The texts of the Convivium

WHY,  AT  PRESENT,  GOD’S  KINGSHIP

IS  ENTRUSTED  TO  MAN

Jesus Christ has announced his coming back to the earth, and, with it, the universal regeneration, the great renewal of all things (Mt 19-28; Acts 3, 21; Rev 21, 1-5; see Is 65, 17; 66, 22).

When will all this happen exactly? “As for that day and hour, nobody knows it”, Jesus answers, “neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, no one but the Father only” (Matthew 24, 36; Mark 13, 32).

In any case, as he said one moment before, the fulfilment of such a prophecy had to occur within a few years, before the end of the generation in course: “I tell you in truth, before this generation has passed away all these things will have taken place” (Matthews 24, 34). And, indeed, “there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power” (Matthew 16, 28; Mark 9, 1).

Not only a generation, but twenty centuries have already passed away. The we can ask ourselves: what did prevent the promised coming back of the Lord together with the advent of the kingdom of God and the radical renewal of heaven and earth and all things? (See Rev 21, 1-5).  

Did Jesus announce something which shall never happen, or, on the contrary, did he announce something whose fulfilment is merely delayed? And, if there is a delay, how long have we to wait still? 

The Ancient Testament is a continuous exaltation of God’s power in front to the powerlessness of all “gods”. It is only God who can do everything He likes. His will is sovereign. Even facing a disgrace, even in front of an evil which rather should be fought, the religious man of a certain mentality resignates saying “God’s will be done!” In such a perspective, all events depend on God’s will. This world is really his kingdom. All evils which happen here are somehow justified as divine punishments, or something that God wants or allows in order to put into effect his mysterious plans.  

In the horizon of the New Testament the perspective is quite different. God becomes incarnate into our world. His manifestation here is conditioned and weak. At this level of being God himself can be crucified.
He reigns in heaven, which is his own proper absolute dimension; but not so much on this earth: “Mine is not a kingdom of this world”, says Jesus to Pilate (Jo 18, 36). Or, rather, it is not yet.

That’s why we are taught by Jesus to pray: “Our Father in heaven, may… your kingdom come, on earth as in heaven…” (Mt 6, 9-10).

In the present situation, this earth is within the power of Satan, who is exactly called “the prince of this world” (Jo 12, 31; 14, 30). In fact “the whole world lies in the power of the Evil One” (1 Jo, 5 19). 

All this, however doesn’t mean at all that the kingdom of God is totally unrelated toextraneous to this world. It is well present on this earth, but just “like a mustard seed, which a man took and sowed  in his field. It is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the biggest shrub of all and becomes a tree so that the birds of the air come and shelter in its branches” (Mt 13, 31-32).   

Christianity introduces the idea of a God crucified in his weakness by the sin of his creatures, but triumphant at the end. Such a God wins all evil and subdues all adverse forces, however not by violence, only by love. 

God mainly works on the human souls, because He acts through his creation and eventually through man, since the epoch in which man has appeared on the earth. 

Thus God becomes incarnate in man, and acts through man, through his Christ, and also through all men in whom the Christ becomes incarnate in his turn. All of them come to form a collective mystical body, a collective Christ. 

A passage of the first letter to the Corinthians appears to be particularly interesting on this subject. It hints at something which will happen at the end of time. Jesus Christ “hands over the kingdom to God the Father, having done away with every sovereignty, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet (Ps 110, 1) and the last of the enemies to be destroyed is death, for everything is to be put under his feet… And when everything is subjected to him, then the Son himself will be subject in his turn to the One who subjected all things to him, so that God may be all in all”  (1 Co 15, 24-28).

This means that God becomes incarnate in our humanity because He has entrusted creation, evolution and also redemption to man as his vicar. And so, as we have already seen, men act as a collective body whose head is the Man-God. 

In this new perspective, the autonomous action of man is much better acknowledged and brought out. To create a new being means to give it substance, force and autonomy more and more. Now man is the apex of creation. In the logic of creation, God respects his creatures. He cannot annihilate at once a being who step by step with difficulty is advancing towards his own maturity. He can only attract, persuade, encourage, involve him by the force of truth and love.  Man is a strong being, a free one forever. God appeals to an autonomous man. If man needs divine grace,  God needs human help as well.   

We can say that such an idea of God is quite peculiar to Christianity. But we can add that Christian theology and philosophy are still very far from drawing all possible implications. 

In the Christian view, God dies and resurrects. Now, in this current situation, God is conditioned and weak, but at the end of time He will be omnipotent, and his kingdom will embrace everything and everybody both in heaven and on this earth at any level. 

If we keep developing this logic, we could reach the following conclusion, that appears to be consistent, even though it could shock a good number of believers. 

God gives life to creatures, which become richer and richer in being and value. 

These creatures grow in power more and more, limiting God’s omnipotence, till they enable themselves even to kill God’s presence in this world. 

This can happen because God becomes incarnate in this world, in order to rescue it and to promote its evolution toward perfection. 

God’s incarnation conquers all men by the force of love, and thus God regains his omnipotence by virtue of a mankind deified by the Christ and grown up to the stature of the Divine Master. 

By reaching the ultimate goals of both sanctity and human endeavour, this mankind wholly renewed conquers omnipotence to use it only for God’s sake.

It is exactly in this perspective that I propose to re-read the just above mentioned passage of the first letter to the Corinthians. 

This letter was saying that Jesus Christ “hands over the kingdom to God the Father, having done away with every sovereignty, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet (Ps 110, 1) and the last of the enemies to be destroyed is death, for everything is to be put under his feet… And when everything is subjected to him, then the Son himself will be subject in his turn to the One who subjected all things to him, so that God may be all in all”. 

Here the expression “Jesus Christ” can also mean the multitude of his saints in heaven all grown up to his stature, and the multitude of men of good will that on this earth have reached the height of human endeavour. The Lord will come back here with all his saints and angels of heaven, but his “way” will have been “prepared” by all men of good will. 

Well, everything is become subjected to this collective Christ, so that he can “hand over the kingdom to God the Father”. So all those powers which have been recovered by the collective Christ are, in their whole, that omnipotence which, through him, is recovered by God as well. 

God and his Christ need the collaboration of the human beings not only in the religious sphere, but also in the humanistic one. Not only all saints, but also all men who make human endeavour and promote science, art, technology, economy, and the right organisation of society belong to the crowd of the co-operators of the incarnate God.  

Paul uses an expression we can translate as “We are God’s collaborators” or  “fellow workers with God”. In which sense? In announcing the Good News, in bringing the faith to people. Paul compares an apostle to a farm-worker and to an architect whereas any new believer is the farm and the building. As farm-workers, Paul “did the planting, Apollo did the watering, but it is God who made things grow”. As an architect, Paul laid the foundations of a new spirituality in many souls (1 Co 3, 5-10). In a word, Paul’s collaboration to God regards, and confines itself to, what can be called apostolate.      

In our new perspective this idea of man’s collaboration to God can be extended to embrace all human endeavour. 

If we like to give a name to the whole of both saints and men of good will who collaborate with God, we can even call it “Church”: in a sense that surely is wider than that of all “churches” as “visible” communities.  

So we could speak about an “invisible Church” as a well enlarged  mystical body. Both Churches have the Christ as their head. Jesus’ personal consciousness continues evolving in heaven, as already on earth. I allow myself to think that now Jesus has become perfectly aware that his triumphal coming back to earth has to be delayed until the conditions that make it possible are sufficiently mature.       

Jesus is not called to be specially concerned with the promotion of that human endeavour which contributes “to prepare a way to the Lord, to make his paths straight”, as we were already saying. This is a task entrusted to other men. But these men are linked to the Christ in such an intimate way, that they form one body with him.  

Each of these men is definable “another Christ”. So each of them is a “Christ” endowed with his own different peculiar charisma. There is something like a division of labour in this collective body.   

I would not like to conclude this writing before adding a few words to each of three particular subjects: God’s omnipotence, man’s autonomy, and miracle. 

A certain traditional image of God assimilates him to a sort of great barbarian king. Such an image can appear acceptable to the slavish mentality of many primitive-archaic people. It can even win their admiration and adoration. On the contrary, a more developed and mature religious sensibility cannot but reject such a dramatically inadequate figure of Deity.  

Many, too many persons show themselves to have a psychic structure of dependence. They absolutely need to depend on others. They continually need to be helped. At least tendentially, they don’t like to take their responsibilities upon themselves. In other words, they are not autonomous.
Well, we can say that, in the course of these last centuries, modern man has developed a great and strong sense of his autonomy. Now he is accustomed to resolve an ever growing multitude of problems by himself. 

Humanism doesn’t necessarily turn into negation of God. Maybe, however, that the criticism of several atheists has induced us to purify our image of God. So we can continue to be religious and even to improve our religiosity,  and, nevertheless to strengthen our tendency to autonomy in solving our human problems as much as possible. 

As far as He is concerned, God keeps giving us the sense of existence, keeps being our Creator and Giver of all life and all good, and the first Cause and ultimate End of everything, without being the solver of the problems which now can be resolved by the doctor, the surgeon, the chemist, the engineer, and an immense variety of more and more sophisticated machines.     

This growing sense of human autonomy can also help the theologian to render more and more explicit what the Scriptures tell us about the role of man in spiritual salvation, in the construction of the kingdom of God. 

Let us conclude, now, by saying something about miracle. I think that miracle doesn’t mean at all that God is omnipotent on this earth in this present situation. I would rather say that miracle – to say it in Paul’s language – is an “earnest”, is the “first fruits”,  is indeed a very limited anticipation of what only at the end of time will be God’s omnipotence. 

Jesus’ miracles are astonishing, and the same we can say about the miracles of the saints not only of Christian religion.  But, if instantaneous healing of so many and serious illnesses is astonishing, I find not less astonishing those progresses of medicine which step by step could even succeed, at the end – nobody can exclude it – in curing all diseases both of body and spirit. 

The most marvellous miracle we are waiting for appears to be that radical transformation of our world which will be crowned with the advent of a new heaven and a new earth.    
It is just what is carried out with difficulty little by little – and will be wholly done at the end of time – by this collective Christ who is formed by all saints and men of good will working together in close union with the living God incarnate.  
1
4

