The Texts of the Convivium

“WHENEVER I AM WEAK, THEN I AM STRONG!”

There is no doubt that Christianity favours the weak, the humble, the poor rather than the powerful, the rich, the great and the arrogant. 

It favours them as receivers of the revelation, that is to say, God's manifestation to men who not only instructs them, but transforms them. 

 “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them” (Lk 7, 22; see Mt 11, 4-5; Isa 35, 5-6; 61, 1). 

 “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth”, says Christ, “because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will” (Mt 11, 25-26; see Lk 10, 21). 

 Christianity favours the small, the poor, the weak, the humble, not only as receivers of the manifestation, but as those who are in a better position to receive it. 

Somebody brings children to Jesus so that he may bless them, but is scolded by the disciples. In his turn Jesus then reproaches those disciples and commands: “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs”. And he adds: “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it” (Mk 10, 13-15; cfr. Mt 19, 13-14). According to Luke (9, 48) Jesus also said: “The least among all of you is the greatest”. 

 One infers that also an adult can act “as a little child”. Here, “to be smaller” means to “make oneself small”. 

 To enter the childhood of the Gospel does not at all mean letting oneself go to infantilism. On the contrary, it means, adopting the most suitable attitude, the one that is most opportune and right. 

The child's attitude is the most receptive. It concerns “welcoming the kingdom of God”. It is the kingdom which gives itself; man can only receive. Furthermore, in order to receive well, one has to put any conceit, or arrogance aside, like any presumptuousness to capture what one can only have as a gift. This is precisely making oneself small, making oneself a child. 

Another aspect of making oneself small is making oneself poor. This does not necessarily have to be identified with material poverty. It is a spiritual attitude. Therefore, unlike the Gospel according to Luke, (6, 20) which attributes the kingdom of God to the “poor” in general, the gospel according to Matthew, in reporting the Sermon on the Mount in a much more detailed manner, states that the kingdom of the heavens belongs to the “poor in spirit” (5, 3). 

 It is true: there are materially poor men who dream of becoming rich and yearn for it with all their soul. These men are definitely not poor in spirit. 

One can be poor in spirit while still being materially rich. One can, but it is difficult, unless a mood of satiety does not take over. 

Generally speaking, he who is rich has many things within his reach: and he is far too often tempted to make use of them, much more for his own pleasure rather than for the common good. This is why Jesus, after his meeting with the young man, concludes: “…It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mt 19, 24; Lk 18, 25). 

 Jesus does not accuse the situation, but the attitude. However, in actual fact, it is likely that the situation generates the attitude. Likely, not inevitable. Therefore, the distinction remains extremely clear. 

The wise, the noble, the powerful, the great and the wealthy are also likely to be arrogant. They are very likely to be tempted to “boast in the presence of God”, so to speak, in borrowing an expression of the apostle Paul (1 Cor 1, 29). They are tempted to consider themselves as being self-sufficient. Furthermore, it is also likely that they withdraw into themselves when faced with the divine manifestation. This escapes all human control and is only attainable as is it is given by grace. He who renounces all arrogance, and every pretension to reach the Transcendent with his own means to be able to control and manipulate it, makes himself receptive. 

Before God, in order to receive His self-manifestation, one has to make oneself small and weak. One has to accuse one's own sins and repent his own condition of sin, like the publican, putting the Pharisee's satisfaction aside who wrongly posed as a righteous and upright man. One has to set the arrogance of the wise, the powerful and the noble aside 

When Paul speaks in a negative tone of the wisdom, power, nobleness, value and strength, he only refers to that which is deemed as such by “this world”, according to the “flesh”. 

 What, as far as the “for the world” is concerned, or rather “according to the flesh” is weak, is, on the contrary, very strong according to the spirit. It is so since it is nourished by the divine Spirit, receiving strength, therefore also power, wealth, nobleness, wisdom and value: authentic, real strength, nobleness, wisdom and wealth because it comes from the absolute inexhaustible Source. 

Weak as I am in myself, conscious of my weakness, I open myself up to receive the gift of the power of God. In this way, I can well say, with Paul: “…Whenever I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor 12, 10) 

 Being poor, making oneself poor in the right sense, in the evangelical sense, is not a mere trifle: it is not at all identifiable with the pure and simple being hard up, without any money, with patched up clothes and a house that is falling down where the rain leaks through the roof. 

Making oneself poor and small means feeling like nothing compared to God and realising one's own inadequacy, impotence, incapability of raising oneself up to God using human means; it means owning up to being weak and a sinner; it means making oneself transparent in faith, letting oneself go with trust, persevere with faith. 

Compared to God we can be nothing more than beggars. Or children, entirely entrusted to the divine Maternity. As far as the wisdom of the world is concerned, all of this is pure nonsense; as far as the flesh is concerned, it is complete madness. Nevertheless, as far as the spirit is concerned, it is great wisdom. 

Such is the wisdom of the saints. It is not wisdom of the world, but this does not then mean to say that it is any less authentic. It is wisdom of another kind, which can live very well together with what we define as ignorance. Many saints are illiterate. To acknowledge this does not at all mean to attribute any virtue to ignorance as such. It only means that, although they may not have studied, or in spite of the fact that they may have proven to be refractory, or a little less, those saints have obtained an extremely refined spiritual discernment of a very high level. 

Out of all the many men and women of God whom one could mention as far as this is concerned, the figures of two saints appear to me as being exemplary: Joan of Arc and Bernadette of Lourdes. Not taking into consideration the virtues they experienced and practised in such a heroic manner, we can focus our attention on their words. 

The first saint of the two, daughter of a tenant farmer, was illiterate. The other saint, daughter of a miller who had gone to ruin, was in the first years of a school where she was making very slow progress among serious difficulties, only managing to express herself in dialect. 

The "voices" started to speak to Joan when she was thirteen. Bernadette was about the same age when the eighteen apparitions of the Virgin Mary manifested themselves to her. 

Out of all my books I have lovingly read and re-read, there is one with the title of The life of Joan of Arc told by herself, compiled by Omer Engleber based on her answers she gave to the Burgundy judges during her trial. There is also another book by René Laurentin, with the title Bernadette speaks to you, a rather heavy volume, which collects everything that the seer of Lourdes said to he who interrogated her regarding the apparitions every time someone was able to report her words. 

For every question asked to one or the other of these girls of humble birth, of modest circumstances and poor education, according to our criteria, I told myself that I, with all my studies, could spend a whole year trying to invent a valid answer, but I would never be able to manage to find such a good and significant answer as that which was actually given on the occasion so spontaneously. 

What one finds here is neither the science nor the culture of the intellectuals; nevertheless, there is a surprising spiritual maturity also when one thinks of the two young girls' age. Here a safe intuition goes straight to capturing the essential, to expressing it, without meaning to, in the most eloquent manner and - I would like to add - with so much poetry. 

The spirit has fully grasped the substance of that which, on the contrary, decidedly escaped the “wisdom of the wise” and the “discernment of the discerning” (1 Cor 1, 19; see Isa 29, 14). The spirit has understood that the divine inspiration is only attained with humbleness, the opening and abandonment of faith. Earthly wisdom has circled around us, idled around us, without ever grasping anything, understanding anything. 

Here we have the problem of interpreting another passage of Paul's, once again from his First Letter to the Corinthians: “…God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God” (1, 25-29). 

 It seems to me here that the Apostle does not at all want to say that God chose what is worthless as such, but only what appears worthless in the eyes of the world. 

These are the eyes of the "earthly man". And by now one is well aware that, “Those who are non-spiritual do not receive the gifts of God’s Spirit, for they are foolishness to them, and they are unable to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (2, 14). 

 Unlike the earthly man, “Those who are spiritual discern all things” whereas “they are themselves subject to no one else’s scrutiny” (v. 15). All of this means that God does not" call” worthless men, but rather spiritual men, and He does this precisely to entrust the spiritual tasks into good hands. 

Earthly tasks are to be entrusted into the hands of those earthly men, who are in the position to carry them out suitably. Entrusting earthly men with spiritual tasks would be complete madness; whereas the madness of God, which only appears as supreme wisdom in spiritual eyes, is entrusting spiritual tasks to spiritual people: in other words, to people who have developed spiritual gifts in progress, or at least potentially possess them. 

In order to go back to the double example of Joan and Bernadette, one should notice that the two girls are anything but inexperienced and unprepared. Two people who, by abandoning themselves to God with faith, placing themselves on the right wavelength with the divine inspiration, and prove to be capable of living, expressing themselves, of acting and reacting in those certain ways, cannot appear anything else but the best suited and qualified subjects. The Transcendent has made His own choices using His own criteria and He has chosen well. 

On the other hand, at this point, it should also be stated: attributing to the wisdom of the spirit the appreciation it deserves, does not at all imply that the wisdom of the world is, in itself, something negative. Everything of the world lives and works on a different level, and is positive, on that level. As long as one does not claim to judge the Transcendence or to have any power over it. 

If I too have understood something, it seems to me that there are two forms of wisdom, two kinds or qualities of strength, power, wealth, nobleness and so on: each one legitimate and valid in its own right. 

I would like to add: each one complements the other, just as the earth complements the heaven, just as humanism is complementary to the saintliness in the building of the kingdom of God. 

The important thing is that humanism, with all its forms of knowledge and creativity, is clearly aware of its own specific role, not only, but of its own limits. 

We will say with Pascal (Thoughts, 4) that the real philosophy is that which, at the right moment, also knows how "make fun of philosophy", since it finds something that definitely surpasses it and continues its journey from that point upwards. 

In this way, the real science is open to spiritual knowledge and, at the right point, knows how to give way to it. 

Therefore, men are born on this earth to live to the full: knowing however, to look to heaven: only from there they will be able to get a glimpse of the magnificent perspective of the meaning of life itself down here. 
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