The Texts of the Convivium

IN ORDER THAT SCIENCE SHOULD NOT SUFFOCATE RELIGION

BUT RATHER HELP IT TO VALIDATE ITSELF

C O N T E N T S
1.  Scientism reduces religion to a mere subjective experience. It is said to be an experience that the subject is free to testify, but without thereby expressing any knowledge valid for other subjects. One may object that the religious experience forms part of the originary vital experiences from and only by virtue of which science draws its origin. 
2.  Though originary, the experience of life or contact-knowledge stands in need of validation, and therefore organizes itself in the notion-knowledge of logic and mathematical formulas. This is done and based on the assumption that the nature of things corresponds exactly to those concepts and formulas. 
3.  A more accurate phenomenological analysis shows that the entities of logic and mathematics do not derive from the structure of reality, but are conceptual instruments forged by the human mind to confer order upon phenomena, explain them and thus provide some validation for immediate contact-knowledge. 
4.  In the attempt to reduce all realities to their logi-cal and mechanistic patterns, notion-knowledge and science itself marginalize and forget the interior experience and cause man’s spiritual impoverishment. 
5.  Before the discourse of the cognitive status to be attributed to religious experience can be intro-duced in an acceptable manner into the context of the prevalent mentality, it will be as well to review other forms of spiritual experience in which one can more readily recognize a character of contact-knowledge that is immediate, vital, intersubjective and such as to provide material even for forms of scientific research like those that are known as the human sciences or sciences of the spirit. 
6.  Among the human sciences religious phenomenology studies and interprets the behaviour of men who affirm the “truth” of their religion or pose themselves the problem of their religion as something of which each one stands in profound need in order to give sense to his life. 
7.  If we are to attain true religious illumination, it will be as well to open ourselves more generally to interior life, letting silence descend on our soul, so that we may listen and render ourselves receptive to inspiration. 
8.  How can we verify the validity of the inspirations that can be received and the intuitions that can be had? We can compare them with those of persons who we think best explored similar experiences. But the ultimate decision is always personal. 
9.  How should we communicate our own interior discoveries to others? And how can we help them to acquire them? One can certainly attempt real maieutics integrated by an exposition that should be conceptual and logical, be it even in one’s own peculiar manner. In this way science could help spiritual experience and particularly religious experience to become validated to some extent.
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The last few centuries have seen civilization take giant steps forward thanks to science. A grandiose achievement, even though the coin is not without a rather negative reverse. Modern civilization considers itself indebted to science to the point of ending up by absolutizing it.


Hence scientism. Hence the affirmation that science constitutes the sole valid knowledge. The non-scientific forms of knowledge are relegated to the sidelines. It is said: they are subjective and private. It is said: those environments lack a yardstick of verification, so that every subject may conclude just as he wishes.


It is a question of sensations, feelings, and each one unquestionably has his own. De gustibus non est disputandum: and thus one cannot even discuss feelings. Each one may bear witness to his own subjective experiences but, in the absence of an objective verification, nobody can affirm that his own subjective experiences enable him to perceive the real state of things in a more adequate, profound, just and true manner.


Now, the feelings include the religious one. And the problem is whether this feeling consists of a pure motion of the soul, or whether it reveals something that transcends subjectivity and comes to be connoted as contact-knowledge of God. It is precisely in this manner that it is attested by religious men. The mystic bears witness to having seen God: if not in an adequate and full manner, at least “in enigma” and “as in a mirror”. Each religious can say to have had at least a glimpse of such an experience. The prophet strongly and profoundly feels that he is speaking in the name of God. In spite of his humility, the saint feels to be a vehicle of divine grace.


But every form of experience is contact-knowledge. Every form of experience is the perception of an existing reality. We exist in this world and that reality likewise exists there. How can we know that reality? Undoubtedly by virtue of some act of ours, or a relationship between ourselves and that reality, or of a third and intermediate reality that acts as bridge and enables us to make that contact.


In any case, how can one possibly perceive if not by means of a contact? The contact in question may be a more material contact, but also some subtler form of contact, where a less palpable and yet concrete reality is grasped by means of ultra-sensitive antennas.


Contact-knowledge is sense knowledge. Every form of contact-knowledge is rendered possible by a corresponding sensitivity. Thus, there is the corporeal sensitivity of the so-called five senses; but by its side there are also subtler forms. There is, for example, a psychological sensitivity that we often call “tact”, thus confirming that it also implies some “contact”. And there are people who have a “good nose” for detective work or for business: a form of sensitivity that takes its name from one of the five physical senses, the sense of smell. And all this induces us to establish some kind of analogy with a radio receiver or a radar set.


To go a little more into detail, we may say a word or two about the sensitivity of a psychologist. A little “psychology” as capacity of sensing the motions of the souls of others serves not only the professional psychologist, but all of us in everyday life. All of us have to learn to move among people with the necessary tact: to avoid committing faux pas, not to offend people unwittingly, and to express our ideas and plead our case in such a way as to be well received and listened to.


And, just as there is the sensitivity of the psychologist, there is also the sensitivity of the teacher, so very necessary to establish a human relationship with his pupil and his as yet infantile mental structure that has to be understood for what it is. Another specific sensitivity is that of the pastor, master and spiritual counsellor. 


The politician, too, needs a sensitivity that no doctrine can possibly substitute. A sixth sense that will greatly help him to move even in very fluid situations with the necessary ease. It consists of immediate comprehension of the ever changing force relationships, finding the right words to use with individuals and groups, realizing what can and cannot be done in a given situation, or could be done, but would prove counterproductive.


There is, as I said, a policeman’s “instinct”, something that Sherlock Holmes possessed to the highest degree. Everything seemed “elementary” to Conan Doyle’s master detective, whereas poor old Dr. Watson, wholly devoid of this sixth sense, found it extremely complicated, if not altogether incomprehensible. And thus we have Sherlock Holmes who flies from one indication or sign to another with the ease of a master acrobat, leaving a bewildered Watson no choice but to stumble from one surprise to the next.


And then there is the bent for business, as I said before: the famous “flair” that helps the businessman, be he big or small, to decide what to do in a given situation, leading him, for example, to open a particular shop in the right place and not a hundred yards further on, where, rather than prospering, he would have eked out a living or even failed altogether.


At a somewhat different level there is the sensitivity for poetry, for art in general. It is a perceptive capacity that has to guide the artist and also the critic, and even those who view the work and want to understand it. There is also the sensitivity of the historian, the historian of literature and the various arts, as also the more general historian of culture and society. Whoever carries out an exploration or a research project in a particular sector has to have a special sensitivity for the subject matter with which he is concerned. 


Even what the scientist, the physicist needs to propose a new theory can be likened to a kind of sixth sense. It does not by any means follow that practitioners of the physical or the natural sciences limit themselves to filtering the phenomena one by one until they find the famous needle in the haystack among them. That way they would need far too much time to obtain even a minimum of useful results! In actual fact the scientist concentrates his attention on the phenomena that seem particularly significant to him. 


And who or what is it that tells him that certain phenomena are more significant than others if not his intuition? These are that choices that are made with out having any “demonstration” of their scientific validity. The subject may undoubtedly dispose of a few objectively well ascertained elements of judgment, but these seem far too exiguous to provide a hundred-percent validation of a choice that substantially remains entrusted to discernment, perspicacity, and flair, be it even trained by long practical experience of a particular type of research.


The concept of a science that proceeds by simple induction from the phenomenon to the law and from one piece of evidence to another as in a stage coach clearly seems to be in crisis today. The road of scientific research is not by any means so beautifully paved.


In contrast with the classical vision of the empiricists, the positivists and the neopositivists, anybody who really wants to study the procedure of scientific research will soon realize that things are really altogether different. The most important scientific discoveries have been made by researchers who entrusted themselves, first and foremost, to their intuitive and creative capacities.


Generally speaking, they made their working hypotheses – and sometimes very daring ones – more a priori than a posteriori. Far from being fully supported by known facts, these assumptions were at first – and also for a long time thereafter – based on wholly insufficient documentation. It was therefore only after a great deal of effort and repeated attempts that they succeeded in justifying them in a satisfactory manner and thus characterize themselves as scientific theories in the true sense of the term.


There already exists a substantial literature regarding this aspect. By way of a very incomplete reference, one may here mention two authors like Paul Feyerabend (Problems of empiricism and Against method) and Thomas Kuhn (The Copernican revolution and The structure of scientific revolutions).


Complete proofs, cast-iron demonstrations come afterwards, at least so one hopes. For the moment the scientist is obliged to let himself be guided by the radar of his intuition in a manner that is not so very different from the exceptional flair of the brilliant detective.


The proofs that he looks for could be, at least partly, of an objective nature and therefore incontestable once the yardstick has been agreed. But at first they have to be of a subjective nature: something that the scientist has to “prove” to himself, in the first person, a sensation “che intender non la può chi non la prova” (that cannot be understood unless you feel it), to say it in one of Dante’s famous lines. 


Certain Orientals say that it is one thing to talk about the flavour of mangoes in the abstract, but quite another to taste them, have first-hand experience. Etymologically, the word “sapere” (Italian for “to know”, a verb that comes from the same root as sapient, sapience, etc.) is derived from “assaporare” (Italian for “to taste”).


Contact-knowledge is of an intuitive nature. The data of the various bodily senses are summarized in a global intuition that Aristotle calls common sense. This latter term once again confirms to us the character of sensitivity that contact-knowledge assumes.


According to Latin etymology, to intuit (intueor, intueri) is “to look within”. An etymologist specifies that it is a “looking carefully within, especially with the eye of the mind, which quickly learns”. And the same etymologist defines intuition (intuitus) as follows: “a look, glance, glimpse: but applied in the moral sense to an intellect that rapidly perceives”. There we have the idea of an intellectual perception that, be it even in its own subtle manner, remains sensitive.


In other words, intellectual perception (or contact-knowledge) can be likened to the functioning of a form of sensitivity, like eyesight. Was it not Plato who first spoke about an “eye of the soul”, of “a glance of the soul” that enables us humans to “see” and “contemplate” directly “that which is”, “being”, “the happiest part of being”, “the most sublime being”, “truth”, “goodness”? All these are expression that we can find here and there in Plato’s Republic (Book VII).


Kant even refers the word “intuition” to “sensitivity”, rather, exclusively so. Be it recalled that space and time, which he calls “pure intuitions”, are the “a priori forms of intuition”, “the subjective conditions of sensitivity” that, according to him, render possible the “empirical intuitions”, or the “perceptions” relating both to the things of the world (space) and to our internal states (time).


There recurs the idea of a perception of sensitive data that receives its sense from an overall intuition. Contact-knowledge is thus never a purely passive reception, but a combination of perception and act of intelligence.


At this point it will prove helpful to make reference to the well known analysis of the various phenomena of human knowledge made by the philosopher Edmund Husserl. He worked at the end of the nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth and is considered to be the founder of the phenomenological method, the father of phenomenology. His thought is subject to oscillations and concentrates first on one aspect of human knowledge and then on another, accentuating various elements at different times: though he wrote numerous works, I shall therefore limit myself to citing The crisis of the European sciences, which is dedicated in a particular manner to the thematics with which we are here concerned.


Husserl makes special reference to what he calls the “life world” (Lebenswelt). What is it? It is the world that surrounds us and of which we form part. It is the “immediately intuitive world”; it is the “really intuitive world, really experienced and capable of being experienced”; it is the “world of really experiencing intuition” (The crisis of the European sciences, § 9, h).


Of the life world we have an originary experience from which and by virtue of which scientific knowledge takes shape.


We know the life world by means of the experience we have of it every day. We know it by means of our daily action.


It is a world in which we humans find ourselves together. Thus it is also the common object of our researches. We agree that this world has a profound truth: certainly mysterious, but a truth that we can nevertheless communicate and discuss. 


We are engaged in the common search of something, but about this something we could not even ask ourselves anything at all except by presupposing that we already have some knowledge of it, be it even extremely imperfect. It appears to all the subjects in many different ways. But we human subjects live “united in a common horizon” (The crisis…, Dissertation III). All together we make reference to a world “common to all” (The crisis …, § 71) that can be defined as “intersubjectively identical” (ibid., § 50). It is by researching, debating, exchanging our personal impressions and ideas that we gradually deepen our knowledge of it.
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Indeed, a knowledge of the life world that can be defined in these terms has been considered as the fundamental world ever since the primordium of human thought and, above all, in the millennia that precede the development of Western philosophy with its Greek imprint.


Husserl also notes that, before Greek philosophy came into being and the elementary rational and scientific instances began to take shape, the horizon of the life world included “mythico-religious motives and a mythico-religious practice” (The crisis…, Dissertation III): legends and cults of the gods, priests and rites and sacred scriptures.


Here, as the German philosopher goes on to say, there dominates a practical interest: serving man for his human ends, helping him to attain a relative felicity, preserving him from illness and adversity and ultimately death. And it is with the advent of Greek philosophy that the “marvel” of existing in this world drives many men to ask themselves the reason in a more reflective manner: there thus takes shape the theoretical attitude as means of rationally looking for the truth.


And it is in the ambit of Greek philosophy that notion-knowledge decidedly takes shape. It springs from a critical need. It was noted that sense knowledge does not carry within it the yardstick of its own validation. 


We attest that by means of the senses we perceive this or that reality. But how can we be sure that our knowledge is not illusory?


In other words: the human subject may readily realize that sense knowledge is incapable of validating itself. And thus thinking man poses himself the problem of seeing whether there is a knowledge that can guarantee itself and possibly also the validity of sense knowledge.


This is a problem that one may pose in relative terms: I can ask myself to what extent what I believe to see and perceive at this moment is real or illusory; I can ask myself what is its degree of reality or, vice versa, of illusoriness.


A completely different case is the one when we pose the question in a far more rigid or, rather, absolutizing manner, namely in “all or nothing” terms. In this second case, without mincing terms, one simply asks whether sense knowledge is wholly true or wholly illusory and false. This is what Parmenides did, concluding in favour of the total illusoriness of sense knowledge.


Parmenides was the first to accuse sense knowledge of not being able to found anything other than mere subjective opinions. To sense knowledge he counterposed a rational knowledge that proves to be pure notion-knowledge. Only reason, Parmenides concluded, leads us to the truth.


We affirm the being of all things, explained Parmenides. Being is what each thing is. Being is. Being cannot not be. Therefore being cannot change: it cannot be what it was a moment before; neither can it be what a moment before it was not.


For Parmenides being is fully. It does not lack anything for being in a full and perfect manner. It aspires to nothing. Nothing becomes., It is immutable: “Since it is not generated, it is also imperishable, / all entire, unique, immobile and without end. / It never was nor ever will be, for it is all these at this moment, / one, continuous. / Indeed, what origin could you try to find for it? / How and whence could it be born? / From non-being I shall not permit you either to say / or to think. Indeed, one can neither say nor think / what is not. And then, what need could have driven / him, who begins from nothing, to become born sooner or later? / So that he must either be all or not be at all” (Fragment 8). 

Either yes or no, either all or nothing, a choice between two absolutes. What is, does not become; what becomes, is not. There are no participations of being, nor degrees of being, nor any intermediate passage.


Parmenides arrived at these conclusions by virtue of a pure analysis of the concept of being, and therefore by purely logical means. For centuries and centuries innumerable philosophers were to agree that the applications of logic to reality are justified by the fact that the nature of reality is intimately logical. Nobody ever talked of analogies between these two orders, but of a pure and simple identity.


Parmenides, for his part, affirmed that being was grasped not by the senses, but by pure thought, “because being and thinking are but the same thing” (tó gár autó noéin estín te kái éinai, Fragment 4). If being and thought are the same thing, it is quite clear that, no matter what being means, it is of itself perfectly rational.


But we saw that he understood being as absolute being and nothing else. What is grasped by the senses, namely the becoming plurality of the beings of this world, is pure illusion.


In Parmenides there is a singular thirst for the absolute and a knowledge that can really grasp the absolute dimension of things in a full and perfect manner. Everything not in keeping with it is regarded as negative and thrown away.


Let me now make a great leap across the centuries to open (and immediately close) a brief parenthesis. In the seventeenth century René Descartes set himself the problem of an absolutely certain knowledge, deriving from absolute evidence and capable of deducing from it other and equally absolute affirmations with the most rigorous precision.


“Give me a fulcrum and I shall lift the world for you”, Archimedes had said. And Descartes identified the fulcrum desired by Archimedes in his famous Cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am): originary and fundamental evidence that the thinking subject has of himself and of his being.


But before arriving at the pure gold of this intuition, Descartes had to sift it from a great deal of impure matter; namely, first and foremost, of every piece of sense knowledge. And he discarded these not because he did not consider them to be valid, but for the sole reason that their certainty is not absolute.


Let him tell it in his own words: “…It was my aim”, he admits, “for once in my life eliminate all the opinions I had received and believed in until then, to begin everything anew from the foundations, if I wanted to establish something firm and lasting in the sciences”.


 And thus the philosopher calmly set out to work: “Now that my spirit is free from all care and I have secured for myself a safe repose in tranquil solitude, I shall apply myself freely to a general destruction of all my former opinions. And to achieve this it will not be necessary to prove that they are all false, something that I might never succeed in doing, but inasmuch as reason already persuades me that I must as carefully refrain from believing things that are not wholly certain and indubitable, as those that appear to us to be manifestly false, and even the least motive for doubt that I may find will be sufficient to make me reject them altogether (Metaphysical meditations, I, my italics).


Here, once again, we have an attitude of total refusal, even though it is provisional and part of a method in Descartes, whereas in the case of Parmenides it is a definitive theoretical conclusion. But both are in search of the absolute: a search of such exclusiveness as to require the inexorable exclusion of everything that does not prove to be one hundred percent absolute. 


While Parmenides perceived existence as a pure illusion, Plato and Aristotle tried to save both its rationality and its reality, at least to some extent.


Parmenides conceived being univocally (monakós): everything that is not being in the full, absolute sense, is non-being, nothing. The experience of the things of the world is so strong and irreducible that Plato and Aristotle do not feel that they can reduce it to pure non-being! Both therefore accept a more articulated idea of being, according to which one can be according to relatively different degrees. Both one and the other therefore end up by conceiving being no longer in a single way, univocally (monakós), but in many ways, plurivocally (pollakós).


This means that every finite and relative being of this world, every existing being, at one and the same time is and is not according to different aspects: it is itself, is not another. In this new perspective one cannot say that an entity of the world is not in an absolute sense. It is not only in a relative sense. According to Plato (but not Aristotle), moreover, a being of the world relatively is not also in the sense that it lacks the fullness of being that has to be attributed to the absolute; and relatively is also in the sense that it partakes (partem capit, takes a part of it) of this fullness in a positive sense. It partakes thereof, takes a part of it; it does not take it in its entirety: it remains far from identifying itself with it in a full and total manner.


And thus, as I said, the entity of the world partakes of that absolute being that for Plato is the world of the Ideas. And this, in its turn, participates (or communicates) itself to an innumerable variety of beings. It gives itself to them and gives itself in them, certainly, in some variable measure, though in itself it remains what it is in its absolute fullness. In logical terms this means that the being fully such and rigorously thinkable and conceptualizable remains the absolute being: namely, the world of the ideas, and each individual idea as such.


In Plato’s vision there is a hiatus between ideas and things that Aristotle does no accept. According to Parmenides, the logic of being is true knowledge, but applicable to being, to the absolute. For his part, Aristotle, a good systematizer of logic, believes in logic, but wants to apply it also and above all to the beings of the world, who are at the very centre of his attention.


By its very nature, logic concerns itself with realities that not only are incapable of being exactly qualified, but are also immutable. How, indeed, could it base its argumentations on fleeting objects that continuously change their form, like the god Proteus whenever somebody put his hands on him in the vain attempt of capturing him?


In the dialogue to which Plato gave his own name, Timaeus distinguishes two different and opposite aspects or types of reality: the first, “the one that always is, and is never born”; the second, “the one that is always born and never is not”. Very well, “the one can be apprehended by the intelligence by means of reasoning, because it always is in the same way”, while “the other may be called into question by opinion by means of irrational sensation, because it is born and dies and never really exists” (Timaeus, V). Here we have a Parmenidean distinction that Plato adopts, though he eventually impresses on it the divergent development mentioned above.


Immutability is provided by the logical concatenation that, once true and certain cognitions have been defined, keeps them bound together. And this can happen also when it is a question of “true” and “right” opinions that have not been matured on one’s own, but drawn from the experience of others.


The legendary Dedalus created statues that were so alive to make it seem as if they moved. And thus Socrates, protagonist of many of Plato’s dialogues, shrewdly comments in Menon: “Possessing a statue by Dedalus, devoid of bonds, is like having a work that costs nothing, indeed, is like possessing a slave who has run away: in actual fact, you are left with nothing. Possessing it bound, on the other hand, is to have something of great value, for these works are very beautiful.


“What am I thinking of? True opinions. Even true opinions, for as long as they remain, are beautiful things, capable of realizing every possible good; only that they are not prepared to remain for a long time, and flee from the human soul, so that they are devoid of great significance, unless they are put in chains by means of a reasoning founded on causality. […] Once bound, they first become science and then stable cognitions” (Menon, XXXIX).


If we want the existing to be intelligible fully and not just to the extent to which they partake of the Ideas, it is essential for the Ideas to be fully in things themselves. This is what Aristotle affirms: ideas inherent in things inasmuch as they are their “forms”. In this way not only metaphysical reality is precisely thinkable, but also empirical reality. Thought is the selfsame structure of every structure of every reality of this world, be it metaphysical (God) or empirical (of this world). 

For Aristotle these concepts, which are as inherent in things as their forms, already offer themselves in sense experience. The intellect intervenes on the image of the thing, its “phantasm”, to abstract the intelligible form from tangible matter.


This form is the true being of every reality, it is its constitutive principle, its nature, its necessary essence. 


Of each reality the form is the act that brings it into being and therefore causes it to become. It should be recalled that Aristotle justifies even becoming in a rational manner, since he conceives it as the passage from potential to act of a substance that does not change in its substantiality.


The form is both the cause and the end of every reality, its true “how” and its true “why”: it is what explains it, the lógos, the concept.


The form inherent in each individual is what that individual has of the intelligible. Only the forms can be properly thought, since they are universal, even though inherent in the existing individuals, or individual substances.


In the unity of each individual substance (this man, this horse, this olive tree) there are to be found: a universal form (which is its nature of man or horse, common to all men or all horses), and a matter (in which the form is inherent and at work to make that individual be what it is, to implement or realize it in its nature).


Now, the form is thinkable, thanks to its universality, necessity, stability; whereas matter, as such, given its contingency, is not thinkable at all: “…There is neither definition nor demonstration of the particular sense substances, because they are provided with matter, and the nature of this matter is such that it can either be or not be (that is to say, contingent): whence each such substance is corruptible. If, therefore, demonstration is of the necessary truths, and definition is intended for knowledge, and it is not possible for science to be science at one moment and ignorance the next (because that kind of knowledge is opinion, so that it can neither be demonstrated nor defined, and opinion concerns rather the things that can be different), it is clear that of particular sense things there does not exist either definition or demonstration” (Metaphysics, VII, 15, 2).


Science can only be of the forms, the universal essences. These have to be grasped in the concrete existence of individual substances, of existing individuals: “In these things truth and error are possible only in the sense that grasping them [thighéin, touch] is already enouncing the truth (enouncing is not the same as affirming), not grasping them means to be ignorant of them (ibid., IX, 10, 7). We are here concerned with an immediate comprehension of something that is of itself true and real.


Furthermore: “To be mistaken about the essence of a thing is not possible except by accident (ibid.).


Again: “The being that is of itself and for itself, not receiving its being from another, is neither born nor does it die. In conclusion, when the being of things is that which is, when it is put into effect, it is not possible to be deceived about it: one can only understand or not understand. Nevertheless, one may ask what they are, whether their essence is such or not (ibid., 7-8).


Let us come back to the question of immobility: “Even as regards immobile entities, for as long as one considers them such, it is obviously not possible to fall into error as far as time is concerned. Let me explain myself: unless one thinks that the nature of a triangle can change, one cannot think that the sum of its angles is equal to two right angles on one occasion and not so on another” (ibid., 10).


In the Aristotelian vision each entity of this world of which one can have sense experience is at one and the same time intelligible, thinkable, conceptualizable and qualifiable for the simple reason that the concept of each reality is inherent in it (like its form), so that from its sense image this concept may be drawn forth (abstracted, abs-trahere) by the intellect, which can abstract and highlight it. And this is, in fact, the true act of knowledge.


After a long parenthesis of oblivion, the thought of Aristotle, reproposed by the Arabs, was taken up again by Scholastic philosophy and particularly by Thomas Aquinas. Thus Aristotelian empiricism, with its extreme attention to the entities of this world, disposed the men of the West for receiving modern science and making it their own according to the first formulation that Galileo was to give of it.


The century that had seen Saint Thomas – the thirteenth, to be precise – had not yet come to an end before Roger Bacon, an English Franciscan, concentrated attention on nature beyond all doctrinal fetters and affirmed the need that the science of nature should avail itself of the mathematical method.


In the fourteenth century, again, William Ockham and his followers stressed the importance of mathematics, especially applied to the problems of motion. That was the beginning of mechanics, which was to assume an altogether special importance in modern science.


Leonardo da Vinci was to affirm quite explicitly that “no human investigation can be called true science if it does not pass via mathematical demonstration” (Thoughts about science, XLIV).


Galileo Galilei felt induced and comforted to apply mathematics to the science of nature by a fundamental assumption, namely, that the phenomena of nature are essentially mechanical phenomena.


In fact, Galileo dedicated himself to studying physical and astronomical pheno-mena, the mechanism of which seems to confirm this assumption. These phenomena seem to be so similar to mechanical phenomena as to be capable of being made the object not only of exact measurements, but also of calculation and precise and in a certain way infallible forecasts.


The success obtained in these operations strengthened Galileo in his conviction that this concept and, indeed, numbers were the very language of things. The sense universe appeared to him something similar to an immense machine. The great book of nature, the one we call the universe, appeared to him to be “written in mathematical language, and the characters are triangle, circles and other geometric figures” (Il Saggiatore, Opere, Vol. VI, p. 232).


Galileo had intentionally turned his back on all metaphysical research that had as its object the “essences” so close to Aristotle’s heart. But do not all these mechanicist assumptions themselves add up to a metaphysical system?


According to a well known Galilean classification, there are only two types of characteristics that can be grasped of each existing reality. There are the qualities that can be objectivated, measured, calculated and forecast with precision. They are “the first and real accidents” like the place, the time, the movement and the stasis, the figure, the size, the numerability, and so on.


But there are also other and very different qualities that cannot be objectivated, among them colour, sound, flavour and odour. These are modes in which various subjects perceive things, each in his own individual manner, different, incommensurate with the modalities of other people. The qualities of this second series are irremediably subjective. Since they cannot be verified with the methods of physical science, they cannot be matter for scientific study.


On the other hand, “having removed ears, tongues and noses, there still remain the figures, the numbers and the motions, but not the odours, nor the flavours, nor the sounds, all of which, outside the living animal, I believe to be nothing other than names, as indeed tickling and titillation are nothing other than names in the absence of armpits and skin around the nose” (Il Saggiatore, Opere, Vol. VI, p. 350).


The mathematical laws of nature can be grasped by man in their objectivity to such an extent that even God could not know them better. Here there comes to the fore again the Parmenidean ideal of a knowledge that, notwithstanding all its limits, is perfectly true and certain. It is the ideal of rationalism and scientism: an ideal that was to be thrown into crisis by the subsequent critique, as also by a more accurate phenomenology.


The fact that it concentrated on phenomena that could be objectively verified and on their numerical relationships was to enable modern science to make enormous progress in the course of these last five centuries. The secret lies in the exclusive attention it accorded to the phenomenon, its quantification, the search for the determi-nism that produced it and, consequently, can also reproduce it in future whenever this is desired.


Science is underlain by the assumption that all the phenomena of nature are governed by physico-mechanical laws. In fact, at least as long as observation was limited to the macroscopic ambit and without splitting hairs, the phenomena that were being studied happened in a manner such as to confirm this determinist assumption.

3.  A more accurate phenomenological analysis 

     shows that the entities of logic and mathematics 

     do not derive from the structure of reality 

     but are conceptual instruments 

     forged by the human mind 

     to confer order upon phenomena 

     explain them and thus provide 

     some validation for immediate contact-knowledge


However, things assumed an ever more different aspect as soon as scientific research, taking its cue from physical and astronomical phenomena, passed on to paying ever greater attention to the biology of the vegetable and animal kingdom and eventually also to man’s particular psychology. As Emile Boutroux explains very clearly, as one passes from the mechanical phenomena to the physical, chemical and biological phenomena and eventually also to the psychological and sociological phenomena of man, the principle of “necessity” gradually accords ever greater space to the opposite principle of “contingency”. It is a contingency that in man becomes even “liberty”.


At this point one should note that the same contingency factor is found to be operating even in the selfsame physical phenomena when one comes to study them in their ultramicroscopic dimension at the subatomic level. Not only the biological and psychic phenomena, but also their physical counterpart appear today to be susceptible to determination (i.e. measurement and therefore calculation and exact forecasting) only to a relative extent.


In particular, one should here recall Werner Heisenberg’s “indeterminacy principle” We are indebted to this German physicist for a conclusion that remains valid precisely as a general principle: at a certain subatomic level it is no longer possible to measure phenomena without altering them. The instrument interacts with the bodies that are to be measured. There thus comes to lack the possibility of making an exact forecast. At this level rigorous laws give way to statistical laws and even forecasting becomes approximate, just like measurement itself.


And thus our concepts and our mathematical formulas are no longer to be considered expressions of a logic inherent in things themselves. We can consider them a mere attempt to define things and explain them in some manner significant and useful for our research. But we are concerned with an attempt that is only partially successful.


Husserl’s phenomenological analysis concludes in this connection that the Galilean model, his idealized universal determinism, the network of concepts and mathematical formulas proposed by Galileo is nothing other than “a well-tailored ideal suit” (The crisis of the European sciences, § 9, h). To all intents and purposes, it is only a hypothesis, even though it proved extremely fruitful for the progress of modern science.


Undoubtedly, Galileo was far from considering it to be a simple hypothesis. Hypotheses non fingo, as Newton was to say later. For both men, as also for other protagonists of modern science, the laws discovered by physicists were rigorously inscribed in the reality of the phenomena, and therefore free of all approximation and, all the more so, free of all error.


Husserl goes on to note that things are very different from the as yet ingenuous assumptions of the practitioners of modern science. “The ideal suit that is called ‘mathe-matics and natural mathematical science’, or the symbolic suit of the symbolico-mathematical theories, embraces, clothes everything that, inasmuch as it is ‘objectively real and true nature’, represents the life world for scientists and cultured people” (ibid.).


The “ideal suit”, as Husserl continues, “ensures that we take for true being what in actual fact is nothing other than a method, a method that has to serve for improving by means of ‘scientific forecasts’, and in a ‘progressus ad infinitum’ the rough and unrefined forecasts, the only ones possible in the ambit of what is really experienced and can be experienced in the life world (ibid.).


It is for this reason, as the father of phenomenology concludes, that “the ideal suit had the effect that the peculiar sense of the method, the formulas and the ‘theories’ remained incomprehensible and was never understood during the ingenuous develop-ment of the method (ibid.).


Rational, analytical, scientific knowledge seems more and more inadequate as compared with intuitive knowledge. Analysis, as Henri Bergson, explains, revolves around reality, multiplying measurements, comparisons, patterns and symbols; but it is only intuition that penetrates to the heart of a being to re-live it from within, to identify itself with whatever there may be of the profound, the unique, the inexpressible.

4.  In the attempt to reduce all realities 

     to their logical and mechanistic patterns 

     notion-knowledge and science itself 

     marginalize and forget the interior experience 

     and cause man’s spiritual impoverishment


We are thus brought back to the primacy of intuition, that is to say, of a peculiar form of experience. For the moment, however, we have to note that in modern science, as also in the philosophy of Aristotle before it, the concept of experience has been impoverished and reduced to sensorial experience. 

What has become of the idea of experience and the corresponding sensitivity that at the beginning was conceived and defined in such wide terms as to include also every spiritual experience?


Such an inclusion of spiritual experience in a wider concept of experience that comprises both spiritual and corporeal experience is very difficult to find in the course of Western philosophy, especially philosophy of Aristotelian derivation. There is some suggestion of it in the philosophy of Platonic and Patristic inspiration, as also in Augustinian and Bonaventurian philosophy. For example, in the previously mentioned Roger Bacon, of the Franciscan school that very willingly opens itself to a more careful consideration of both nature and interior life.


As I said before, the reduction of sense experience to sensorial experience had already taken a first step with Aristotle. Treating sensitivity, Aristotle had limited his attention to the ambit of the so-called five senses.


It is true that he had spoken not only of the five external senses, but also of internal senses: he had however reduced the activity of these senses to the functions of storing what is learnt through the external senses (memory), of re-processing these sensations (fantasy) and, lastly, summarizing what is offered by the bodily senses. 


The substantial reduction of all sensitivity to mere sensorial experience makes contact-knowledge of spiritual realities inconceivable, so that we can no longer comprehend how it may be possible for man to sustain himself with ever new spiritual knowledge.


We can therefore understand that the development of modern science ended up by causing the spiritual impoverishment of man. As prevailing tendency, the man of today is wholly concentrated on the problems of this world and distracted from the problems of the spirit and the significance of existence, in connection with which he finds it ever more difficult to see how and whence he could draw the knowledge that could enlighten him.


Contemporary man limits his attention to the “facts”: to the facts that can be objectivated, scientifically controlled, in other words, material facts. And thus “the mere sciences of facts create mere men of facts”, as Husserl puts it in an unusually lapidary manner (The crisis …, § 2)


The “mere man of fact” proves to be a “one-dimensional man”, as the title of one of Herbert Marcuse’s books would have it. He is a man immersed in the dimension of his factual being to such an extent that he no longer succeeds in perceiving the reality of a dimension different from that of existence in the world.


He thus loses the experience and the sense of the dimension of being. He loses the sense of value that judges the fact and its significance, and assigns it to its proper place.


And so we have a man who lacks the metaphysical dimension. And therefore we also have the crisis of metaphysics as a consequence of the lack of “metaphysical men”.
5.  Before the discourse of the cognitive status 

     to be attributed to religious experience 

     can be introduced in an acceptable manner 

     into the context of the prevalent mentality 

     it will be as well to review 

     other forms of spiritual experience 

     in which one can more readily recognize 

     a character of contact-knowledge 

     that is immediate, vital, intersubjective 

     and such as to provide material 

     even for forms of scientific research 

     like those that are known 

     as the human sciences or sciences of the spirit


The problem that poses itself in this situation is to reformulate the concept of a spiritual experience that has a cognitive status. Clearly, it will have to be a contact-knowledge. It will have to be an intersubjective knowledge that several subjects can communicate to each other, something they can jointly discuss to arrive at a common valuation or judgment. 


The subject bears witness to a spiritual experience. And it is important that other subjects should be able to gather these testimonies to compare them with similar experiences that they themselves may have had. The witness of a spiritual experience that a subject gives to us may stimulate us, may orientate us to have one of our own.


And what would science say about this? For some centuries now we have been accustomed to fill our mouths with the word “science”. We feel judged by science. It seems that at every moment we have to ask science permission to think this, that or the other.


In actual fact, science permits us to think exactly what we wish, always provided that thoughts that have not passed its sieve remain among the personal and private daydreams and lucubrations that science, with but a single adjective that brands them all, calls subjective.


Many scientists say that, given the subjective nature of spiritual experience, one may undoubtedly bear witness to it; and, likewise, one may take note of the witness of other people, but one can neither verify them nor assess them.


But here one can formulate a counterobjection: there are fields of research, and even some that are called sciences, where valuations are formulated on the basis of subjective interior experiences attested by those who personally make them. They are the so-called human sciences.


History, for example. History certainly dedicates a great deal of study to monuments and documents of the past, but cannot limit itself to an exterior, objective description. It must also endeavour to understand the motivations that make people act: as far as possible, it must therefore endeavour to identify itself with them, relive in the first person what they lived and experienced.


But whereas an objective description is always possible, do we have a yardstick to verify the correctness of such subjective interpretations?


And thus the historian must first of all “ascertain” the facts, but from another point of view, to say it in the words of Giambattista Vico, he must also and above all “inverare il certo” (make true what is certain). 


And what is it that confirms to us that this “reliving” of the experiences of other people, this immersing ourselves in them, this empathizing with them really hits the mark and is not pure and deviated imagination? In the absence of an objective yardstick, it is only our own interior maturation that could really enlighten us.


Certain actions may be motivated by ambition, or by avidity, or by desire for revenge; or, to go to the opposite end of the scale, by love for another person or also by devotion for the divinity. Or even by a mixture of very different motives that may be hidden in this “hotchpotch of the human heart”, as Alessandro Manzoni called it (The Betrothed, ch. X).


But now, how can a historian value the presence of these motivations when he has never felt in his own mind, be it even to some limited extent, the feelings that are in keeping with them?


Could someone who has never felt a crush for the little girl on the next bench in class or for the daughter of the grocer just across the road nurture deep within him even a glimmer of understanding for the love that Petrarch felt for his Laura? Would he ever be capable of understanding the Canzoniere, the work inspired by this love?


And could someone who never even had the little ambition of being designated by his schoolmaster to write the names of the good and the naughty on the blackboard
ever understand the ambition of a Cesar or a Pompey for whom the Mediterranean was not a pool large enough for them both to go for a swim?


It is thanks to his own sensitivity that the historian will find his bearings among the wealth of facts at his disposal and choose the most significant among them. What, indeed, could tell him that one fact is more significant than another if not his own experience as a historian sustained by his own human experience?


Psychology is another human science where empathy, the capacity of penetrating the mind of another appears even more essential. The psychologist (substantive) must also be psychologist (adjective), otherwise he will receive but little help from the immense amount of doctrine he has crammed in his big private library!


There can surely be no doubt as to the need for a subjective maturation if we are to re-live within ourselves the frames of mind of other people, the motivations that underlie their actions. It is on this interior maturation that we found the science of history, as also the science of the economy: for even there one has to understand the mentality that underlies the action that many different subjects (entrepreneurs, workers, consumers, traders, and so on) take in their particular ambit.


From the historical sciences one can pass to their psychological and pedagogic counterparts, where the “ascertained” objective data seem insufficient unless and until they are “made true” by the scholar, the psychotherapist, the schoolmaster immersing himself in the interior life of the subject, the patients, the children, the members of the various groups that have to be analysed and handled.


But let us return to the esthetical sciences (as one may call them), namely literary history and criticism, art history and criticism, theatre and cinema history and criticism, musicology, and so on. Very well, surely what I have said so far should be more than sufficient to make us understand the insufficiency of the data that can be ascertained in an objective manner.


At this point we come face to face with a need of a somewhat different type: let us say, for example, the need for a scholar of Dante to “turn himself” just a little into Dante in order to understand Dante; or for the lover of Mozart’ music to “turn himself” a little into Mozart in order to understand Mozart.


The various fields of historical research include also the history of the various philosophies and religions. Here, once again, a mere description of exterior behaviour proves to be wholly insufficient..


When we enter a mosque we there see many men performing certain gestures of adoration, reciting certain words in chorus and then others, at times immobile and upright, then on their knees, or prostrate with their face on the floor. An uninformed observer might wonder whether they are simply engaging in gymnastics (by itself to be recommended as a daily exercise to keep the body efficient and agile) or whether there might be something else behind their movements.


And what could this something be? Indeed, it would be nothing other than the religious significance of prayer: what prayer means for the religious sense of those men.


And thus we come face to face with man’s religious sense: with his religious sensitivity and experience. Deep within him, the individual feels the presence of a Being. With a wholly spontaneous interior motion he feels that this Being – which he calls Allah, God – is the creator of all reality. The faithful, the devout feels himself created by that Being and therefore in his hands: hence his creatural sense, his creatural experience: the typical experience, indeed, that makes man religious.

6.  Among the human sciences 

     religious phenomenology 

     studies and interprets the behaviour of men 

     who affirm the “truth” of their religion 

     or pose themselves the problem of their religion 

     as something of which 

     each one stands in profound need 

     in order to give sense to his life


Having ascertained the exterior facts and data, the historian of religion limits himself to – as it were – lowering himself into the mind of the believers in the endeavour of feeling their feelings to the extent to which this is possible.


But now, the faithful is persuaded that his feelings are the experience of something that is real, something that is true: in other words, he is convinced that his is not simply a religion, a mere human psychic fact, but a “true” religion, a religion that grasps profound truths, even if not necessarily exclusively so, even without necessarily excluding that the same truth may in some way be expressed also in other religions. 


And then there are others who are not yet believers, or are no longer believers, but would like to return to believing in something that is really credible. Both the former and the latter pose themselves the problem whether the given religion is “true” or, in any case, whether there is a true religion and, if so, which.


The problem of the truth of a religion cannot be resolved on the basis of mere objectivizable data, as if it were a problem of mathematics, physics, geology, biology, in short, a problem of the exact sciences.


Be it even partial, the truth of a religion is something that one discovers in an intimate personal experience. Religious truth is a vital truth, a truth to be lived with the whole of one’s being.


And it is a truth that saves: that begins to save already at the moment when it begins to be acquired. It is a salvation that, as from that moment onwards, already begins its work deep within the person concerned. And that person will undoubtedly feel this ongoing salvation within him, and will be able to bear witness to it.


Each person has a particular spiritual itinerary of his own. Though the roads are different, there is yet always a more and a less. There are people who, given the degree of religious maturation they have attained, are better able to guide others.


They will find the right words to urge others to adopt the most appropriate attitudes that will render them more receptive as far as the new truths are concerned. Rather: that render them more receptive to the new aspects of the truth to be learnt, to be learnt in life, by intimately living them. 


The person in question will thus be guided to consider certain things with greater attention; to think more profoundly about certain words in order to better assimilate their significance. He will be guided to bring to light the implicit significance of certain terms. He will be urged and stimulated to discover the entire pregnancy of significance of a given word.


This more profound insight into the significance and meaning of certain words will orient the disciple to seek better insight into the experiences that correspond to them: experiences from which, indeed, the words draw their first sense.


Whoever sets out on a road of religious knowledge has experience of a truth that gives him life and salvation. He already feels realized in that truth. He entrusts himself to that truth and allows himself to be illumined by it. He thus has the feeling - even though it is not always clear, but nevertheless live and profound – of being on his way to the truth. 


From all this we gather that we are concerned with an experience of faith: an experience obtained thanks to an entrustment. Not, therefore, full and exhaustive experience, but perceiving a Somebody of whom we, entrusting ourselves to him, placing ourselves in his hands, abandoning ourselves to his initiatives, manage to obtain, little by little, ever better and more profound experience.


Such an experience of faith is not pursued for purely pragmatic ends. The subject does not limit himself to believing for the pure and simple reason that his faith makes him feel better, makes him feel that certain problems of a practical order are better resolved. If he believes, it is because he has the perception, be it even vague, that such is the truth, that things really are in that particular manner.

7.  If we are to attain 

     true religious illumination 

     it will be as well to open ourselves 

     more generally to interior life 

     letting silence descend on our soul 

     so that we may listen 

     and render ourselves receptive to inspiration


Whoever wants to open himself to new and more profound interior experiences must first free himself of old and outworn opinions, paralyzing beliefs, doctrinal formulas and erudition that prove to be an encumbrance.


Whoever wants to open himself to such experiences must first create emptiness within himself, must symbolically empty his cup, as a certain professor of Tokyo was invited to do by a famous master of Zen.


Let me tell you the story: “Na-in, a Japanese master of the Meiji era (1868-1912), received the visit of a university professor, who had come to him to question him about the Zen.


“Nain-in served tea. He filled the cup of his guest and then continued pouring.


“The professor watched the tea overflow from his cup, and then could not refrain himself from saying; ‘It is full, It won’t hold any more!’


“’Just like this cup’, said Nan-in, ‘you are overfull with your opinions and conjectures. How can I explain the Zen to you, unless you first empty your cup?’” (101 Zen Stories, edited by N. Senzuji and P. Reps).


Another master of Zen, Shunryu Suzuki, wrote a book bearing the significant title Mind of Zen, mind of a beginner.


There comes to mind the ignorance of Socrates and also his attempt to induce his interlocutors to make the same profession of ignorance: a good starting point for a philosophical itinerary to be attempted together. 


It will be helpful for the subject to empty himself of himself and every self-sufficiency to place himself face to face with Truth, face to face with the Being, who will reveal himself, in an attitude of inadequacy and poverty and spiritual mendicancy, of invocation, receptivity and availability.


Here the initiative is no longer of the subject, but of the Being who manifests himself, with whom the subject is called upon to collaborate. So that the manifestation should be well received.


Somewhat like the mariner who collaborates with the wind, certainly not to arouse it, but to arrange the sails in such a way as best to receive it and thus exploit it to the full for the purposes of navigation.

8.  How can we verify the validity 

     of the inspirations that can be received 

     and the intuitions that can be had? 

     We can compare them with those 

     of persons who we think 

     best explored similar experiences 

     But the ultimate decision 

     is always personal


How are we to value and assess our intuitions? Can we make use of some objective yardstick? 


Physical characteristics and phenomena can be measured and – in that sense – in a sufficiently objective manner. To give a very simple and commonplace example, even an uneducated individual can measure the length of a table with a graduated tape or determine the weight of a bunch of grapes with a balance, just as he could note that a thermometer has risen to 37° C or that the speedometer of a car records a speed of ninety kilometres an hour.


All one has to do is give appropriate instructions for using the instruments. When these have been properly understood, all the rest requires only a minimal preparation and no particular maturation, as would be needed by someone who, for example, not content with measuring the height or weight of a man, desires also to form some idea of the poetical, pictorial or musical value of the works he has produced.


Now, I personally value the poetry of Leopardi or Ungaretti in a certain manner. But how can I verify whether my valuation is right? 


I don’t think I could put it to the vote of all the inhabitants of my home town, among whom there could be many people who either know nothing of poetry or simply have no interest in it at all.


A certain vox populi might have been credible in the Florence of the Rinascimento or also among the public of the Royal Theatre of Parma in the days when it was at its very height as a shrine of opera. In either case the people in question had acquired such a maturity as to constitute a kind of aristocracy. Which is, after all, the best way of fully realizing the ideal of democracy. 


But did this elect public always understand everything? Is it not true that many operas were rejected and even hissed, and were recognized for all their worth only later and by others?


What, then, can we do? Rely on the judgement of musicologists? Or literary or art critics? I do not question their authority, but must also note that, seen with hindsight, in this case, once again, some of their eulogies seem undue and certainly excessive, just as some of their condemnations were far from deserved. 


If, therefore, on many occasions even specialists prove to be insensitive and distracted to the limit of blindness, do we for that reason have to disdain their judgment?


Undoubtedly, a well trained and practised spirit is best prepared to recognize authentic values in its particular field. And therefore those whom all consider to be the most learned, the most wise – irrespective of whether or not their names appear in a special roll or whether they have or have not won competitions or passed examinations – can be considered as a reliable point of reference every time we feel the need for seeking confirmation of some of our valuations.


But let us not forget Andersen’s fairy tale: while all the wise and learned men and all the experts of the kingdom fell over backwards to praise the emperor’s non-existing clothes, did it not fall to a child to discover that the sovereign was naked? Even the spontaneous judgment of a simple person can at times hit the mark much better than the subtle doctors and eminent professors. If the Gospel opens the kingdom of heaven more to simple people, children, etc., than to these subtle and sophisticated doctors and professors, that is certainly not due to some error of transcription or, from the days of Gutenberg onwards, a misprint.


The experience of other people, especially that of true experts, is a precious treasure for us. But it must not inhibit us from valuing things in the first person, nor from stepping out confidently along our own road when we are profoundly convinced that we are doing the right thing.


Among several experts, among several persons who have in-depth experience, be it even of a particularly subjective nature, agreement can be reached more easily.


Even communication is easier among true experts. Always provided that their experiences are similar.


A great expert, who knows himself to be such, could have such a concept of himself as to be induced to reject new proposals even when they are extremely interesting.


It is not by any means necessary that a debate between those who make original proposals and those who remain with the old guard of diehard traditionalists must always end with an agreement.


It is very difficult for a traditionalist to be converted to something new. As a general rule, new ideas triumph and occupy the field not so much after the conversion of the traditionalists, but rather after their demise. 
9.  How should we communicate 

     our own interior discoveries to others? 

     And how can we help them to acquire them? 

     One can certainly attempt real maieutics 

     integrated by an exposition 

     that should be conceptual and logical 

     be it even in one’s own peculiar manner

     In this way science could help 

     spiritual experience 

     and particularly religious experience 

     to become validated to some extent.


Here the more expert can help the less expert – but nevertheless anxious to learn – to place himself in the most appropriate condition for becoming more accomplished. 


Is it a question of learning to perceive the beauty of a poem? Or of a musical motive? Or of some detail of a painting? In that case the expert will say to his apprentice: “Consider this and that element, open yourself to this consideration with mind and soul, give it your full attention, and now concentrate… Can you now see what I was telling you about?”


In this way we educate our aesthetic perceptive faculties. But when it is a question of performing a piece of music or acting a stage play, the expert (in this case the orchestra conductor or the director) will try to give the various instrumentalists or actors an idea of what he wants to be expressed in that particular way by the music or the play.


It would be really paradoxical, to say the least, to hold that any colour can be used or that any line can be drawn when painting a picture; or that a piece of music can be composed and performed by emitting any sound or combination of sounds just as and when one wants. Even the relationships between lines and colours and sounds are governed by a very precise and rigorous logic. I would say that there is almost a mathematical relationship between them.


It is true that whereas all (as one might hopefully say) are capable of verifying objectivizable data, not all are capable of subjectively and interiorly ‘feeling’ the values of beauty, poetry and musicality. It is true that in the aesthetic ambit the sense of certain values cannot be acquired without an adequate interior maturation. But in all this there is undoubtedly a possibility not only of agreeing about authentic values, but also posing the problem and discussing it. There is a possibility of reasoning about them, indeed, a rather precise and concrete possibility.


Even aesthetic values can be expressed, if not in the exact scientific sense, at least in their own and sufficiently significant manner. 


Between one verbal expression and another there can always be relationships of coherence and also of implication. And therefore it is possible to develop an analysis not only of a descriptive but also of a deductive type. 


Certainly, the deductions will be less precise than those of the concepts that are a matter of pure logic or mathematics or the exact sciences. A term may be less exact, but not for that reason less pregnant. 


And when we want to add a second term to the first in order to bring out its meaning more clearly and, to the extent to which it is deducible from the first, even the second term may tell us something new, and, at the same time, specific. Something original, not reducible to the first term. A new experience, as it were. 

    Terms are more fluid and their meaning is often far from univocal. However, once an appropriate meaning has been fixed, an appropriate deduction can be of great help in bringing out also the connections that have remained in the shade.


In the last resort we have here limited the analysis to the experience we may have of aesthetic values and then also to the particular logic by virtue of which we can discuss them. Enlarging the field, however, we can talk in similar terms also about many other values. They are values that – even if, just like the aesthetic values, they cannot be objectivated – can nevertheless be comprehended by means of a more subjective maturation.


It is by means of a maturation of this nature that we can deepen a wide range of different experiences, refining the particular form of sensitivity that is peculiar to each of them.


Maturing means refining our sensitivity. And this can be obtained to the extent to which we achieve a live contact with things: with the reality of which we desire greater insight. Only an authentic religious life can refine within us the sense of God, the taste of the supernatural, the discernment of eternal things.


It is not sufficient to consider religious experience from outside; one has to live it, and therefore become immersed in it, throw oneself inside, as it were. A master can transmit the religious sense to us by a kind of contagion.


If he is inside, he can also draw in others. If then objections and prejudices prevent us from taking the plunge, whoever is our master can argue against these negative reasons and make us see their ultimate inconsistency. But once we, too, have entered that experience, the master will make other considerations, not least on a rational plane, to induce us, little by little, to concentrate our attention on ever new and further aspects in order to make us live the experience to its very full.


The reasons that can be proposed to somebody who is still outside the religious experience will be more of a philosophical nature, whereas those proposed to those who are already inside will be more of a theological nature. The sense of God, acceptance of Him, faith in Him have by then become the basis and condition for the argumentations that seek to induce a subject to acquire a more profound experience of faith from God himself.


How shall we define an experience of faith? It is what one feels when one entrusts oneself to God so that He may reveal himself to us; and it is also experience of what God reveals to us of himself.


A religious man knows perfectly well that he cannot lay his hands on God, that he cannot capture Him, cannot acquire the truth with his own means. He knows that God transcends us and that we can therefore know Him only by entrusting ourselves to Him, so that He may reveal himself to us by grace.


The experience of faith is therefore the experience of our entrusting ourselves to God and also of his revealing himself to us. It is also the experience of our accepting his revelation. And, lastly, it is the experience of the contents of the revelation acquired in this manner.


God reveals himself to us humans as living Person, as Thou, to whom we address cult and prayer. At a different level, however, he reveals himself as universal, eternal and all-embracing Consciousness. And, in this sense, as One-All. At an even more originary level, God reveals himself as pure Self, as Atman-Brahman.


Religious sensitivity can grasp God inasmuch as he reveals himself present in any reality, no matter where it may be located in space, as also in every temporal event.


God thus manifests himself in every act that makes man evolve and, in any case, expresses a moral value.


He also shines forth in every intuition of truth, in every acquisition of greater knowledge, be it at the experiential, the scientific or the philosophical level.


But God makes himself present also in every poetical, musical or artistic creation, which always and in some way imitates the infinite creativity of the divine Artist of the universe.


God is with us in everything that we can do to help the creative process take another step towards the complete creation of the world.


When we develop any kind of new technique, when we undertake any kind of economic, social, civic or political action intended to realize a better world, we always collaborate with God, inspired and sustained by Him; and we always collaborate with an initiative of God, we are a living part of it and, in a certain way, prolong and extend the divine presence.


All these are aspects and ramifications of one and the same experience of God. We can excavate this experience, develop and extend it within ourselves, but we can also help others to obtain and realize it on their own.


A plant develops from the seed, it grows and matures its fruits.


The flame that consumes a piece of wood can light another that is not yet burning, but capable of being set aflame.


A man immersed in water can draw in another by convincing him to take the plunge, giving him the will by the contagion of his example, in the end drawing him in almost by force; and the other will at first distrust and doubt, but then let himself be dragged, so that in the end he, too, will be inside and enjoy a well-being, an unexpected gratification.


A teacher enamoured of the things he teaches will communicate his own interest and enthusiasm to a pupil who is as yet unversed, but potentially capable.


And, lastly, there is the image of Socrates, son of the midwife Phenaretis: just like his mother, he helps his interlocutor to give birth to a truth that potentially is already in him.


Concluding the present treatment, we asked ourselves what might be the peculiar features of a discourse of spiritual and religious involvement. These five images will undoubtedly be of help in answering this question.
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