The Texts of the Convivium

DIVINE FOREKNOWLEDGE, PREDESTINATION

AND HUMAN FREE WILL


Of the great novel of being, evolution and human history, God is: in the first place, the Author and, in the second place, the Protagonist who tells it in the first person.


As Protagonist (defined in the aforesaid manner) God has a will distinct from that of every other personage of the novel.


On the other hand, one can say that in God as Author, the will divides, branches out, becomes articulated both into the personal will of the Protagonist and into those of the innumerable human personages.


When we speak of the “will of God”, we therefore have to make a very clear distinction, namely, not to confound the will of God as Author of the entire story with the will of God as simple First Personage of that story.


Le us consider the novel as it is, brought together on the pages of the book in which it is printed. There the novel is a single and compresent whole. In a certain respect the story takes place temporally in the succession of the lines and pages; nevertheless in this volume we have in front of us every page is compresent with all the others and all the events are contemporary.


We can tear the pages of the novel apart and then stick them all onto a vast and immense wall, arranged in fine order, in so many rows. And at this point we can imagine ourselves to possess such power of vision and mind as to be capable of reading the entire story with a single look, in a single instant. The read events will undoubtedly seem simultaneous to us (inasmuch as we have gathered them in that single look), but also successive (in their development).


In short, we shall find ourselves face with … simultaneous succession, if we want to describe with this expression, or some other words having the same effect, but which are only seemingly in contradiction. We find ourselves face to face with an innumerable dispersed multitude articulated into a unitary whole. And this whole, just as it comprised in the unity of one and the same vision, is brought into being by one and the same will. Her all are one. Every multiplicity becomes unity. Just as every becoming, every temporal passage from the future to the past is eternal compresence.


In a common novel the wills of the personages are different, and each also differs from the will of the protagonist who tells the story in the first person. And yet not only the will of the protagonist, but also that of each personage coincides with the will of the author.


At the level at which the novel presents itself as the work of a certain author, in terms of the psychology of the profound we can say that every personage considers himself/herself as the secondary personality of the author.


We could also define each individual personage as a single branch of the vast fan-like ramification of the individual personality of the author who turns himself into a collective personality.


At this level it is the author who desires every action not only of the protagonist (in whom he lives the story in the first person), but of every personage. At the same time one may say that the action of each personage is free at least to the extent to which he expresses himself as such. Each personage freely desires what he does and his willing coincides with the willing of the one who writes the entire story.


This is far from meaning that the wills of the minor personages coincide with the will of the protagonist.


At this point, and by analogy, we could apply the discourse to God himself. We shall define him as the Writer of the story of the world. We shall say that he here tells the complex story of all those personages and at the same time the personal story of Himself as Protagonist.


Considering God at these two very different levels, we shall be able to distinguish something like two wills in Him: the will of God as Author, who articulates and ramifies himself into the personages; and the will of God himself as active Protagonist of the story.


Two different wills? Specifying the matter better, I would rather say that we are concerned with a single will that however has to be distinguished into its expressions at two different levels. And therefore we would be concerned with two different levels of the will of one and the same subject : in this case, the will of a Divinity that is perfectly one notwithstanding the diversity of his (its) levels and modes of being.


We could therefore say that the divine will, even though it is one, has to be distinguished as follows: firstly, inasmuch as it poses itself as pure and exclusive will of good in the living God, Protagonist of the creation; secondly, inasmuch as it poses itself as the sum of the wills not only of  the Protagonist, but of all the personages of the creation, of all the forces
that act there.


Christian theology speaks of the one and trine God: one in substance, trine, as we may say, in his modes of being. The image of a divine Writer who tells a story of which he himself is the Protagonist perhaps sets us on our way to understanding something of this diversity of planes in the unity of one and the same Subject.


At a first originary level, we can imagine a human writer in his pure and potential capacity of writing the story, which nevertheless he has not yet conceived in any way. Here we have, as it were, the writer, the writer in a state of rest, the writer in his mode of being of pure potential that has not yet been implemented in any way.


If now transfer the discourse to God once again, we can compare this human writer at rest before he writes (and also conceives) the story with the First Person of the divine Trinity, the Father (Be it clear, however, that we can do this only as an abyssally inadequate symbol).


In the Trinity of Plotinus and of Neoplatonism, this First Person can be called the One. In Hindu terms, it can be identified with the Brahman, namely the Self in its pure transparency.


At a second level we can then conceive the human writer, and by analogy also the divine Writer, inasmuch as he contemplates his implemented work, in a vision in which all the facts seem to be tesserae of a single immense mosaic and all subsequent events are compresent in a single eternal moment.


And here we have the Second Person of the Trinity: the divine Logos or Verb. In Neoplatonist terms, the divine Nous or Mind. Here we have the absolute Consciousness that gives sense of being to every reality. In terms that are no longer Hindu, but of Mahayana Buddhism and Zen, we have the Tathata: the Quiddity or Thatness, the Thus-Is or the State of Being Thus of all things, the Buddhity, where differences and contrapositions disappear in an atemporal unity in which all of us are one and the same unchanging being.


At a third level, lastly, we can consider the human writer inasmuch as, narrating and writing, he lives and gives life to every moment of his personal story as protagonist of the novel. And, again by analogy, we can consider the divine Writer inasmuch as he lives his story of personal and active God who furthers the creation of the universe towards its ultimate goal of perfective completion.


Here we have the Third Person of the Trinity. The Holy Spirit of Christians; the Soul of the World of the Neoplatonists; the Lord Ishwara or the Divine Mother of the Hindus.


Having to some extent tried to define the Writer, let us now ask ourselves how the novel of the creation comes to be written.


The first thing that comes to mind is that we are concerned with a work that is being written by several hands: many, innumerable hands. All of us are writing it, all together: Creator and creatures.


The Creator, God the Protagonist, writes the universal story by operating there with his will, which is always and in any case holy will of good, endeavouring to irradiate the pure good to us all, the maximum good, in the limit, the total, absolute and boundless good.


As to us creatures, each one writes his own story by operating with his own will. Will that is always free in some way, but is not always will of good. Often it is will of egoistically inspired evil. Even more often it operates in an ambiguous manner, undoubtedly following a basically good inspiration, but without discerning, confound-ing and misunderstanding, with applications and outcomes that are more negative than positive.


The forces in play are therefore innumerable: so much so that, if we may use the language of geometers, the creation seems to be the resultant of a parallelogramme of forces (or, better, a polygon of forces, without mentioning figures of even more dimen-sions) of extreme complexity.


With his act of consciousness, God gives sense of being in the first place to himself as Creator and active Protagonist, but also to his creatures, and further to how the creatures evolve, each in his own autonomy, and lastly to everything that is realized in concrete terms by the concourse of these autonomous forces and the selfsame divine Force.


Consequently, we cannot say that God truly wants all the lived experiences of his absolute Consciousness. He actually wants these lived experiences only to the extent of their positivity: only to the extent of the good that is in each one of them;, the value, the morality, the justice, the truth, the beauty that each one expresses and incarnates.


Giving sense of being is (means) founding: and God founds the entire building in which men may then act freely, some for good and some for ill, others in the more ambiguous intermediate forms. It is thus said in the Gospel that the Heavenly Father “makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Mt 5,45).


Nothing can be except inasmuch as it is thought by a consciousness.  In this sense the act of consciousness gives reality to things. In his thinking things – even the things he does not want and, rather, condemns and repudiates – God founds everything, God validates everything.


We may therefore say that, at the level of the absolute Consciousness (Second Person of the Trinity), God wants everything that He, in his act of consciousness, assumes and poses. We may say that, at the level of the Second Person, God wants  even what He himself does not want – and, rather, condemns and opposes - at the level of the Third Person, that is, at the level at which he expresses himself as Creating God and Protagonist of evolution and history.


We may consider a twofold will in God or, better, a twofold expression of one and the same will on two different planes. On the plane of the creation through time God wants things only to the extent to which they are good, positive.


But there is also the plane of the final and eternal contemplation of what has been created by the concourse of all. There the entire history of the creation is contemplated, a history to which a contribution has been made by a variety of divine, natural and human forces of extreme complexity.


On this plane of the absolute Consciousness, God wants everything and wants what each one wants, and each one wants what God wants and what all the others want. Because all are one on this plane.


To say that all is subject to the divine will, to say that “no leaf drops unless God wants it so” may be right and correct, but only when one refers to God at his level of Second Person of the Trinity, at his level of Absolute Consciousness that founds all things by giving them their sense of being, no matter how they may be.


I ask myself whether it is right to speak of predestination. If we refer it to the level of God as Absolute Consciousness, we may also say that the plane in question (with all its contents) “precedes” the plane in which God places himself as Creator. In what way does it precede it? I would say not in the temporal sense, but rather in the metaphysical sense.


And I also wonder whether one may affirm that each man already desired his own destiny, already decided it in a preceding temporal situation and must therefore accept it serenely even in its most negative moments. To designate the concept with a term, I could here speak of a form of self-predestination.


I do not agree with this if it is intended to mean a decision taken at a moment that in time precedes this life with all its misadventures.


But I do feel in agreement with the idea that not only God, but also each man, with a unanimous will, should accept and consecrate everything that has happened, in the vision of the Eternal, in the vision of the Absolute Consciousness.


Equally plausible, so it seems to me, is the idea that the moment of such an acceptance precedes – in a metaphysical sense – the series of the temporal moments in which the aforesaid situations are lived and suffered in such dramatic fashion.

.
It is appropriate to repeat, to say quite clearly: The absolute moment in which all are one and everything is accepted by all, this absolute and eternal undoubtedly precedes every temporal moment, but does not precede it in the temporal sense. Precisely: it comes first only in the metaphysical sense, where the immutable eternity, the absoluteness, the infinity of God  undoubtedly precedes the becoming, the relative, the finite of the creature.


This is confirmed also by another reason: that moment of common and unanimous volition of every good and also of every ill does not occur (give itself) in time in any way. It is not in time, it is in eternity. In the eternity that undoubtedly precedes time – if I may say it once more – only in the sense of a metaphysical priority.


We can therefore speak of predestination in the sense that the destiny of each “is written” – or, better, “is being written” – on the divine plane of Absolute Consciousness that metaphysically precedes the plane of the creation, the plane of divine and human action in the world. It precedes it – forgive me if I repeat it in this somewhat obsessive manner – in the metaphysical sense, not in the temporal, chronological sense, because the two planes are absolutely contemporaneous. It therefore seems incorrect to me to say that what happens in this world, what men there decide had “already been decided”, had “already been written”. The history of the world “has not already been written”, but ”is being written” by deed, moment by moment, It is being written in a succession of moments that, even though they follow each other in accordance with a “before” and an “after”, are all contemporaneous in the dimension of eternity (just like the pages of the book that I spoke about earlier on).


On the plane of the creation, on the plane of the evolution and the history of men an individual acts in accordance with a freely taken decision. What corresponds to this on the plane of Absolute Consciousness? Certainly not a “writing” that precedes these decisions and actions in time, constraining them, reducing man to a kind of puppet guided by strings from above, or an actor who recites his lines, though adding absolutely nothing in terms of personal creativity (with an interpretation that could hardly be anything other than stereotyped and dull).


This would inevitably happen if the “writing” preceded the decisions and the actions of that man: if, to put it in other words, what he wants and does were “already written”.


But every action of man in time, on the one hand, and the eternal Consciousness, on the other, are contemporaneous. It follows from this that all the acts of man, as also all the happenings of nature, are not by any means “already written”, but “are being written” contemporaneously in the eternity that is simultaneous with the entire succession of events and every single moment thereof.


This acting of man contemporaneously with the Eternal Consciousness of God ensures that the history of men is free and live. It is so inasmuch as in it there is nothing predetermined in the sense of preconditioned.


The history of men is a romance that the Author, in a certain way, permits to be written by the personages themselves. 


The concrete experience of story-telling and also the reading of biographies of story tellers has convinced me of one thing: a story is told in a live manner, certainly not in a way in which everything is coldly “predefined” from “behind a desk”, but rather in a way in which every personage, having been assigned by the writer a parti-cular approach, his personal task of existing in that particular manner, in short, having been assigned the essential tracts of the part he is to recite, gives a hand to his creator and goes ahead on his own.


Having identified himself with his personage as if it were a secondary personality of himself, the writer will undoubtedly continue to give it life, while yet letting it create and develop itself in an autonomous manner.


The same happens in that universal romance that is the history of the world. There every personage tends to realize himself in freedom; and proves to be effectively free, at least to a limited extent. There the part played by God is to give breath to each individual reality and to nourish it by sowing all the good, all the truth and all the beauty, all the value that it can receive to make it grow within itself and then, in its turn, to radiate it all around. God thus donates himself to his creatures to enable them to develop in an ever more autonomous manner.


God does not impose any kind of determinism on the creation. If he were to do this, he would deprive it of all vitality, to the point of reducing it to a mere mechanism.


Liberty of willing, free will, the autonomous spontaneity of the creatures (which constitutes their very vitality and wealth) have to be conciliated with the compresence of all the events in the eternity of the divine absolute Consciousness.


Here we have to note, among others, that is it is precisely such a compresence of all the successive events that renders possible the phenomena of clairvoyance in the future. In certain particular conditions a future even may be precognized by a psychic in such a manner and with such a profusion of details as to make it practically impossible to be the result of a calculation based on already known facts.


On the other hand, the application of probability calculations excludes that this prescience can be obtained by pure chance. We can say: it practically excludes it, since even purely theoretical considerations induce us to conclude that in certain contexts the probability is not just small, but altogether infinitesimal.


How then  can we conceive man’s freedom of action and the sum total of the spontaneous actions of all the other living beings of nature to render them compatible with the inscription of the events in God’s eternal Consciousness, condition that renders precognizable in an experiment of clairvoyance in the future?


Let us imagine an immense clock, along whose circumference there are marked the minutes, hours, days, years, centuries, millennia, and so on. Let us also imagine that these times are marked by a single pointer, by the tip of a single needle of extraordinary length that never performs a complete turn (as do the pointers of our common clocks).


The continuous advance of tip of the pointer along the circumference from one minute to the next, from one hour to the next, and so on, this incessant movement of the tip can symbolize the passage of time.


Let us note, however, that while the tip moves, the opposite end of the long poin-ter remains immobile at the centre, where it limits itself to rotating around itself  without ever becoming displaced. Unlike the moving tip that represents time, the immobile end at the centre can symbolize eternity.


We can therefore say that, even though the positions occupied by the moving tip are successive in time, every moment of that circular path is contemporaneous with the eternity of the centre.


In a certain way, we can here apply the transitive property of mathematical entities: if A is equal to B and B is equal to, A must also be equal to C.


And here is the application, taking two successive days as example: If Monday is contemporary with eternity and this is also true of Tuesday, it follows that in the dimension of eternity Monday and Tuesday are likewise contemporary with each other.


Be it clear,  however, that these two days are contemporary only in the dimension of eternity, because in the dimension of time they remain successive, no doubt about it.


May my patient readers excuse the repetitions, to which I resort not in order to afflict them more than is strictly necessary, but only to express myself with the utmost clarity.


Everything can be affirmed and also… the contrary of everything, when we refer to two different planes: freedom of human will and, at the same time, divine prescience, precognition of events, predestination; and then the temporal succession of events at, at the same time, their contemporaneousness in the dimension of the Eternal.


The important thing is to make a clear distinction between the planes of being and the dimensions of the Divinity. Confusing them is deviating, distinction is essential, not least for bringing things properly together.

A few historical references: 

a. The Brahman of the Upanishads, the Vedanta and the Yoga


The entire history of Hindu spirituality is pervaded by an extremely significant vein that moves from the Upanishads, continues in the Vedanta and reaches its most mature expression in the Yoga.


One may speak of it as the vein of the search for the Self. It seeks the unification of the meditating subject with the Brahman (or Atman).


The latter can be defined as the pure divine Principle antecedent of all creative activity/activities: it is the divine Self in its pure auto-transparency.


It can be identified with the First Person of the Christian Trinity (the Father) or also with the Trinity of Plotinus and the Neoplatonists (the One). It is God in the metaphysical moment in which he precedes every creative act and, even more so, every mental act concerned with something external to himself. A God, as it were, still at rest, immersed in the contemplation of himself.


Hindu spirituality also conceives another divine moment: that of God who, turning to outside himself, becomes the creator of the world and, what is more, actively intervenes in it. Here we have God’s mode of being that corresponds to the Third Person of the Trinity: the Holy Spirit of the Christians, the Soul of the world of the Neoplatonists. Hindus call it the Lord Ishwara or also the Divine Mother.


A Second Person, understood as all-comprehensive, eternal and immutable Consciousness of all the realities of the world, is lacking in Hinduism. But we do find an equivalent in Mahayana Buddhism and, more particularly, in the Zen.


The meditators of the long Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga tradition discover the self and, each deep within himself, longs to realize it by uniting himself with It in a stable and definitive manner. For them the Self is the sole Reality, with respect to which every other reality cannot be anything other than an illusion, maya. And thus maya are not only the beings of the world, but also – in a certain sense – even God as creator. As such he is reduced to an inferior form of the Divinity and – as we might add – its illusory expression. 


In Neoplatonism, too, the Soul of the world, i.e. the divine mode of being that corresponds to God the creator of the Hindus, is conceived as inferior expression of the Divinity, while the Holy Spirit is conceived by Christians as divine Person of degree and dignity equal to the Son and even the Father: not an Under-God, but likewise God in the full sense. This equal dignity and fullness of being of all three divine Persons explains how the Christian God proposes himself as a “strong” God, author of a very “strong” creation, anything other than phantomatic and illusory and devoid of value like the creation conceived by the Hinduism in general.


As we can see, in the metaphysical background of the Upanishads, the Vedanta (particularly “non-dualist”) and the Yoga there is a clear devaluation of the existing beings as such, and even of God as the divine Principle that generates them, in favour of a God grasped exclusively in his aspect of pure originary Self.


Such a vision is undoubtedly incomparably less rich than the one that is offered us by a Judaico-Christian tradition that seeks greater insight and development also in its humanist implications.


The Hindu vision leaves very little space not only for human values, but also, more generally, for cosmic and human existence and even for God the provident Creator. If I may put it in my own words, I would say that here a divine will could never be exercised on a sphere of reality definable as such in the full sense. At the very most, it could act on a sphere of semi-reality.

b.
The Tathata of the Mahayana and the Zen


Thought distinguishes and divides: and thus arrives at defining reality as multiple and becoming. But there is, especially as far as the Zen is concerned, a different method that consists of abandoning all reasoning, conceptualizing activity in order to realize a suprarational activity of the mystic type that the Zen call satori. This is an experience that permits one to see every reality in radically different terms. To the meditating Zen who practices the satori everything appears fused into one: all the realities appear associated in a full and perfect unity, where no longer exists either multiplicity or becoming.


In such a vision every distinction between subject and object seems only apparent. The passage of time is illusory. Just as nothing becomes, nothing is born and nothing perishes. In a reality that is perfectly one and all is perfectly taking, nothing is created: at that level creation no longer exists and one cannot speak either of a creator or a creature. There is no opposition between good and evil, between right and wrong, between beautiful and ugly. Discernment and value judgments no longer exist. Everything is good, all things are excellent, everything is perfect. It seems to me that the experience of the Zen reveals to us, and in a very particular manner, God as eternal Consciousness of all realities and of all events.


Of this absolute Consciousness we can indeed say that it corresponds fully to what the Mahayana Buddhists and then the Zen call the Tathata, namely the Being-Thus of everything that exists, or the Quiddity or Thatness (called also Buddhity) of all things and each one, because in its true nature each thing is also all the others.


Certainly, even though the Zen can also admit if not definitions at least indications, the absolute aspect of reality, the One-All seem expressible in this way. But, if and when we say that this is the truth of things, if and when we say that seeing multiple and becoming things is illusory, do we not risk diminishing the experience we have of the empirical world, as also the experience we have of ourselves in our individuality and the freedom of our will?


I think that neither of these visions is more true than the other. I deem both to be plausible, albeit at two different levels, if it is equally true that to a strong God there should correspond a creation that is likewise strong and very real. Would Buddhity therefore be a weak God, as it were?


If – taking courage in both hands – I wanted to talk about a God of the Mahayana and the Zen, if I wanted to consider his possible dimensions, I would have to conclude that such a God would completely lack the creative dimension: the one that for Christians would be the dimension of the creator God, the Holy Spirit, what for Neoplatonists would be the dimension of the Soul of the world, in short, the dimension that for the former and the latter would be the dimension of the Third Person of the Trinity.


Lacking a creative dimension that is adequately recognized in all its fullness/wealth of being, even existence as such is deprived of the force and also the autonomy and the liberty that are attributed to it when the creator Principle is a God who is fully consistent and live in all his dimensions.

c.
The One-All of Parmenides


At the very dawn of Western philosophy, the conception of an all-comprehensive and immutable One-All was developed by Parmenides of Heleas.


How did he come to formulate this idea? I would say: not by means of a suprarational mystic experience like the Zen, but on the contrary by means of a strictly rational approach.


What have the pure concepts of the most rigorous rationality to do with the metaphysical realities? I would not be able to say with how much rigour the concepts are applied on each occasion to the empirical realities, but can certainly affirm that, as such, each concept has something that is absolute. The same may be said of every number, which is nothing other than a concept expressed in quantitative terms.


What is it that constitutes the absoluteness of a concept? I would say: it consists of the fact that every concept is totally, absolutely itself. A woman may be more or less beautiful or ugly, she can be both beautiful and ugly at the same time, having particularly beautiful eyes and particularly unsightly legs, and so on. Nevertheless, understood as a pure concept abstracted from all concrete application, beauty is beauty: it is so in an absolute sense, distinguishing itself also in an absolute manner from non-ugliness.


Likewise, every number or result of operations performed with numbers is itself and is not anything other than itself: it is itself, and is not other in an equally absolute manner. Thus five is absolutely five, and is not four with the same absoluteness with which it is not ten thousand. That two plus two is four is absolutely true, while saying that two plus two is five is as absolutely erroneous as the affirmation that two plus two is a billion.


Here the “more or less” gives way to exactness. Of a concept or a number, of a geometric figure and any ideal entity (ens) of logic and mathematics one can never say that it “is more or less” this and “more or less” different from that other; one can only say that it “is” this in an absolute sense; and that, if it is absolutely this, it “is not” this other: it is not this other with the same absoluteness. And therefore the fundamental principles of logic can be formulated as follows: if A is equal to A (principle of identity: i.e. if any concept is clearly defined in its own being), the same A is not equal to Non A (principle of contradiction: of each concept one can say that it absolutely cannot be identified with a different concept).


Parmenides seems to have intuited this absoluteness of the concept, this absoluteness of the “is” and the “is not”. When one thinks something, when one says that this something “is” in a certain way, one tries to define its “being”, one calls being into play. Now, being is, and “is” in an absolute sense. If it is, it cannot at the same time not be. Nothing of which one can say that it is can at one and the same time not be. What is can neither be born nor can it perish. And it cannot even become: since becoming consists of a passage from being to non being and from non being to being-


Developing this concept of being, Parmenides inferred that everything that is constitutes an all-comprehensive an non-becoming reality.


Do we here have an intuition  of a purely logico-mathematical level or not, rather and in the first place,  a metaphysical intuition, in other words, an intuition of the absolute principle of every reality? I think that essentially we are here concerned with a metaphysical intuition: an intuition of the profound nature of Being.


It is an illumination that Parmenides attained not by breaking with reason, but by seeking greater insight into its roots. In any case, he arrived at that supreme Concept that exceeds every common and ordinary concept of the human mind.


We can overcome the common human concepts either by denying them (as the Zen do) or, like Parmenides, delving into their nature to the point of grasping their absolute root. This absolute root and nature of human concepts transcends the concepts themselves in an manner that is so abyssal that the absolutization becomes converted into negation of their relativity.


If the heart of Being is absoluteness, is immutable eternity, nevertheless, on the plane of the experience that we have of things, of events, of human life, we find ourselves face to face with the undeniable fact of multiplicity and becoming.


Do we have to consider all this to be an illusion? But what is an illusion that lasts for the whole of life if not life itself? We cannot deny the plane of existence in the world in its ontological consistency, in its autonomous being and value.


Here we can say once more what we already said in the same connection when considering the Zen.


Here, once again, we have to note the lack in the Absolute of the articulation that turns It – on a different plane – into the very real and effective creative Principle of every contingent and relative and temporal and finite being. Only in this way could the sphere of existence obtain recognition of  its own ontological density, it own vital concreteness, autonomy and freedom.


But on the one hand the Tathata or the being and the multiple and becoming empirical world on the other are considered two irreducibly opposed realities, each impenetrable for the other. It would seem that there is no idea of a relationship between them by which the Absolute could be considered the Principle of the relative or, in any case, brings it into being.


In an approach of this kind, the affirmation of the Absolute is the disqualification of the relative, its reduction to mere illusoriness. And that is all, for there is nothing that can be added.

d.
The Trinity of Plotinus and the Nous or absolute eternal Mind, his Second Person


Plotinus defines three levels of the Divinity: namely, God in his pure principle, in his pure self-transparency; the Nous, i.e. God as eternal absolute Consciousness of all things and all events; the Soul of the world, i.e. God as operating in the world.


Now, the One-All of Parmenides, which the Zen gather in their very different manner in the suprarational illumination of the satori, this One-All is identified by Plotinus with the Nous (or Mind or Intellect), i.e. with a mode of being of the Divinity that becomes actuated on an intermediate plane.


Plotinus conceives the One-All not as one of the gods, but rather as “a great God”, “a second God” who comes after the “First” (i.e. after the One). This second God (Who in Christian terms corresponds to what is called the second Person of the Trinity) is multiple unity. In what sense? In the sense that it thinks all the beings of the universe, contains them all within itself, thinks them all as existing in the Intelligence itself. This Intelligence, this act of all-comprehensive consciousness is all the existing, forms a single whole with them.


The plane of the absolute One-All, in which all are one and every becoming appears a moment of eternity, this plane is not to be identified sic et simpliciter with God: it does not exhaust the Divinity; it limits itself to constituting one of its aspects, a particular way of its being.


This aspect is integrated by two other aspects or modes of being that complete the Trinity. And it is by way of this integration that also the universe, brought into being by the mediation of a Soul of the world, has an importance, an ontological density and consistency of its own.


This consistency of the world would be greater if the Soul of the world were a divine mode of being of fullness, force and dignity equal to those of the Nous, and if this, in its turn, were equal to the One as far as these same aspects are concerned.


In the Christian Trinity, on the other hand, there are no such disparities, and the Son is as fully God as the father, even though he derives from him, and the Holy Spirit, even though it derives from the father and the Son, (a Patri Filioque at least according to the Catholic creed) is likewise full God and equal to them.


And it is this greater compactness of the Christian Trinity that best enables us to attribute it greater force and therefore also a stronger creation than it could have if it were an emanation conceived in Plotinian terms.

e.
The Christian Trinity and its Second Person: Logos and Verb


Coming back to our theme at the place where it was concluded by the last chapter, we can underscore the fact that in the Neoplatonist Trinity the Second Person seems deprived of power as compared with the First, and the Third as compared with the first two. On the other hand, as we also said, in the Christian Trinity all three divine Persons have the same dignity and equal absolute fullness of being. This has the effect that the one and trine God is conceived by Christians as God in the strong sense.


Now – and it is as well to stress this once more – a strong God has his counterpart in a strong creation. Each creature will have adequate ontological importance, its due consistency of being. And each human creature, made in the image and likeness of God of God, will have its own proper margin of free will.


Through the development of >Christian thought, there becomes delineated a growing trend to recognize ever greater autonomous consistency to the earthly realities and, more particularly of man, human activities, science, arts, technologies, economic undertakings, initiatives on the socio-political level, in short, everything that is com-prised in the term ‘humanism’.


All this is recognized ever greater effectiveness, not least precisely with a view to letting man not only obtain his religious salvation, but also making him collaborate with God in perfecting the  creation of the universe..


This autonomous consistency of the creature receives much greater sanction in the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas than in that of Augustine of any of the other Church fathers. In our own day it obtained even more accentuated recognition in the thought of Maritain and, above all, that of Teilhard de Chardin and, as regards present-day theologies of the earthly realities and of history, in the documents of the Second Vatican Council.


Only full recognition of the creatural condition in all its positivity can help us to consider the polarity of the human and the divine in all its necessary equilibrium.

f.
Spinoza’s totalizing and all-absorbing God


In Spinoza’s thought the concept of a God as One-All, as absolute eternal Consciousness, is particularly well developed, while the opposite pole of the contingency of the creatural condition is far from being equally well developed and accentuated.


The selfsame creation, rather, is denied. God does not create, and therefore does not bring into being autonomous creatures that subsist in themselves, that have an ontological consistency of their own.


The sole substance is God, There exists only one Being: God, who exists by his own virtue. God is the sole substance and nothing can be thought outside of Him. He is the immediate and exclusive cause of all things. While vulgar man sees nothing other in God than the particular things, the philosopher sees nothing other than God in particular things.


The existing beings of this world are denied all substantiality. They are not even contingent. In other words, the existing beings are not such that they can exist or not exist, be or not be in that particular manner. For Spinoza, everything is necessity. God himself acts by a necessity of his own being. We affirm the contingency of something only due to ignorance.


Just as the existing being is in general devoid of contingency, exists as it is only by necessity, so man is likewise necessitated: the freedom of his will is only apparent. Spinoza denies man’s free will in the most explicit manner, and this also is significant and coherent. He says that men err when they deem themselves to be free for the simple reason that even though they are conscious of their actions, they know nothing of the causes of their action.


In this world nothing happens that could have been different from how it is effectively made. All is necessary, and there everything that is must be. And therefore evil is seen only by those who have an inadequate vision of things. Absolute reality is absolute perfection.


Materiality is real inasmuch as it is the object of thought. And thought recognizes the existence of matter as different, endowed with form. Subject to movement. Nevertheless it affirms the reality (of matter) not by direct experience, but only by inference.


A humanity and a world wholly absorbed in God are devoid of all consistency of their own. Man may attribute a consistency of their own to things only inasmuch as he has an illusory vision of them in that decidedly inadequate knowledge that he calls “opinion” or “imagination”.


It seems to me that in his different and most original manner Spinoza takes his cue to a very appreciable extent from Parmenides. Can the Absolute turn itself into the Principle of something relative that Spinoza’s thought tends to annul so clearly?

g.
The occasionalism of Geulinx


The position of Arnaldo Geulinx is more moderate, just as his immanentism is more temperate than that of Spinoza.


Descartes had conceived the thinking substance (or the spirit) as clearly separate from the extended substance (i.e. matter)..As far as Geulinx is concerned, such a radical separation prevents the spirit both from receiving sensations from the respective bodily sense organs and communicating commands to move the members of  one’s own body.


Hence the reaction of a sense organ affected by an external body offers only an “occasion” to God for intervening himself to arouse the sensation in the soul of the subject. Thus, for example, a man is wounded in a part of the body, but the corresponding pain comes to him from God on the occasion of the wound.


Another “occasion” is the one that man’s will offers God when man decides, for example, to move the arm to pick up a glass. On that occasion it is once again God who brings into being the movement of the arm, the hand, the fingers.


Man may thus want – and this time freely, in marked contrast with Spinoza’s thought – may want anything whatsoever, even the killing of another man, but the act is realized only by divine intervention: God does everything, even evil (though the evil is decided by man).


In other words, for Geulinx God is the only actor in the world, it is He who does everything. I am wondering whether it is possible to do without wanting to do, without at least backing and sustaining what is willed by others. In this sense it seems to me to be correct to conclude that God wants everything that we humans want, just as the author of a novel wants everything that his personages want.


The important thing is that the will of the individuals be saved and recognized as determinant of the divine will: which in that case would limit itself to sanctioning the will of men. And he would do this in his absolute sphere, where indeed everything is good and oppositions become conciliated and merge with each other and the One is in all and all are one.


In Geulinx the freedom of individual men is salvaged, whereas what is not saved at all under all the other aspects is the autonomous existence of the existing and finite beings, of creatures. When the whole of existence is conceived as being absorbed in God, one ends up – at least tendentially –  by denying it.

h.
The occasionalism of Malebranche


Malebranche likewise moves from the Cartesian assumption that there is an absolute diversity between thinking substance (spirit) and extended substance (matter) and that, consequently there is an absolute impossibility that one should act on the other.


The ideas of things present themselves in our human minds. Where can they come from? Not from the corresponding bodies (since no body can act on a mind). Nor are we the ones who create these ideas, this for the simple reason that no creature (not even man) has the power of creating. They can therefore only come to us from God.


It therefore follows that man sees all his ideas in God, sees only God, and only God knows directly. Indeed, the reality of the external world is not by any means evi-dent on its own account: only God can assure it.


Even though Malebranche, a Catholic philosopher, is once again concerned with saving man’s free will, the God of Malebranche does everything, is author of every action and phenomenon, and absorbs within himself man and all things: a little too much, I would say, for a philosophy of Catholic-Christian inspiration. We are not at the excesses of Spinoza’s philosophy: existence, creatures and man, in particular, remain, as it were, moderately mortified by it.

h.
Predestination in Protestantism


In the history of Christianity through the centuries it is, above all, Protestantism that appeals to the Old testament, without which – as Calvin puts it – Christianity becomes far less comprehensible. Now, unlike the surrounding peoples and the gods adored by them, Judaism, in the face of the impotence and vanity of these idols, proclaimed the omnipotence of the God of Israel. And it did so in such a manner that, at a certain point, in the face of the absolute sovereignty and power of God, man decided-ly appeared to be a nullity.


For the Old Testament man and God are separated by an infinite distance, complete incommensurability. In the New Testament this transcendence of the Divinity becomes to a certain extent mediated by the Man-God Christ or the God who incarnates himself in our midst to enable us to become elevated to God.


Christ then becomes prolonged into the Church, which has his effective sacraments, his rites, his works. It is all intended to enable man to achieve religious perfection, sanctity, salvation, eternal life.


At a certain moment Luther contests the indulgences, and then, more generally, the “works”: everything that the Church does – or better, as he would say, presumes to be doing – to cooperate effectively in the salvation of men, the religious realization.. He concludes that men can do nothing to save themselves, cannot even contribute to their salvation. Only God saves us, due to the merits of Christ.


Man can only realize himself in earthly terms, ad an upright citizen and family father, an honest and fortunate merchant. Calvin confirms and develops and consecrates the motive of man’s commitment in social, political and economic life, where success is mark of divine benevolence in his regard.


In supernatural terms, on the other hand, man
is wholly impotent: he can only surrender and consign himself to God with confidence. Zwingli and Calvin develop the idea of predestination: from all eternity God has predestined for salvation those he wishes and also damns as he wishes.


The act of faith, says Zwingli, follows divine election, does not precede it. Faith is God acting in human consciousness. Thus, as he goes on to say, God predetermines every event that we judge good or evil: the sin of Adam just like the incarnation of the divine Verb.


Here, clearly, man’s freedom of will is tendentially is tendentially repudiated. It was not by chance that Luther, replying to Eramus’ De libero arbitrio (About free will), polemically entitled his work De servo arbitrio (About servile will).


In the original conception of Protestantism, God tends to absorb man in such a manner that that the latter can undoubtedly realize himself with his own forces in what we might call his own lay sphere – which is economic and social., civil and political – but can do nothing in spiritual terms to cooperate effectively in his salvation, to collaborate in the implementation of his own eternal destiny, the construction of his celestial paradise.


Every craftsman would like to be proud of his work. But it is not easy to decide whether such an accentuated, irremediable, irreducible impotence – at least spiritual – really does much honour to the omnipotence of the Creator.

l.
Predestination in Islam


The idea of predestination is also to be found extensively in the theology of Islam, even though it is contrasted by the opposite position that, affirming free will, regards every man as the arteficer of his own destiny. The Koran contains passages that may be cited in support of the first of the two doctrines and others that can be used in favour of the second.


In favour of human free will one may quote, for example, Koran XIII, 18: “…God proposes his parabolas: to those who obey their Lord [will be rewarded with] the best recompense (namely Paradise), and those who do not obey him, even is they possessed all that is on earth and more yet, they would certainly give it to redeem themselves with it: they will have poor notes (for only the evil committed will be considered); Gehenna shall be their dwelling and it will be very sad resting place!”.


Among the passages that sustain predestination one may recall Koran VI, 150: “To God [only belongs] the final say. Had he wanted, he would have guided all [by the right road]”.


Or Koran XVI, 38-39: “Of them [some] God has guided, and against others there has been decreed, in accordance with justice, [that they should remain in] error… If you desire that they be guided [know that] God, in truth, will not direct those he wants to induce in error: and they will have no rescuers”. 


Or again Koran LXXIV, 34: “”Thus God will cause to err whom he wants and direct as he wants …“. 


Koran XVII, 14-16 appears to be in some way ambivalent. Here God himself begins by saying: “To every man have we attached his destiny…” But he immediately adds: “And we shall extract [and show] to him, the day of his resurrection, a book he shall find open in [front of him]. And then it shall be said: ‘Read your book; it will today be sufficient for your own soul to count against you’. He who will have let himself be directed, will have let himself be directed solely for his soul (i.e. for his own advantage), and he who has erred, will have erred solely against themselves (i.e. to his own harm) ..”


In the immediate continuation of this passage (Koran XVII, 16-17), Allah again shows himself anxious to recuperate those who err, even when an entire people is involved: “We have [never] castigated [any people] without first having sent an apostle [to them]. And when we wanted to destroy a city, we commanded those at ease therein [to obey the apostle]; but [those] committed an impiety: and therefore sentence [of destruction] was rightly pronounced against them and we destroyed them completely”.


The same concept returns in Koran XXVII, 94, where Mohammed himself is speaking: “…Whoever shall let himself be directed, will let himself be directed to his advantage; as regards those who deviate, I am no more than an admonisher”.


The coexistence in the Koran of two motives
so different as to be directly op-posed to each other makes us understand that two extreme tendencies have taken shape, between which orthodoxy seeks to mediate in search of amore moderate solution.


The Gabarites affirm predestination to the point of not recognizing any difference between men and inanimate beings, both of who are subject to the all-compelling force (gabr) of God.


The Quadarites, on the other hand, make man’s action depend on free will. For them, God only “creates” the human actions, which man limits himself to “producing”: a verb that has a certain force, but much less than the verb “to create”, which for a Muslim it would be blasphemous to attribute to anybody but Allah.


Human freedom of action is affirmed also by the Mutzilites, who proclaim the absolute justice of God, so that he can do no ill, nor can he induce evil in his creature. The consequence is that each man is left free to choose between good and evil: and therefore also to be fully meritorious of the prize of the punishment.


As against this, according to the doctrine of the Asharites, followers of al-Ashari, since God only is creator, man is not by any means the creator of his own acts, he is only their owner. In other words: God creates every human action, which man acquires , making it his own and attributing it his own will without thereby eliminating the fundamental creative volition of the Divinity. Because God s the creator of man and his actions.


Every single phenomenon is created by God and its accidental form last only an instant and would immediately disappear if a new creative act of the Divinity did not intervene. Therefore no phenomenon is ever the cause of another. If a man cuts the throat of another, the death of the other is only caused by a successive divine act that brings it into being.


When man develops an argument, the conclusion is not the consequence of his reasoning, but rather an idea infused in his mind by God.


When man writes, it is really God who creates: in the first place, the potential of moving the pen; then the will of setting it in motion; followed by the movement of the hand; lastly, the movement of the pen.


A man who touches ice feels cold not because it is the ice that causes him to have this sensation, but because it is produced in him by God himself.


In a particular case, God wants that a certain man should not believe, creates unbelief in him, but then condemns him for not having believed; similarly, he wants another man to believe, creates faith in him, and then rewards him by sending him to paradise.


Causality comes to lack in the Asharite doctrine: each event is the result of an immediate and isolated act of divine creation.


But one can also say that the idea of second causes, i.e. a not immediately divine causality, seems very strange to Islamic culture in general, just as the idea of autonomous laws of nature is strange to it.


In such a context, the miracle, far from constituting an interruption of the laws of nature, is nothing but a simple divine act, no matter how extraordinary it may seem to our experience.


It is clear that here, at least in certain respects, we have a mortification of both nature and man and, all said and done, also of creation, which the divine Creator brings into being, but without endowing it with fullness of being.

m. Self-predestination of those who choose their fate before they are born


Self-predestination: I am certain that this compound word, which sounds wholly new even to me, is wholly of my own invention. Even though, as a general rule, I avoid creating neologisms, I coined it for the precise purpose of designating with a single term an idea that seems rather strange to me: an idea, almost a doctrine, that I must nevertheless take into account, because I have heard it sustained by many people.


And who are these people? They are parents who have lost a child, who died at an early age, or also husbands, wives, fiancées who have lost a loved one. And then, so it seems, they found him again in a mediumistic experience. The deceased tells them lots of beautiful and very consoling things. 


At a certain moment they question him about the reason for his premature departure. And there takes shape an answer that it is difficult to realize how it came to be constituted, by what kind of process. It is not clear whether or not it corresponds to an objective truth.


Another hypothesis is that it could be a simple opinion or belief of the communicating entity (which comes from an other-worldly environment where opi-nions are still held, since these souls have not yet arrived at the full truth).


Yet another hypothesis is that the formulation of these enunciates reflects the psychology of those who receive them, namely the medium and the participants in the session.  


A contribution could also be made by ideas that are strongly thought by a multitude of persons: ideas that are thus rendered ever more vital, until they eventually acquire a concrete consistency of true psychic formations capable, in the limit, of producing even psychokinetic phenomena. Once a mediumistic channel has been opened, these ideas would become inserted in the mediumistic communication, conferring a particular colouring upon it.


However this may be, the consoling ideas proposed in this manner could be, for example: “The premature death of the youngster was wanted by God, because he needed a new angel for his paradise” or “another flower for his garden”


Or also “to prevent him from losing his way had he lived longer”.


Or, again, “for greater good, so that his parents, reacting to the blow, might become converted to an authentic religious life”.


Or: “for his inscrutable purposes, which we humans cannot know and, even less so, submit to our weak and altogether inadequate judgment”.


In short, paraphrasing Job (1, 21): “God gives, God takes away; blessed be his name”.


Other explanatory formulas can be drawn from exotic traditions, a reflection of which reaches us mediated by forms of an Eastern-type esotericism of our own. More than to a personal God, these tend to refer to a no less absolute impersonal Law.


There will thus come to the fore explanations of the following type: “This boy died very young, because that was his karma” or “because the karma that he had – as it were – to consume, to digest in the course of this incarnation had become exhausted”.


Believing in divine Will or an equally absolute impersonal Law can be a consolation for many people. Possibly not for all: because others could rather be induced to curse the Divinity. And one can understand how – in a situation of grief that can arrive at making them lose all common sense, all sense of reality – certain persons can find greater consolation in the idea that the blow has to be accepted because it had been personally predisposed by the interested parties prior to being born.


In this case it will be concluded, for example, that the premature death of the boy had been agreed by himself and his parents and relatives before they became incarnated on this earth, in a kind of family council ante literam.


Why and how? One explanation could be as follows: “Were I to live for long time, you, mamma, would undoubtedly be a good person, but somewhat limited (for example, a consumerist lady, a very common personage in today’s society); but In shall die young, and thus the grief of my loss will indirectly produce a conversion in you and you will become a great apostle of good on this earth”.


Let us assume that the generous proposal of the son is accepted and agreed by his future parents, brothers, sisters, etc. That would be a case of predestination desired not by any God or absolute Law, but by the directly interested persons themselves: in fact, a case of self-predestination.


Another case of self-predestination would be that of a soul who, given reincarnation, decided in the interval between one earthly life and the next to become reincarnated in a particular condition “in order to make an experience” of that kind.


According to this logic, those who find themselves living a miserable and doleful existence, full of intolerable ills, should not lament themselves excessively once they realize that they had themselves chosen that particular existence in full freedom.


This, too, can be a manner of becoming consoled and, even though it is not good for all, it seems more than valid at least for certain persons.


If our destiny were already chosen in advance by ourselves, there would remain nothing for us to do other than recite a kind of script. But this is in contrast with the experience that we have of a certain freedom, be it even limited, in our choices and our day-to-day action.


If there is something “written” in our lives, it is not “an already written”, but – quite the contrary – something that is continuously being written, first and foremost by ourselves.


And, in any case, I would underscore the idea that, if we really want to speak of a “before”, this cannot consist of anything other than a metaphysical “before”.


Namely the eternal moment in which human will and divine will come to coincide, due to the merging of the multiple course of human existences in the divine goal of perfection. This is certainly a moment that comes at the end, when the course of time becomes concluded.; and yet it is an eternity that, as such, metaphysically precedes all becoming.


It comes after, it comes before, it is contemporaneous: everything may be said, but every time we have to be very careful and clearly distinguish the sense in which it is said, for otherwise we would run the risk of being led into patent absurdities.

3.
Conclusion


Though rapid and summary, this review of historical references enables us to draw conclusions that take due account of these contributions of thought, which are always interesting, even when they may seem reckless and foolhardy. Let me say, very briefly, that I feel rather comforted by the theoretical approach I adopted at the beginning of my remarks. We shall soon see the reason therefor in greater detail.


As we saw right from the beginning, the experience that we have of our everyday life gives us a vision of contingent facts that are successive in their temporal becoming. Many of these events are determined by ourselves by means of acts of free will. This freedom of our human will may seem conditioned and limited, but is nevertheless real. In a limited ambit we feel that certain things depend decidedly on ourselves.


There is little or no point in recalling that, even when sleeping, we dream that we are free, though this is not effectively so. The dream is brief, but now we are awake and things are very different. Our experience of waking is prolonged in full coherence for a long period of time that confirms its reality to us, a reality clearly in contraposition with the fragmentary and rhapsodic and sometimes even rather crazy illusion of our dreams at night.


We therefore live in a world of multiple and becoming existents. And we ourselves move on our own initiative, freely, or at least – as we said – with a limited by undoubted margin of freedom.


This day-by-say experience that we have of our empirical world is supplemented by a metaphysical-religious experience that we refer to a different, a “divine” or “absolute” dimension.


This absolute dimension can be attained in a religious experience of a live relationship with a personal God; but it does not by any means follow that this is the only conceivable experience of the Absolute. Experiences of the Absolute are also possible in more impersonal terms, like those attributable to Parmenides or Spinoza, or the one – extremely different in mode, but equivalent in its results – that may be had by a Zen meditator 


In any case, we have a very clear and live sensation that in this dimension there are in some way compresent also the events that we call “past” and “future”. In what way? One is tempted to say: Perhaps inasmuch as they are thought by a divine Mind.


The compresence, in one and the same absolute sphere of being, of all the events that in the temporal sphere appear to us as present, past and future, this contemporaneousness is confirmed for us by the phenomena of precognition.


These are experiences in which it may happen that a future event is known in such great detail as to induce us to conclude that it must be contemporaneous with the act in which the psychic experiences it. On Monday the psychic pre-knows in all its details something that is absolutely unforeseeable and will happen only on the following Saturday. This means that the present Monday and the future Saturday must in some way be contemporaneous.


The contemporaneousness of Monday and Saturday can be explained by theorizing an eternity (obviously immutable) that, comprising all the possible years and days and minutes notwithstanding their succession, is contemporaneous with each of these temporal moments.


According to me, it is the contemporaneousness of Saturday and Monday that saves the freedom of our action on Saturday, notwithstanding the fact that this action may already be known on Monday or, for that matter, any other prior day, i.e. before the fact has actually taken place.


In any case, the experience of precognition and the idea of divine prescience create  a very great problem that is not by any means easy to resolve. Very often it is held that God knows the future because he determines it.


There is also another factor that induces us to conceive God as author of every thing and every event, even though they may seem to be free. Whoever has a strong experience of any kind of reality, tends to place that reality at the centre of an attention that may become ever more exclusive. Thus, whoever has a strong experience of God – a religious experience, but also a metaphysical one – tends to concentrate himself on Him, tends to focalize every attention in the ambit of the Absolute, leaving the relative outside his field of view, so that it becomes forgotten.


As we saw, an extreme concentration on the dimension of the Absolute is to be found in some vein of Hindu spirituality that continues from the Upanishads to the Yoga, via the non-dualist Vedanta. However, we are here concerned with an Absolute that limits its sphere of full reality to the Brahman, the pure Self, while all the rest is maya, including the aspect of the living and active creator Principle of the Divinity itself. Now, it cannot be very relevant to establish a relationship between a wholly illusory existence and an active creator Principle of this existence, which in the last resort must likewise be illusory.


Mahayana Buddhism and Zen enlarge the field of vision of the meditator to the point of comprising all the existents of the  world. Here we have a multiple reality that is highly variegated and rich: but one that, as far as its contents – or series of lived experiences or phenomena of consciousness – are concerned, is nevertheless to be an absolute Thought. The individual existents, as such, are devoid of any being of their own, devoid of autonomous consistency of their own;: their being is thus the being of the Consciousness that thinks them. This Consciousness is an immutable, eternal One-All. Indeed, the meditator must realize that the authentic and profound essence of reality is this and nothing other than this.


Here the idea of God becomes enriched by a further dimension, which is no longer illusory, or little less, as it seemed to the ascetics of the Upanishads, the idealist Vedanta and the Yoga. Borrowing from the theological terminology of Christianity, we can say that the Absolute of the Mahayana and the Zen is equivalent to what our God would be if he were limited to the First and the Second Person of the Trinity and devoid of the Third, namely the mode of being of the Creator God. Mutatis mutandis. Something similar could be said of Parmenides and, let us say, also of Spinoza, be it even in his very different way.


The Neoplatonist Divinity is undoubtedly enriched by this third mode of being. In fact, Plotinus distinguishes three modes of divine being or, as we might say, three Persons, which correspond more or less to the three Persons of Christian theology.


As we saw, the Plotinian Third Person is the Soul of the world, active creating Principle. As compared with the Christian Trinity, whose Persons have equal fullness of being, the Neoplatonist Trinity appears to be, at least in this sense, a decreasing series. Coherently, from this it follows that a creation (or, better, an “emanation”, as Plotinus calls it) that is implemented by means of a  third and relatively less powerful Person will not be as effective as a creation deriving from a more compact Trinity like the Christian one, which constituted by three Persons who are equally powerful to the utmost degree.


The effectiveness of the divine creative act receives confirmation from the fact that it generates an equally strong creation, i.e. endowed with substantial ontological depth, rich in value, autonomous and, in its turn, creative in a highly efficient and fecund way. This is what is implied by a Christian conception, especially if developed and deepened in all its implications, not least the humanist ones.


Catholicism accepts and adopts this concept of the creation with all its implications, be they humanist or religious, where the initiative of grace lies with God, though man, sustained by the Holy Spirit, may collaborate with a certain effectiveness.


The Protestantism of Luther and Calvin admits that man can explicate himself efficiently and with great wealth of initiative in his own dominion, in his own autonomous human kingdom, in cultural and social and economic and political life; but absolutely does not concede that man can realize himself in an equally autonomous manner in the spiritual ambit and in pursuit of eternal salvation.


According to the Protestant concept, everything in the dominion of spiritual life is grace, and man can do nothing, is not even capable of taking any initiative. Here the divine will is supreme, to the point that a man saves or damns  himself  according to whether God predestines him to a particular outcome from all eternity.


In cultural, social, economic and political life, etc, man appears far less impotent. Here, in any case, Calvin considers success as a sign of divine predilection, as a confirmation that whoever achieves it is predestined to spiritual salvation.


A somewhat similar concept of predestination appears in Islam, but is extended to every form of life, where God dominates everything. Islam inherited the idea of divine omnipotence from the Old Testament, where we already have a tendency to attribute to God almost everything that happens inn the world. Here we could really apply the proverb: “No leaf ever drops unless God wants it”! 


Insistence on the omnipotence of the God who elected Israel as his people infused and consolidated a sense of security in the ancient Hebrews that enabled them to face the many tribulations of their eventful history with sufficient courage.


Making the Divinity intervene directly in every event, Jews and Muslims fall into line with the logic of the absolute dimension of reality: where everything is wanted by God, just as every even the least fact recounted in the novel (of which I spoke at the beginning) is wanted by its author.


Now, however, we have to see in a more concrete manner how the novel came to be formed: in other words, the individual forces that come into play, i.e. the wills of the individual personages, the wills that, taken together, produced this result. It is clear, however, that the personages are and remain the author, who continues to animate them and give them life even when they take him by the hand and – as it were – write a little part of the story themselves (as I likewise explained at the beginning).


Hence, the absolute Cause of the novel is the result of the contribution of many relative, empirical causes. Medieval philosophy speaks of “second” or “finite causes”, clearly distinct from the first cause, which is God; but that is a posterior conceptual elaboration while it is quite certain that, at the beginning, the Hebrews had an altogether immature and wholly inadequate idea of these second causes.


Now, one may say that not even the Muslims developed these ideas much further, even though they are extremely important for a balanced consideration of the matter in which each factor is harmonically dosed.


When it does not matter who – whether an orthodox Muslim like al-Ashari (between the 9th and the 10th century A.D.) or a 17th century European occasionalist like Geulinx or Malebranche – when it does not matter who gets God to intervene to move the arm of a man according to that man’s free decision and therefore makes everything depend even in the least detail on the divine will, this affirmation seems substantially correct.


But one has to specify very carefully in what precise ambit, on what plane it is correct to say that God wants everything, makes everything happen. An assertion of this kind seems very valid on the plane of the divine Consciousness, the One-All, the Second Person of the Trinity. But if it is applied at the plane of the Third Person and its intervention in the empirical world and every human action that may occur in that particular ambit, affirming that there, once again, God does and dominates everything with his will implies the emptying of all created reality, implies the reduction of man to a kind of marionette.


When we consider the various planes of being, of existence, of the Divinity itself, the really difficult thing is to maintain the necessary equilibrium. The recommendation cannot therefore be anything other than every possible discernment, a continuous and vigil watchfulness. And may the Divinity duly inspire us to this end!  
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