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‘REPENT, AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL!’
First Sermon, Lent 2021

As usual, we shall devote this first meditation to a general introduction to Lent Tide, before delving into the specific subject we have planned once we have completed the spiritual exercises of the Papal Curia. In the Gospel of the First Sunday of Lent of Year B we heard the solemn proclamation with which Jesus began his public ministry: “This is the time of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel’ (Mk 1:15). We would like to meditate on this ongoing call of Jesus to repentance.
In the New Testament, conversion is mentioned in three different moments and contexts, each highlighting a new component of the process. Three passages jointly give us a complete idea of what the Gospel metanoia is about. We will not necessarily experience all those three components together, with the same intensity. A different kind of conversion is provided for in each season of life. It is important for each of us to identify the one that suits them right now. 
Repent, that is believe!
The first kind of conversion is the one that resounds at the beginning of Jesus’s preaching and is summed up in the words: “Repent and believe in the Gospel!” (Mk 1:15). Let us try and understand what the word ‘conversion’ means here. Before Jesus, converting always meant a ‘going back’ (the Hebrew word shub means reversing route, going back on one’s own steps). It defined someone’s course of action when, at a certain time in their life, they realize they are ‘off track.’ Then they stop, to think it all over again; they decide to go back to observing the law and rejoining their covenant with God. Conversion, in this case, has an essentially moral meaning and suggests the idea of something painful to do, such as changing habits, stopping doing this or that.

On Jesus’s lips that meaning changes. It is not that he enjoys changing the meaning of words, but that, with his coming, things have changed. ‘This is the time of fulfillment. The Kingdom of God is at hand!”. Converting or repenting no longer means going back, to the old covenant and to the observance of the law, but rather it means leaping forward and entering the Kingdom, grabbing salvation reaching out to men and women for free, out of God’s own free and sovereign initiative. 
 ‘Repent and believe’ does not refer to two different and subsequent things, but to the same fundamental act: repent, that is believe! “Prima conversion fit per fidem”, says St. Tomas Aquinas: The first conversion consists in believing.
All this calls for a genuine act of ‘conversion,’ a deep change in the way of seeing our relationship with God. It requires a shift from the idea of a God that asks, orders and threats, to the idea of a God that comes to us with full hands to give us everything himself. It is the conversion from ‘the law’ to ‘grace’ that St Paul cherished so much. 

‘Unless you turn and become like children …’
Let us now listen to the second passage in the Gospel, where conversion is referred to again: 
At that time the disciples approached Jesus and said, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” He called a child over, placed it in their midst, and said, “Amen, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. (Mt 18.1-3). 
This time converting does indeed mean turning back a long way as far as our childhood! The very verb that is used, strefo, points to reversing directions in a march. This is the conversion of those who have already entered the Kingdom, have believed in the gospel and have been serving Christ for a long time. It is our own conversion!

What is the assumption underlying the discussion on who is the greatest? It is the idea that the main concern is no longer the Kingdom, but the place the apostles have in it, their ego. Each of them was somewhat entitled to aspire to be the greatest: Peter had received a promise of primacy, Judas held the money box, Matthew could claim he had left more than the others, Andrew that he had been the first to follow Jesus, James and John that they had been on Mount Tabor with him… The fruits of this situation are clear: rivalry, suspicion, mutual comparisons, frustration. 

Jesus suddenly removes the veil. Forget being first: you will never enter the Kingdom that way! What is the remedy for that? Turning, completely changing perspective and direction. Jesus puts forward a genuine revolution. It is necessary to shift the center from yourself and to re-center yourself on Christ. 
More simply, Jesus invites the apostles to become like children. For them going back to being children meant going back to their original call on the shores of the lake or at their working desk: without personal demands or titles, mutual comparisons or envy and rivalries. Their only wealth then was Jesus, his promise (‘I will make you fishers of men’) and his presence. Then they were still fellow travelers; they did not compete for the first place. 
For us too going back to being children means going back to the time when we discovered we were called, to the time of our priestly ordination, of our religious profession, or to the time we first truly encountered Jesus. When we said: “God alone is enough!” and we believed it.

‘You are neither hot nor cold’
The third context in which a pounding invitation to conversion is repeated is that of the seven letters to the Churches of the Book of Revelation. The seven letters are addressed to people and communities who, like us, have long lived a Christian life and in fact play a leading role within them. They are addressed to the angel of the different Churches: ‘To the angel of the church in Ephesus, write this...’ Such title cannot be explained but by direct or indirect reference to the shepherd of the community. It is unthinkable that the Holy Spirit should blame the angels for faults and deviations reported in the different churches, or even more that the call to conversion be addressed to angels instead of men!
Out of the seven letters to the Churches, the one that we should most meditate on is the letter to the Church of Laodicea. We are quite familiar with its harsh tone: 
I know your works; I know that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either cold or hot. So, because you are lukewarm, neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth… Be earnest, therefore, and repent. (Rev, 3:15ff.). 
The focus here is on conversion from being mediocre and lukewarm. In the history of Christian holiness, the best-known example of the first kind of conversion, from sin to grace, is provided by Saint Augustine; the most instructive example of the second type of conversion, from being lukewarm to being fervent, is provided by St Teresa of Ávila. What she says of herself in her Life is surely exaggerated and dictated by the delicate nature of her conscience, but, in any case, it may help all of us to make a useful examination of our own conscience:
I began, then, to indulge in one pastime after another, in one vanity after another
and in one occasion of sin after another. Into so many and such grave occasions of
sin did I fall, and so far was my soul led astray by all these vanities […]. All the things of God gave me great pleasure, yet I was tied and bound to
those of the world. It seemed as if I wanted to reconcile these two contradictory
things, so completely opposed to one another - the life of the spirit and the
pleasures and joys and pastimes of the senses.
This state of things resulted in deep unhappiness: 

I spent nearly twenty years on that stormy sea, often falling in this way and each
time rising again, but to little purpose, as I would only fall once more. My life was so far from perfection that I took hardly any notice of venial sins; as to mortal sins, although afraid of them, I was not so much so as I ought to have been; for I did not keep free from the danger of falling into them. I can testify that this is one of the most grievous kinds of life which I think can be imagined, for I had neither any joy in God nor any pleasure in the world. When I was in the midst of worldly pleasures, I was distressed by the remembrance of what I owed to God; when I was with God, I grew restless because of worldly affections.
. 

Many people could find in this analysis the real reason for their dissatisfaction and unhappiness. Let us then dwell on turning from being lukewarm. Saint Paul urged Christians in Rome with the words: ‘Do not grow slack in zeal, be fervent in Spirit’ (Rom 12:11). One would be tempted to object: ‘Well, dear Paul, that’s exactly where the problem lies! How do you turn from lukewarm to fervent if that is what you have unfortunately slipped into?” We may slip into being lukewarm, as we may fall into quicksand, but we cannot pull ourselves out by ourselves, by dragging ourselves by the hair as it were. 
The objection we raise results from neglecting or misinterpreting the additional words “in Spirit” (en pneumati) which the Apostle appends to his exhortation: ‘Be fervent.’ In Paul the word ‘Spirit’ almost invariably –and certainly in this case - indicates or includes a reference to the Holy Spirit. It hardly ever exclusively refers to our own spirit or will, except in 1 Thessalonians 5:23, where it is a component of the human being, along with body and soul. 
We are the heirs of a spirituality which typically saw progress to perfection as divided into three classic stages: via purgativa, via illuminativa and via unitiva. Purification, illumination, union. In other words, we need to practice renunciation and mortification at length before we can experience fervor. All this is based on great wisdom and on centuries of experience and it would be wrong to think it is outmoded by now. No, it is not outmoded, but it is not the only way God’s grace chooses to follow. 
Such a stern distinction shows a slow gradual shift from divine grace to human efforts. According to the New Testament it is a circular and simultaneous process, whereby mortification is surely necessary to achieve the fervor of the Spirit, but at the same time it is also true that the fervor of the Spirit is necessary to be able to practice mortification. Embarking on an ascetic journey without a strong starting push by the Spirit would be dead toil and would not generate anything but ‘pride of the flesh.’ We are granted the Spirit to be able to mortify ourselves, rather than as a prize for mortifying ourselves. St. Paul has written, “If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Rom 8:13).
This second way, going from fervor to asceticism and to the practice of virtue, was the one Jesus wanted the apostles to follow. As the great Byzantine theologian Cabasilas put it,
The apostles and fathers of our faith had the advantage of being instructed in every doctrine and what’s more by the Savior in person. [...] Yet, despite having known all this, until they were baptized [at Pentecost, with the Spirit], they did not exhibit anything new, noble, spiritual, better than in the old times. But when baptism came for them and the Paraclete stormed their souls, then they became new and they embraced a new life, they were leaders for others and made the flame of the love for Christ shine within themselves and others. [...] In the same way God leads to perfection all the saints who have come after them.

The Fathers of the Church expressed all this with the attractive image of ‘sober drunkenness’. What drove many of them to take up from Philo of Alexandria
 this paradoxical statement, or oxymoron, were Paul’s words to the Ephesians: 

Do not get drunk on wine, in which lies debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another [in] psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and playing to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks always and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father” (Eph 5:18-19). 
Starting with Origen, countless texts of the Fathers spelled out this image, by playing either on the analogy or on the contrast between physical and spiritual drunkenness. Those who, at Pentecost, mistook the apostles for drunkards were right – as saint Cyril of Jerusalem writes -; their only mistake was to relate that drunkenness to ordinary wine, whereas it was ‘new wine,’ made from the ‘true vine’ which is Christ; the apostles were indeed drunk, but theirs was a sober drunkenness crushing their sins and reviving their hearts
. 
How can we take up this ideal of sober drunkenness and embody it in the present situation in history and in the Church? Why should we take it for granted that such a strong way of experiencing the Spirit was an exclusive privilege of the Fathers and of the early history of the Church, but that it is no longer the case for us? Christ’s gift is not limited to a specific age, but it is offered to every age. It is precisely the role of the Spirit to make Christ’s redemption universal and available to anyone, at any point in time and space.

As an early Father put it, a Christian life filled with ascetic efforts and mortification, but short of the enlivening touch of the Spirit, would look like a Mass service with many readings, rituals and offerings, but without the priest consecrating the species. All would remain what it was before, bread and wine. As the Church Father concluded,
The same also applies to Christians. Even if they have perfectly fasted, taken part in the vigil, sung the psalms, performed every ascetic deed and practiced virtue, but grace has not worked the mystical operation of the Spirit on the altar of their hearts, that whole ascetic process is incomplete and almost vain, because they are not filled with the joy of the Spirit mystically working in their hearts’ 

What are the ‘places’ where the Spirit acts today in the same way as it acted at Pentecost? Let us listen to Saint Ambrose who, among the Latin Fathers, was the herald par excellence of the sober drunkenness (sobria ebrietas) of the Spirit. After mentioning the two classic ‘places’ – the Eucharist and Scriptures – where the Spirit can be drawn from, he hints at a third option, saying: 

There is also another drunkenness caused by the drenching rain of the Holy Spirit. In the same way, in the Acts of the Apostles, those who talked in different languages appeared to their listeners to be filled with wine.

After mentioning the ‘ordinary’ means, with these words saint Ambrose hints at a third ‘extraordinary’ one, by which he means something that is not pre-planned, nor is it something institutional. It is about reliving the experience of the apostles on the day of Pentecost. Certainly, Ambrose did not intend to point to this third option, to say to his listeners that it was not accessible to them, being exclusively reserved to the apostles and to the first generation of Christians. On the contrary, he wants to spur his congregation to experience that ‘drenching rain of the Spirit” which took place at Pentecost. That is what Saint John XXIII meant to do with the Second Vatican Council: a ‘new Pentecost’ for the Church. 

Therefore, we also have a chance to draw the Spirit from this channel, solely dependent on God’s own free and sovereign action. One of the ways the Spirit is made visible in this manner outside the institutional channels is the so-called ‘baptism in the Spirit.’ I only hint at it in this context without any intended proselytism, but only in response to Pope Francis’ frequent exhortation to Catholic Charismatic Renewal members to share the ‘current of grace’ experienced in the baptism of the Spirit with the whole people of God. 
The phrase ‘Baptism in the Spirit’ comes from Jesus himself. On referring to the approaching Pentecost, before ascending to heaven he said to his apostles: ‘John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5). That ritual has nothing exoteric; rather, it consists of extremely simple, calm and joyful gestures, along with feelings of humility, repentance and willingness to become like children.
It is a renewal with fresh awareness not only of Baptism and Confirmation, but also of the entire Christian life, of the sacrament of marriage for married people, of their ordination for priests, of their religious profession for consecrated people. The candidate prepares for the baptism in the Spirit not only with a good confession, but also participating in instruction meetings, where they can come into living and joyful contact with the main truths and realities of faith: God’s love, sin, salvation, the new life and transformation in Christ, charisms, the fruits of the Spirit. The most frequent important fruit is the discovery of what it means to have a ‘personal relationship’ with Jesus risen and alive. In the Catholic understanding, the Baptism in the Spirit is not the end of a journey, but a starting point to mature as Christians and as committed members of the Church. 

Is it right to expect everyone to go through this experience? Is it the only way of experiencing the grace of the renewed Pentecost hoped for by the Second Vatican Council? If by baptism in the Spirit we mean a certain ritual, in a certain context, the answer must be no; it is certainly not the only way of enjoying a strong experience of the Spirit. There have been and there are countless Christians who have had a similar experience, without being aware of the baptism in the Spirit, and received a clear increase in grace and a new anointment with the Spirit after a retreat, a meeting or thanks to something they have read. Even a course of spiritual exercises may very well end with a special invocation of the Holy Spirit, if the leader has had that experience and participants welcome it. If someone doesn’t like the expression “baptism of the Spirit”, let him or her leave it aside and instead of the “baptism of the Spirit” ask for the “Spirit of the baptism”, that is a renewal of the gift received in the baptism.
The secret is to say ‘Come, Holy Spirit’, but to say it with your whole heart, knowing that such invitation will not remain unheard. To say it with an “expectant faith”, leaving the Spirit free to come in the way and with the manifestations he decides, not in the way we think he should come and manifest himself. 

The ‘baptism in the Spirit’ has turned out to be a simple and powerful means to renew the life of millions of believers in almost all Christian Churches. Countless people, who were Christians only by name, thanks to that experience have become real Christians, engaged in prayer of praise and in the sacraments, active evangelizers, willing to take on pastoral tasks in their parishes. A true conversion from being lukewarm to being fervent! We should really say to ourselves what Augustine used to repeat, almost with indignation, to himself when he heard stories of men and women who, at some point, left the world to devote themselves to God: “Si isti et istae, cur non ego?”
: ‘If those men and women did, why don’t I do too?’
Let us ask the Mother of God to obtain us the grace she obtained from her Son at Cana of Galilee. Through her prayer, on that occasion, water turned into wine. Let us ask that through her intercession the water of our own lukewarmness may be turned into the wine of renewed fervor. The same wine that in the apostles at Pentecost caused the sober drunkenness and made them ‘fervent in the Spirit.’
Translated from Italian by Paolo Zanna
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“Can any of you charge me with sin?”

Jesus Christ, “a true man”

Second Lent Sermon

The rise of modern thought stems from the Enlightenment and is epitomized in the maxim on living “etsi Deus non daretur”, as if God did not exist. The pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer took up this maxim trying to give it a positive Christian connotation. In his intentions, it was not a concession to atheism, but a plan for spiritual life: doing one’s duty even when God looks distant; in other words, not turning him into a repairman-God, always willing to come to rescue wherever man has failed. 

Even in this version, the maxim is debatable and has been rightly criticized. In the present context, though, we are interested in it for a totally different reason. The Church runs the lethal risk of living “etsi Christus non daretur”, as if Christ did not exist. It is the assumption on which the world and its media talk about the Church all the time. Their interest focuses on its history (above all the negative one, not that of holiness), its organization, its point of view on current issues, its internal facts and gossip. Jesus as a person is mentioned once in a while if at all. A proposal was made in Italy years ago – and is still in place in some countries – about a possible alliance between believers and non-believers based on common civil and moral rights, on the Christian roots of our culture and so on. Such an agreement, in other words, was not based on what happened in the world with Christ’s coming, but on what happened later, after him. 

An additional objective - and regrettably unavoidable - fact is that Christ does not come into play in any of the three most lively dialogues conducted between the Church and the world. He does not come into play in the dialogue between faith and philosophy, because philosophy deals with metaphysical notions, not with historical entities, as the person of Jesus of Nazareth is; he does not come into play in the dialogue with science, with which one may only discuss the existence of a creator God and of an “intelligent design” beneath evolution; finally, he does not come into play in the interreligious dialogue, where the focus is on what religions may do together, in the name of God, for the good of humankind. 

In even the fairest concern with responding to the needs and provocative challenges of history and of culture, we all, including us believers, run the lethal risk of behaving, “etsi Christus non daretur”. As if it were ever possible to speak about the Church excluding Christ and his Gospel. I was deeply struck by the words of the Holy Father in the General Audience of November 25th last year. He said – and by the tone of his voice you could tell the subject deeply touched him :

We find here [in Acts 2:42] four essential characteristics of ecclesial life: listening to the apostles’ teaching, first; second, the safeguarding of mutual communion; third, the breaking of the bread; and fourth, prayer. They remind us that the Church’s existence has meaning if it remains firmly united to Christ, that is, in community, in his Word, in the Eucharist and in prayer. It is the way we unite ourselves to Christ. Preaching and catechesis bear witness to the words and actions of the Teacher; the constant quest for fraternal communion shields us from selfishness an among us. He will never be absent; it is really him in the Eucharist. He lives and walks with u d particularisms; the breaking of the bread fulfils the sacrament of Jesus’ presence s. And lastly, prayer, which is the space of dialogue with the Father, through Christ in the Holy Spirit. Everything in the Church that grows outside of these “coordinates” lacks a foundation.
 
As can be seen, in the Pope’s words the four coordinates of the Church are reduced to only one: remaining anchored onto Christ. All this has made me want to devote these Lenten meditations to the person of Jesus Christ. Personally, I was the first to have to overcome a possible objection. A glance at the index of the documents of Vatican II, under the entry ‘Jesus Christ,’ or a quick scroll through the papal documents of the last few years tells us much more than what we can say in these short Lenten meditations. What use is it, then, to choose this subject? The thing is that here we will be talking about Jesus Christ alone, as if he alone existed and it was worth dealing with him alone (which is then, ultimately, the truth!). 

We can do that because we are not forced, as the Magisterium is, to also deal with other issues: pastoral, moral, social, environmental problems, as well as these days the challenges caused by the pandemic. It would be totally wrong if we only did what we do here, but equally wrong if we never did. From my experience with television, I have learnt one thing. There are various ways of framing an object: a ‘wide shot,’ when the speaker is framed with everything else surrounding him and a ‘close up’, when only the speaker is seen, and finally, the so-called ‘extreme close-up’, when only the speaker’s face or even their eyes are framed. Well, in these meditations, we propose, with God’s help, to shoot ‘extreme close-ups’ framing the person of Jesus Christ. 

Our purpose is not apologetic, but spiritual. In other words, we do not speak to convince others, non-believers, that Jesus Christ is the Lord, but to make it possible for him to become ever more truly the Lord of our life, our all-encompassing reference point, to the point of feeling, like the Apostle, ‘taken possession of by Christ’ (Phil 3:12) and to be able to say with him – at least as a wish – ‘to me life is Christ (Phil 1:21). Therefore, the question that will accompany us is not going to be: ‘What place does Jesus have in the world and in the Church?’, but: ‘What place does Jesus have in my life?’ Moreover, this is going to be the best way of arousing other people’s interest in Christ, that is the most effective way of evangelizing. 

Yet, we need to clarify one thing. Which Christ do we want to talk about? There are indeed various ‘Christs’: there is the Christ of historians, of theologians, of poets, and even the Christ of atheists.
 We wish to speak of the Christ of the Gospels and of the Church, more precisely, of the Christ of the Catholic dogma defined by the Council of Chalcedon of 451. Now and then it is good to listen to that definition again, at least in part in the original text:

Following the holy Fathers, we unanimously teach to 

profess one and the same Son: our Lord Jesus Christ, 

perfect in his divinity and perfect in his humanity, 

true God and true man, [made up of] rational soul and body, 

one substance with the Father for the divinity, and one substance with us for the humanity, like us in all things, except for sin […], one and the same only-begotten Jesus Christ; to be acknowledged in two natures […], the property of each nature unfailing and concurring to form one only person and hypostasis.

We can use the image of a dogmatic triangle on Christ: the sides are the humanity and the divinity of Christ and the summit is the unity of his own person. 

The Christological dogma does not intend to be a summary of all the Biblical data, a sort of distillate containing the huge wealth of statements regarding Christ which can be read in the New Testament, by reducing them to the slim and dry formula: ‘two natures, one person.’ If that were the case, the dogma would be terribly reductive and even dangerous. Yet, that is not the case. The Church believes and preaches about Christ all that the New Testament says about him, without any omissions. By means of the dogma, the Church has only tried to sketch a reference framework, to draft a sort of ‘fundamental law’ which any statement on Christ is to go by. All that is said about Christ must by now respect that certain and inconvertible fact: the fact that he is God and man at the same time; better said, in the same person. 

Dogmas are ‘open structures’ (Bernhard Lonergan), willing to accept all the genuine novelties and realities that each age discovers in the word of God. They are open to evolve from within, providing that they always proceed ‘in the same sense and along the same line.’ Which means that the interpretation given in one age must not contradict that of the previous age. Hence, approaching Christ by the way of dogmas does not mean tiringly repeating the same things, perhaps only changing the wording. It means reading Scripture within Tradition, with the Church’s eyes, that is reading it in an ever ancient and ever new manner.

Christ, a perfect man

Let us see what all this means, if we apply it to the dogma of the perfect humanity of Christ, which is the ‘extreme close-up’ we want to use to frame Jesus in the present meditation. 

During Jesus’s life on earth nobody ever thought of questioning the reality of the humanity of Christ, his really being a man like others. When the New Testament refers to Christ’s humanity, its interest focuses more on its holiness than on its truth or reality, that is more on its perfection that on its ontological completeness. 

At the time of the Council of Chalcedon this notion of Christ had not changed, but the focus was no longer the same. Against the heresy of Docetism, the Church had to affirm that Christ had had a real human flesh; against the Apollinarian heresy, that he had also had a human soul, and later, in the seventh century, the Church would have to fight against the Monothelite heresy, for the acknowledgement of Christ also having a will, and therefore a truly human freedom. Due to the heresies we have just hinted at, all the interest in Christ as a ‘man’ shifted from the problem of the novelty and holiness of such humanity, to that of its perfection or ontological completeness. 

As I said, the New Testament is interested not so much in claiming that Jesus is a ‘true’ man, as in his being a ‘new’ man. He is defined by Paul as ‘the last Adam’ (eschatos), that is ‘the ultimate man’ (cf. 1Cor 15:45ss.; Rm 5:14). Christ has revealed the new self, the one ‘created in God’s way in righteousness and holiness of truth’ (Eph 4;24; cf. Col 3:10). Jesus Christ is ‘the Holy one of God’: this is who he is solemnly proclaimed in two moments of his earthly life (Lk 4:34; Jn 6:69). Jesus is not so much the human being that looks like other human beings, as the human being that all other human beings are to look like. He is the only one of whom one has to say what Greek philosophers said of man in general: he is ‘the measure of all things’!

Once the dogmatic and ontological fact of the perfect humanity of Christ has been secured, today we may once again uphold this primary Biblical notion. We also have to do so for another reason. Nowadays, nobody denies that Jesus was a man, like the supporters of Docetism and others who denied the full humanity of Christ. In fact, we are witnessing a strange and upsetting phenomenon: the ‘true’ humanity of Christ is silently affirmed as an alternative to his divinity, as a kind of counterpoise. It is a general contest to determine who goes furthest in affirming the ‘full’ humanity of Jesus of Nazareth, by going so far as assigning him not only suffering, anguish and temptation, but also doubt and even the possibility of making mistakes. 

So, the dogma of Jesus as a ‘true man’ has either become a truth that is so much taken for granted that it does not bother or upset anyone, or even worse, it has become a dangerous truth that is used to justify instead of criticizing the secular thought. Affirming the full humanity of Christ today is like shooting fish in a barrel. 
The holiness of Christ 
Let us therefore devote the time we have left to contemplate (it is the right word) the holiness of Christ and be dazzled by it, before drawing any practical consequences. This is the first ‘extreme close-up’ on Jesus we want to use in this meditation: letting ourselves be fascinated by the infinite beauty of Christ, ‘the most handsome of the sons of mankind.’ 
Observing the Gospels shows us that the holiness of Jesus is not only an abstract principle, or a metaphysical deduction, but it is genuine holiness, in its being lived out moment by moment and in the most concrete situations in life. The Beatitudes, to give an example, are not just a beautiful life plan that Jesus sketches for others; it is his own life itself and his experience as it is revealed to the disciples, by calling them to access the same sphere of holiness. The Beatitudes are Jesus’s self-portrait. 

He teaches what he does; that is why he can say: ‘Learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart’ (Mt 11:29). He says that one must forgive their enemies but he himself goes as far as forgiving those who are crucifying him with the words ‘Father, forgive them, they know not what they do’ (Lk 23:34). In fact, it is not a single episode, one or the other, that helps to exemplify the holiness of Jesus, but every deed, every word of his mouth. 

Beside this positive element of the full and constant obedience to his Father’s will, the holiness of Christ also shows a negative element, which is the absolute lack of any sin, ‘Can any of you charge me with sin?’ says Jesus to his opponents (Jn 8:46). On this point all apostolic witnesses speak with one voice: he ‘did not know sin’ (2 Cor 5:21); ‘he committed no sin and no deceit was found in his mouth’ (1 Pt 2:22); he had ‘been tested in every way, yet without sin’. (Hb 4:15); ‘It was fitting that we should have such a high priest: holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners’ (Hb 7:26). John, in his first letter, does not grow tired of proclaiming ‘he is pure... in him there is no sin..; he is righteous» (1 Jn 3:3-7). 

Jesus’ conscience is a transparent crystal. Absolutely no admission of guilt there, nor apology begging forgiveness either before God or men. There always reigns the serene certainty of truthfulness and righteousness and of good conduct, which is not the same as the human presumption of justice. No other character in history has dared say the same about themselves. 

Such absence of guilt – and of admission of guilt! - is not connected with one or another act or saying of the Gospel, the historicity of which may be questioned, but the whole Gospel exudes it. It is a lifestyle which is reflected in everything. You may look in the remotest corners of the Gospels and the result is always the same. The idea of an exceptionally holy and exemplary humanity is not enough. This idea would contradict that lifestyle. Such confidence, such exclusion of sin, as can be noticed in Jesus, would surely indicate an extraordinary humanity, but extraordinary in terms of pride, not of holiness. An awareness of that nature either amounts to the greatest sin ever committed, greater than Lucifer’s, or to sheer truth. The resurrection of Christ provides concrete proof that it was absolute truth. 

‘Sanctified in Christ Jesus’

We now move on to consider what the holiness of Christ means for us. And here we immediately come across some good news. There is indeed some good news, a joyful proclamation, also regarding the holiness of Christ. It is not so much that Jesus is the Holy one of God, or that we too are meant to be holy and immaculate. No, the happy surprise is that Jesus communicates, grants, gives us his holiness away for free! It is that his holiness is also ours. Even more: that he himself is our holiness. 

Every human parent can hand on to their children what they have, but not what they are. If they are artists, scientists, or even saints, not necessarily are their children born artists, scientists or saints as well. Parents can teach those skills or give them an example, but not hand them over as a sort of inheritance. Yet, Jesus, in our Baptism, does not only hand on what he has, but also what he is. He is holy and makes us holy; he is the Son of God and makes us children of God. 

Vatican II also says it: ‘The followers of Christ are called by God, not because of their works, but according to His own purpose and grace. They are justified in the Lord Jesus, because in the baptism of faith they truly become sons of God and sharers in the divine nature. In this way they are really made holy’ (Lumen gentium, 40). Christian holiness, prior to being a duty, is a gift.
What shall we do to embrace this gift and turn it as it were into an experience that is lived out, not only believed? The first fundamental answer is faith. Not just any faith, but the faith through which we make our own what Christ has won for us. A daring faith that gives new wings to our Christian life. Paul wrote: 

Christ Jesus […] became for us wisdom from God, as well as righteousness, sanctification, and redemption, so that, as it is written, “Whoever boasts, should boast in the Lord (1 Cor 1, 30-31). 

What Christ became ‘for us’ – righteousness, sanctification, and redemption – belongs to us; it belongs to us more than if we had done it ourselves! As the great Byzantine master Cabasilas put it: ‘Since we no longer belong to ourselves, but to Christ, who bought us back at a high price, then what is Christ’s own belongs to us, it belongs to us more than what comes from us.’
 In this regard, I never get tired of repeating what St xe "Bernardo (S.)"Bernard wrote:

Indeed, I trustfully grab for myself [in the original, I usurp!] what I lack from the bowels of the Lord, because they overflow with mercy. […] My merit, therefore, is the mercy of the Lord. Surely my merit will not be wanting until the Lord is wanting in mercy. If the mercies of the Lord are many, I too am very great as regards my merits. […] Will I possibly sing my righteousness too? ‘O God, I will tell of your singular justice’ (cf. Ps 71: 16). It is indeed mine too; for you have made yourself righteousness coming from God (cf. 1Cor 1:30)
.

We are not to resign to die before carrying out, or renewing, this kind of ‘coup’ recommended by saint xe "Bernardo (S.)"Bernard. What holy impudence! 

Saint Paul often calls on Christians to ‘put off the old self’ and to ‘put on Christ’
. The image of stripping and putting on does not only point to an ascetic operation, consisting in discarding certain ‘clothes’ or ‘habits’ and replacing them with others, that is dropping vices and acquiring virtues. That operation is first of all accomplished by means of faith. In a moment of prayer, in this Lent tide, one can sit before the Cross and, with an act of faith, hand over to him all their sins, their past and present misery, as they strip and throw in the fire their dirty clothes; then they again put on the righteousness that Christ has purchased for them. He or she, as the Publican did in the temple, will say: ‘O God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ and they too go home ‘justified’ (cf. Lk 18:13-14). 

Some Church Fathers encompassed this great secret of Christian life in an image. Imagine, they say, that an epic fight has just taken place in the stadium. A brave man has faced the cruel tyrant enslaving the city with huge toil and suffering and has overcome him. You were on the grandstand, you did not fight, or toil or suffer any wounds. Yet, if you look up to the brave man, if you rejoice with him on his victory, if you weave flower crowns for him, if you provoke and arouse the assembly to support him, if you bow in joy to the winner, you kiss his head and you shake his right hand; in sum, if you are so mad about him as to consider his victory as your own, then I tell you will certain have your share of the winner’s prize. 

There is more than that, though: suppose your winner has no need of the prize he won for himself, but wishes, more than anything else, to see his supporter being honored and considers a prize of his fight the crowning of his friend, in that case will the latter not possibly win the crown, even though they did not toil or suffer wounds? They will surely win it! The same - these Fathers say - happens between Christ and us. He is the brave one who on the cross overcame the great tyrant of the world and gave us life again.
 We are asked not to be absent-minded ‘spectators’ of such pain and of such love. As saint John Chrysostom writes:

Our swords are not stained with blood, we did not take part in the fight, we did not suffer wounds, we did not even see the battle, and behold we obtain a victory. The fight was his own, the crown is our own. And since we too have won, let us imitate what soldiers do in these cases: with joyful voices let us extol his victory, let us sing hymns of praise to the Lord.
 

Of course, this is not the end of the story. From appropriation we need to move on to imitation. The above-mentioned text of the Second Vatican Council on holiness as a gift carries on by saying: ‘Then too, by God's gift, they must hold on to and complete in their lives this holiness they have received. They are warned by the Apostle to live "as becomes saints" (Eph 5:3) and to put on "as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved a heart of mercy, kindness, humility, meekness, patience" (Col 3:12), and to possess the fruit of the Spirit in holiness (cf. Gal 5:22; Rm 6:22)’. 

Yet we have so many other opportunities to hear of the duty to imitate Christ and to nurture virtues, that, for once, it is fitting to stop there. Another reason is that, if do not make that initial leap in faith that opens us to the grace of God, we will not go that far in the way of imitation. ‘As saint Gregory the Great put it: ‘You do not get from virtues to faith but from faith to virtues.’
 

If we really do not want to part without at least one small practical resolution, here is a helpful one. Jesus’s holiness consisted in always doing what pleased the Father. He said: ‘I always do what is pleasing to him’ (Jn 8:29). Let us try and ask ourselves as often as we can, before any decision to make and answer to give: ‘What is it, in the present case, that would be pleasing to Jesus?’, and do that without delay. Knowing what Jesus’s will is turns out to be easier than knowing in abstract terms what ‘God’s will’ is (even though the two in fact coincide). To know Jesus’s will we have to do nothing but remember what he says in the Gospel. The Holy Spirit is there, ready to remind us.

______________________________________________

Translated from Italian by Paolo Zanna
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“BUT WHO DO YOU SAY THAT I AM?

Jesus Christ “true God”

Third Sermon, Lent 2021

Let us briefly call to mind the subject and spirit of the present Lenten meditations. Our purpose has been to react to the very widespread tendency to talk about the Church ‘etsi Christus non daretur, as if Christ did not exist, as if everything could be understood irrespective of him. Yet we have been meaning to react to that in an unusual way: not by trying to convince the world and the media of their mistake but by renewing and intensifying our faith in Christ. Not by way of apologetics, but of spirituality.

To talk about Christ, we have chosen the safest way, the dogmatic one: Christ true man, Christ true God, Christ one person. The way of the dogma is not old and outmoded. As Kierkegaard, one of the main existential thinkers, put it: ‘The dogmatic terminology of the early Church is like a fairy castle, where the most handsome princes and the most beautiful princesses rest. You only have to wake them up, for them to jump up in all their glory.’
 
Well, that is the key: reawakening dogmas, infusing life into them again, just as when the Spirit entered Ezechiel’s dried bones and they ‘came to life and stood on their feet’ (Ez 37:10). Last time we tried to do that in relation to the dogma of Christ ‘true man’; today we want to do the same with the dogma of Christ ‘true God.’

The dogma of Christ ‘true God’

In 111 or 112 A.D. Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia and Pontus, wrote a letter to the emperor Trajan, asking him for advice on how to behave in the trials staged against Christians. He writes to the emperor, ‘on the basis of the information gathered, all they were blamed for and all they did wrong was meeting on a set day before dawn to sing by alternate choirs a hymn to Christ as a God’: carmen Christo quasi Deo dicere.
 We are in Asia Minor, a few years after the death of the last apostle, John, and Christians already proclaim the divinity of Christ in songs! The faith in the divinity of Christ is born with the birth of the Church. 

Yet, what remains of that faith? First of all, let us summarize the main aspects of the history of the dogma of the divinity of Christ. The latter was solemnly established by the Council of Nicaea in 325 with the words we repeat in the Creed: ‘We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ… true God from true God, begotten not made of one substance with the Father.’ Apart from its wording, the deeper meaning of the Nicaean definition, as can be gathered from saint Athanasius, who was its most authoritative witness and interpreter, was that in every language and every age Christ is to be recognized as God in the highest and firmest sense that the word God has in that language and culture, and not in any derivative or secondary sense. 

It took a century for that truth in its radical sense to settle and to be accepted by the whole of Christianity. Once the latest revival of Arianism due to the inflow of the barbarians evangelized by heretics (Goths, Visigoths and Lombards) had been overcome, the dogma became a recognized asset of the whole of Christianity, both Eastern and Western. 
The Reformation left it intact and in fact enhanced its central role; yet it introduced a new element that would later pave the way for negative developments. To react to formalism and nominalism which reduced dogmas to mere virtuoso exercises in speculation, Protestant reformers claim that: ‘Knowing Christ amounts to a recognition of his benefits, not to an investigation of his natures and of the ways of his incarnation.
 Christ ‘for me’ becomes more important than Christ ‘in himself.’ Objective and dogmatic is opposed to subjective and intimate knowledge; the ‘inner witness’ given to Jesus by the Holy Spirit in the heart of each believer takes priority over the outer witness about Jesus given by the Church and in some cases even by Scriptures themselves.

In that interpretation the Enlightenment and Rationalism found suitable ground to demolish the dogma. For Kant, what matters is the moral ideal proposed by Christ, more than his own person. Nineteenth-century liberal theology practically reduces Christianity to the sole ethical dimension and into the experience of God’s paternity. The Gospel is stripped of every supernatural element: miracles, visions, the resurrection of Christ. Christianity only turns into a sublime moral ideal that can do without the divinity of Christ and even his historical existence. Gandhi who, unfortunately, had known Christianity in this reductive version, wrote: ‘I would not even care if someone were to prove that the man Jesus actually never existed and that what is read in the Gospel is the fruit of the author’s imagination. Because the Sermon on the Mountain would remain true to my eyes.’

The reductionist version of Christianity closest to us is the one made popular by Bultmann, this time in the name of de-mythologization. As he wrote: ‘The formula ‘Christ is’ is false in every sense, when ‘God’ is considered as a being that may be objectivized, whether you interpret that formula according to Arius or Nicaea, in an orthodox or a liberal sense. It is correct if ‘God’ is meant as the event of divine actualization.’
 In less veiled words: Christ is not God, but in Christ there is (or is at work) God. We are extremely far from the dogma defined at Nicaea. Allegedly one would like to interpret the dogma with modern categories that way, but in fact this is nothing but a way of reproposing, sometimes in the same terms, archaic solutions (those of Paul of Samosata, Marcellus of Ancyra, Photinus), which have already been evaluated and rejected by the conscience of the Church.

If one shifts from what theologians say to what, according to different surveys, ordinary people think of the divinity of Christ, he is left speechless. In the aftermath of a local council dominated by the opponents of Nicaea (Rimini, year 359 A.D.), saint Jerome wrote that the whole world ‘whimpered and was stunned they were Arian again.’
 We would have many more reasons than he had to whimper and to make his stunned exclamation our own.

Christ “true God” in the Gospels

Now, though, we need to stick to our purpose. Let us leave aside what the world thinks and try and reawaken in ourselves the faith in the divinity of Christ. A faith full of light, not a blurred one, a faith that may be objective and subjective at the same time, that is not only based on belief, but also lived out in practice. Even nowadays Jesus is not interested so much in what ‘people’ say about him, as in what his disciples say about him. The constantly pending question is: ‘But who do you say that I am?’ (Mt 16:15). This is the question we try and answer in the present meditation. 

Let us start with the Gospels. In the synoptic ones the divinity of Christ is never openly stated, but it is continuously understood. Let us call to mind some of Jesus’ sayings: ‘the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’ (Mt 9,6); ‘No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son.’ (Mt 11:27); ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (this saying is the same in all three synoptic Gospels)
; ‘The Son of Man is the lord of the Sabbath’ (Mk 2:28); ‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him. And he will separate them one from another, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.’ (Mt 25:31-32). Who, except for God, can claim to be able to forgive sins in his own name and to proclaim himself as the ultimate judge of humanity and of history?
Just as a sample of hair or saliva is enough to reconstruct a person’s DNA, so too only one line of the Gospel, if it is read without biases, is enough to reconstruct the DNA of Jesus, to discover what he thought of himself, but he could not openly say to prevent misunderstandings. Every page of the Gospel literally exudes the divine transcendence of Christ.

But it is John who turned the divinity of Christ into the primary aim of his Gospel, its all-encompassing theme. He ends his Gospel by stating: ‘But these are written that you may [come to] believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through this belief you may have life in his name’ (Jn 20:31), and ends his First Letter almost with the same words: ‘I write these things to you so that you may know that you have eternal life, you who believe in the name of the Son of God.’ (l Jn 5:13). 

One day, many years ago, I was celebrating Mass in a cloistered convent. The Gospel passage of the liturgy was John’s page in which Jesus repeatedly uttered his words ‘I am’: “For if you do not believe that I AM, you will die in your sins... When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I AM’ ... before Abraham came to be, I AM.” (Jn 8:24,28,58). The fact that the two words ‘I AM,’ against any grammar rule, were written in capitals in the lectionary, certainly in combination with some other mysterious cause, ignited a spark. That word ‘exploded’ inside me. 

I knew, from my studies, that the John’s gospel contained quite a few ‘I Am’, ego eimi, uttered by Jesus. I knew it was an important element for his Christology; that through them Jesus assigns to himself the name that in Isaiah God reserves for himself: ‘To know and believe in me and understand that I am he’ (Is 43:10). Yet my knowledge was bookish and motionless and did not arouse any special emotions. That day it was something quite different. We were in Eastertide and it sounded as if the Risen one himself proclaimed his own name before the heavens and the earth. His ‘I Am’ enlightened and filled the universe. I felt so small, like a spectator who is witnessing by chance and in silence a sudden and extraordinary scene, or a great natural wonder. It was a simply emotion of faith and nothing more, but one of those which, once gone, leave an indelible mark. 
The Spirit of Jesus enabled John to accomplish an astonishing feat. He embraced the themes, symbols, expectations, in sum, all that was religiously alive, both in the Jewish and in the Hellenistic world, so that all this may serve one idea, better one person: Jesus Christ the Son of God and the Savior of the world. He learnt the language of his contemporaries, to be able to shout in that language, with all his strength, the only saving truth, the Word par excellence, ‘the Word Incarnate.’

Only a revealed certainty, which is backed and sustained by God and his Spirit, could possibly unfold in a book with such insistence and consistency, starting from thousands of different points and always getting to one and the same conclusion: that is to the full identity of nature between the Father and the Son: ‘The Father and I are one” (Jn 10:30). ‘One,’ in the Latin neutral form unum, mind you, that is one thing one nature, not one person (masculine unus)!

“Corde creditur: one believes with the heart” 

Just as we did for the humanity of Christ, so too we can now show how the ancient dogma regarding his divinity, while retaining its objective and ontological dimension, is able to encompass and enhance the value of the modern subjective and functional view. Doing the opposite, on the other hand, had proven quite difficult. To the dialectical logic of "either-or", let us oppose the Catholic one of "et-et".

None of the so-called ‘Christologies from below’, such as those, to be clear, taking Jesus as an ‘eschatological prophet and the highest revealer of the Father’ as their starting point, or Jesus as ‘a man in whom the awareness of God has reached its highest level’ (F. Schleiermacher), or Christ as ‘a human person in which divine nature subsists” (not a divine person subsisting in human nature!): none of these Christologies, I repeat, has managed to reach the goal of embracing the true mystery of Christian faith and to safeguard the full divinity of Christ. The reason for that failure is explained by Jesus and was well grasped by John reporting it: ‘No one has gone up to heaven except the one who has come down from heaven, the Son of Man’ (Jn 3:13). It is indeed possible for God, if he so wishes, to become man but not for man to turn into God!

	On such premises we can restore and heighten the whole subjective and personalistic dimension of the dogma: the Christ ‘to me’ which was given preeminence by the Reformers, the Christ known from his benefits and the inner witness of the Spirit. This is the best fruit of ecumenism, that is of ‘reconciled differences,’ not opposed differences, as our Holy Father says. It is not a concession ‘pro bono pacis,’ but a mutual need and enrichment. We all need to give our faith that personal, intimate dimension, so that it may not be a dead repetition of ancient or modern formulas. On this point we are all called on to act: Catholics, Orthodox and Protestants alike. 

	

	


Saint Paul says: ‘For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.” (Rm 10:10). ‘Faith arises from the roots of the heart,’ in Augustine’s comment.
 In the Catholic view, just as in the Orthodox one, as well as later from a Protestant perspective, the profession of the right faith, orthodoxy, that is the second phase of the process, has often become so important as to overshadow that first phase taking place in the hidden depths of the heart. All the treatises on faith, De fide, written after Nicaea, deal with the orthodoxy of faith; nowadays one would say with the fides quae, not with the fides qua, with the things to believe and not with the personal act of believing. 

This very first act of faith, precisely because it takes place in the heart, is a ‘singular’ act, which cannot be performed but by the individual, in absolute solitude with God. In John’s Gospel we hear Jesus repeatedly asking the same question: ‘Do you believe?’ (Jn 9:35; Jn 11:26); and every time this question elicits from the heart the cry of faith: ‘Yes, Lord, I believe!’ 

We also need to accept to experience that moment, to undergo that examination. If one immediately answers Jesus’ question ‘Do you believe?’, without thinking: ‘I certainly believe’ and even finds it strange that a believer, a priest or a bishop, should be asked that question, it probably means that they still haven’t discovered what believing really means, that they have never experienced the great vertigo of reason preceding faith. The divinity of Christ is the highest peak, the 'Everest,’ of faith. Believing in a God who was born in a stable and died on a cross! This is much more demanding than believing in a distant God who can be imagined by anyone as they like.

It is necessary to start by demolishing in us believers, and in us as men of the Church, the false persuasion that we are fine in terms of faith, and that perhaps we still need to work on love. It may be good after all, at least for some time, not to want to prove anything to anyone, but to deepen the inner appreciation of faith, to rediscover its roots in the heart!
We need to recreate the conditions to restore the faith in the divinity of Christ, to replicate the outburst of faith which gave rise to the dogma of Nicaea. The body of the Church once produced a supreme effort, in which, in faith, it rose above every human system and every resistance of reason. The tide of faith once rose to the highest level and its mark was left on the rock. Yet it is necessary for the tide to rise again, since the sign is not enough. It is not enough to repeat the Creed of Nicaea; it is necessary to renew the outburst of faith in the divinity of Christ that we had then, and which has remained unequalled through the ages. 

The custom of the Church (and not only of the Catholic Church!) provides for a profession of faith by the candidate, before receiving a mandate for teaching theology. That profession of faith often entailed reciting the creed as well as having to teach certain precise things – and avoiding to teach other equally precise things – that at that time in history were particularly sensitive issues. Think of the oath against modernism! 

I believe that one thing above all should be ascertained: whoever teaches theology to the future ministers of the Gospel must firmly believe in the divinity of Christ. This should be ascertained through frank and fraternal discernment, rather than through an oath. After the Second Vatican Council (certainly not because of the Council!) there was a whole generation of priests leaving the seminary and getting to be ordained with very confused and blurred ideas on that Jesus whom they had to proclaim to people and to make present on the altar at Mass. I am convinced that many a crisis in priestly life started and still starts there.

Ecumenism and evangelization

What we have highlighted so far also has important consequences for Christian ecumenism. Two kinds of ecumenism are possible: the ecumenism of faith and that of incredulity; one that unites all those who believe that Jesus is the Son of God and that God is Father Son and Holy Spirit, and one that unites all those that are content with ‘interpreting’ these things each in their own way and according to their own philosophical system. It is a kind of ecumenism in which, at most, all believe in the same things because no one really believes in anything, in the deep sense of the word ‘belief.’ 

The fundamental distinction of the spirits, in the realm of faith, is not between Catholics, Orthodox Christians and Protestants, but between those who believe in Christ Son of God and those who do not believe in him; in saint Paul’s terms, ‘all those everywhere who call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours’ (1 Cor 1:2) from those who do not call upon that name. 

A new and invisible unity is under construction, which runs across the different Churches. Such invisible spiritual unity is in turn in vital need for the discernment of theology and of the Magisterium, to prevent it from falling into the danger of fundamentalism and of unrestrained subjectivism. And yet, once that temptation has been overcome, one cannot afford to ignore it. 

A genuine ‘spiritual ecumenism’ does not only consist in praying for the unity of Christians, but in sharing the same experience of the Holy Spirit. It consists in what Augustine calls the ‘societas sanctorum,’ the communion of saints, which at times may regrettably fail to coincide with the ‘communio sacramentorum,’ that is sharing the same sacramental signs.

Faith in the divinity of Christ is important above all in view of evangelization. There are certain metal structures and buildings that fall if one touches a certain point or removes a certain stone. The building of Christian faith is like that, and its ‘corner stone’ is the divinity of Christ. Once that has been removed, everything falls apart and collapses, starting from faith in the Trinity. Who is the Trinity made up of if Christ is not God? It is not accidental that once the divinity of Christ is bracketed, the Trinity is also bracketed. 

Saint Augustine said: ‘It is no great feat to believe that Jesus died; this is believed even by pagans and reprobates; everyone believes in that. But it is a really great feat to believe that he has risen.’ And he concluded: ‘Christian faith is the resurrection of Christ.’
 The same thing must be said of the humanity and the divinity of Christ, which are respectively manifested in his death and resurrection. Everyone believes that Jesus is a man; what makes a difference between believers and non-believers is believing that he is also God. Christian faith is the divinity of Christ.

‘Knowing Christ is recognizing his benefits’

 ‘Knowing Christ’, said the Reformers, ‘is recognizing his benefits.’ Let us end precisely by recalling some of these benefits, capable of meeting the deepest needs of our contemporaries: the need of finding meaning in life and overcoming death.
It is not true that modern man has stopped wondering about the meaning of life. Some years ago, a well-known intellectual wrote: ‘Religion will die. It is not a wish, nor is it a prophecy for that matter. It is already a fact that is already awaiting its fulfillment ... As soon as our generation and perhaps that of our children have passed, no one will ever consider the need to give life a meaning a truly fundamental problem…Technology has brought religion to its twilight’.
 Surely, the ultimate meaning of life is not an issue for those who have assigned themselves other meanings. As soon as the latter – youth, health, fame – vanish, many people start asking that question again. It is coming up again even more at this time of the pandemic in which men and women, often confined to their homes, have finally had the time to reflect and to ask questions.

There is a painting, one of the most famous paintings in modern art, that visually conveys where the conviction that life has no meaning ultimately leads. On a reddish background, a man runs across a bridge and past two individuals who look like they do not know or care about anything; his eyes are wide open; he cries out with his hands around his mouth in what is clearly a desperate cry. I am speaking, of course, of Edvard Munch’s painting “The Scream”.

Jesus said: ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life.’ (Jn 8:12). Whoever believes in Christ can resist the great temptation of seeing no meaning in life, which often leads to suicide. Whoever believes in Christ does not walk in darkness: they know where they come from and where they are going and what they are supposed to do in the meantime. Above all they know they are loved by someone and that that someone gave his own life to prove it to them!

Jesus also said: ‘I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live’ (Jn 11:25). And later the evangelist would be writing to Christians: ‘I write these things to you so that you may know that you have eternal life, you who believe in the name of the Son of God […] He is the true God and eternal life’ (1 Jn 5:13, 20). Precisely because Christ is ‘the true God,’ he is also ‘eternal life’ and gives eternal life. This does not necessarily remove the fear of death but gives the believer the certainty that our life does not end with death.

Let something of all this spring back to mind on Sundays when we proclaim the second article of the Creed as we do now: 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God,
begotten, not made,
one in Being with the Father.
Through him all things were made.

_______________________________________________
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JESUS OF NAZARETH: A PERSON 

Fourth Homily, Lent 2021

The Acts of the Apostles recount the following episode. On Agrippa’s arrival in Caesarea, the governor Festus submits him the case of Paul, held in custody, waiting for trial. He summarizes his case to the king with these words: ‘Those who blamed him […] had some issues with him about their own religion and about a certain Jesus who had died but who Paul claimed was alive’ (At 25:18-19). This detail, apparently so secondary, sums up the history of the twenty centuries following that moment. Everything still revolves around ‘a certain Jesus’ the world claimed was dead and the Church proclaims to be alive. 

In this last meditation we intend to delve into the fact that Jesus of Nazareth is alive! He is not a memory of the past; he is not only a character, but a person. Surely, he lives ‘by the Spirit,’ but this way of living is stronger than the alternative of living ‘by the flesh,’ because it enables him to live inside us, not outside or beside us. 

In our review of the dogma, we have got to the knot joining the two ends. As I said at the beginning, Jesus, ‘true man’ and Jesus, ‘true God’, are like two sides of a triangle, and the summit is Jesus as ‘one person.’ Let us recall in brief how the dogma of the personal unity of Christ originated. The formula ‘one person’ applied to Christ goes back to Tertullian
, but it took over two centuries of reflection to understand what it genuinely meant and how it could be reconciled with the claim that Jesus was true man and true God, that is ‘of two natures.’ 

A key stage was the Council of Ephesus in 431, where the title of Mary Theotokos, the one who gave birth to God, was defined. If Mary can be called ‘Mother of God,’ despite giving birth only to Jesus’ human nature, that means that in him humanity and divinity form a single person. Yet the final target was only reached at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, with the formula we want to quote here in the part concerning the unity of Christ:

Following the holy Father, we unanimously teach to profess

one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, […],

without compromising the  HYPERLINK "http://www.intratext.com/IXT/ITA0158/7V.HTM" property of each nature 

and concurring to form one single person and hypostasis.

If the full acceptance of the Nicaean definition took a century, full acceptance of this second definition has taken all the subsequent centuries, up to the present day. Only thanks to the recent favorable disposition towards ecumenical dialogue, has it been possible to restore communion between the so-called Nestorian and Monophysite Churches of the East and the Orthodox Church. In most cases it was noted that the difference lay in terminology rather than in doctrine. It all depended on the meaning assigned to the word ‘nature’ and ‘person’ or ‘hypostasis.’

From the adjective ‘one’ to the noun ‘person’

Having secured the ontological and objective content of the dogma, again, to revive it, we now need to highlight its subjective and existential dimensions. Saint Gregory the Great said that Scripture ‘grows along with those who read it’ (cum legentibus crescit)
. The same thing should apply to the dogma. Dogma is an ‘open structure’: and it grows bigger and richer, in the measure the Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, experiences new issues and faces new cultures. 

Saint Irenaeus had said it with extraordinary foresight towards the end of the second century, as he wrote that a revealed truth is ‘like a valuable liqueur held in a valuable pot. Thanks to the Holy Spirit, it [the truth] grows ever younger and rejuvenates the pot which holds it as well.’
 The Church is able to read Scripture and dogma in a way that is always new, because it is itself made new by the Holy Spirit! That is the great and simple secret behind the perennial youth of Tradition and, therefore, of the dogmas that are its highest expression. A great scholar of Christian dogma of the past century, Jaroslav Pelikan has written that “Tradition is the living faith of the dead”, traditionalism is the dead faith of the living”
.

Also the dogma of Christ being ‘one person’ is an open structure and it can respond to the new needs of faith, which are not the same as those of the fifth century. Today no one objects to Christ being ‘one person.’ As we saw last time, there are some who deny that he is a ‘divine’ person and prefer to say that he is a ‘human’ person, in whom God resides, or works, in a supreme manner. Nobody however denies that Jesus is one single person.

The most important element regarding the dogma of Christ as ‘one person,’ lies not so much in the adjective ‘one’ as in the noun ‘person’. Not so much in the fact that Christ is ‘one and the same (unus et idem), but that he is a ‘person.’ This entails discovering and proclaiming that Jesus Christ is not an idea, a historical issue or just a character, but that he is a person and a living one for that matter! This is what is lacking and what we need most to prevent Christianity from being reduced to ideology or simply to theology. 

Our constant goal is to revive the dogma, restarting from its Biblical foundations. So, let us immediately turn to Scripture itself. Let us start from the New Testament page reporting the most famous ‘personal encounter’ with the Risen Lord ever occurred on earth: that of the apostle Paul. ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ ‘Who are you, sir?’ ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting!” (cf. At 9:4-5). What a powerful light! Twenty centuries later, that light still shines on the Church and on the world. But let us read how he himself describes the event:

Whatever gains I had, these I have come to consider a loss because of Christ. More than that, I even consider everything as a loss because of the supreme good of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have accepted the loss of all things and I consider them so much rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having any righteousness of my own based on the law but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God, depending on faith to know him (Phil 3:7-10). 

I almost blush as I dare to add my own little experience to that of the Apostle. But it is Paul himself, with his story, that encourages one to do just that, precisely to bear witness to the grace of God. While studying and teaching Christology, I had done quite a bit of research myself about the concept of ‘person’ in theology, on its definitions and different interpretations. I had got to know the endless discussions regarding the only person or hypostasis of Christ in the Byzantine age, its modern developments involving the psychological dimension of the person, with the consequent issue of the ‘I’ of Christ, which was being debated during my theology studies. In a certain sense, I knew everything about the person of Jesus, but I did not know Jesus personally! 

It was precisely this passage from Paul that helped me to understand the difference. It was above all the sentence: ‘to know him.’ That simple pronoun – ‘him’ (auton) - seemed to me to contain more truth about Jesus than entire tracts on Christology. ‘Him’ means Jesus Christ ‘in flesh and blood.’ It was like meeting someone in person, having known their photograph for years. I realized that I knew books on Jesus, doctrines and heresies on Jesus, concepts on Jesus, but I did not know him, as a living person present here and now. At least I did not know him that way when I approached him through my history and theology studies. Until then I had had an impersonal knowledge of the person of Christ. A contradiction in terms and a paradox, but, alas, how frequent! 

Person is being-in-relationship

Reflecting on the notion of person within the Trinity, saint Augustine
 first, and saint Thomas Aquinas after him, reached the conclusion that ‘person’, in God, means relationship. The Father is such in view of his relationship with the Son: all his being consists in this relationship, as the Son is such in view of his relationship with the Father. Modern thought has confirmed this insight. As the philosopher Hegel wrote: ‘True personality consists in restoring oneself by plunging into others.’
 A person is a person in the act of opening herself to a ‘you’ through that mutual comparison by which they acquire an awareness of themselves. Being a person is ‘being-in-relationship.’ 

This applies eminently to the divine persons of the Trinity, who are ‘pure relationships,’ or in theological terms ‘subsistent relationships’; yet this also applies to every person in the created realm. The person in question is not known in its reality except by entering a ‘relationship’ with them. That is why Jesus cannot be known as a person, unless one enters a personal relationship from an ‘I’ to a ‘you’, with him. ‘Faith does not end with definitions, but with things,’ as saint Thomas Aquinas put it.
 We cannot be content with believing in ‘one person’ as a formula, but we need to reach out to that person and, through faith and prayer, ‘touch’ her. 

We need to ask ourselves a serious question: what is Jesus for me? Is he a person or a character? There is a big difference between the two. The character - such as Julius Caesar, Leonardo da Vinci, Napoleon – is someone you can write and talk about as much as you like, but it is impossible to talk to. Unfortunately, for the great majority of Christians, Jesus is a character, not a person. He is the subject of a set of dogmatic statements, doctrines and heresies; one whose memory we celebrate in the liturgy, we believe is truly present in the Eucharist, and so on. Yet, if we remain at the level of objective faith, without developing an existential relationship with him, he remains outside us, he touches our minds without warming our hearts. Despite anything else, he remains in the past; even unconsciously two thousand years set us apart. On the background of all this, we understand the importance of that invitation that Pope Francis has placed at the beginning of this apostolic exhortation Evangelii gaudium: 

I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, to a renewed personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least an openness to letting him encounter them; I ask all of you to do this unfailingly each day. No one should think that this invitation is not meant for him” (EG, 3). 

In most people’s lives there is an event that divides it into two parts, marking a ‘before’ and a ‘after’. For married people, it is their marriage, and they divide their lives like that: ‘before getting married’ and ‘after getting married”; for bishops and priests it is their consecration or ordination; for consecrated people it is their religious profession. From a spiritual point of view there is only one event which determines a radical ‘before’ and ‘after’. Everyone’s life is divided in exactly the same way as universal history: ‘before Christ’ and ‘after Christ,’ prior to their personal encounter with Jesus and following it.

We can glimpse this meeting, hear about it, desire it, but there is only one way to experience it. It is not something you can obtain by reading books or listening to a preaching. We can only attain it through the action of the Holy Spirit! Therefore, we know who to ask for it and we know that he expects nothing else of us. Per tesciamus da Patrem, noscamus atque Filium: ‘Grant us that through you we may know the Father and we may also know the Son.’ That we may know him through a life-changing experience.

Christ, as a ‘divine’ person

Still, we need to take a step further. If we stopped here, we would miss the most comforting revelation encompassed in the dogma of Christ as a ‘divine’ person. We will never be grateful enough to the early Church for fighting, sometimes literally to the last drop of blood, to keep the truth that Christ is ‘one single person’ and that this person is none other than the eternal Son of God, one of the three persons of the Trinity. Let us try and understand why.

The most fruitful and most durable contribution made by saint Augustine to theology is that of founding the Trinitarian dogma on John’s statement: ‘God is love’ (1 Jn 4:8). Every love entails a lover, a loved one, and a uniting love between them. And it is precisely in these terms that he defines the three divine persons: the Father is the one who loves, the Son is the loved one and the Holy Spirit is the love that unites them.
 

There is no love that is not love of someone or something, as there is no knowledge without something to know. There is no ‘empty’ love, without an object. Hence, we can wonder; who does God love to be defined as love? Does he love man? That would mean he has been love for only some hundreds of millions years. Does he love the universe? That would mean he has been love for some tens of billions years. And before that whom did God love to be love? The explanation revealed in the Bible and clarified by the Church says that God has been love for eternity, ab aeterno, because, before there was anything to be loved outside him, he had the Word within himself, the Son he loved with infinite love, that is ‘in the Holy Spirit.’ 

This does not explain ‘how’ unity can simultaneously be Trinity (this is a mystery that we cannot know because it only happens in God), but it is enough for us to understand ‘why,’ in God, multiplicity does not contradict unity. That is because ‘God is love’! If a God were purely knowledge or law, or purely power, he would certainly not need to be triune (in fact that would make things more complex); but a God who, before anything else, is love, can be triune, because there cannot be love less than between two people. 
The greatest and most inaccessible mystery for the human mind is not, in my view, that God is one and triune, but that God is love. As de Lubac wrote: ‘The world needs to know: God’s revelation as love disrupts all it had previously imagined about divinity’
 It is very true, but in fact we are far from drawing all the necessary conclusions from that revolution. Proof of that is that the image of God prevailing in the human unconscious is that of an absolute being, not of absolute love; an omniscient and omnipotent God and above all a righteous one. Love and mercy are considered a correcting measure which curbs justice. They are the exponents, not the base.

We, modern people, proclaim that a person is the supreme value to be respected in every field, the ultimate foundation of human dignity. Yet the origins of such modern concept can be understood only by starting from the Trinity. The Orthodox theologian Johannes Zizioulas highlighted this notion very well, by showing the mutual fruitfulness and enrichment attained in the dialogue between the Latin and the Greek theology on the Trinity. In many of his writings, he shows how the modern notion of the person is a direct offshoot of the Trinitarian doctrine and he explains how: 
“Love is an ontological category consisting in giving another person room to exist as other and to acquire its existence in and through that other. It is a kenotic attitude, a giving of oneself […]. That is what happens in the Trinity where the Father loves giving himself to the Son and letting him exist as a Son. […] This, then, is what it means to be a human person in the light of Trinitarian theology. It entails a way of being in which we acquire our identity not by distancing ourselves from others but by being in communion with them in and through a love that ‘does not seek its own interests’ (1 Cor 13,5) but is willing to sacrifice its own being to enable the other to be and to be other. It is exactly the way of being that is found on Christ’s Cross, where divine love fully reveals itself in our own human existence.’ 

Therefore, being a divine Trinitarian person, Christ entertains a loving relationship with us, which is the basis of our freedom (cf. Gal 5:1). ‘[He] has loved me and given himself up for me’ (Gal 2:20): one could spend hours repeating this to oneself in ceaseless wonder. He, God, has loved me, a miserable ungrateful creature! He has given himself up - his own life, his own blood - for me. Singularly for me! One is lost in that abyss! 

Our ‘personal relationship’ with Christ, therefore, is basically a loving relationship. It consists in both being loved by Christ and loving Christ. That applies to everyone but takes on a special meaning for the pastors of the Church. After saint Augustine many repeat that the rock on which Jesus promises to establish his Church is Peter’s faith, since he proclaimed him as ‘the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’ (Mt 16:16). I think we are neglecting what Jesus said on assigning that mandate to Peter: ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these? … Feed my lambs!’ (cf. Jn 21:15-16). The office of pastor draws its secret strength from the love for Christ. Love, no less than faith, makes him one thing with the rock which is Christ.

‘What will separate us from the love of Christ?’
I would like to end by highlighting the consequence of all this for our lives, at a time of great tribulation for the whole of humankind like the present one. Let Paul the Apostle explain it to us. In his Letter to the Romans he writes: 

What will separate us from the love of Christ? Will anguish, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the sword? (Rm 8:35) 

That is not an abstract and general list. The dangers and tribulations that he lists are the things that he has indeed experienced in his own life. He describes them in detail in his Second Letter to the Corinthians, where he adds to the trials listed here the one that made him suffer most, that is the obstinate opposition from some members of his communities (cf 2Cor 11:23ff.). The Apostle, in other words, surveys in his mind all the trials he has endured, verifies that none of them is so hard as to compare with the love of Christ and therefore triumphantly ends: ‘In all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through him who loved us’ (Rm 8:37). 

The Apostle tacitly invites each of us to do the same. He suggests an inner healing method based on love. He invites us to bring to the surface all the pains of our hearts, sorrows, fears, complexes, such as that physical or moral defect which does not let us happily accept ourselves as we are, that painful or humiliating memory, that wrong we suffered, the deaf insensitive opposition by someone… He invites us to look at all this in the light of the thought that God loves me and stopping any negative thought, saying to ourselves just as the Apostle: ‘If God is for us, who can be against us?’ (Rm 8:31).
Immediately after this, the Apostle lifts his eyes from his own personal life to embrace the world surrounding him and human existence in general: 

Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor present things, nor future things, nor powers, nor any other creature will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rm 8:38-39). nor height, nor depth,
Again, even here, this is not an abstract list. He looks at ‘his own’ world, along with the powers that made it so threatening: death with its mystery, the present life with its uncertainty, the powers of the stars or those of hell that caused so much terror to people in antiquity. Once again, we are invited to do the same: to look with the eyes of faith at the world that surrounds us and terrifies us even more now that man has acquired the power to disrupt it with his own weapons and manipulations. What Paul calls ‘height’ and ‘depth’ are for us – in our heightened knowledge of the dimensions of the cosmos – the infinitely large above us and the infinitely small beneath us. Right now, that infinitely small element which is the coronavirus, which has been keeping the whole of mankind on its knees for a year. 

In one week it will be Good Friday and right after that Easter, resurrection Sunday. By rising from the dead, Jesus did not go back to his previous life like Lazarus, but moved on to a better one, free from any anxiety. Let us hope it will be the same for us - that, as the Holy Father keeps repeating, the world may rise from the tomb of the pandemic, not the same as before, but a better one.

______________________________________
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