The Texts of the Convivium

“AGNUS DEI, QUI TOLLIS PECCATA MUNDI…” 

 WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

Comment on the book “Christ and Karma” by Father François Brune

 In his book Christ and karma (Christ et karma, Editions Dangles, 18 Rue Lavoisier, 45800 St-Jean-de-Braye, France) Father François Brune concluded that among the great religions there certainly is some convergence on the ultimate end of our spiritual evolution. 

But it is not on the ultimate end that he focused his attention in his book: he is more interested in another aspect of the issue. 

 “What I wanted to show”, wrote the author in his conclusion, “is that in the mechanism of our salvation, our conversion, our ascent to God, Christianity was an absolutely original solution, unique in the concert of religions. And this was because of that extraordinary faith in the Incarnation of God, which upsets everything”. 

Certainly “all people are included in this salvation effort”. However, Father Brune went on to say that “without this knowledge of the unity of the human kind brought by Christ, other religions could not have emerged from the blind alley” represented by this dilemma: “we humans will supposedly be either saved without true conversion” as if by an external force in the face of which we will supposedly remain passive or unaware, “or we will supposedly be saved by ourselves, but everyone for himself” (p. 321). 

A salvation one can draw upon only relying on one’s own strength is what ascetics of Upanishad, Vedanta, Yoga and original Buddhism aim at. Here the meditating person acts for himself in utter solitude. 

Now, a form of asceticism which follows this logic consistently may even prove to be completely uninterested in helping other people. Here the spiritual master is at the most an example, but he will never be a man who lends his fellow human beings a hand to help them more concretely. 

Concrete and even strong help may be divine grace as is conceived by Christianity. Among the traditional theological interpretations of grace there are those which have grace come from outside on a human being who receives it passively without cooperating with it in any way.

Here Father Brune wonders: how a person may be saved without being aware of it, without implementing any actual participation?  

So here we see that the initiative of the one who saves and active, conscious and responsible cooperation of the one who benefits from that help seem both necessary and complementary. 

In addition it is necessary for the action of the saver and the cooperation of the one who is being saved to communicate with each other, dovetail, and the one should be grafted on to the other. Nothing would occur if they were to remain alien to one another. 

The interaction of the two factors is certainly much more intelligible in a perspective where there is osmosis among the realities of this world, rather than in an outlook where each reality is separate, impermeable, alien and impervious. 

 In this light, some of the latest theoretical developments of contemporary physics prove to be much more suitable to warrant that osmosis than the modern science of Galileo and Newton which was based on mechanistic assumptions.  

Father Brune recalls that as early as 1925 the Austrian scientist Erwin Schrödinger, one of the founders of quantum mechanics, in a text of unquestionably prophetic resonance, stated: “However inconceivable this may seem to ordinary reason, you – and all the conscious beings as such – you are all in the whole. Life as you are living it is not just a fragment of the whole existence, it is, as it were, the whole” (quotation, page 115). 

As Brune notes, Schrödinger infers that “two men are identical not just in the sense that they belong to one and the same species, but in the sense that they are but one and the same being” (ibid.). He goes on to say that this is not just a final stage towards which one progresses, but the mystery of our present existence. 

To wind up a rapid review of these new notions, the author of the book observes: “Hence the elements which make up this world can no longer be considered separate from one another, not even by the observer” (page 118). 

By developing these concepts he reaches a further conclusion which is also of paramount importance: “The whole world supposedly works like a hologram. Each one of us supposedly is like one of the points of the plaque in the hologram, that is to say each one of us is supposedly the reflection of the whole universe.  

“But as we are all in perpetual motion, in full evolution, the relationship between each one of us and the whole of the universe is not just static, but dynamic.  

“Everything you do in terms of actions, words, writings, thoughts, your very feelings and reactions, all this has an influence on the behaviour of all people” (page 121). 

One can say that in this perspective each man is all the others. 

Therefore, as the Russian orthodox theologian Vladimir Losski writes, Christ as a person is not a “closed individuality”. Indeed it contains “not just all the individuals of the human species, but also angels and all the creatures. So the human being, in becoming God, acts in the same way as the divine Being of the Son in his becoming incarnate”, that is to say “it extends to the whole of nature as it was created” (quotation page 308). 

 Brune also adds that if the whole humanity, indeed the whole creation is just one hologram, this is made in the image of an even more original hologram: “that of God, of the Trinity” (page 309). 

The Greek Fathers already worked out this relation: despite all appearances, there is but “one human being, where there are thousands, billions of people, just as in the Trinity there is but one divine Being in whom three divine persons live and act” (page 309). 

Finding out that after all we are one is a good premise to conclude that in this way everyone can act not just for himself, but for everyone else by entering him, becoming part of him. 

This is how Christ works within us for our spiritual salvation. And this is how those saints, who are strictly associated to the work of Christ, act (pages 266 f.). 

This is the true deep sense of intercession. This is not just a sort of good word, as it were, which we may ask some high-ranking person in the heavenly court to put in with the divine King in support of our request. Basically what we are asking the Madonna or a saint is to develop that willingness towards God which lies at the bottom of the heart of the person for whom we are praying. This is possible because the heart of the saint who is being invoked “mysteriously, yet really coincides with that of the person that we want to help” (pages 270-271 and 18 as well). 

It is an inner urge which in no way violates the freedom of the other (page 271). In spiritual terms it can transform us without us being aware of it and in spite of us (page 270). And to use hinduist-buddhist terminology, no one can bear somebody else’s karma: however each one can bear it with him (page 272). 

 If I can level some mild criticism, I would not worry much about the fact that the beneficiary remained inactive or unaware of the help received. I would rather put the facts in perspective. 

So I could say: right now the beneficiary does not know anything and does not suspect anything e does not cooperate in any way; but the time will come when he knows and accepts and participates fully. The present moment is not an absolute for ever closed within itself, but it is a stage in a process aimed at an ever richer and more extensive development. 

Let us take the example of baptism. Brune deplores the fact that this sacrament has too often been interpreted in almost magical terms, as a sort of seal that the soul receives without being in any way aware of it, by virtue of which it can be sent to heaven, rather than to hell or the limbo of heathens, as if it were a parcel sent by post (pages 25-33). 

I would like to note, at this point, that in no way is baptism received passively, when the godfather and the godmother intervene with an act of faith and convinced and conscious acceptance. 

Here we have two people substituting for a third person who is still immature. This word “substitution” should not bother us too much, if it is true that – to borrow a phrase used by Brune himself which we have just quoted – even the heart of the godfather, or the godmother, “mysteriously, but really, coincides” with the heart of the person that is being baptised. There where already is identification in mystical terms, there can be no mechanic substitution. 

Having entered the intimate spirit of the infant to be baptised, his godfather and godmother are laying for him the spiritual foundations of a reality that the baptised child will then live in an ever more active and aware fashion.  

For the time being baptism already places the new human being in the Church. Then it will be up to him to decide whether he wants to strengthen or weaken this link, or possibly, break it. In the meantime he is already (or has been placed) in a position that allows him to better draw on those sources of grace. 

Maybe here there is something to say in favour of the baptism of children: it is something seemingly absurd, at least in certain respects, something that can be better understood not so much by virtue of magical categories, as in the perspective of that hologram of spiritual life which is the communion of saints. 

Divine grace is never something which falls on us to stay there and remain irreparably alien, without any true spiritual transformation ever resulting from it. Divine grace may certainly creep in and act without us being aware of it, but only at an early stage. It not only supports us, it enlightens us so that we may gradually become aware of it so as to cooperate with it ever more responsibly. 

Christ, the God incarnate works in a similar way and so does each saint who in Him carries on his active presence. And every man who becomes an “angel” of God may work in a quite similar way: as His messenger and carrier of His grace and His creative activity, aimed at transforming everything till the advent of “new heavens and a new earth.”

Against this backdrop, in such a spirit, what can a spiritual person do to bring spiritual benefit to a fellow human being? I will now mention a series of possible actions, giving examples taken from the lives of saints contained in Brune’s book.  

A particularly interesting example could be that of sister Faustina Kowalska (1905-1938), and how she could perceive the needs of souls and respond to them: “Tonight, all of a sudden I perceived that a soul needed my prayer. I started praying with fervour, but I somehow felt that was not enough. So I continued praying. 

 “The following morning I was told that right at the point in time when I was informed, somebody’s agony had just begun and that it had lasted until the the morning. I understood the struggle of that soul. 

 “This is how Jesus warns me: I feel very clearly and distinctly that a soul is asking me to pray for him/her. I did not know that communications with souls could be so intimate! Sometimes it is an angel that warns me…” (quotation on page 282). 

The man or the woman of God prays for other people who do not pray for themselves. Examples of this may be always found in what we can all do. One expects and hopes that in the future the person who benefitted from the prayers will become aware of his own needs and turn to the one who donates every good thing; and of course that he in turn will engage in praying for other people. 

A prayer should end with an act of faith. I remember a meaningful saying by Jesus himself: “Have faith in God. Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea’, and if you do not doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. So I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours” (Mk 11, 22-24). 

But the person who benefits from prayer does not believe; hence, it is the man of God who believes in his stead. 

A man or a woman of God may also help their fellow human beings to face and resist temptations. 

 Theresa Neumann used to take upon herself a temptation of someone to help him triumph over his weaknesses (page 274). 

Angela da Foligno (1248-1309) suffered the return of old temptations which she had resisted as a result of her own conversion and was also beset by new temptations that she had hitherto ignored as they did not even fit her temperament (pages 276-279). 

Here we are no longer dealing with the temptations of the saint, but with those of another person which Angela took upon herself (page 279) in order to help him/her. 

The stigmatised English saint Theresa Elena Higginson (1844-1905) confessed : “…The devil appeared before me with a great many other devils and tempted me, I think, exactly in the same way he used to tempt those poor souls whose sins I had taken upon me. Temptations were of all kinds: temptations against charity, temptations of jealousy, envy, even hate, temptations against the holy chastity against faith and hope” (quotation page 280). 

Sister Faustina Kowalska on her part bore witness to the following: “One day I took upon myself a terrible temptation, which tormented one of our boarders (young women who had been misled or were in danger) from Warsaw. It was the temptation of suicide. I suffered from it for seven days. At the end of those seven days the Lord Jesus granted her grace and I immediately stopped suffering. It was terrible suffering. I often take upon myself the suffering of our boarders. The Lord allows it, and so do my confessors” (quotation on page 281). 

The curate of Ars used to heal the sick, but at times he refused to do so: it was only when he perceived that some were generous enough as to accept to take upon themselves their suffering. One day he said: “One should not take the cross off shoulders that carry it so well. One should see things in God” (quotation on page 284). 

I would like to point out that it is not a matter of wanting at all costs to see the need for “expiation” as suffering which may make us earn God’s grace once we have assuaged his wrath. 

Facing suffering serenely, being able to find in suffering an opportunity for spiritual growth for us and the others (who are all part of the well-known hologram) is an undeniable assertion of the spirit. Sometimes sacrifice may be preferable to this end, since sacrifice has always the meaning of offering love to the Divinity. 

Yet, beside the suffering that toughen people there is suffering that overwhelms them. It is in this sense that, as we were saying, Theresa Neumann took upon herself somebody’s suffering to help him triumph over his weakness. This is not expiation, Brune comments, but help offered to the other so that he does not succumb again, so that he becomes stronger (pages 274-275). 

 Brune makes a comparison with the work of a kinesitherapist, whose patient has an atrophied muscle. He makes him work even more than is required in normal conditions: the purpose of this exercise is not to punish the muscle, nor the patient or the injured person, but only to strengthen a mechanism that is currently not working well.  

Brune went on to say that when Theresa took upon herself the drinking habit of a poor drunkard, she was not expiating anything. It is difficult to see what type of pleasure God may derive from her trials. Nor is it possible to see that her struggle, or even her victory, over that passion, may transform the person that she wanted to free, when there are no bonds linking the two people. All this has no meaning if one does not admit that there is that mysterious osmosis from soul to soul which suggests that someone may help, from within, somebody else to make the effort of one’s conversion” (pages 275-276). 

The man or the woman of God may take upon themselves the physical ordeals of another person so that the latter may withstand them better. In this connection mention should be made of Anna Caterina Emmerich, who used to take upon herself the illnesses and pains of others up to the point where she repeated their gestures, traits and expressions (page 272).  

Three episodes may be recalled in relation to Theresa Neumann. One day she took upon herself the rheumatic pains of her parish priest, who was soon released from his pain.

 Another time she had all the symptoms of dropsy and suffered all its consequences, including agony, while the sick woman, without any more suffering, could die peacefully. 

Then another time a young boy went up to a beehive and was soon covered with bites; but it was Theresa who, starting to pray, began swelling and suffering terribly while the young boy was suddenly freleased from his distress (page 273). 

The man or the woman of God may also take upon themselves the spiritual ordeals of another person. Anna Caterina Emmerich did not just take upon herself the physical pain of other people, she also took their moods and even their guilt (page 274). 

We may relate these testimonies to the known concept according to which Christ and his saints are intimately tied, as is suggested by the image of the vine and its shoots (Jn 15, 1-7). 

The intimate experiences of these men and women of God give us a fairly clear idea of what could actually be an action of salvation by Christ, or even the action of salvation of a saint prolonging Christ in his mystical body as described by the apostle Paul (1 Cor, ch. 12). 

Christ or karma? I believe the two are fully compatible and can be associated.  

It is worth recalling the famous recurring phrase Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi. I would say that the best translation is not so much “Lamb of God which taketh away the sins of the world” but rather “lamb of God bearing the sins for us” “taking them upon yourself” “you support them” “you take care of them”. 

Christ has not granted us salvation from the outside, says St. Ireneus, but has “fused us” in Himself (quotation on page 242). So He leaves us free to respond and cooperate or not. He takes us upon Himself, he takes care of us, because we gradually learn to take care of ourselves to take our responsibilities. 

Each saint is called upon to be in his own way another Christ. To the extent that we become saints following Christ and in his image, we too are called upon to take care of ourselves and our fellow human beings, for all of them to be redeemed, and to take care of the whole creation so that it may be accomplished.  

Thus we are all called upon to be co-redeemers. In this huge hologram which is the universe all creatures act not just for themselves but also for all the others, for each one of the other creatures. 

There can be no strictly individual salvation, because “it is the whole hologram which we must save, and we must all contribute” (page 284).  

Therefore, to use hinduist terminology, there can be no strictly and exclusively individual karma. Karma is something collective, universal: we can say it is “the karma of the whole world” which the Lamb of God, that is to say Christ, takes upon himself. And it is the karma of the whole world that true Christians are taking upon themselves along with Christ and following him. 

Here a further problem may arise: achieving sanctity for us humans is something to be identified with the final end of our possible evolution, or is there any further progress? 

Becoming saints means fully submitting our human will to the absolute will of God. Now we may wonder: What could God want from us? 

God gives himself to his creatures without limits. He even becomes man so that man himself may become God. And man pursues his becoming God by imitating in God not just the Saint and the Good in absolute terms and the One who loves without limits, but the Omniscient, the Almighty, the supreme Artist of creation.  

Again man imitates God, he approaches Him, he becomes God cooperating with the creation of the universe, until this achieves its ultimate goal. 

I believe that is the ultimate goal of the spiritual evolution of man which we mentioned at the beginning of this essay. As Father Brune concluded, there is undoubtedly great convergence among the great religions. 

 What matters now is that beside the contribution of the different religions and spiritual traditions we Christians can cherish the very contribution that may come from humanism, that is to say from all the forms of theoretical and practical commitment that man has deployed and may deploy in science, art, technology, economics, in every expression of social life. 

Only a synthesis of such breadth, only a framework of such universality, only in the vision of the whole “hologram” can the phrase Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi fully reveal its meaning.
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