The Texts of the Convivium

CHRIST,  COSMIC  CREATOR,  EVOLUTOR 

AND  REDEMPTOR  OF  THE  UNIVERSE

C O N T E N T S
1.   Eternal life and deification. 
2.  The kingdom of God is still in a germinal phase and has yet to develop. 
3.  The true original sin was committed by the angels. 
4.  The sin of man has a vast and complex phenomenology. 
5.  Redemption aims at being a universal process of mystic purification. 
6.  Deification is sancti-fication, but also human progress and both to the very highest degree. 
7.  The Verb of God is the redeemer of the world and at one and the same time also the motor of its evolution. 
8.  Why the glorious return of Christ has not yet come about. 
9.  In what sense is the man Jesus Christ also God who incarnates himself? 
10.  The gradual growth of the man Jesus. 
11.  The messianic   career of the man Jesus does not by any means exclude his divine origin. 
12.  Deification is a historical process in which all men and women no matter what spiritual tradition they come from are called upon to cooperate in all fields. 
1. Eternal life and deification  

On day when all had abandoned him, Christ asked the apostles: “Will you also go away?” But Simon Peter promptly replied: “To whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6, 66-68). 

For us humans there is an eternal life that has been promised to us and awaits us: here we have the Eu Anghélion, the Good Tidings. 

Without the prospect of eternal life our human life would be ephemeral and devoid of any true purpose, devoid of any real sense not altogether precarious. 

Even if we survived physical death, for how long could it be? 

Eternal life is not the simple continuation of an existence that could be – and often is – trite. Eternal life is full and perfect, infinitely happy: it is divine life. 

In biblical terms, no man  can by himself construct a ladder to heaven, with his own forces, solely with his own means. That would be Titanism, Prometheanism,  the arrogance of Adam and the builders of the Tower of Babel. 

Man can make himself divine only if God descends into him, the deification of man presupposes the incarnation of the Divinity. 

In the Christian vision God reveals himself to us and in the cosmos at every level, so that the entire creation may realize itself more perfectly and to its highest degree.

2. The kingdom of God is still 

      in a germinal phase 

      and has yet to develop  

Inasmuch as God brings into being ever more complete and perfect implementa-tions, one may say that his kingdom is growing. 

For the moment the kingdom of God is a reality in the process of development. 

“The glory of Him who moves all things / penetrates the universe and shines forth / more in some parts and less elsewhere (Dante, Paradise, I, 1-3). 

God is undoubtedly present everywhere, but his manifestation is limited by all the forces in creation that act in a manner other than in keeping with the divine will. 

It is limited by them to the extent to which these forces act not in keeping with his will, and is assisted by them to the extent to which they obey this will and become its vehicles. 

Where does that leave God’s omnipotence? God is absolute in his own intimate sphere, but in his manifestations is limited, conditioned and even crucified. 

The divine manifestation may be killed within us by what the theologians of the tradition call mortal sin. God, all the same, may be resurrected. God – not in himself, be it clear, but in his manifestation – has a dialectic of death and resurrection. 

In the end the kingdom of God will be realized fully everywhere, but for the moment even Christ, the Man-God, can say: “My kingdom is not of this world” (Jn 18, 36). 

Even the prayer he has taught us recites “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6, 10). 

To say that God is omnipotent means that in his infinity he is destined to triumph over all adverse forces and obstacles and limits in the end. It is the hope and faith that we ourselves, in God, will some day be perfectly realized and happy. It does not mean that God can resolve all problems for us here and now, at any moment. 

The help that God can give us at this moment is still limited and circumscribed. How can one explain this present limitation of divine omnipotence? The explanation is in the very logic of creation. Creation means giving the creature an autonomous space of its own, where the creature can self-determine itself in full autonomy. 

In this innate freedom the creature may act in a positive, evolutional direction, in accordance with the “divine will”, in the direction of the “vital drive”, but can also assume the opposite attitude, or some intermediate, but always to some extent “deviating” attitude. This explains the origin of all the negativities that, taken together, are usually referred to as ill or evil. 

The divine manifestation advances the creation of world and, at the same time, its redemption from evil, to the point where everything will be won fully and forever for the kingdom of God. 

In other words, the redemption of the world from the negative effects of sin is nothing but an aspect of its creation. 

God is creator and redeemer at one and the same time and in one and the same act, rather than by virtue of two distinct and successive acts as seems to be the case in certain traditional theologies. 

In his creator-redeemer aspect, the God engaged in his creation to bring it into being and advance it to ever more perfect forms is the God who in the New Testament is called the Logos, the Verb, the Word of God. 

This idea is luminously expressed at the beginning of the Gospel according to Saint John (1, 1-3): “In the beginning was the Word, / and the Word was with God, /and the Word was God. / He  was in the beginning with God. / All things came into being through him, / and without him not one thing came into being” (Jn 1, 1-3). 

We can call this Logos or Divine Word the Manifestation and thus distinguish it from the pure Essence of God as it is in itself, in its own absolute dominion. 

Continuing to read the prologue of John, we find the words: “And the Word became flesh / and lived among us” (v. 14). Here we have the incarnation of the Divine Word in the man Jesus of Nazareth. 

“In him was life, / and the life was the light of all people. / The light shines in the darkness, / and the darkness did not overcome it” (vv. 4-5). 

However, the world that owes its very existence and all its progress and good things to the Word, did not want to receive the Word incarnated among men. In his own home of Israel, “his own people did not accept him” (v. 11). 

“But to all who received him, / who believed in his name, / he gave power to become children of God (v. 12). 

Such people believe in his name because they “are born of God” (v. 13). It is a divine inspiration, a divine grace, that opens them to this act of faith, that makes them entrust themselves to the Word, that enables them to accede to divine life. 

The Christian revelation affirms that God incarnates himself in the man Jesus and, through him, also in other men. And thus God’s “only begotten” son becomes, to use an expression employed by Saint Paul, “the first-born among many brethren” (Rom 8, 29). 

In becoming incarnated, the Verb, the divine Word or Manifestation makes itself limited and conditioned. Jesus Christ dies on the cross and is resurrected: and, similarly, God – certainly not as such, but his Manifestation – is limited and conditioned and, even worse, crucified and put to death, and yet is resurrected in the end. 

In spite of everything, “the gates of Hades will not prevail” (Mt 16, 18). And therefore, not “overcome” by “darkness”, the Manifestation or the Word of God celebrates his total victory over all the negative forces in the end. 

“Death and Hades” will be “thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev 20, 14). And “mourning and crying and pain will be no more” (21, 4) and “there will be no more night” for the Lord God will be the light of his servants, “and they will reign forever and ever” (22, 5). 

All men are called upon to entrust themselves to Christ, Word of God, to die and become resurrected with him (Rom 6, 1-11), to be fellow heirs (Rom 8, 14-17), to sit on his throne just as he is seated on the throne of the Father (Acts 3, 21), to be changed into his likeness from one degree of glory into another (2 Cor 3, 18), to grow in him to his own stature (Eph 2, 21; 4, 11-16), to the point of being filled with all the fullness of God (Eph 3, 14-19). 

It is the very kingdom of God that develops and grows in the world, like a mustard seed that, upon being sown in the field, keeps growing until it becomes the greatest of shrubs and like a tree, so that the birds of the air come to settle on it (Mt, 32, 31-32). 

At this moment the kingdom of God is circumscribed and weak, but it is destined to grow until it will eventually embrace all things and transform all realities at all levels. 

As already mentioned above, the prayer taught us by Jesus recites:  “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6, 10). Which means that, just as it has always existed in the absolute dimension of God, so shall the kingdom also come in the worldly sphere of his Manifestation, where the divine presence is still circumscribed and the kingdom is still in the process of development. 

While God as such is fully and perfectly realized in the sphere of his absoluteness, his Manifestation becomes realized in various and unequal ways on account of the different resistances opposed by the  creatures, each firmly rooted in its own autonomy. 

And therefore the Manifestation of God encounters great difficulty in bringing into being forms of existence of an ever higher degree. 

And it is only with a great and long travail that there are brought into being first the energy and matter of the universe and then, at least on this planet, life, plants, animals; and lastly man, the being destined to evolve in knowledge, creativity and sanctity to the point of deification.

3. The true original sin 

      was committed by the angels  

The creative process is also a long war against evil. 

The Book of Genesis explains the origin of all ills with the original sin of men. It is undoubtedly a fact that, for good or ill, man’s behaviour is the cause of ever greater effects. 

It is sufficient to remember that the very existence of the planet is continuously menaced by the ever possible use of nuclear weapons. Or to think of the various and ever more intense forms of pollution that are taking place today: radioactive pollution, thermal, acoustic and food pollution… pollution of the air, the water, the soil… 

But can we really say that the ills, all the ills, are to be attributed to man?  What shall we say about hurricanes and earthquakes, for example? 

And as regards the human forms of violence, wickedness, malignancy, continuous conflict, how can one fail to see that this derives from the struggle for survival that ever since the beginning has been the lot of the animal species and, as one might say, of all the forms of life? 

If we want to attribute the origin of our ills to the sin of the creatures, we have to go back to creatures that existed before man or, rather, existed even before life began and – to go even further – before the world came into being. 

The Bible, indeed, speaks of a sin of angels that preceded the sin of man, one need only read such passages as Is 14, 12-15; Ezek 28, 2; 28, 12-18; 31, 9-14; Wis 1, 13-14; 2, 23-24; Jn 8, 42-47; Eph 6, 11-12; 2 Pet 2, 4; 1 Jn 3, 8; Acts 12, 7-9; 20, 13. 

Only God is absolutely pure spirit. There are some theologians who attribute some tenuous form of corporeity even to the angels. However, the angels are defined as purely spiritual beings. 

It is only fitting that God, pure Spirit, should let himself be refracted in a multiplicity of spiritual beings, as an absolutely spontaneous act and original moment of the creation. 

The sin of the angels consists of considering themselves as beings apart and for themselves, each turning himself into his own absolute, his own idol, his own god. 

This attitude prevents the angels from fully drawing on the divine Source of spirituality. Consequently, the angel tends, as it were, to become more material. 

Here we have not the origin of matter as such, which already exists in the angel and is a good thing, a positive value, but of degraded matter. 

From that moment onwards the divine Spirit imbues matter in order to spiritualize it. The reconquest of matter, recuperating it for spirituality, is a lengthy task that achieves its objectives by degrees, since it has to overcome obstacles of every kind with a great effort and constant tenacity.
4. The sin of man 

      has a vast and complex 

      phenomenology  

A first glimpse of spirituality begins to express itself in life and attains ever higher levels with the evolution of the animal species and the human kind. 

Consciousness is realized in man, so that he appears made in the image of God, after his likeness (Gen 1, 26-27). 

Though created by God in His image and likeness man is nevertheless a sinner. A force that acts deep within man makes him tend towards what the Apostle Paul calls the “passions” and “desires of the flesh”, “the works of the flesh” (Gal 5,17-19 and 24). 

Paul gives us a precise list: “immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and the like (Gal 5, 19-21). 

Sin is a universal reality, as the Apostle affirms in his letter to the Romans, proposing – by way of example – a kind of collage of citations from the Psalms (14, 1-3; 5, 10, 140, 4; 10, 7; 36, 2) and from Isaiah (39, 7-8).

“There is no one who is righteous, not even one”,  says the Apostle, “there is no one who has understanding, there is no one who seeks God.

“All have turned aside, together they have become worthless; / there is no one who shows kindness, there is not even one.

“Their throats are opened graves; / they use their tongues to deceive. 

“The venom of vipers is under their lips.

“Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.

“Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery are in their paths, / and the way of peace they have not known. 

“There is no fear of God before their eyes” (Rom 3, 10-18). 

In another passage of the same letter, Paul confesses: “…We know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin. 

“I do not understand my own actions. For I do not what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 

“Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. 

“For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. 

“Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  

“So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. 

“For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 

“Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Rom 7, 14-24).

5. Redemption aims at being 

      a universal process 

      of mystic purification  

One therefore cannot but ask oneself in what way and to what extent the creation can be said to be truly completed, seeing that men keep on acting in an anti-evolutional manner, in a manner not in keeping with the divine will, in a direction different from the élan vital that underlies the process and drives it forward. 

Hence the need for man not only to advance in humanism, that is in the arts and technologies, in the sciences and every form of knowledge, in social organization and so on, but also to grow and elevate himself in interior purification, in sanctification: to rid himself of all sin and cancel all its residues, empty himself of all egotism, to be only of God and open himself in all things to God’s grace to the point of attaining the fullness of divine life, deification. 

Purification is a preliminary requirement without which sanctification cannot be attained. 

The supreme doctor of Christian mysticism, John of the Cross, speaks of a “living flame of love” with which God, long before he deifies him, purifies man from every vestige of sin. 

When this flame comes to indwell the human soul, deifying it, it fills it with a superhuman felicity. But there is a moment that necessarily precedes this filling: purification. And here it “is not a sweet and gentle flame, but bitter and painful” (Living Flame of Love, I, 17 [19]).  

These pains do not truly come from God, “but from the weakness and imperfection of the soul, which in the absence of this purgation is incapable of gathering the divine light of this flame with the suavity and the delight that accompany it and thus suffers greatly: just as wood is not transformed the moment fire is brought to it, because it is not yet predisposed” (Obscure Night, II, X, 4). 

This image of a log of wood smouldering in the fireplace merits a moment or two of lingering to explain it better. If the wood is thoroughly dry and prepared, it will burn readily, but if it is still damp, the flame must first expel the moisture, which in the midst of smoke issues from the log with a kind of hiss that seems a moan of suffering. (Living Flame…, I, 19 [22]). 

“Our God is consuming fire”, affirms the Letter to the Hebrews (12, 29), echoing passages from Exodus (24, 17) and Deuteronomy (4, 24, see also Is 35, 14). 

From the voice that speaks to Moses from the burning bush (Ex 3, 2-4) to the column of fire that illumines the encampment of the Hebrews during the stopovers of their desert march (13, 21; 14, 19 and 24) to the theophany on Mount Sinai (19, 18; 24, 17), God always manifests himself as fire. 

The religious soul seeking salvation for itself and all is induced to contemplate with pleasure a total and definitive universal purification. And prophets like Zechariah (13, 8-9) and Malachi (3, 1-4) speak of a fire that will purify the people of Israel in a total and definitive manner to render them worthy of establishing a perfect religious relationship with their God. 

And Paul in his turn speaks of a purifying fire that will “test what sort of work each one has done”. And therefore, “if any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 Cor  3, 10-15). 

Such a fire will cause all the sufferings, which, as things stand, will be inevitable. However, rather than destroying the sinners, it will limit itself to destroying their sins, but this for the precise purpose of recuperating, redeeming the persons. This idea of a divine fire that purifies is undoubtedly perfectly in line with the idea of an infinitely loving and merciful God that Christianity proposes to us. 

Does not the Holy Spirit manifest itself as fire that on the day of Pentecost came to be distributed into tongues resting on each of those present? (Acts 2, 3). 

And does not John the Baptist – who baptized “in water for repentance” – promise the coming of one who “will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire”? (Mt 3, 11). 

Fire is also what purifies the souls in Purgatory as it is configured in the traditional image offered us by Catholic theology. 

All this, considered in the profound spirit that animates the entire Gospel, induces us to hope that this selfsame “furnace of fire” (Mt 13, 41-42 and 49-50), that “lake of fire” (Rev 20, 15) that awaits the wicked on the day of judgement is not intended for destruction, not for a uselessly cruel and absurd eternal punishment without redemption, but for a final and complete purification. 

It is our hope that each and all, be it even after painful travail, may attain salvation and eventually, in God, attain the end for which he was destined right from the beginning. 

If even a single individual were to be lost and damned forever, the God who loves each individual creature with an infinite love would have to consider the entire creation as having failed.

6.   Deification is sanctification

      but also human progress 

      and both to the very highest degree

Deification (théosis), a term that is extremely familiar to the Eastern Christian churches, is a concept that John of the Cross frequently returns to, using the expression “spiritual marriage”. What here occurs between the divine Verb and the human soul is an intimate “union of persons” (Living Flame…, III, 22 [23]), a “sublime union” (23 [25]). 

In such a “high state of spiritual espousal of the soul with God (ibid.), the soul belongs wholly to God. “The soul or, to put it better, the Bride has affirmed that she has conceded herself wholly to the Groom without any reserve whatsoever” (Spiritual Song, XXVIII, 1 [2]): therefore the soul “uses the body according to the will of God, directing all the operations of the internal and external senses to Him. Furthermore, the four passions of the soul are regulated and turned to God, because she delights not except in God, nor does she hope in any other than God, nor does she fear any other than God, nor does she grieve other than according to God; and, lastly, all her appetites and solicitudes tend to Him only” (3[4]). 

Having deprived herself of everything that could be contrary to the divine will,  the soul “will remain transformed into God by love” (Ascent of Mount Carmel, II, 2 [3]). 

In the state of spiritual marriage God and the soul remain essentially distinct; and yet one can speak of a “transformation and union of the soul with God” (Ascent…, II, 2 [3]).

Here the great mystic doctor avails himself of yet another beautiful image. A sun  ray passes through a glass pane. The two remain clearly distinct. The pane will gather the ray all the better, letting it pass and  remaining distinct, even though intimately associated to give rise to a unitary effect. The more the pain is free of stains, the more it is neat and clean, the more will it become transformed in its light, to the point of seeming the ray (Ascent…, II, 5 [6]). It is in this sense the soul becomes  “god-like and God by participation” (Spiritual Song…, XXXIX, 3 [4]). 

Deification is pursued by means of sanctification: in other words, by following a mystic path. 

Here a man makes his own will conform to that of God. Eventually he establishes a communion of perfect love with God, becomes united with Him, becomes his vehicle of grace, his “angel”. He becomes one of the active members of divine action of creation and redemption of the universe. 

But there are also other roads by means of which man may imitate God and make himself like God. There is the road of knowledge. Here man studies and investigates every reality through the vast range of scientific research and all the possible forms of experience and knowing, tending, in the last resort, to attain to God’s omniscience. 

And then there are all the technologies by means of which man tends attain dominion over things and, even before that, over himself. Here the ultimate goal, if attainable, is God’s own omnipotence. 

And then there are the innumerable forms of creativity and, more particularly, artistic creativity – the fine arts, poetry, music, and so on – by means of which man imitates the divine Artist of creation and undoubtedly adds beauty and riches to God’s very creation and kingdom. 

An essential contribution to human progress is made also by the various forms of organization of man’s collective work and everything valid and constructive that is achieved at the political, social, economic and juridical level. 

Man’s ascent to God may receive a contribution not only from the forms of religious commitment, but also from all the activities I have just mentioned and which, taken together, constitute what we might call humanism. 

Undoubtedly man collaborates very actively also in his own sanctification. But it is in humanism, regnum hominis par excellence, that the role of human cooperation becomes particularly accentuated.

7.   The Verb of God 

      is the redeemer of the world

      and at one and the same time 

      also the motor of its evolution  

Man’s active contribution is essential both in sanctification and in humanism, but God is nevertheless the true protagonist, the true motor of everything is the divine manifestation. 

Only God can render man’s work efficacious, lasting, irreversible and indestructi-ble, eternal. Only the Eternal can make us eternal like himself. Only God can make us perfect like himself. But if this is to be fully realized, it is essential that God should incarnate himself in his creation, deifying it. 

And it is Christ who offers us his mediation. And, as already suggested, it is the disciples of Christ, those who in him have grown to his stature, who become mediators of the glorification of all reality. 

Jesus promised us his glorious return on this earth, where he will appear in the end, accompanied by his angels and saints, to judge the world and render it perfect (Mt 16, 27; 24, 31; 25, 31; Mk 8, 38; 2 Thess 1, 7). 

Here we have a collective manifestation, happily rendered by the image of “the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband”(Rev 21, 2).

As Paul puts it: “…The creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God” (Rom 8, 19). 

In that final event Jesus “comes to be glorified in his saints and seen in his glory in all who believe in him”, as the apostle goes on to say (2 Thess 1, 10). 

And lastly: “When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed in all your glory with him” (Col 3, 4). 

What will eventually be granted to men is a deification inclusive of every possible and imaginable perfection. It will include the perfection of love and sanctity, but also of creativity, power over things and knowledge, in short, everything that we comprise in the term “humanism”. 

What men will attain at that point, together with the whole of creation, is a full and irreversible perfection. There will no longer be involutions, nor any turning back. 

Here we have the overcoming of the pessimism of the cyclic vision of primitive-archaic man and even of the Greeks, according to which all things return and, substantially the same things keep repeating themselves, without any historical  development, there is never anything really new under the sun. 

Christ is the only founder of a religion who sets man the supreme goal of a deifi-cation in the total sense, and at the same time definitive and irreversible. 

For Judaism man can at the very most aspire to being “blessed” by God (Lev 26, 3-13). 

For Islam the highest point of spiritual ascent of each man is to approach God, to be “close” to him (Koran, 4, 170 and 174; 38, 39; 56, 10-11 and 87-90; 83, 20-21 and 27-28). 

Buddhism proposes to liberate man from pain and the precariousness of living: an undoubtedly definitive liberation, but conceived as a condition divorced from all posi-tive perfection and fullness of life and being. 

Hindu spirituality of the Upanishad-Vedanta-Yoga vein, again, does propose a deification and even a definitive and irreversible deification, but conceived as a union with a divine Self that seems far removed from those other divine perfections that render the Divinity of the monotheists – Jews, Christians, Muslims – incomparably richer and more poignant. 

Here we have an undoubtedly definitive deification, but also a rather incomplete one. A complete deification cannot but include the fullness not only of devotional sanctity, but also of humanism. 

In the vision of the Gospels, the return of Christ and his saints would constitute the final triumph of the kingdom of God, and therefore the deification of all mankind. 

Such a deification would be achieved by men as a reward for their merits and, in any case, as a gift granted by the Divinity, not as the result of any action by man, be it even associated with divine action. 

In short, it seems that man is not really called upon to collaborate in his deification. And that could well explain why the eschatological event has not yet taken place.

8.   Why the glorious return of Christ 

      has not yet come about  

The parousia, the glorious return of Christ that his disciples expected as almost imminent (Mt 10, 23; 16, 28; 24, 34; Mk 13, 30; Lk 9, 27; Jn 21, 21-23; 1 Thess 4, 15; 2 Thess 2, 1-3; 1 Cor 7, 29-31; 10, 11), seems to have been set back sine die, if not worse. 

The second letter attributed to the Apostle Peter (3, 9-10) offers us an explanation of this postponement: “The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance”.
“But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed”

This unexpected, unforeseen suddenness of the event only confirms its nature as a wholly gratuitous initiative of God that would take place without any collaboration on the part of men. 

On the other hand, John the Baptist, in the footsteps of Isaiah (40, 3), exhorts men to prepare the way of the Lord who is coming, to straighten and level the paths for him (Mt 3, 3; Mk 1, 3; Lk 3, 4-5; Jn 1, 23).

“Every valley shall be lifted up, / and every mountain and hill be made low; / the uneven ground shall become level, / and the rough places a plain”, continues the Hebrew prophet here cited by the four Gospels (Is 40, 4). It seems to me that the men living on this earth are called upon to furnish a not by any means negligible contribution! 

And I have in mind both his first coming and his ultimate return. Let me remind you also that at his final coming he is to be accompanied by all his saints who, together with him, will judge the earth, free it from sin and sanctify it by crowning it with every perfection. 

A twofold collaboration is here being outlined: not only of those who will live on the earth at that time, but also of those – far more numerous – who will accompany the Lord as the new Jerusalem descending from heaven. 

The fact that the glorious return of Christ has not yet taken place is not by itself a decisive argument in favour of concluding that it will never happen. Our Christian faith tells us the contrary, and reasoning based on an experience of this faith can formulate different explanations. 

One may assume that deification is partly a gift and partly a conquest, and that the active collaboration of man proves to be more than necessary. 

There could be cooperation, for example, given by all the innumerable souls who in the dimension of heaven have attained the highest degree of sanctification. 

It is the coming together of all these energies that will reveal itself capable of transforming the creation at all levels. The efficacy of spiritual energy on the physical level has been amply demonstrated by the miracles and, more generally, by the paramystic phenomena, that is, the paranormal phenomena that accompany sanctity. 

But cooperation could also be given by all the humans who will be living on this earth at the time. They will be the heirs of all human progress, of all the conquests that will have been realized – in humanist terms – in the sciences and the arts and the technologies, in the many different forms of organization, in every type of knowledge and expression of creativity, throughout a long series of centuries. 

The kingdom of God comprises humanism. The divine perfections – which include omniscience, omnipotence and supreme creativity – have to be pursued with this selfsame humanism, and not along the pure and simple  mystic road. All this implies and requires, in every ambit and sphere, the collaboration of men who, associated with the divine-human person of Jesus Christ, come to constitute a collective Christ of irresistible power. 

How will the people populating the earth at the end of time be prepared? Undoubtedly by the progress realized until that moment by their generation and the interminable series of the generations that preceded them. 

These are conquests realized by men, but with divine help, by inspiration of the selfsame divine Verb that illumines and fortifies. We must never lose sight of the fact that the Verb, the Manifestation of God is at the source, is at the very origin of every of every reality, and that it includes every human achievement: every human conquest, be it spiritual, be it of knowledge or technology, be it of social organization or the creation of beauty. 

A second question regards the preparation of the saints who will return to the earth from the heavenly dimension together with Christ and partake in what Paul calls the “revealing of the sons of God” (Ro 8, 19). 

They will have to grow in Christ to the point of attaining his stature. For them he constitutes the model, the prototype of the deified man. He is their supreme Master, being the one who first set them this goal of perfection that he personally had attained to the very highest degree. 

Certainly, the Gospels present Christ as a man who grows, learns, develops, enriches himself with divine gifts not only in the course of his childhood and adoles-cence, but also afterwards by means of stages like his baptism, his transfiguration, his resurrection, his ascension to heaven. 

The ultimate point of arrival mentioned by the Gospels is the assumption to the throne of the Father, which enables Christ to pour his Spirit onto the Church on earth with superabundant manifestations of grace. But it is just as conceivable that he will continue to evolve, to grow in the Father also in heaven. 

Thus, the while he trains the souls and  bathes them in his Spirit, it is reasonable to think that he will little by little become conscious of the variegated forms of spirituality pursued by so many souls coming from different traditions and become even more familiar with and gain greater insight into the various expressions of humanism. 

This exchange of experience and spiritual communication could further consolidate and strengthen the heavenly community of the souls who seek to constitute the collective Christ.

9. In what sense is the man Jesus Christ 

      also God who incarnates himself? 

Even though Christ, inasmuch as he is man, continues to evolve and grow in the Father, we must neither forget nor minimize the fact that he is also God incarnate. He receives from God every inspiration and strength and, what is more, constitutes the central point of the history of salvation and the incarnation of God among men and in the entire universe. 

Jesus is called to this task in an altogether singular manner. The phenomenon of the religious vocation can give us a first, though inevitably imperfect idea of what can be the significance of the concentration of the divine energy on a particular personality constituted “chosen vessel”  (Acts 9, 15). 

The angel of Yahweh appeared to the future mother of Samson, whom nature had made a sterile woman, and told her that by divine virtue she was to have a son destined to liberate Israel from the Philistines. She was to abstain from drinking wine or other strong drink and eating unclean food, and the razor was never to pass over her son’s head, “for the boy shall be a Nazirite to God from birth” (Judg 13, 15). 

Hannah, future mother of Samuel, was likewise a sterile woman. With profound sorrow she beseeched God to give her a son, promising him that, if her wish were granted, she would consecrate the boy a Nazirite. And so the woman remained pregnant by her husband and had the son she desired, who was to be a great prophet in Israel (1 Sam, ch.1). Hannah expressed her gratitude in a canticle of praise of the Lord, the prelude of the Magnificat (2, 1-10). 

As the Gospel of St. Luke tells us, the Magnificat was pronounced on the occasion of Mary’s visit to her cousin Elizabeth, a woman advanced in age and wife of an old man, rendered fecund by divine grace, because she was destined to be the mother of John the Baptist: a case not so very different from that of Abraham and Sarah, parents of Isaac (Gen, ch. 18; Lk, ch.1). 

In analogy with what we have seen so far, the angel who brought the glad tidings to Zechariah, husband of Elizabeth, told him that the son who was to be born would be “great before the Lord, and he shall drink no wine or strong drink, and he shall be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” (Lk 1, 15). 

In these various cases we have an example of the divine power that finds its way into the womb of a sterile but pure woman to enable her to bear a new individual chosen for a special sacred mission. 

It is exactly what happened – par excellence – in the case of Jesus, miraculously conceived in the womb of a pure virgin. 

This aspect, which in a certain sense seems almost a creation from nothing, forebodes a particular divine presence: a divine power that acts and – let us say it – becomes incarnate right from the beginning in the new being destined to be born.

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you”, says Yahweh to Jeremiah, “and before you were born I consecrated you; / I appointed you a prophet to the nations” (Jer 1, 5). 

Paul echoes these words when, albeit in passing, he affirms to have been set apart by divine grace before he was born (Gal 1, 15). 

Motives of this kind have been expressed in many different traditions, including those of ancient China, India, Mahayana Buddhism, the flowery legends of Greco-Roman antiquity, in America prior to its discovery by Columbus, in German and Celtic mythology, and so on. 

A flowering of legends that substantially all converge in affirming that many heroes, sovereigns and spiritual masters are the sons of a virgin or were miraculously conceived due to a divine force. To give just a few examples: Heracles, Attis, Gilgamesh King of Babylon, Pharaoh Amenophis III, the Chinese emperors conceived by the exclusive intervention of Heaven (Tien), Ulan  first King of the Tartars, Krishna Buddha, Confucius, Lao-Tse, Mahavira, Abraham in the Midrash, and even Pythagoras and Plato. 

A small variant: Genghis Khan is said to have been not the son, but the descendant of a virgin whom a divine light caused to remain with child. 

Symbol of the purity that man cannot but assume when he enters into relation with the divinity, the virgin is rendered fecund by a divine power, by the rays of the sun or a heavenly light or, as in an example provided by Greek mythology, a golden rain in which Zeus hid himself to approach Danae and make her mother of Perseus. 

The prodigious conception is announced and perhaps also brought about by the divine being who comes to tell the virgin about her forthcoming motherhood. 

It does not seem to me that the concordance of all these legends does in any way diminish the affirmation of the divine origin of Jesus. For me, rather, this convergence only confirms what seems to be a profound and universally diffused intuition: a “man of God” is really a sacred human-divine being; he is a vehicle of the Divinity, an incarnation of the Divinity in the most concrete sense. 

His inspiration and his power come from God. Their impact may in practice prove to be limited, subject to conditionings or still in a phase of growth, but their origin is undoubtedly divine. 

The concept is that every positive reality, every authentic value draws its ultimate origin from God. This is true, above all, as far as the loftiest spiritual teachings are concerned. And, in the eyes of an experience of faith, it is true in a very particular and – as I would add – unique manner for the teachings that, taken together, constitute the Christian revelation.

10.   The gradual growth 

        of the man Jesus  

Christianity essentially coincides with the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus “increased in wisdom and in stature and in favour with God and men”, says the Gospel of Saint Luke (2, 52) when it speaks about his childhood and adolescence. 

A further growth occurred, as already mentioned, on the occasion of his baptism in the Jordan.  (Mt 3, 16-17; Mk 1, 10-11; Lk 3, 21-22; Jn 1, 31-34); and, perhaps, his transfiguration on Mount Tabor (Mt 17, especially 3 and 5; Mk 9, in particular 4 and 7; Lk 9, in particular 30-31 and 35). 

The true promotion of Jesus to Lord and Messiah occurred with his resurrection (Acts 2, 22-36; Phil 2, 6-11, in part. 8-9; this last passage is confirmed in Heb 5, 7-10). 

Lastly, with his ascension to heaven, Jesus comes to be seated on the right of his divine Father, so that he can pour and infuse his Spirit into his disciples left on this earth (here, see once again the cited second chapter of Acts, v. 33). 

The attention of Christians was at first concentrated on what could be defined as Christ’s messianic career, and everything related to his divine origin was pushed into the background. But subsequently it came ever more clearly into the foreground, not least on account of the need for reacting to interpretations that seemed excessively reductive of the figure and role of the Saviour. 

What is promised to men by spiritual masters and heavenly messengers in the various traditions can undoubtedly be defined in a certain way as a deification. But it is always a very limited exaltation as compared with the one promised by Christ, who invites all of us to grow to his own stature and thus to attain deification in the highest, most sublime and total sense. 

Nobody can give what he does not have. Before you can infuse a spirituality of a certain level into others, you have to possess it yourself, and very adequately so. 

One may also assume that who gives less also possesses less. That would be the case of the other spiritual masters, of other vehicles of divine grace. In the case of Christ, if what he promises us – total deification – is really to come about, it is quite essential that Jesus should be not only man, but also God in the fullest sense. 

This does not mean that Jesus must necessarily have developed full divine powers at all moments, not even at present, or that he must have possessed them from birth. We said that, as man, Jesus developed and grew little by little, following a kind of career in the course of which his divinity took shape by degrees. 

Side by side with the gradual development of his human aspect in the course of time, however, we must also consider his divine origin. This is what the christological dogmas recall with all due clarity, with great equilibrium, placing the proper emphasis jointly on one and the other. What is incarnated in his human nature is the very Divinity as such and not just a kind of Under-God, some lesser entity. 

In actual fact this incarnation manifests itself to a limited and growing degree, this in the sense that the man Jesus receives the divine powers that are intended for him only gradually. In the course of his earthly life he is still very imperfect, subject as he is to the limitations and conditionings of the human nature. His knowledge is equally limited. Jesus does not yet benefit from the beatific vision and, as he confesses, there are many things he does not know.

When recognizing all this, there is a modest comment I should like to add in order to avoid arriving at conclusions dictated by a kind of involuntary idolatry. 

The theologians who admit the ignorance of Christ and the many imperfections that limit him in the course of his earthly life affirm that, ever since his resurrection and ascension to the Father, he possesses the fullness of the divine powers and even omniscience. 

But I think that it is only right and proper to try to formulate more reasonable interpretations in this connection: one may thus assume that the growth of the man Jesus in the Father, his development towards an ever more adequate knowledge of things and ever greater divine powers must necessarily continue also in the other dimension.

11.   The messianic   career 

        of the man Jesus

        does not by any means 

        exclude his divine origin 

As we have already seen, the Gospels and the canonical texts of the apostolic age concentrate attention on what I called the messianic career of Jesus far more than on his divine origin. As far as this latter aspect is concerned, significant would seem to be a passage from Paul’s Letter to the Philippians and another from the prologue to the Gospel according to Saint John. 

The former recalls Jesus Christ by saying that “though he was in the form of God, / did not regard equality with God / as something to be exploited, / but emptied himself, / taking the form of a slave, / being born in human likeness. / And being found in human form / he humbled himself / and became obedient to the point of death, / even death on a cross” (Phil 2, 6-8). 

The second passage occurs as I said at the beginning of the Gospel according to Saint John (1-18). The words of the first verse are as follows: “In the beginning was the Word / and the Word was with God, / and the Word was God”  And those of the last one: “No one has ever seen God. / It is God the only Son, / who is close to the Father’s heart, / who has made him known”. 

The Council of Nicea (in 325 A. D.) affirmed, especially in response to Arianism, that it was God himself who had become incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth and not a kind of Under-God or a God of lesser power. The Son who had incarnated himself in the man Jesus is not a creature of God, but a divine Person. The Son “proceeds” from the Father, from the same “substance”, as “God from God”: in this sense he is “generated, not created”. In other words, it is the true God who makes himself man. God does not limit himself to assuming a human appearance, he really does make himself man. Only in this way can he reach man in all his humanity in order to divinize it, to transform man into God. 

This solemn affirmation of the divinity of Jesus Christ, which takes form at the Council of Nicea, is an essential milestone in the process of elaborating the Christian doctrine. 

Subsequent councils did nothing other than explicating and defining with ever greater clarity the concepts that are implicit in this affirmation. The Church thus moved towards an ever more developed and deepened consciousness of this affirmation. 

The First Council of Constantinople (381 A.D.) limited itself to adding a few touches to the Nicean position. The Council of Ephesus (431 A. D.) reacted to Nestorianism. This doctrine had affirmed that two persons, one divine, the other human, remained distinct in Jesus. The substance of the response of Ephesus was that the divine Verb made itself man, transformed itself into man while yet remaining God. The two natures, divine and human, are not estranged from each other, but – even without merging – give rise to just a single being. Jesus Christ: true God and true man. 

Thus the Verb does not remain something different from Jesus of Nazareth, but really makes itself Jesus by assuming the whole of his humanity with all its limits for the purpose of deifying also in practice, in the most effective terms, both the humanity of Jesus himself and that of the whole of mankind. 

The Council of Chalcedon (451 A. D.) had to come to grips with Monophysitism, according to which there was not only a single person in Jesus, but also a single nature, namely the divine nature. In just a few words, this council held that the incarnation was not by any means just apparent. Far from just absorbing the human, the divine maintained it in all its implications. 

This is important also for us: it means that deification will leave us men in every-thing except in sin and ultimately everything that could still represent a limit. 

The Second Council of Constantinople (553 A. D.) stressed that the divine personality of the Verb had become authentically human. 

In contrast with Monothelism, which attributed but a single divine will to the incarnate Verb, the Third Council of Constantinople (681 A. D.) affirmed that the human will of Jesus is well distinct from the divine will of the Verb and remains different, even though it adheres to it with full and absolute fidelity. 

Jesus constitutes a single person with the Verb, but, inasmuch as he is man, not only has a nature of his own, but also a will of his own. This has to be said very clearly in order to stress that Jesus, though true God, is man in the fullest and most concrete sense. 

The man Jesus Christ has intensely accomplished his relationship with the divine Father, but lived as man and, as man, grew in the Father by living his vicissitudes. As the Letter to the Hebrews tells us (5, 8), “though he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered”. 

A divine presence is in each man and, in very particular way, in each spiritual master of any tradition. If only to enable him to understand a religious teaching, man needs the divine inspiration that involves a divine presence in his heart of hearts. 

Who is it who harkens to the word of God, who is it who understands it and accepts it? Somebody who already “is of God”. As Christ explained to the Judeans who did not believe him: “If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? He who is of God hears the words of God; the reason why you do not hear them is that you are not of God” (Jn 8, 47). 

A little while earlier he had told them: “You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world” (v. 23). And again: “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I proceeded and came forth from God, I came not of my own accord, but he sent me… You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires” (vv. 42-44). 

This passage from the Gospel of St. John helps us to interpret more clearly the words with which the Prologue of this selfsame Gospel says that those who believe in the name of Jesus “were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (1, 13). 

Whoever proceeds in truth is illumined by the Verb, and in a certain way the Verb reveals itself to him, gives itself to him, becomes flesh in him and regenerates him. The same may be said of anybody who sincerely and in good faith seeks the truth. God himself tells him through the words of Pascal: “Console yourself, you would not be looking for me if you had not already found me (Pensées, 553). 

God undoubtedly reveals himself in all these men of good will, generating them to spiritual life. In this sense one may say that each one of them is “of God” and “son of God”. But the Christian experience of faith sees in Jesus a divine revelation so particular that one could call it altogether singular and unique.

The coming of Jesus onto this earth constitutes the central point of the history of salvation. And, as one may add, of the selfsame history of man, if it is true that salvation, deification is what confers absolute significance upon all human life. It is not without good reason that the years of history are counted “before Christ” and “after Christ” (anno Domini). Please do not accuse me of eurocentrism if I say that it is not by chance that the particular civilization fecundated by Christianity has become the world civilization, in the face of which the others, though valid in their contributions, have come to represent a kind of periphery.

12. 
Deification is a historical process

      in which all men and women 

         no matter what spiritual tradition 

         they come from 

         are called upon 

         to cooperate in all fields
Recognizing that the man Jesus occupies a central place in the history of salvation does not mean that he is the Saviour of his own and exclusive accord, that is to say, in an abstract manner and independently of the participation of innumerable other subjects. 

The history of salvation is a long collective process in which a very active and essential part is played by the patriarchs and prophets of the Old Testament, the judges. kings, priests, psalmists and authors of the scriptures, all the spiritual masters and, indeed, the Jewish people as a whole. 

If Christ is generated by God, as far as the human part is concerned he is also brought into being by all of Israel.

If, then, we were to attribute some function of salvation also to traditions other than Christianity – as today is being done by a “theology of the religions”, as yet hesitant and uncertain, but undoubtedly illumined – would we not be obliged to admit an active participation also on the part of non-Christians? 

Jesus, moreover, associates disciples with himself in growing numbers and in an ever closer and more intimate manner, to turn them into shoots of the Vine that is himself, and this to the point of coming to constitute but a single mystic body with them, a body that we could call a collective Christ. 

The deification of mankind, the glorification of the entire universe is a common task that commits not only God, but all men. Through a long succession of centuries it has seen the involvement and commitment of all religious men, no matter what their traditions, from the primitive-archaic ones right through to those of more recent maturation. 

It involves and commits Jews, Christians, Muslims, but also the faithful of all the other religions, each of which makes an original, peculiar and irreplaceable contribution. It involves and commits whoever collaborates in human progress in the arts and in letters and in music, in the promotion of values and culture, in the advancement of the sciences and technologies, the development of the economy, the growing affirmation of law, the organization of society, in short, in humanism. 

Deification is the synthesis of all this. And it is a task that all of us have to carry forward, on the initiative of God and with his help, working well at all levels, for every expression of spirituality and humanity, in every field and action sector. Everything that is good and beautiful and true is a valid contribution, a sound and solid brick for the construction of the eternal Kingdom.

