rather than a passion. As husband and father Matteotti was a head of family in the warmest sense of the term. Having means of his own, he dressed well, always altogether impeccable, but, shunning all mundane temptations, dedicated all his spare time to his wife and children, with whom he loved to play and, one at a time, carried them on piggyback rides through their large and beautiful apartment. 

It was subsequently discovered that, being sufficiently rich and unbeknown even to his wife, he transferred half his monthly pay as deputy to a priest in Rovigo, his former teacher, for the poor of the parish.

Though habitually serene in family life, he became aggressive in politics. But never in terms of adjectives or tone of voice: at a time when political battles were blatantly fought by means of demagogic speeches, Matteotti distinguished himself (and really impressed and convinced) by abiding firmly by facts and figures. The thin silver pencil that he always carried with him, suspended by a small chain around his neck, was a weapon for him. At the Chamber of Deputies he was a particularly assiduous taker of notes, especially during the speeches of adversaries to whom he would have to reply, and his pedantry in quoting even seemed irritating to some people. 

The victory of Fascism, apart from putting him in the front line of the struggle, also turned his day-to-day habits upside down. His time schedules, which he strictly adhered to, were upset. The party headquarters and its library became a kind of fortress for him. At the Socialist Party, at that time without heating, they have preserved a memorable picture of Matteotti working until late at night wrapped in his black overcoat to protect him against the cold. 

During the trials of his assassins somebody claimed that Matteotti was sick with phthisis and that a hemorrhage was one of the causes of death. But his brother-in-law, the journalist Casimiro Wronowski, denied this: “A sick person could not have led so active a life. One only has to think of the number of times he crossed the frontier to go clandestinely to Brussels, Paris, Switzerland and London, seeing that the governments of the day would not give him a passport” (Gerosa and Vené, p. 92). 

He could not even have sustained the rhythm that he impressed on the political struggle. The hatred of his political enemies was such that at Palermo, on the occasion of an electoral visit, the restaurants refused to serve him for fear of reprisals. At Ferrara he was attacked and covered with spit and soot. In his home town, Rovigo, they tortured him with a lit candle, but he resisted without a murmur. In the end on 10 June 1924, a group of blackshirts waited for him in a car on the riverside road in Rome that today bears his name, surrounded him, beat him up and then put him in the car and carried him away. His corpse was buried in a wood at the eighteenth kilometre of the Via Flaminia, where it was found more than two months later, on August 16. 

One  of Matteotti’s assassins was later to say with macabre admiration: “We cut his throat like a chicken, but one has to admit that he died well” (G. and V., ibid.)  

Taking a step backward as far as chronological order is concerned, one may also recall an episode from the life of Giuseppe Mazzini. In 1836, following the failure of one of his many initiatives to render Italy independent and free, Mazzini, at the time an exile in Switzerland, passed through the terrible experience that he was to recall as the “Tempest of Doubt”. 

The testimony he has left us about it is to be found in a famous text from which, unfortunately, I cannot quote more than just a few brief passages. “When I felt alone in the world – alone, with the sole exception of my poor mother, far away and likewise unhappy on my account – I drew back in terror faced with this void. And it was in this desert that the Doubt emerged. Perhaps I was wrong and the world was right. Perhaps the idea I pursued was a dream. And perhaps I was not pursuing an idea, but my idea, the pride of my concept, the desire of victory rather than the intention of victory, the egoism of the mind and the cold calculations of an ambitious intellect, rendering my heart arid and disavowing its innocent and spontaneous inspirations that limited themselves to a charity modestly practiced in a small circle, felicity poured out onto and shared with just a few heads, and duties that were both immediate and easy to perform. 

“The day on which these doubts first entered my soul, I not only felt supremely and inexpressibly unhappy, but – like a prisoner condemned to death – conscious of guilt and incapable of expiation. The condemned shot at Alessandria, Genoa and Chambéry presented themselves to my mind’s eye like sterile spectres of crime and remorse. I could not bring them back to life. How many mothers had already wept on my account!… I suffered so greatly as to touch the confines of insanity. My dreams made me leap up at night and, almost in a delirium, run to the window called, as I thought, by the voice of Jacopo Ruffini [who had killed himself in prison to avoid ceding under questioning]. 

“At times, trembling, I felt myself driven by an arcane force to visit the next-door room in the belief that I would have found there some person in prison at the time or a hundred miles away. The least incident, a sound, an accent, made me break out in tears. Nature, covered by snow, as it then was around Grenchen,  seemed to me to be wrapped in a shroud of death and to beckon me to come and lie under it… 

“One day I awoke in a tranquil frame of mind, with the intellect serene, like someone who felt he had been saved from extreme danger… And the first thought that flashed to my mind was: What you are feeling is a temptation of egoism: you misunderstand life. 

“As soon as I could, I calmly re-examined myself and things. I constructed the edifice of my moral philosophy all over again. Indeed, a definition of Life dominated all the questions that had aroused that tempest of doubt and terror within me, just as a definition of Life is the prime basis, be it recognized or not, of every philosophy… 

“Life is Mission; and therefore Duty is its supreme law… When your soul, o young brethren of mine, has glimpsed its mission, follow it and let nothing stop you: follow it to where your forces will lead you: follow it irrespective of whether it is accepted or misunderstood by your contemporaries, blessed with love or seen with hate,  sustained by association with others or in the sad solitude that almost always enshrouds Martyrs of Thought… 

“I remember a passage by Krasinski, powerful Polish writer unknown in Italy, in which God says to the poet: ‘Go and have faith in my name. Don’t worry about your glory, but the good of those that I entrust to you. Be tranquil in the face of pride, oppression and the contempt of the unjust. They will pass, but my thought  and you will remain’… 

“The faith that should guide us shines – and in the purest state it seems to me – in the few words of another Pole, Skarga, even more unknown than Krawinski, that I have often repeated to myself: “The swords flash menacingly, dazzling our eyes: misery awaits us outside; and yet the Lord said: Go, go without repose. But where shall we go, o Lord? Go to die, you who have to die: go to suffer, you who have to suffer! 

 “How I arrived at turning these words into an ejaculatory prayer – by which pathways of intellectual work I succeeded in confirming myself in my first faith and decided to work to the very end of my life, no matter what the sufferings and the blame that would assail me, for the end that leaped to my mind in the prisons of Savona, the Republican Unity of my Country – I can neither say nor would it be helpful… Today, if I tried to set down my impressions of that time, I would not succeed in doing so. 

“I recovered my sanity without the help of others, thanks to a religious idea that I verified in history. I descended from the notion of God to that of Progress; from that of Progress to a concept of Life, to faith in a mission, to the logical consequence of Duty, the supreme rule: and having arrived at that point, I swore to myself that nothing in the world would ever make me doubt or deviate from my road. 

“It was, as Dante says, a voyage from martyrdom to peace: violent and desperate peace, let me not deny it, because I fraternized with sorrow and wrapped myself in it as a pilgrim in his cloak; and yet peace, from which I learnt to suffer without rebelling, and ever since I have been in tranquil concord with my soul. 

“I said a long and sad goodbye to all joys, to all the hopes of individual life for me on earth. With my own hands I dug the grave, not of my affections – God is my witness that I feel them today, grey-haired, as in the first days of my youth – but of desires, of needs, of the ineffable comforts of the affections, and tamped down the earth on that grave, so that others should not know what lay buried there. 

“For reasons, some visible, others unknown, my life was, is and would continue to be, even if it were not on the point of coming to an end, unhappy; but never for an instant have I thought, from those days onwards, that unhappiness should influence my actions. Reverently I bless God the Father for some consolations of affection – I know of no consolations other than these – that in recent years he has wanted to grant me, and from them I draw the strength to combat the tedium of existence that at times re-assails me; but even if there were no such consolations, I think I should still be as I am. 

“Be the sky serenely blue as on a fine morning in Italy or extend uniformly leaden or the colour of death as amid the fogs of northern climes, I fail to see how Duty could change for us. God is above the terrestrial sky and the holy stars of the faith and the future shine in our soul, even if their light should become consumed without reflection like a light under a bushel in a tomb” (Mazzini, pp. 290-300). 

At this point, still by way of example, I should like to recall, albeit in a very different context, the figure of a writer like Marcel Proust, who dedicated the whole of his life to his work. Even his experiences of mundane life were protended towards that end. Undoubtedly he felt and lived his literary work as response to an intimate vocation, as a mission. Chronically ill and pressed by time, he enclosed himself in a kind of domestic prison, where he constructed for himself the day-by-day existence that alone could allow him to concentrate on his work. He was assisted by another voluntary prisoner, his housekeeper Céleste Albaret, who has left us a book of memories entitled Monsieur Proust. 

One day he told her: “Dear Céleste, I’m exhausted, at the end of my tether, yet I have to go on. If I don’t manage to get to the end, I shall have given the whole of my life, sacrificed everything for nothing!”. 

How many times did he say that to me, she comments, how many times had I heard him say: “Time is short…”. And one day: “Céleste, I have not yet finished and death is shadowing me, is on my heels”. 

And she, with ingenuous frankness, responded: “Instead of saying so, sir,  why don’t you finish?”. 

But Proust replied: “Dear Céleste, you think that things can be done like that! I can’t. It is not as simple as you imagine to write the word ‘end’”. 

“All the same, sir, it is not a good reason for always talking about your death”. 

“But it is, Céleste, because I shall die soon”. 

“Not by any stretch of the imagination, sir. Let me tell you: you’ll live longer than I”. 

“No, I won’t, Céleste. It will be up to you to close my eyes. And, listen to me carefully, there is something I have to explain to you… You should always listen to those who talk to you about their death. Because we carry our death with us and feel it when it is close at hand. I more than anybody else, because I don’t have the life of all the others. I lead a life that is not normal, without air, without food. Ever since I was a child, my asthma crises have completely ruined my health. I’ve told you that I don’t know how many times: my bronchi are no more than boiled rubber, not even my heart breathes any more, worn out as it is by years of effort to find the air I lack. I am a very old man, Céleste, as old as my old bronchi and my old heart. I shan’t live much longer… And it is for this reason that I am so anxious to finish” (Albaret, pp. 339-340). 

And then, one day when Céleste brought the coffee to Proust’s room, he told her: “Good morning, Céleste… You know, a great thing happened this night...”. 

“What was it, sir?”. 

“Guess”. 

Céleste thought for a moment, reviewing all the possibilities offered by Proust’s physically limited and restricted existence, but simply didn’t know what to say. 

“Well, in that case, dear Cèleste, I’ll tell you. It’s great news. This night I wrote the word ‘end’. Now I can die”. 

“Oh, sir, let’s not talk about that. I see you too happy and I, too, am content that you have managed to complete it as you wanted. But, since I know you, I’m afraid we have not yet finished sticking on those little pieces of paper or adding corrections”. 

Proust replied laughing: “That’s another thing, Céleste. The important thing is that from now on I shan’t worry any more. I shan’t have spent my life in vain” (A., pp. 341-342).

43.   The same practice can also help us

        understand how from true love of God

        there springs love for all creatures 

        and even for animals 

        who not only feel these positive radiations

        but are vitally involved in them

From the Fioretti of Saint Francis: “One day a young man had caught many turtle-doves and was taking them to market. Meeting him on the way, Saint Francis, who always had such singular compassion  for docile animals, saw these turtle-doves with an eye full of pity, and said to the young man: ‘O good young man, I pray you to give me these innocent birds, who in Sacred Scripture are likened to chaste, humble and faithful souls, so that they shall not fall into the hands of cruel people who will kill them’. And immediately the young man, inspired by God, gave them all to Saint Francis, and Francis, receiving them, began to speak softly to them: ‘O my sisters, simple, innocent and chaste turtles, why do you let yourselves be taken? Now, I want to see you avoid death and make you a nest so that you may bear fruit and multiply, according to the commandment of your Creator’. 

“And Saint Francis went and made nests for all of them. And they, getting accus-tomed, began to lay eggs and raise their offspring before the friars; and they were so docile and behaved so meekly with saint Francis and the other friars, as if they where chickens that had always been fed by them. And they never went away, until Saint Francis with his benediction gave them leave to depart” (Fioretti, ch. XXII, pp. 167-168). 

Saint Francis’ sermon to the birds (ch. XVI) is particularly well known, and has its counterpart in the sermon to the fish of Saint Anthony of Padua (ch. XL). In this connection it is as well to recall an episode from the life of a Muslim saint, Abu Madyan Shuaib ibn al Husein al-Maghrabi (Moroccan, died in 580 of the Hegira / 1184 A. D.): “Once Abu Madyan remained at home for an entire year. He went out only on Friday for the public prayer. One day there were lots of people around the door of his house who wanted him to make a speech to them. Obliged by their insistence, he came out and certain sparrows in the garden within the house, on a lotus tree, took to flight as soon as they saw him. And Abu Madyan said: ‘If I could preach as one ought, these birds would not seek to get away from me’. He therefore went back into the house and remained there for another year. 

“They came back a year later to invite him again, he came out and this time the sparrows did not take off. He began to preach and the birds, sitting around him, beat their wings and chirped; many of them died as a result and one of his listeners also died [of sacred emotion]” (Vacca, p. 196). 

All the religious traditions hand down accounts of the relations of friendship that became established between saints and wild beasts, all miraculously transformed into tame domestic animals. 

Of Abu al-Khair al Aqta at-Tinati (the One-Armed, d. in Cairo after 340/951) it is said: “Some Sufis from Baghdad came to visit him and spoke to him about their mystic states, in which they became the spokesmen of God. These speeches irritated him and he went away. A lion came, entered the house and the visitors pressed against each other in silence, pale and frightened. Abu al Khair came back and said: ‘Brothers, what has happened to the things you were bragging about?’. Then he shouted to the lion: ‘Didn’t I tell you to leave my guests in peace?’. The lion withdrew and the saint said to his visitors: ‘You attach such importance to the exteriorities and are afraid of a lion, we concern ourselves with interior things and the lion is afraid of us’” (Vacca, p.159). 

Indeed, a saint exercises the attraction of a powerful magnet. The paranormal sensitivity of animals is well known: when it is real, they perceive the saintliness of a man at once and, as one might say, in an infallible manner.

44.   Identifying ourselves ideally and visually

        with those who recite the Prayer of Jesus 

        as also other forms of repeating mantrams 

        can help us to learn a method of praying 

        that is as easy as it is efficacious 

        and capable of transforming our entire life 

        by means of the effective adoption 

        be it even implicit, of specific techniques

        operating at the subliminal level of our psyche

The first companion of Saint Francis was Messer Bernardo of Assisi. This rich gentleman became curious about Francis, who was still wearing secular clothes, and wanted to put his saintliness to the test. One day he therefore invited him to dine and stay the night at his home and had a bed prepared for him in his own room, where a lamp always remained lit throughout the night. 

“And Saint Francis, to hide his saintliness, threw himself on the bed as soon as he entered the room and made out to be asleep; and Messer Bernardo, after a moment or two likewise went to bed and began to snore loudly as if he were profoundly asleep. So that Saint Francis, really believing that Messer Bernardo was asleep, rose from his bed and began to pray, raising his eyes and hands to heaven: and with great devotion said: ‘Iddio mio, Iddio mio, My God, my God’; and saying this and shedding tears, he remained until the morning, always repeating: “Iddio mio, Iddio mio’, and nothing else. And Saint Francis kept saying this, contemplating and admiring the excellence of God’s majesty… And since Messer Bernardo, by the light of the lamp, could see the most devout acts of saint Francis and diligently considered the words he was saying, he was touched and inspired by the Holy Spirit to change his life…” (Fioretti, ch. II, pp. 120-121). 

Here the prayer of Saint Francis was limited to two words ‘My God’. “And nothing else”, adds the author of the Fioretti. The repetition of a mantram or a prayer, or a brief phrase containing one of the possible names of the divinity is universally recommended. 

In this connection, let me cite two sayings by Muslim saints. Mohammed ash-Shuweimi (XV century) “said to his companions: ‘Invoke the name of God, He will give you everything you desire’. A man, greatly in love with a woman who would not marry him, came to see Shuweimi, who said to him: ‘Go into this cell and keep invoking her name’… The man did so, day and night. In the end she came to the door of the cell on her own legs and  said to him: ‘Open, I am such and such’. But he felt that he no longer wanted her and replied: ‘If that is the effect of the invocations, it is better for me to dedicate myself to invoking the name of God’. And he began to repeat the name of God, who on the fifth day revealed Himself to him in ecstasy” (Vacca, p.287). 

Ibrahim ad-Dasuqi al Qurashi (d. in 676/1277), for his part, said: ‘How many people pronounce the holy name of God without either knowing or understanding its meaning! And yet it is thanks to this Name that the friends of God touch a tree and it bears fruit, make water gush forth from stones, tame wild animals, obtain rain and rouse the dead” (Vacca, p. 207). 

The so-called Prayer of Jesus is held in great honour in the Christian East. It consists of two verses: “Lord Jesus Christ / have pity on me”. A slightly longer form is also in use: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God / have pity on me who am a sinner”. It is discussed at great length in the Philocalia, a composite work about which I shall have more to say in a moment. But the best known and most popular book on the subject is the one entitled The Tales of the Russian Pilgrim, written by an anonymous author and published in the nineteenth century. Here it will be useful to cite the essential part of the first tale. 

“By the grace of God I am man and pilgrim, by action a great sinner, by vocation pilgrim of the most miserable kind, erring from place to place. My earthly goods are a knapsack on my back with a little dry bread and, in the inside pocket of my smock, the Holy Bible. Nothing else. 

“Twenty-four weeks after the feast of the Holy Trinity [which corresponds to our Pentecost] I entered a church, during Liturgy, to pray. I was reading from Paul’s first Letter to the Thessalonians the passage where he says: ‘Pray without intermission’ [1 Thess 5, 17]. These words became profoundly incised  in my spirit and I began to wonder how it might be possible for men to pray without rest when each one of us is necessarily engaged in working for his sustenance. I looked through my Bible and read with my own eyes what I had heard and, more precisely: ‘Pray without intermission, pray at all times in the Spirit’ [Eph 6, 18]; ‘Men should pray, lifting holy hands without anger or quarrelling’ [1 Tim 2,8]. I thought and thought, but found no solution. 

“‘What shall I do?’, I asked myself. ‘Where can I find somebody to explain to me the sense of these words? I shall go to churches where there are preachers of great fame; who knows, I may well hear illuminating words from their lips’. And so I did. I heard many fine sermons about prayer in general: what it is, why it is indispensable, what are its fruits; but nobody explained to me how one could live praying. One of these sermons dealt with interior oration and also with uninterrupted oration, but not a single word about how one could get there”. 

At long last the pilgrim met a starets, an old and holy monk, who really initiated him to what in the Eastern Church is called the Prayer of Jesus. He defined it as follows: “‘The uninterrupted Prayer of Jesus is the continuous and uninterrupted invocation of the divine Name of Jesus Christ with the lips, with the mind and with the heart, in the mental vision of his constant presence and in the invocation of his mercy, during every occupation, in every place, at all times, even while sleeping. The Prayer of Jesus consists of these words: Lord Jesus Christ have pity on me! Whoever gets accustomed to this invocation will feel such consolation and such need for continuously reciting the Prayer that he will no longer be able to live without it, and it will spontaneously spring from within him. Have you now understood what continuous praying means?’” (p. 33). 

“[…] ‘In this connection, let me read you a passage of the Philocalia  [famous anthology  of the ascetics and mystics of the Eastern Church]. The starets looked for the treatise of the monk Nicephorus [Of the custody of the heart] and began to read: ‘If after some attempts you do not succeed in penetrating into the region of the heart as I have taught you, do what I shall now tell you, and with the help of God you will obtain what you are looking for. You know that the faculty of pronouncing words resides in man’s larynx. Removing all thoughts from your mind (which you can do if you wish), impose upon this faculty to repeat only and incessantly these words: Lord Jesus Christ, have pity on me! And force yourself to pronounce them always. If you will continue to do so for some time, this will undoubtedly open the threshold of your heart. Experience assures us that it is so (pp. 38-39). 

“[…] ‘Therefore from now onwards you must accept my direction with confidence, and recite the Prayer of Jesus as often as possible. Take this rosary. To begin with you will say this Prayer three thousand times each day. On your feet, seated, walking or lying down, you will say unceasingly: Lord Jesus Christ, have pity on me! Say it in a low voice, slowly; but let it be three thousand times a day, neither more nor less; with this means the Lord will help you to attain the perpetual activity of the heart’”. 

“I welcomed these precepts with joy and went back to my hut. I began to carry out faithfully and punctually what he had ordered me. For two days it was not easy for me, but then it became so easy and pleasant that as soon as I stopped, I felt the need for resuming the Prayer of Jesus and it flowed easily and lightly from my lips, without obliging me to make the effort I had made before” (p. 38). 

The pilgrim met the starets again, who suggested that he should increase the number of repetitions of the Prayer to twelve thousand a day. The initial efforts were rewarded with results obtained in an ever easier and more spontaneous manner. 

“One morning I was, as it were, awakened by the Prayer. I began to recite the usual morning orations, but my tongue would not move readily. I had but one intense desire: to recite the Prayer of Jesus. And as soon as I began it, I felt relief and joy, while the tongue and the lips moved by themselves and without any effort on my part. I passed the whole day in great joy. I was as if detached from everything, as if I found myself in another world. I easily finished my twelve thousand prayers before evening. I would have wanted to continue, but dared not exceed the limit established by the starets. The following days I kept on invoking the name of Jesus Christ readily and happily. Then I went to see the starets and told him everything in full detail. 

“He listened to me and said: ‘Thank God for having given you the desire and facility of reciting the Prayer. It is a natural effect that comes from frequent and active exercise. The same thing happens to a machine upon whose driving wheel one impresses a thrust: it runs a long way of its own accord; but if its motion is to be prolonged, one has to grease the wheel and every now and again impress a new thrust upon it. You can see the extraordinary faculties that God, for love of man, has granted even to man’s sensual nature; sensations that can spring forth not only outside grace, but even in as yet unpurified sensuality and in a soul rotten with sin: you have yourself experienced it. But what marvels, what beatitude, what consolation when the Lord deigns himself to make us the gift of spontaneous spiritual prayer and to cleanse the soul of sensuality! It is an inexpressible condition, and the discovery of this mystery is a foretaste on earth of the heavenly delights. It is attained by those who seek God in the simplicity of a heart overflowing with love. I now permit you to recite the prayer as often as you wish. Try to dedicate to it every moment in which you sleep, invoke the Name of Jesus Christ without counting any more, abandoning yourself humbly to the will of God and waiting for Him to help you. He will not abandon you and guide you on your road’. 

“Following his advice, I passed the whole of summer reciting the Prayer of Jesus incessantly and felt absolute peace of soul. I often dreamt of reciting the Prayer while I slept. And during the day, whenever I happened to meet someone, all these people, without distinction, seemed as lovable to me as if they were members of my family. But I never stopped with anybody. My thoughts had spontaneously quietened. 

“I only thought about the Prayer. My spirit sought to listen to it, and my heart at times began to feel a sense of warmth and pleasure. When I went to church, the long monastic function seemed short to me and no longer tired me as it had in the past. My solitary hut seemed a stupendous palace to me. And I did not know how I could thank God for having sent, to as lost a  sinner as I am, the salvation of a master and a guide”. […]  I now walk and unceasingly repeat the Prayer of Jesus which is more precious and sweeter to me than any other thing of the world. At times I walk more than sixty versts in a day [a verst is a little more than a kilometre] and I don’t even realize it. The only thing I notice is the Prayer. When intense cold grips me, I recite it with even more attention and immediately feel warmed. When hunger begins to make itself felt, I start invoking the Name of Jesus Christ more often and thus forget its stings. When I fall ill and my legs and back begin to hurt, I concentrate my thoughts on the Prayer and no longer feel the pain. When somebody offends me, I only have to remember the sweetness of the Prayer of Jesus: humiliation and anger disappear, I forget it all. I am as if half-conscious. I have no worries, no interests. I wouldn’t even dedicate a  look at the cares of the world. I only want to remain in my solitude, a sole desire inhabits me, to recite the Prayer unceasingly; and while I pray, I feel filled with joy. God knows what is happening to me! Naturally, all this is bound up with my senses or, as my late starets would have said, is a natural fact produced by habit. But even now I dare not proceed with the study of spiritual oration in the intimacy of the heart, given my unworthiness and insipience. I wait for the hour of God and in the meantime confide in the prayers of my departed starets. Thus, even though I have not yet arrived at an uninterrupted and spontaneous prayer of the heart, by the grace of God I have clearly understood the significance of the teaching of Saint Paul when he says: ‘Pray without intermission’” (pp. 40-44).

45.   Identifying ourselves by means 

        of the same operation of interior visualization

        we can also relive the existence 

        of the ascetics, yogis and saints of India 

        as also of any other country, epoch 

        and spiritual tradition of the world 

The examples I am giving of what can be interiorly visualized are undoubtedly summary and incomplete. But I believe them to be sufficient to give us some idea of the variety of the possible contents of the exercises that I am proposing here. It will be helpful to conclude these examples with two passages from the Autobiography of a Yogi, where Paramahamsa Yogananda tells us about his own master Sri Yukteswar and the master of the latter, Lahiri Mahasaya. 

Following an order that is more logical than chronological, I prefer to begin with Sri Yukteswar. This is what Yogananda tells us about him: Daily life at the ashram flowed smoothly, infrequently varied. My guru awoke before dawn. Lying down, or sometimes sitting on the bed, he entered a state of samadhi. It was simplicity itself to discover when Master had awakened: abrupt halt of stupendous snores. A sigh or two; perhaps a bodily movement. Then a soundless state of breathlessness: he was in deep yogic joy. 

“Breakfast did not follow; first came a long walk by the Ganges. Those morning strolls with my guru – how real and vivid still! In the easy resurrection of memory, I often find myself by his side: the early sun is warming the river. His voice rings out, rich with the authenticity of wisdom. 

“A bath; then the midday meal. Its preparation, according to Master’s daily direction, had been the careful task of young disciples. My guru was a vegetarian… 

“Visitors appeared in the afternoons. A steady stream poured from the world into the hermitage tranquillity. Everyone found in Master an equal courtesy and kindness. To a man who has realized himself as a soul, not the body or the ego, the rest of humanity assumes a striking similarity of aspect. 

“The impartiality of saints is rooted in wisdom. Masters have escaped maya; its alternating faces of intellect and idiocy no longer cast an influential glance. Sri Yukteswar showed no special consideration to those who happened to be powerful or accomplished; neither did he slight others for their poverty or illiteracy. He would listen respectfully to words of truth from a child, and openly ignore a conceited pandit. 

“Eight o’clock was the supper hour, and sometimes found lingering guests. My guru would not excuse himself to eat alone; none left his ashram hungry or dissatisfied. Sri Yukteswar was never at a loss, never dismayed by unexpected visitors; scanty food would emerge a banquet under his resourceful direction. 

“Yet he was economical; his modest funds went far. ‘Be comfortable with your purse’, he often said. ‘Extravagance will buy you discomfort’. Whether in the details of hermitage entertainment, or his building and repair work, or other practical concerns, Master manifested the originality of a creative spirit. 

“Quiet evening hours often brought one of my guru’s discourses, treasures against time. His every utterance was measured and chiselled by wisdom. A sublime self-assurance marked his mode of expression: it was unique. He spoke as none other in my experience ever spoke. His thoughts were weighed in a delicate balance of discrimination before he permitted them an outward garb. 

“The essence of truth, all-persuasive with even a physiological aspect, came from him like a fragrant exudation of the soul. I was conscious always that I was in the presence of a living manifestation of God. The weight of his divinity automatically bowed my head before him. 

“If late guests detected that Sri Yukteswar was becoming engrossed with the Infinite, he quickly engaged them in conversation. He was incapable of striking a pose, or of flaunting his inner withdrawal. Always one with the Lord, he needed no separate time for communion.  A self-realized master has already left behind the steppingstone of meditation. ‘The flower falls when the fruit appears’. But saints often cling to spiritual forms for the encouragement of disciples. 

“As midnight approached, my guru might fall into a doze with the naturalness of a child. There was no fuss about bedding. He often lay down, without even a pillow, on a narrow davenport which was the background for his customary tiger skin seat.  

“A night-long philosophical discussion was not rare; any disciple could summon it by intensity of interest. I felt no tiredness then, no desire for sleep; Master’s living words were sufficient. ‘Oh, it is dawn! Let us walk by the Ganges’. So ended many of my periods of nocturnal edification” (Yogananda, pp. 107-110). 

And here is the figure of Lahiri Mahasaya, maestro of Sri Yukteswar, as Yogananda presents him by relating the words of the learned Kebalananda: “Rarely fortunate, I was able to remain near Lahiri Mahasaya for ten years. His Benares home was my nightly goal of pilgrimage. The guru was always present in a small front parlour on the first floor. As he sat in lotus posture on a backless wooden seat, his disciples garlanded him in a semicircle. His eyes sparkled and danced with the joy of the Divine. They were ever half closed, peering through the inner telescopic orb into a sphere of eternal bliss. He  seldom spoke at length. Occasionally his gaze would focus on a student in need of help; healing words poured then like in avalanche of light.  

“An indescribable peace blossomed within me at the master’s glance. I was perme-ated with his fragrance, as though from a lotus of infinity. To be with him, even without exchanging a word for days, was experience which changed my entire being. If any invisible barrier rose in the path of my concentration, I would meditate at the guru’s feet. There the most tenuous states came easily within my grasp. The master was a living temple of God whose secret doors were open to all disciples through devotion. 

“Lahiri Mahasaya was no bookish interpreter of the scriptures. Effortlessly he dipped into the ‘divine library’. Foam of words and spray of thoughts gushed from the fountain of his omniscience. He had the wondrous clavis which unlocked the profound philosophical science embedded ages ago in the Vedas. If asked to explain the different planes of consciousness mentioned in the ancient texts, he would smilingly assent: ‘I will undergo those states, and presently tell you what I perceive’. He was thus diametrically unlike the teachers who commit scripture to memory and then give forth unrealized abstractions. 

“‘Please expound the holy stanzas as the meaning occurs to you’. The taciturn guru often gave this instruction to a nearby disciple: ‘I will guide your thoughts, that the right interpretation be uttered’. In this way many of Lahiri Mahasaya’s perceptions came to be recorded, with voluminous commentaries by various students. 

“The Master never counselled slavish belief. ‘Words are only shells’, he said. ‘Win conviction of God’s presence through your own joyous contact in meditation’” (Y., pp. 39-40). 

46.    Lastly, we can ourselves create 

        other images to be visualized

We set out to look for images that we could interiorly visualize, drawing on the sacred texts, spiritual writings and a wide range of religious and parareligious phenomenology. And now that we have completed this operation in terms that, even though summary, serve at least as examples, there has come the moment to conclude with images that we can ourselves create in full freedom to choose the most suitable ones. 

It will be helpful, first of all, to propose images that can help us to relax. 

Coming back to what I was saying about these techniques in a chapter lying a long way back, let me note right away that when we try to attain an ever more relaxed conditions, such suggestions as “The muscles of my feet are relaxing… My ankles are loosening up… Now the legs are relaxing right up to the knees…”, and so on, rising from the feet to the head, prove to be very helpful. 

It will be useful if the repetition of such phrases is accompanied by the visualization on each occasion of the relaxation of the muscular fibres of that particular part of the body. Wordings like “My body is rigid like a log of wood… is heavy like a marble statue” have to be accompanied by appropriate visualizations. 

A particularly desirable visualization is the one in which the subject is going down a staircase that keeps descending, in circles or from floor to floor. Or, well enclosed and protected in a diving suit, keeps sinking down to the bottom of the sea. All the images connected with a descent or a continuous sinking can be helpful. 

The soul that floats lightly above a body that has become inert and heavy can visualize itself as an ethereal form, or also as spherical; or, again, reproducing the lines of the bodily figure as a kind of “double”. 

The coming and going of thoughts disturbs our meditation? Just don’t worry about it. Let’s try to imagine ourselves as a mountain where clouds come and go,  even a long way below the summit. But is the mountain disturbed by them?  It remains immobile and stable. And our soul can remain similarly unperturbed. 

We can identify ourselves with that mountain. And thus we can imagine ourselves as a reef that repels the waves breaking against it. 

We can feel to be inside a rock that, high up on a mountain, stands out to challenge all the tempests without ever being perturbed by them. 

We can feel ourselves protected by a shield or, better still, an armour suit, or enclosed in an unconquerable bunker.

These concepts are all present in Psalm 18 (vv. 2-3) that I mentioned earlier on: “I love you, O Yahweh, my strength. / Yahweh is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, / my God, my rock in whom I take refuge, / my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold”.  

All the same, we can confer every possible development upon these images. The important thing is that we should confirm ourselves in the idea that our spirituality is safe and well protected against the snares and perils of the external world. If we then want to delve more deeply into the matter, we shall end up by realizing that this safety and strength comes to us from God. In this sense, indeed, there is nothing to be added to the verses I have just recalled. 

But the idea that we have to strengthen is that, enclosed within ourselves, we are well defended, and the same is true as regards the idea that at the moment we come out of ourselves to operate in the external world, our action is made more powerful, rendered strong and irresistible by divine help. In spite of our weakness. The strength comes to us from the Lord, so that, forgetful of ourselves and our little projects,  we put ourselves in his service. 

At this point it will be helpful if we imagine ourselves fed by an energy Source situated deep within each one of us, more intimate than the most intimate things we may have within us. 

This Source is a reality, just as all the things we visualize are realities. Visualization must not be understood as bringing into being something that is not, but rather as intended to strengthen our awareness of something that really is, so that we may adhere to this truth in the strongest possible way, not only with the intellect,  but with the whole of our being at all levels. 

What wells up from deep within us is an absolute Source not only of force, but of inspiration and love and of every lofty and noble feeling. All the energy that we draw from it moves us to act on the external world as vehicles of the Lord to subject matter in his name, to weaken evil and death, to complete the creation of the universe. 

The Creator is God, but we are called upon to collaborate in this creation, which, conceived in a truly vast perspective, is still I  course and includes redemption from sin and all its negative consequences. 

The kingdom of God is a germ that tends to develop until it occupies the totality of existence, to transform, to spiritualise even matter itself. 

The divine Principle works from within. Throughout the germinal state, the kingdom of God is not of this world, and corporeal reality remains unchanged in the status quo. But when the divine Spirit will have transformed matter entirely and at all levels, corporeal reality will become configured like the corporeity of Christ after the resurrection. 

In the figure of the risen Christ theology sees a foretaste of the final state of the risen on the Day of the Lord at the end of time. The paramystic phenomena of the saints demonstrate the capacity of the physical body to let itself be moulded by the Spirit in such a way as to overcome the limitations of matter. 

One cannot say that each saint has all these phenomena, but hagiography makes us see the paramystic phenomena distributed among many saints. There are those who levitate and walk on the waters. And those whose physical body at a certain moment becomes incombustible, luminous or fragrant with heavenly perfumes. And, again, those who live for long periods without eating, without drinking, without sleeping. 

There are those who appear in two distant places at the same time, and not only make their image seen but, in the limit, also make their bodily form assume a certain solidity and vitality. 

There are those who in visions or dreams or by means of intuitions learn profound theological truths, and those who read in the hearts of other people; and those who see distant things inaccessible to view and normal cognition, and also past and future events. 

There are those who suddenly modify the features of their face with a simple action of the psyche, at times even at the unconscious level. There are those who, with the simple psychic energies animated by the divine Spirit from within, move even very heavy objects, transform situations of the external world, cure and heal other people, or exercise a loving dominion over nature and animals. Innumerable saints appear to be the protagonists of a great variety of miraculous paramystic phenomena. Special mention should here be made of the levitations of Saint Giuseppe da Copertino, the most prodigious, but also of Saint Theresa of Avila, Saint John of the Cross, Saint Gemma Galgani; the incombustibility of Saint Polycarp of Smyrna, Saint Catherine of Siena and the Blessed Giovanni Buono; the supernatural perfume (osmogenesis) of violets and the healings and the bilocations of Father Pius; the bilocations of saint Anthony of Padua, and of Natuzza Evolo in our own days; the luminosity at times assumed by the bodies of Saints Ignatius of Loyola, Filippo Neri, Carlo Borromeo, Francis of Sales; the healings obtained by an innumerable host of men and women of God, especially after their death, scientifically ascertained on the occasion of their canonization processes; the stigmata of so many saints from Francis of Assisi onwards; the fasting of Saints Nicolas of Flüe and Theresa Neumann; the prolonged waking of Saint Ludvina and Saint Peter of Alexandria; the rain and the multiplication of the bread obtained by Saint Domenico of Guzman, the multiplication of the grain of the Curate of Ars; the hierognosis (or theological knowledge obtained without study) as demonstrated by episodes of the lives of Saint Ignatius of Loyola and Saint Theresa of Avila; but even  before them, by the answers given by Joan of Arc, an illiterate peasant girl, to the insidious questions of her judges; the penetration of the hearts (or capacity of reading in the mind of other people) characteristic of confessors like the Curate of Ars, Saint Vincenzo Pallotti, Padre Pio; the clairvoyance in present, past and future, a gift once again shared by numerous saints, and also others in wholly lay contexts; and so on, the list is seemingly endless. 

Last of all, among the miracles of Jesus, I want to recall the central one, his resurrection, but also – from that moment onwards – his capacity of appearing in closed environments and transforming the feature of his face and all his appearance in such a manner as not to be recognized even by his own disciples. 

Here I have limited myself to mentioning paramystic phenomena that take place in a Catholic-Christian environment. But we should not forget those of the Christian East and those that occur in all the various religious traditions, and which I omit only to keep this note within reasonable bounds of space. 

Drawn from the Bible and hagiography, the scenes of these episodes can be imagined and visualized during meditation. With just a little inspired imagination, each one of us can prefigure to himself what will be the final state of the risen and can also identify himself in such a state to live it in the first person, visualizing himself with his physical body wholly transformed. 

And thus each one of us serenely imagine himself to have been transformed in his psyche like the greatest of saints and to have his physical body similarly transformed to the point of obtaining these wondrous things all together and even a great deal more, incomparably more. 

Each one of us, again, can imagine to have a glorious and fully spiritualized body like that of the risen Christ and therefore such as to be shaped and moulded according to his will. Re-evoking the evangelical episodes that follow the resurrection can help us to render the visualization more concrete. 

Another reference image could be that of Jesus, Moses and Eliah transfigured on Mount Tabor.  They still have their corporeal figures (though luminous, be it noted), nevertheless they are immersed in ecstasy. Now, in the course of an ecstasy it is even possible to have a cosmic and – in the limit – beatific vision. In other words, it is possible to benefit from a divine condition while yet maintaining one’s individuality and corporeal form. 

One may think that the resurrection of spiritualized bodies will render their matter a perfect vehicle of the highest spirituality: even a spirituality ascended to a level of divine perfection. 

Though maintaining his own personality and corporeity, a subject who attains this level of perfection will enjoy the benefit of the vision of all subsequent events (even those that on earth we call past and future): and will be able to contemplate them all (or, rather live them) in a single all-comprehensive act of the mind that contains all successions in a single eternal present. 

Do we need some symbol to reformulate these concepts in more intuitive terms? 

There are the chronotopes (synthesis of time, krόnos, and space, tόpos): geometrical figures that, with a view to correcting Newton’s classical model, were developed by Minkowski, De Sitter and Castelnuovo and express even the dimension of time in terms of space. 

But even a railway timetable already expresses in spatial terms the time it will take a train to reach the various stations along the line: 12.18 Rome Termini, 12.58 Orte, 14.46 Arezzo, 15.45 Florence Santa Maria Novella, and so on. All events are thus compresent on one and the same page, which can therefore symbolize eternity. 

The becoming of time can be symbolized also by means of the series of the lines and pages of a book, which calls for a succession of minutes, hours, etc., to be read, and is yet all compresent to somebody who holds it in his hand. 

A succession of moments visualized contemporaneously is constituted also by the cartoons drawn on a large page of a comic strip magazine. 

Let us imagine that we separate the pages and then glue them in their proper order on a large wall. Let us now think of ourselves as possessing an eyesight and a mind (undoubtedly miraculous, divine) such as to be able to read the whole book in a single glance. And let us also imagine that the book contains the entire history of mankind as the crowning of the whole of cosmic evolution. Our capacity of reading the entire book in a single glance could symbolize divine omniscience in visual terms. 

And thus we have arrived at considering the Divinity in accordance with a mode of being different from the connotation as God the Creator who advances the creation of the world by means  of the succession of time. The absolute, omnicomprehensive and eternal Consciousness is one of God’s modes of being that has to be kept well apart. It is not by chance that theologians speak of different Persons of one and the same Trinity. 

From God as Holy Spirit (or Soul of the World, as Plotinus would say) we have passed to God as absolute timeless Consciousness, who give sense of being to all things in the act of thinking them, that is to say, to God as Logos, Verb, Word.

But a God postulated as concrete Consciousness of all things and all events presupposes a God who precedes these concrete thoughts: just as an artist precedes his work, already exists as a man before he conceives them. When we speak of God, it is clear that we are not speaking of a temporal moment (which could not be in that dimension) but of a metaphysical “first”. 

In other words,  in an anterior metaphysical moment God as pure Self (abstract, autotransparent Consciousness of itself) precedes God as One-and-All (concrete Consciousness of all things that gives sense of being to all things). And both these precede God as Creator (who intervenes in his creation in the course of time to bring it to final perfective completion). 

And hence the Trinity: supreme divine articulation that we find in Christian theology, as also, be it even in somewhat different and yet impressively similar form, in  Plotinian philosophy. 

First Person: Father, Pure Self, Plotinian one, Brahman of the Hindus. 

Second Person: Son, Logos, Verb, eternal image of the Father. Plotinian Nous, One-All, one, immutable, omnicomprehensive Consciousness of the totality of facts and events. In Taoism and then in Mahayana Buddhism and Zen we can find a correspondence with which there converge the denominations of Tao, Buddhity, Void, Spirit of Unity and Thus-It-Is. 

Third Person: Holy Spirit, Soul of the Plotinian world, Lord Ishwara o Bride-Paredra of God or Divine Mother of the Hindus, Living God, primordial creative Energy operating in space and time, through evolution and history. 

How can we enliven the sense of each of these three modes of being of the Divine? Are there other possible visualization techniques?  

As far as the living and Creator God (third Person) is concerned, the theme of his possible visualization has already been considered in these pages to the full extent to which this is possible here. 

As regards the second Person, on the other hand, there is the great problem of rendering in visual terms the compresence of the successive temporal moments. I think that at least in this we have made a good attempt – at least within our human limits – by having recourse to the image of the timetable, the page that tells a story as a comic strip,  a book torn apart and reduced to a series of pages glued side by side and in various rows on an immense wall where they can all be seen in a single glance. 

An image of contemporaneousness is also offered by a gramophone record, a film can, a cassette or a videocassette. When one listens, one has the sense of temporal succession; which becomes the sense of a contemporaneous totality when the object is considered in its unity-totality even when one only sees it. 

But when is it that an itinerary that one has travelled and lived moment by moment can be made the object of a global contemplation? 

Our spiritual ascent is like the ascent of a mountain; and the vision of the heights that can be gradually attained and the ever larger panoramas that can be contemplated as one rises can encourage us to go ahead in spite of all the difficulties. This ascent is however lived as a succession of moments. And each object will have its personal experience and live its own ascent likewise as a succession of moments. 

In the end we shall all arrive at the ultimate summit. And from there each one of us can contemplate the path that lies behind by-re-evoking the series of adventures lived step by step, stage by stage. And will not only relive the adventures of his own itinerary, but also those of the itineraries followed by the others, each of the others. At that moment, each one will have the panoramic vision of all the successions of events, be they his own or of others, all re-lived contemporaneously. Re-lived in full, re-actualized, brought into being by an eternal act in a vision that no longer has either time or limits. 
But let us pass on to a slightly different symbol. A vast panorama, grandiose like the one that can be enjoyed from an aircraft flying at a high altitude, could well signify the concrete content of the divine Consciousness or,  put in other words, the sum of the things and events that God sees in his mode of being of the Second Person. 

At this point I am wondering whether, moving from the same symbol, we can create another, different but analogous, capable of representing to ourselves in visual terms the condition of pure transparency that characterizes the First Person of the Trinity. 

The memories I conserve of many trips made by air offer me the image of flying above a sea of clouds that wholly covers the surface of the earth, hiding it from view, so much so that there remains nothing other to contemplate than the serene sky, grasping it in its purest and most abstract transparency. 

Here we have the Self, in its pure originary void, in its pure identity with itself that precedes all thought and creation. Here we have the Father, the First Principle, the Brahman, the Plotinian One. The experience of the pure Self can be obtained only by abstraction from every concrete reality or sensation or feeling or thought. Any image, no matter how earthly it may be, that can convey the idea of such an abstraction or separation can be of some help to us. And, no matter how banal it may seem, it will be as well not to deprecate it. 

We may think of a projector from which there emanates a pure white light. The light reaches a screen that extends in front of us, but does not project any images onto it. The ray of light does not project any particular image but is pure transparency of itself. The pure Self can be likened to that ray of pure autotransparent light; while the absolute Consciousness could possibly be expressed by the symbol of the light that projects a definite image onto a screen placed in its path. 

Let us think of an onion that we can keep on peeling, layer after layer, until we arrive at the core. 

Let us think of a person who keeps taking off one veil after another and eventually of the skin and the muscles of his entire physical body, and of the physical sensations and then the most profound feelings and the very sense of his own individuality, eventually to become reduced to a wholly undifferentiated sense of himself, devoid of all content and determination. 

We have arrived at creating images that could be of some help to us in visualizing the selfsame Divinity considered in its loftiest aspects and its most originary  modes of being. 

What we have undertaken with our meditation is an entire spiritual itinerary. What symbol could we use to give expression, in its turn, to this itinerary? 

Our spiritual itinerary is like crossing a forest in the endeavour of finding a way out. Do we want to stop in this “selva oscura”, “dark forest” of Dantesque memory? Never: one cannot but want to leave such a condition of moral obscurity as quickly as possible. 

A feeble and barely perceptible light proceeds in front of us: it will be as well to follow it. It is a guide that will never fail us and has to be followed with perseverance. It consists of our best inspiration. We have to follow it with confidence, though careful to distinguish it from other and false lights. 

We therefore have to entrust ourselves to that light as a guide. But it is as well to associate such a fundamental attitude of confidence and abandonment with a minimum of prudence. Confidence and generosity in our choices, but with a great deal of discernment, without ever abdicating reasonableness.

47.    Here, at the end, let us summarize 

         the conclusions of this essay

We can now conclude by rapidly and briefly reviewing the various points that have brought us thus far. 

We started from the consideration that every man wants to realize himself, wants to be more. There, nevertheless, authentic forms in which a man can realize himself and deceptive forms. 

The industrial civilization of our day is dominated by the phenomenon of consumerism. In us humans this implies an ever greater distraction from our authentic values. In particular, it implies lack of attention to the Absolute that is the true centre of our personality, our First Beginning and our Ultimate End, our Creator, our Everything. He who gives to our life its originary sense. 

Hence the need for putting an end to our continuous involvement in activities that tend to unfold, day after day, month after month, in an ever more frenetic manner, without even a moment of true reflection. Hence the need for meditation: that is to say, first of all, to become aware again of our most profound dimension and start listening to it. 

Among others, we have to recognize the usefulness of keeping a written record of the inspirations that may come to us from time to time. Our spiritual sensitivity and also a certain recourse to rationality will help us to discern the authentic and valid  inspirations: those that we can with certainty attribute to the Divinity. These divine inspirations seek not only to persuade our intellect, but to involve the whole of our personality and to become operative at every level of our being. In this sense the man of God, the saint appears not only as a believer, but as a transformed person. 

Who truly wants to “make himself saintly” follows an intimate vocation that comes to him from the very Divinity and collaborates with it by generously committing  all his forces in the ascent. But if it is to transform the whole man, this vocation must make itself felt both at the conscious level on his will and at the subliminal level of the psyche on his unconscious. 

It is a question of acting on the right hemisphere of the brain, where it would seem that there are located our emotivity and our intuitive and imaginative faculties. The suggestion will act on the right hemisphere after having – as far as possible – isolated it and  placed it out of reach of all possible interference or impediment that may come from the left hemisphere, seat of rationality. 

If action on the subconscious is to be exerted in the most efficacious manner, it will be helpful for meditation and the ascesis connected therewith to avail themselves of suggestive psychic techniques. We gave particular consideration to three such techniques: edifying discourses, repetition of resolution wordings and interior visualization. 

Especially a meditating Christian will find many inspiring motives in the Bible, as also in the lives of the saints and their spiritual writings. But I have also tried to show that examples can be found also in the field of different traditions. 

Schematically, the essential themes can be reduced to two: what is God for us; what is our due attitude when face to face with Him, what can and must be our response of gratitude, adoration and collaboration in bringing his creative work to its ultimate perfection. 

What has to come out of a meditation conceived in these terms is decidedly a new man, a man enamoured of God and, as such, a passionate lover of the creation. In the most profound, widest and best sense of the term, he is therefore an ardent and convinced humanist. He is a fellow artisan who, with divine help, attends to the creation of himself so that he, in his own small way, may be able to help God to create the universe right through to its ultimate perfection.
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