The Texts of the Convivium

CHRISTIANITY, EVOLUTION

AND RELIGION OF HUMANITY
Today, after the battering of two world wars, infinite horrors and intolerable sufferings that it has procured for itself as if in a succession of crises of collective madness, mankind is far less confident about the “magnificent future of progress” that was bandied about so freely in previous epochs. 

In the nineteenth century there had taken shape what one might call a “religion of humanity”. If “religion” means “communion”, one could say that the religion of humanity was being lived as a communion of all men of the earth, because, taken altogether, they formed a single body, a great collective being. 

Among these humanists – let’s even call them by this name – one could distinguish two large groups: one, more religious in the traditional sense, of believers in God; the other made up of atheists. 

Among the believers in God one may recall in a very particular manner Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), who bandied a new Christianity reduced to love of one’s neighbour. 

Another name worthy of mention is Charles Fourier (1772-1835): in his conception God provides man with an infallible code of social organization that could be applied to the whole of humanity, which has the same passions everywhere. 

Lastly, one is in duty bound to mention Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872): for this great Genovese patriot God incarnated himself in humanity, whose progress consisted of the gradual divine revelation in the consciousness of men. 

Atheist in thought and yet a believer at heart, Auguste Comte (1798-1846) replaced the cult of God by a cult of Humanity. Mankind is what Comte called the Great Being and defined as “the sum total of past, future and present beings who freely contribute to perfecting the universal order”. 

A decidedly atheist humanist was Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872). For this eminent representative of the Hegelian left, religion is the first indirect consciousness that man has of himself. Man projects onto the divinity his own infinite aspirations and also his as yet confused intuition of his own infinite nature as man: of the infinity he feels within him. 

For his own part, John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) undoubtedly spoke of a Divinity, but conceived as a demiurge of limited creative power; and he also used the expression “religion of humanity” in a specific sense. 

Ernest Renan (1823-1892) seems something of a Comtian when he says that the religion of the future will be “humanism, the cult of everything that belongs to man,  the whole of life sanctified and elevated to a moral value”. 

I am particularly anxious to recall a 20th century humanist whom I knew well and who, in certain respects, seemed once again to be moving in the wake of Comte: Aldo Capitini, with his “One-for-All” religion. 

A significant expression of a particular mentality and sensitivity seemed to me to be constituted by a little volume that Francesco Senes published in 1922. It was entitled Il Trionfismo (Triumphism). The author, who has since been completely forgotten, uses this name to designate a kind of religion of humanity in which every cult is addressed to the Genius of the human kind. 

Triumphism celebrates the “triumph” of man, who progresses in the sciences and dominates matter with the technologies and expresses his joie de vivre in the arts. It also honours and exalts the triumph of man, who frees himself of prejudices and traditional beliefs, of all subjection to transcendent divinities as of usurped terrestrial authorities, and then of all metaphysics and prospects of other-worldly life, resolutely accepting his mortal condition and, within his limited framework, constituting himself as the sole artificer of his destiny. Triumphism will no longer have temples, but community premises called “triumphs”. These buildings will be places of meditation, educational entertainment, inspiration and art, preparation for new undertakings. 

Senes saw Christianity as an ascesis that mortifies life and he therefore rejected the idea of the calendar, which for him consisted of a wrongful succession of feasts of saints, recurrences of religious events that he considered only in a negative light. He therefore replaced the calendar by a “civil diary” (civildiario) where all the saints had disappeared to leave their place to a mere five “prophets”, a double series of “warriors” and “dominators”, promoters of civilization and humanism in all the fields of research and activity and, for the rest, to distinct categories of such exponents, to symbols and dates (from the foundation of Memphis to the abolition of slavery and the end of the temporal power of the popes). 

The beginnings of the religion of humanism have to be seen against the background of the Enlightenment: it affirmed the idea of a rationality that is inherent in our being men and manifests itself in freedom: and, once it is allowed to express itself freely without constraints, it enables us to progress without limits in the sciences and in thought, in the technologies, in the economy, in politics and every form of  associative life. 

The reason of the Enlightenment is a scientific reason that seeks to render itself functional in technology. It attributes a liberating power to science and technology: a power of transforming the world and ushering in an improvement without limit of the human condition, which would soar decidedly upward upon the conquest of the civil and political liberties, with democracy and the implementation of social justice. 

After the great parenthesis of Romanticism, when there came to the fore motives that were complex and generally in discord with Enlightenment, the more peculiar features of the latter made themselves felt again in Positivism. Positivist thought pays attention solely and exclusively to what is “positive”, that is to say, phenomena capable of being verified by means of the scientific method and objectively controllable also as far as their practical effects are concerned. 

The progress of science takes place, for the most part, in a linear manner. In the course of the age of the Enlightenment, but then also in the Romantic age that followed, the idea of human progress affirmed itself both in historical research (more detailed) and philosophical research (more sweeping and given to abstraction). Starting with Bernard de Fontenelle (1657-1757), one may recall such thinkers as Voltaire, Turgot, Condorcet, Lessing, Herder, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Comte, Marx… 

Building on a critical analysis of the conclusions of the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste de Monet de Lamarck (1744-1829), Charles Darwin (1809-1882) had in the meantime developed a complete and systematic theory of biological transformism, founding it on a large quantity of data he had collected in the course of a voyage by sea that had lasted five years. He had concluded that living beings can gradually change their characters due to the influence of environmental conditions and to enable them to be more successful in the struggle for survival. The idea of progress thus came to embrace the whole evolution of nature. It is not the purpose of this note to recall the scientific theories of evolution that were subsequently drawn up right through to the twentieth century.  

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) was to give the doctrine of evolution a philosophical formulation, concluding that everything evolves, both in organic life and in individual and social human life, at all levels. As to the Absolute, Spencer came to call it the Unknowable, professing an agnosticism that in some way was yet veined by the instance of going beyond pure phenomena, the sole things that science can investigate. 

Among the thinkers I have so briefly recalled here, as also innumerable others characteristic of this period, one will come across not only atheists, but also believers: believers in a God, albeit conceived in manner that is anything but univocal. One may find materialists among them, but also other philosophers and men of science of variously accentuated spiritualist sensitivity and orientation. 

Let me state a brief conclusion or synthesis that can be culled from all this. Whether or not he believes in a Creator God, the type of humanist I have delineated above feels himself in communion with the whole of mankind, more or less consciously dedicated to the common task of pushing ahead the studies and the sciences, the technologies, the economy and well-being in general, the organization of society, the freedom of thought and press and meeting and association, democracy, solidarity, justice. 

In all this there is implemented the humanity that becomes the particular object of attention and even cult. On what grounds? I would say that there are two basic possibil-ities. 

One may see humanity as the vehicle and expressive means of the manifestation of God. To put it in the words of Mazzini, here we have humanity as the “prophet” and “incarnation” of God. 

The second possibility is that humanity as such appears as a presumed Absolute to put in the place of a God presumed not to exist. 

This humanity is conceived as a tradition that little by little becomes enriched by the experiences and the concrete work of each individual forming part of it. This historical progress appears to be the crowning of the evolution of nature as a whole. But, as one may ask, what is the ultimate arrival point of this process?  

Put in a few words, one may reply as follows: if there is a God, there could be a guarantee of immortality, of eternity; otherwise all is ephemeral and, in the last resort, all is vain. 

If there is a God… as I said. But immediately another question presents itself: what kind of God? One could also assume a divinity indifferent to the fate of men, more or less like the one proposed by Epicurus. Or a divinity that communicates himself to men to a limited extent, not totally. 

Let us compare this concept of divinity with the one that Christianity reveals to us. The Christian God creates for love and intends the creation to elevate itself to Him. Thus, at a certain moment, God makes himself man so that man may make himself God. 

Only a self-donation of God understood in this strong sense can confer upon the creation the eternal life, the life that is immortal and, what is more, perfect. 

Only in this way can the creation attain a goal that will not render it vain: rather, a goal that, far from draining and eluding all human instances, will go incomparably beyond any and all conceivable hope. 

“Will you also go away”, Jesus had asked his disciples in a moment of crisis when many people were abandoning him. Peter’s reply assumes a particular significance here: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6, 67-68). 

Christianity truly has the words of eternal life for humanism. But how much time had to pass before historical Christianity came to realize this fully? 

Historically one may say that humanism emerged in the context of Christian civilization of the late middle ages. One may also say that scholastic philosophy granted the regnum hominis an autonomous space of its own without any conflictuality. The climate was such as to render possible a further phase in which the question could be tackled with all its implications and considered further in all serenity. 

But it is a fact that at a certain point humanism tends to become an end of its own, and this not only as such, but also in all the expressions into which it had become ramified. Science, culture, art, technological dominion of nature, economic development, increase of entrepreneurship and business, freedom, even moral law conceived in the autonomous manner of Kant, political power, nation and race, success and status, love, sex, physical beauty between surgery and body-building and tortures of every kind, drugs, sport, and so on, each of these came to be configured as an idol, a false absolute. 

And in this self-absolutization humanism was turned into Titanism, Prometheism. It assumed what can be defined as a classical attitude of sin, entered in a clear logic of sin, if it is true that sin is essentially a turning of one’s back on God in order to do without Him, to live as if He did not exist. 

The religious tradition is accustomed to placing God at the centre of everything and seeing all things in terms of God, since He is the first beginning and ultimate end of any reality and activity of men. And to such eyes a humanism that absolutizes itself comes to be configured as Titanism, Prometheism, Luciferism. We have to recognize that certain condemnations of the Church, even though they did not exactly shine on account of their understanding of the times and the problems, even though they were often expressed in the most awkward and obsolete forms of scholasticism, were not by any means off the point. 

To give but one example, let me mention the Syllabus of Pius IX attached to his encyclical Quanta cura (1864): “Syllabus [i.e. collection, compilation] of the principal errors of our age that are commented in the Concistorial Allocutions, the Encyclicals and other Apostolic Letters of our Lord, H.H. Pope Pius IX”. 

At first there are listed pantheism, naturalism, absolute and moderate rationalism, indifferentism, and latitudinarism. Up to this point we are concerned with dogmatic and theological problems that undoubtedly, as we must readily admit, called for a determined stand, even though one cannot overlook the rather crude and summary manner in which the “errors” are described and considered. 

Then there are, among others, words of reprobation that sound both right and necessary (and even prophetic) like, for example, the condemnation of those who finalize everything to the accumulation of wealth and the satisfaction of the passions (LVIII), of those who reduce right to “material fact” (LIX),  those who sanction “the fortunate injus-tice of the fact” (LXI). There is the just condemnation of state absolutism (XXXIX). There are legitimate censures of those who deny the Church all the freedoms to which she is entitled and which she needs to carry out her mission (§ V in general). 

But a present-day reader is struck in a most unfavourable manner by the refusal to recognize any right or freedom to the other churches and religions and also by the hostility expressed in the face of freedom of thought and press.  

And one is also bothered and oppressed to the point of feeling a sense of suffocation by the general tendency, to be found more or less in every part of the document, of attributing nothing but the very scarcest consideration to the possible contributions of science, rationality and free interpretation, almost as if these were to be hounded out of every corner in which they might be hidden. 

But what ultimately causes a real shock is the final broadside seemingly fired, as one says, “against all and sundry” of the Pope’s final proposition (LXXX), according to which it was mistaken to think that “the Roman Pontiff could and had to reconcile himself and come to terms with progress, liberalism and modern civilization”! 

Here, quite decidedly, we have the climate of a besieged city, of a Church reduced to pure defensive, not least on account of the lack of a true cultural elaboration of many new motives, instances and problems that, just like a hailstorm, seem to have precipitated all of a sudden out of a blue sky to catch an old theology and philosophy substantially unprepared. 

But one can also say that, a century after the Syllabus, the Church showed at the Vatican II Council that she had thoroughly meditated the themes of the modern world, making them the object of a very careful reflection in the light of its very tormented historical experiences. 

The result can be summarized as follows: it placed the Christian matrix of many modern ideas in its proper light, as also the fact that they were suitable and ready for being “led back to their divine source”. Appropriately reappraised, these “Christian ideas run amok” can thus be seen in all their authentic value as part of a tradition that cannot but be greatly enriched by them. 

Vatican II affirmed and called for freedom for all religions (Council declaration Dignitatis humanae). All the liberties, are underlain by a fact, a principle that validates them all and of which the Council is well aware: “…Man cannot embrace what is good other than freely, and this liberty our contemporaries value and aim at enthusiastically. Clearly they are right” (Pastoral constitution Gaudium et spes, 17). 

When we compare all this with the manner in which Pius IX in his aforementioned encyclical Quanta cura (ch.4) maltreated religious freedom, together with the freedom of thought and press (calling them “delirium” and “freedom of perdition”), we cannot but sigh with relief and thank God, whose inspiration has at long last opened a road in certain excessively refractory consciences. 

As far as atheism is concerned, the Church undoubtedly censures and reproves: “Nevertheless she tries to discover in the atheist mind the hidden cause of the denial of God. She is aware of the seriousness of the questions which atheism raises, and out of charity towards all men she believes that these questions should be deeply and seriously examined” (Gaudium et spes, 21). 

As to the activities of man, Vatican II affirms that all those engaged in valid labour can look upon their work as “a prolongation of  the work of the Creator… and their personal industry contributes to the carrying out of the divine plan in history” (Gaudium et spes, 34). It goes on to say that all human enterprises threatened by pride and egoism “are to be purified and brought to perfection by Christ’s cross and resurrection” (37). 

Though  inspired by tradition, the passages that follow are profoundly innovative. Since God is love, “the fundamental law of human fulfilment and hence of the transformation of the world is the new commandment of love” (38). 

The Spirit of Christ is continuously at work in the hearts of men, where “he does not merely rouse our desire of the world to come; at the same time he stimulates, purifies, reinforces those generous aspirations by which the human family bends its energies to make its own life more humane and to subdue the earth to this purpose” (ibid.). 

“The Spirit calls some to bear witness clearly to the desire for heaven and to keep that desire alive among men. Others he calls to devote themselves to serving humanity here – a ministry which provides material for the kingdom of heaven” (ibid.)  

Temporal progress has to be kept clearly distinguished from the advancement of the kingdom of God, but insofar as it can contribute to a better ordering of human society, temporal progress is very much in the interest of the kingdom of God. God is preparing a new heaven, but also a new dwelling-place: and there, indeed. “human dignity, fraternal comradeship, freedom, these good things are all fruits of our nature and of our industry. After we have propagated them throughout the world, we shall rediscover them, cleansed of every stain, shining and transfigured, when Christ restores the eternal and universal kingdom to his Father” (39).

These citations, which I have taken from the constitution Gaudium et spes, find significant confirmation and – as I would add – even further extension in the conciliar decree Apostolicam actuositatem (7), where it is said that “all that goes to make up the temporal order –  personal and family values, culture, economic interests the trades and professions, institutions of the political community, international relations, and so on, as well as their gradual development – all these are not merely helps to man’s last end: they possess a value of their own, placed in them by God, whether considered individually or as parts of the integral temporal structure”. 

As can be seen, following a rethinking of the entire tradition, Vatican II reproposes the Christian revelation in a new language that takes account of and accepts the rightful instances of modern humanism. It made no mention of evolution, but there was some updating even in this respect, though it followed different routes. 

Darwin’s doctrine was at first received very badly by the Christian churches. It conflicted with the letter of the Book of Genesis. Above all, Christian orthodoxy refused the idea that even the very soul of man derived from evolution and had not been given him by God: by a clearly distinguishable divine creative act, an act of a much higher level. 

On the other hand, a  more careful consideration of the data could not but confirm the de facto reality of biological transformism from one species to another. There was nothing to be done other than attributing a different origin to the soul. 

Moreover, even Genesis (2, 7) says that “then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being”. With just a little good will, could one not see this as a creative act of God, who as matter takes something that already exists and is offered by the earthly environment? Could this matter, symbolized by the dust of the ground, not consist of species inferior to man, which at this point would represent the latest product of evolution? 

The road is already wide open here, there are all the elements for leading the religion of humanity back to its Christian root, so that the tradition may undergo its necessary updating without abandoning its erstwhile principles, but rather duly developing them. 

The road to a new synthesis of Christianity and humanism was opened by Jacques Maritain with his book entitled Integral humanism (1936). More general mention should here be made of the theologies of evolution, of history, of eschatology, of the earthly realities, the laity, liberation, political commitment of Christians in the world of today. Even the theology of hope, represented in the Catholic field by Metz and Schillebeekx, owes a great deal and in a very particular manner to such Protestant theologians as Moltmann and Pannenberg. But we are indebted, above all, to the Jesuit Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. 

The idea of a history of salvation on the way to an irreversible ultimate end is characteristic of the Judeo-Christian tradition. This tradition, which continues in Islam, in certain respects also owes a great deal to Zoroastrianism. This exerted its influence in the days when King Cyrus freed the Jews from captivity in Babylon. Judaism has drawn from it the idea of the final universal resurrection as the irreversible goal of the history of the world and of man. 

One may thus say that, thanks to the sowing of this idea in the soil of the Jewish tradition, the closely related idea of history as growth and development took shape in Israel. From there it subsequently spread to every other civilization, previously dominated by the cyclic conception of a perennial alternation or repetition of events, which were considered for their typical aspects – life and death, day and night, the seasons of the year, and so on – without ever noting in them any element of novelty and progress. 

The idea of human history as growth and development on the way towards an ultimate goal fits happily into the perspective of an entire universe in evolution, the vision of a cosmic travail as an ascent of which the decisive moment takes place on the planet Earth. Preferably slightly revised and corrected with respect to certain nineteenth-century approaches, evolutionism can be accepted into a Christian synthesis as a highly significant element. 

What shall we say, then, about humanism? This assumes its full value in a Christian conception when one bears in mind that every authentic form of humanism is imitation of God, is continuation of a divine perfection. Irrespective of whether or not he is conscious of this, every scientist and scholar in the last resort pursues divine omniscience; and similarly every artist, be it even in his limited way, imitates the creativity of the divine supreme Artist: and whoever performs useful work in technology, in the economy, in running the home and educating the children, in teaching, in political and social activity, and so forth, cooperates with the Creator in bringing about the transformation of the universe that will crown and perfect the creation. 

One may therefore say that none of these activities limits itself to being merely of human and earthly value; and that, quite the contrary, each one contributes to the affirmation of the kingdom of God and not only makes us merit paradise, but cooperates in its construction. 

I am convinced that the conclusions we have just reached open a road that will enable cosmic evolution – and human history as progress that concludes it – to find ample space in a history of salvation conceived in Christian terms. I am also fully persuaded that these conclusions authorize us to integrate the religion of humanity with Christianity or, rather, to found it on Christianity.

One may say that to some extent the whole of the humanism of the last few centuries is pervaded by a religious breath. Though one has to note that there are some who are more arid in this respect or, if you prefer, more refractory to letting themselves become involved in a truly religious emotion. They are anxious to propose themselves as rational, scientific minds. Their involvement is expressed more in terms of enthusiasm for an idea than in a face-to-face communion with other subjects, no matter who they might be: men or gods, personifications of forces of nature, or even God himself or someone on his behalf. 

The humanists of this type of interior disposition follow the conquests achieved by humanity with passion; and they also feel themselves active parts of this immense host engaged in battle with every hindering force. 

Significant in this connection seems to me to be a book published by Carlo Augias in 1901 under the title L’eredità del secolo decimonono (The heritage of the nineteenth century). Full of pathos, it is also an account – undoubtedly correct and truthful, but written in moving, almost hagiographic tone – of the deeds, the difficulties and the tribulations, the sufferings and the heroisms of The martyrs of science and progress, translated title of Les martyrs de la Science by Gaston Tissandier, a work published for the first time in Paris in 1872. The volume brings together the stories of men of science, inventors of machines, industrialists, navigators and explorers of extra-European continents, as also of the polar icecap and the upper regions of the atmosphere, and then again of printers, medical men, and simple workers. 

In addition to those who express their participation in such an impersonal manner, committing it to descriptions and narrations of this kind, there are also those who, although they participate in the great common enterprise either in action or with feeling, come to feel a live sense of growing devotion for the collective subject engaged in this battle, namely Humanity. It appears to them as the Great Being, solidary and one. Here we have the Great Being of Auguste Comte, that humanists of his school and his sensitivity end up by hypostatizing, end up by considering as a reality for its own sake, in a certain way almost transcendent. 

Comte turns Humanity, the Great Being, into the object of religious cult. He conceives humanity as a self-celebrating  religious community. Though a champion of positive thought, Comte had a great admiration for the Catholic Church, and in its likeness modelled his human religious community almost as a kind of positivist catholic church.

Comte’s positivist church did not even lack authoritarian aspects and, let us add, a marked tendential rigidity, closure, conservation of what one day will be acquired and, in the perfection then attained, would not admit of further progress. A new priestly class will keep vigil over order, morality, justice. The books available for reading will be limited to the most essential, about one hundred and fifty in number. Even scientific curiosity, when qualified as unfruitful or vain, will be inhibited as deleterious to social feeling. 

The thought of Aldo Capitini in the 20th century, on the other hand, seems to be of a very different inspiration, even though it is once again pervaded by a no less ardent religiosity. This profound thinker, today still known only to the very few, nevertheless left his mark as apostle of pacifism and non-violence, as promoter of a religious reform to be realized, above all, through a renewal of hearts. 

I had the privilege of making his acquaintance in the ’fifties and even to have frequent contacts with him. I can’t say that I agreed with all his thought or even with the appropriateness of all his initiatives (which on the level of ideals were nevertheless of the very highest value); in any case, I remember Aldo Capitini as a witness who on occasion paid a very high personal price and in a certain way I see him as a prophet and, undoubtedly, as a “great soul”: it was not by chance that he came to be called the Italian Gandhi. 

I briefly mentioned that Capitini called his religion the One-for-All (Uno-Tutti) religion, for he preferred to call his God One-for-All, rather than One-for-Everything (Uno-Tutto). To fix attention on a God as conceived by a certain tradition means associating him with the ideas of power, of authority, of imposition, of terror. Here there may come to the fore even pre-Christian attitudes – as Capitini calls them, though I am not sure that he does so rightly – like those of cult, adoration and prayer, and limited and petty motives like personal salvation. 

If God – precisely as such – has a name, as Capitini goes on to say, we look for his commands, which to our eyes seem all the more authoritative when they are backed up by lightning and miracles. But a law that is imposed without persuading does not educate us, does not further our interior maturation. 

In Capitini we have a firm refusal of every form of authoritarianism, even when it is religious, and also intense attention for individuals: paid especially to the humble, the weak, the oppressed, the suffering, the dead. There is the spontaneous, instinctive non-acceptance of these limits, of these negativities. 

Capitini envisages the common work of all of us to improve our human condition. He sees all men incarnate in their limits, shackled in situations, and yet straining and solidary in the production of values. And it is there that he discovers God no longer as transcendent Being, but rather as the divine that is within us. 

Thus Capitini exhorts us: let us not turn to God; let us turn to all, to each one, and we shall discover God in this aperture. This God who is no longer mentioned and invoked, this God rendered anonymous and no longer object of religious action, is rather religious action itself. 

Religion is synonymous with aperture: aperture to the realities, to history, to values, to the others, even to subhuman beings. Religion is not only loving others and sacrificing oneself for them, but also longing for the liberation of all. 

The authentically religious man opens himself passionately to everybody he encounters in the course of his day, greeting him with a morning smile. He never forms a closed league with anybody, he never cooperates with anybody to establish an egoistic end for two or more persons. His life is continuous cooperation with all, to transform reality, to transform it radically, so that the world may be liberated of all oppression, injustice and suffering. 

Such a commitment is possible only when one is animated by trust and confidence in that extreme and ultimate reality, the éschaton. 

One may ask oneself whether this eschatological tension is simple motion or need of the heart, or whether such an éschaton is the term of an affirmation of reality and, if so, on what basis. It seems to me, if I have properly understood, that such a strong and live and clear feeling cannot but assume also a cognitive value. One may know by sensorial experience, by reasoning, by calculation, but also by means of an affective perception, a feeling. 

Now, there are feelings so clear and strong that they can no longer be called simple emotive, subjective, private facts of the person who feels them deep within him. At a certain point a feeling may seem rather a subtle means of perceiving a presence. There are feelings that are equivalent to experiential knowledge. I therefore think that certain things that Capitini affirms with such force and – let me say it once more –  with such undoubted prophetic charge are very real, either as factual realities or at least as virtual ones, and in some way must therefore necessarily exist. 

Now, this feeling of an extreme, ultimate reality in which one has to place all one’s confidence, is this not the sense of God?  It is a God that Capitini does not want to name (for the motivations I mentioned above), but undoubtedly exists as an autonomous active reality. Capitini refuses to see in the Divinity an omnipotent Being. But there can be no doubt that even for him there is a God as liberated reality and as live, operating dimen-sion of every liberation and every value.

In the divine dimension we are all together, and each individual is eternal. Each individual is clearly distinguished by the circumstance, accidental and limited in time, of his being afflicted by some suffering of mind or body, of his being struck by adversity, by falling ill or becoming mad, by dying. 

When I say “I”, if I realize it to the very full, I discover that this I is not just me: it is an I-we. I discover that I am together with all the others, including the dead. In my authentic and profound dimension, I am all, am the One-for-All. 
This co-presence of the dead and the living is growing, has an infinite in front of it, and is therefore eternal. The co-presence helps each one in the production of values, because this, all said and done, is the collective work of all the humans. 

One may disagree with some of his formulations, and yet one cannot but recognize that the thought of Aldo Capitini is animated by an authentic and profound Christian inspiration. 

Capitini asks himself to what extent the Christian churches have remained faithful to their original spirit. Among them he prefers the Quakers on account of their pacifism and anti-militarism, their practice of non-violence, and also their silence and listening to interior inspiration, their parsimonious style of life that enables them to be generous with all, no matter what their race or religion, without any discrimination whatsoever. 

As regards Protestants in general, Capitini recognizes their rigour, errors and horrors, but exalts their spirit of freedom in interpreting the scriptures, the practice of a certain democracy, the attribution – not least in practical terms – of the priesthood to all the faithful, and a profound seriousness and morality. 

Capitini reproaches the Catholic Church on account of its pyramidal, imperial structure. As far as he is concerned, even the Vatican II Council, which proved so very innovating in many respects, was configured as an assembly of ecclesiastical prefects nominated from above, with an altogether exiguous participation of the laity, women, simple priests (other than those invited as specialists). 

Capitini also criticized numerous dogmas, particularly the idea that they are proposed as inviolable truths that leave far too little space for further research that could go beyond their present formulation. 

Vatican II inaugurated a “neo-Catholicism” that, as compared with traditional Catholicism, is pervaded by an incomparably greater will of dialogue. In pastoral practice, indeed, a tolerant, patient and friendly dialogue softens the old diffidence and proves to be far more fruitful than the sterile polemics of former days. At heart, however, the new Catholicism has the same conviction of absoluteness as its old counterpart and the façade of listening only serves to hide this fact. 

The new religiousness must have its meeting places no longer in “churches”, but rather in “centres” open to the participation of all, open to a dialogue without any restriction: true schools of non-violence and anti-consumerism, commitment in volunteer service, meditation, silence in perfect joy, vegetarianism inspired by love for all sentient beings; centres for the promotion of prophetic education, liberating political action, centres where aperture to the new reality is lived in a festive spirit. 

If I may make a comment or two, it seems to me that nothing prevents a Christian, and even a Catholic, from feeling God as a liberating dimension where each encounters all, where each may acquire consciousness of the compresence of all beings, be they deceased or still living on this earth. 

It also seems to me that nothing prevents a Christian or a Catholic from adopting many of the motives so dear to Capitini that I have here reviewed, be it even far too briefly, motives that are also very close to my own heart.

I do not by any means share Capitini’s constant refusal to speak of God for fear that this could be associated with particularly archaic ideas: the omnipotent God, the God who from his royal throne on high imposes himself on creatures, daunting them with miracles, strokes of lightning and terror.  I confess that, personally, I am never afflicted by the kind of phenomenon he fears. And therefore I feel perfectly free to think of God and name him, to talk to him in confidence and also to adore him, in full peace of mind, without impediment and without limits. 

Capitini very poignantly grasps a particular aspect of the Divinity, the aspect that we could define as the God in all of us, in each one of us. Or also: God as the profound dimension of us humans, of each man or woman, where all – alive or deceased as they may be – are compresent, where we are all involved in the creation of values, where – all together – we pursue the authentic and best implementation of our humanity. 

Capitini well grasps what I would call “the God within us”, but what escapes him for the most part is “God as such”, God in his absoluteness, God as He is in a metaphysical moment that precedes his giving himself to us. 

It now seems clear to me that Capitini fails to see God as such for the simple reason that he does not want to see him. And it seems to me that he does not want to see him for the motivation I briefly mentioned: a motivation that may correspond to a personal idiosyncrasy the origin of which – to be quite frank – may be traumatic. 

It is a refusal that in my opinion can be explained in psychological terms, but is less justifiable on metaphysical grounds. On the other hand, Capitini refuses to speak of God in metaphysical terms and this closes all possible discussion with him, though it is far from closing or ending the problem.

As far as the Catholic Church is concerned, it seems even to me that many of Capitini’s criticisms are very much on the mark. But I would not be equally sceptical about the Church’s capacity of reforming itself, renewing itself in a very authentic manner. All said and done, there remains the fact that the ecclesiastic hierarchy has already had to revise many of its positions to give a better response to the pressure that was being exerted by public opinion, both Catholic and lay. 

And then, the generations pass, and the psychology of the Church’s present hierarchs is already very different from that of their predecessors of a century and even half a century ago. Certainly, a person who believes is convinced of the at least substantial truth of what he believes in; but why should we exclude the possibility of a profound renewal of hearts and consciences in parallel with the updating of the doctrinal formulations? 

I am convinced that the selfsame participation of the Catholic laity in the great decisions is going to become gradually more extensive as this laity matures in both the spiritual and the cultural sense. It may well be that “centres” not very dissimilar to those proposed by Capitini will come to flourish to meet the needs of this maturation and as community expression of a polyvalent autonomous action of the laity. 

No matter what may be the underlying reasons, it is a fact that for many centuries the laity has maintained an attitude of subjection and detachment, indeed, almost an attitude of indifference vis-à-vis the great problems of theology and the life of the Church. I would say that at a certain point it was providential that all the powers should have come to be concentrated in the hands of only those who, in those situations, could assure the necessary independence – and even survival – of the Church, relying on the docility and discipline of the organized multitudes, in any case incapable of participating in the decisions in a more active manner. 

We must not excessively accentuate the factor of the lust for command and power at all costs. We should highlight, above all, the paternal concern of the pastors face to face with the dangers of deviation that may be run by the flock entrusted to their care. 

The flock is not as yet sufficiently mature to take part in certain decisions. And here we undoubtedly have a grave responsibility of the pastors, who in the past have done very little to educate their flock for freedom and a more active and responsible participation. But there it is: nature abhors voids, as is often said, and we should not therefore be surprised if at the historical and social level and in the life of the religious communities each and every void becomes filled, almost as if it were a law of physics. 

Here I have paid a great deal of attention to the themes of Aldo Capitini in the endeavour of gaining a better understanding of whether and how the best humanist instances can be combined with the selfsame religious vision of Catholicism. 

A great deal of work has yet to be done to achieve this synthesis, work that will call for discernment, humility and good will on both sides. But there can be no doubt that God inspires this work: for us therefore, the problem is above all to open ourselves so that we may gather and advance his most profound and illuminating inspirations.
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