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FOREWORD

There are writers whom you read because you’re told you must read them. Having done so, they then become part of your history, along with foreign countries you have visited or great music you have heard. It’s all part of the never-ending process called learning, and a very good thing it is. But then there are writers who catch you up short.

They are personally disruptive; intellectually and spiritually disruptive. They cannot be fitted into anything so smoothly incremental as a “process.” Their claims demand a decision, and contingent upon that decision is a change of disposition toward a host of questions. The thought cannot be resisted: “If he’s right about this, then I have to rethink an awful lot that follows from this.”

Romano Guardini is such a writer. As he writes toward the end of the present volume, his purpose is “to declare a truth when its ‘hour’ has come.” Guardini is frequently depicted as a conservative opponent of modernity who invokes a curse on all its ways and all its pomps. That depiction is not devoid of truth, for certainly there is a fine polemical edge—and sometimes a bludgeon—in much that he would declare. Polemics are sometimes necessary to catch attention and clear the air of cant, but Guardini is up to much more than polemics. He is proposing a different way of discovering one’s “location” in the world; a different way of standing before history and, finally, before God. He does not posit—as some conservatives, especially Catholic conservatives, do—a “premodern” alternative to modernity. His keen historical consciousness allows no alternative to both the benefits and ravages of the time of which we are inescapably part. The only alternative to past and present is a future that is ultimately open to a better way of being human, if we have the nerve and imagination for it.

At the beginning of the third millennium, the cultural air is filled with expectations both hopeful and catastrophic. With respect to the human prospect, Guardini may be viewed as a pessimist, but I think that is to miss the point. Optimism and pessimism are the wrong categories altogether. Optimism is finally just a matter of optics, of seeing what we want to see and not seeing what we don’t want to see; and pessimism is its twin. Guardini’s view of the future is admittedly bleak at times, and little that has happened in the years since he wrote these pages would likely change that. But his is a disposition toward a hope that is unblinking in the face of all the reasons for despair. His hero—the kind of man he intended to be and invites his reader to be—is not unlike Kierkegaard’s “knight of faith.” The question is not whether the glass is half full or half empty, but what do you do when you know it’s empty.

Guardini is brutal in his demolition of sentimental faith in gods such as Man, Nature, and History. Such religions are consigned, as Marx might say, to the dustbin of history. In Guardini’s view, there is a devastating discontinuity between how people once “located” themselves in the world and our present circumstance. In the fine phrase of contemporary theologian Robert Jenson, ‘The world has lost its story.”

Not only the Jewish-Christian story, but all the other stories that fed off that story, such as the story of progress. Guardini urges us not to be like Nietzsche’s pitiful “last man” who never got the news that the jig is up. The old stories are exhausted, contends Guardini, they cannot be rehabilitated. There is nothing left for us now but to act upon, at long last, the invitation of Christ to rely on nothing but love. Not a sentimental love, but the harsh and dreadful love of the way of the cross.

I don’t know whether or not Guardini is right. There is an alternative reading of our historical moment, in which the sentimental and bloody delusions of inevitable progress (e.g., Marxism) have been decisively discredited, opening the world-historical stage to a fresh restatement of the Great Story that “locates” man in the working out of God’s purposes against an horizon of eschatological promise. That alternative is set forth in many ways by, for instance, Pope John Paul II, and very notably in his encyclical on world evangelization, Redemptoris Missio (The Mission of the Redeemer). Only God knows what the future holds, which is just as it should be. Guardini’s great work can be seen as positing an alternative, maybe the alternative, to the world’s rediscovering its story. And, of course, he may be right.

In any event, The End of the Modern World is bracing stuff. It offers welcome relief from fashionable postmodernisms that, in most instances, do no more than segue into the next phase of modernism. Romano Guardini insists that the music has stopped, even if some witless nostalgists keep humming the old tunes. What comes next, what has already arrived, is in radical discontinuity, something no earlier generation could have conceived, and something the wisest of us little understand. This is not a book to read and then check off one’s list of “must reading.” It is an engagement with a great mind and great spirit who will settle for nothing less than a decision. Upon that decision many other decisions inexorably follow.

Richard John Neuhaus

New York City

SS. Peter and Paul, 1998






INTRODUCTION

The End of the Modern World is the most somber book to come out of Germany since the Third Reich died in the bomb-pocked gardens of the Wilhelmstrasse. This book was begun in the afterglow from the holocaust of the idols of the nineteenth century. It was completed amidst the smoldering ashes of the twilight of the gods and it rings with the apocalyptic vision of the New Testament. For Romano Guardini writes of the end of our world. And he writes of the world which is to come.

Were I to find an historical parallel to Guardini’s vision, I would find it in Saint Jerome’s Epistle on the destruction of Gaul in which he declared:


The mind shudders when dwelling on the ruin of our day. Roman blood has been flowing ceaselessly over the broad countries between Constantinople and the Julian Alps, where the Goths, the Huns and the Vandals spread ruin and death…. How many Roman nobles have been their prey! How many matrons and maidens have fallen victim to their lust! Bishops live in prison, priests and clerics fall by the sword, churches are plundered, Christ’s altars are turned into feeding troughs, the remains of the martyrs are thrown out of their coffins. On every side sorrow, on every side lamentation, everywhere the image of death.



But Guardini would reject my analogy. He would say that the Germanic barbarians were absorbed into the old Roman order, which they did not destroy but transformed by their nervous genius. From this mingling of the mind of Latin antiquity with the vigor of the Teutonic north was born a new civilization—that Christendom which transcended by transfiguring the old order that went before it.

But the world of our tomorrow, says Guardini, will have nothing in common with the world of our yesterday. Until today the great historic eras through which the West has passed have been in a living continuity with one another. Until the present our civilization has reached for the future by mounting the scaffolding of the past. Until now our common forefathers maintained, from Virgil to Vico and from Vico to Berdyaev, that history sustains—as part of itself—a corporate memory that redeems death and time and thus lifts them to the dignity of things eternal. And if this be true, if history really partakes of the inherited civilization of our ancestors, then man today has dropped history as a ship drops its pilot at Land’s End. From thenceforth, we sail in darkness.

The great historic eras through which the West has passed are intelligible, says Guardini, because they stand in a living continuity with one another. Medieval man retained the limited Ptolemaic world he inherited from classical antiquity. Modern man retained Christian values even when he secularized and thus debased them. But the man of the future will retain nothing from the past. Nowhere is this more sharply evident, according to Guardini, than in man’s sense of his own place within the cosmos. The three ages of the West are marked off from one another exactly as man located himself within the universe of being. The word “located” is used deliberately and with the full force of its literal meaning. I would go so far as to say that if Aristotle is honored for writing the philosophy of place, Guardini will be honored for its theology. To say this is also to say that he has written its history. His thesis is that, for the first time in history, man has absolutely no place in the universe. This alone cuts the new age away from the modern world which has gone before it. Man no longer has a place, not merely in the theoretical sense that all hierarchic orders have disappeared in a collectivist society of mass men, but in the more profound sense that the universe of relativity physics has abolished the concept and the very reality of place itself. Man will continue to exist in the new world, but his existence will be condemned to rootlessness; he will be, but he will be nowhere. Nor will man find God within this new world. God is, but He will be nowhere.

Men of classical antiquity, on the contrary, had a well-defined place in the universe. They took their stance at the center of an earth that was the center of a universe composed of nine concentric spheres that turned cyclically in a movement that forever turned upon itself. Classical man, sailing across the Adriatic on a star-filled night, looked up and saw a sky that was literally the vault of heaven. The world existed for the ancients exactly as they took it into their eyes. Man was at home in this world because it was as limited as is man himself. It was a world proportioned to a finite intellect and a finite sensibility. Beyond it there was nothing.

Medieval man retained this limited universe of his pagan forefathers, but he cracked its shell with the Christian Revelation and thus broke through to the Godhead. The Gothic in the springtime of its splendor lanced the Heart of God. And medieval man experienced this in the darkness of his Faith, which he buttressed with a natural symbolism built into the very substance of his being.

Before a reality—be it a reality of the Faith or of the cosmos—can exist for a man, it must take on a structure proportioned by the limits his senses place upon the realities conveyed to his intelligence. Guardini insists that nothing is really real for mankind until it can be located, until man can find it in some given place. Thus, we might add, man has always sought the divine in groves; he has always enshrined the sacred and fitted it to things human. Nothing exists for us unless we can point at it, if not in itself, at least in some symbol that we carve in space and that endures through time. For God to be a reality for man, He must exist somewhere. In the Middle Ages God lived in a definite place: just beyond the ninth sphere, in the Empyrean, that mysterious realm of light that surrounded the cosmos and closed the world. This place was Heaven itself.

Guardini’s thesis may shock the mind educated exclusively in abstractions and theories. But if we meditate on the world in which we really live, the only world in which we have our being, then Guardini’s assertion strikes home with the absolute rightness of one of those adamantine truths which are half-unseen because they are as light as the air and as elusive as the mist. To the senses, the sun truly rises in the east and sets in the west; the ship disappears beyond the line of the horizon; the moon turns slowly on its axis and thus reveals its many faces to the earth below; the stars beyond remain fixed to the arched roof of the sky. This is the world that moves us as does a lantern in the dark, a tower in the distance, a sentinel in the night: this is the world we know because it alone answers, as a friend, something too deep for words and too sacred for science. And before this world, all science is but shadow and symbol.

We exist in a medieval world. Nowhere is this more evident than in the life of prayer. In the prayer of praise and supplication man lifts his heart toward God by raising head and arms to the Lord on the Highest: Gloria in excelsis Deo! Thus the priest at the altar. In the prayer of contrition and repentance, man bows before the God of Justice and Mercy by lowering head to breast as he seeks Him within the depths of his heart: Confiteor Deo! Thus the priest at the foot of the altar. And St. Augustine says, “Where I am most inwardly myself, there You were far more than I.” To find God in the depths of the soul, says Guardini, is to surmount the world simply because the God within is the same God who reigns beyond in His Heaven above. When man retreats within his soul searching for the God of his conscience, he swarms over the final barriers of the world and confronts there in the beyond a God seen in Faith and through a glass darkly. Guardini calls this an “immanence passing into transcendence,” and although this mystery is wrought by grace, it finds its concrete representation in the vision of the cosmos which medieval man made his own. This vision fits the Christian at prayer.

But this world was rejected by degrees as modern man developed the Copernican and Newtonian universe. At the same time he was finding it psychologically more and more difficult to accept the Revelation that had transfigured the older cosmos. Modern man finally transferred the old sense of the Infinite from God to Nature. Instead of piercing a finite world in order to reach the Infinite, modern man brought the infinite down to earth. When the merchant adventurers of the sixteenth century sailed beyond the Straits and faced the western seas, they exulted in the mystery of the world which lay before them. They felt that they were entering an infinite domain whose conquest they sensed as their very destiny.

Modern man began to come into his own at the time of the Renaissance. By the eighteenth century, he dominated the mind and heart of the West. By then Nature had become an infinite womb from whence were born both human personality and human culture. The three together—nature, personality, culture—constituted the whole of being. Follow nature: develop your personality: become cultured! These were the battle cries of modern man. If a thing was natural, it was good. If it furthered personality, it was an absolute. If it was part of our cultural inheritance, it was inviolate.

This unique way of looking at the cosmos lasted until beyond the turn of the twentieth century. By the end of the first World War, however, this vision and the man who sustained it began to give way to a new vision and to a new man. This new man will soon supplant modern man altogether. This new man is Mass Man.

Mass man, says Guardini, rejects the old confidence in and love of nature; he rejects the ideal of a full development of human personality; he is uninterested in the old culture. Man no longer feels any need to refresh himself at that spring of being—the world of nature—which has forever been a sacramental and a balm to the human spirit. Nature—addressed no more in the feminine—has become a cosmic cripple which desperately needs the ministrations of modern science in order that it might be led into the ways of health and even salvation. Nature, therefore, has no value as it is in itself; it exists solely for the sake of its exploitation and “humanization” at the hands of technology. In his most distant dream, mass man sees himself at the center of a world wherein he has conquered the supposedly immutable distinction between Subject and Object, Same and Other, Man and Nature. Mass man dreams of looking out upon a world which is nothing but a mechanized image of himself, a world of mirrors from which an independent nature has vanished into legend and fable. Thus nature either fades away and becomes that last inaccessible residuum lying just beyond the reach of scientific understanding, or nature is admitted within the walls of technology wherein it is symbolized in mathematical formulae. The dizzying consequences of these formulae have thus far defied experience. For the first time in history, man lives within a world he cannot see with his eyes and feel with his hands. But he does not seem to miss the experience! His goal is not experience but power. And this dream is dreamed in the plural, in the collective. The man of the masses sinks himself deeply into the crowd and accepts anonymity as the condition of his very existence. He suspects the idiosyncratic as a gun pointed at his heart. Mass man is man without a personality.

Guardini’s study is beyond pessimism and optimism as we understand these concepts in the English-speaking world. Not only does Guardini reject the old gospel of progress, but he insists that there is no chance of grafting the old personal world to the new world of technologized anonymity. The old and new simply have nothing in common. The old aristocratic ideal of the universal man must perforce collapse in a world wherein all effort is cooperative if not absolutely collectivist. The old bourgeois ideal of a full warm life lived within the bosom of the private family cannot co-exist with a new age whose social structure is better symbolized by the factory and the barracks than by the cottage and the castle.

If hope for humanity can be found anywhere within the anonymous world of the masses, it must come—thinks Guardini—from out of the masses themselves. The Christian hope of the future is in a new ethic of power, an ethic that faces—sternly and without pathos—the consequences of man’s awesome mastery over nature. Tomorrow’s battle for the soul will be fought without that hypocritical tolerance which drained the modern world of honor and clogged the soul with deceit. The old world hoped to retain the values but not the faith of Christ. The new world will be more honest. The battle between Christ and Anti-Christ will be a naked and clean struggle between giants stripped of all finery. Christian Faith will call for an heroism unknown to our fathers, the martyrs of ages past. The Christian of tomorrow will be a man of the masses; he will be conditioned psychologically like his atheist co-workers. His grip on the supernatural will not be buttressed by that natural sense of the divine, that awareness of the numinous in all things, that man has until now felt as he looked out on a world other than himself. Seeking God, the Christian of the future will scan the horizon in vain; nowhere in the new age will he find Him, but only in that love which conquers the world.

It is doubtful whether Guardini’s thesis will be accepted fully by all his English-speaking readers. His thesis cuts across the usual division of thinking men into reactionaries and progressives, into those who recoil in horror from the new world and attempt to go back and those who accept the consequences of the present and attempt to forge ahead. According to Guardini the alternatives are neither reaction nor progress: we cannot go back nor can we advance. Man can never retreat in history, but today he is also blocked from advancing into the future. The new age is precisely that—something absolutely new and therefore not a development of what has gone before it.

Some of Guardini’s readers, appalled the more by his own prophecy of things to come, will redouble their effort in favor of reaction. Like Chesterton, they will see themselves as members of a band of men who “shall be left defending, not only the incredible…sanities of human life, but something more incredible still, this huge impossible universe which stares us in the face…. We shall look on the impossible grass and the skies with a strange courage. We shall be of those who have seen and yet have believed.” Their motto will be the freedom of man against the blind tyranny of history. Others, while accepting Guardini’s rejection of any return to the past and to an older world, will bridle at his grim picture of the new age of mass man. Echoing Emmanuel Mounier’s Be Not Afraid, they will continue to see in human history “A deep continuous impulse driving…from one level to a better…a movement towards the liberation of man.” Their motto will be a declaration of faith in the ultimate benevolence of history.

In any event, Guardini’s thought is perhaps too revolutionary, too sweeping in its vision and daring in its judgments, to capture with completeness the critical mind. For the uncritical, it is too pitiless.

If he accept or reject, in whole or in part, the thesis of The End of the Modern World, the book will nonetheless cauterize the spirit of any man who reads it; it will burn away that sentimentality with which so many today view the advent of the new order, imagining—as they do—that a fully technologized universe can retain every significant cultural and traditional value sustained by the past. Guardini has dispelled the fog of secularization; he has cleared the air; he has shown us rising within our very midst the world which is to come. He offers us Faith, neither in man nor in history, but in God alone and in His Providence.

Frederick D. Wilhelmsen






AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

The first three chapters of this study were composed as a set of lectures which explored the meaning of Pascal’s vision of man and the world. My prolonged studies produced an intimacy with the thought of Pascal which indicates that he is related to the modern world in a manner distinctly his own, in a manner proper to one who was both a psychologist and a philosopher of the meaning of Christian existence. He belongs to that company of men who saw the whole situation of the new world which was then coming to be. Whereas his great contemporary and antagonist, Descartes, was completely merged into that shaping world, Pascal surmounts and reaches beyond the modern age. This is true both because Pascal formulated a philosophy and an ethics whose significance is only now being fully revealed and because he assumed a critical attitude toward that newer world.

From Pascal’s life and thought emerge questions about the nature of his age and about his engagement with it. What happened to the Western world when the Middle Ages collapsed and a new world came into being? How did Pascal adjust himself to the disappearance of the one and the growth of the other? In attempting to answer these questions, I have sketched with broad strokes the medieval conception of the world; moving then to the vision and temper of modem thought, I have tried to delineate the picture of existence which the latter produced. This task was easily undertaken—as such a task would not have been for men of other periods—because in all crucial respects the modern world has come to an end. Since the spirit of an age becomes wholly clear only when it has begun to vanish from the face of the earth, it has been possible to draw a picture of the modem world without falling victim either in a spirit of admiration or of hatred to the thing represented.

Of itself my work led me into further studies which threw a shaft of light onto the epoch which is coming but is still unknown. It disclosed how deeply penetrating is the change everywhere passing over the world; it intimated the tasks which man will then have to face.

Nothing is said about Pascal in this book. Some might object to a unique study being drawn from meditations which were only intended for university lectures introducing the thought of Pascal. Friends and students urged, however, that my introduction itself could be of some service in book form, and I have taken their advice.

I should like to point out to my readers at the same time that this study is only an attempt to orient oneself within the tangled or fluid situation which still marks our age. Thus the following reflections are marked in many ways by the tentative character of preliminary observations.

I should also like to mention that I have retained the inner form of my original introduction to Pascal, although the manuscript has been intensively rewritten. The reader will not find this work a treatise; rather, it is a series of successive lectures which were offered first during the winter session (1947-48) at Tübingen, then during the summer session (1949) at the University of Munich.

I should also add that the ideas presented in this book are related to those developed in the following studies: Briefe vom Comer See (1927), Welt und Person (1937) and Freiheit, Gnade, Schiksal (1948).

Romano Guardini

Munich, July 1950
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I. THE END OF THE MODERN WORLD A Search for Orientation







CHAPTER ONE THE SENSE OF BEING AND THE WORLD PICTURE OF THE MIDDLE AGES



[I]

If we are to recapture that vision of the world which medieval man made his own, we must begin with what the Middle Ages had in common with classical antiquity. In neither period can we find the conception which is so familiar to us of an unending space-time relationship. Both ages saw the world and, more significantly, felt it to be a limited frame, a ball [or sphere].

Within this structure, however, there were marked differences between the classical and the medieval views. Classical man never went beyond his world; his feeling for life, his imagination and his vision of existence were one with the limited world he knew. He never asked himself whether or not something might exist beyond his known world. His attitude was born of an unintentional humility, shy of crossing well-marked boundaries, and of a will which was rooted deeply in the classical ethos and kept him within the limits of accepted things. Primarily, classical man felt as he did because he lacked any relation which could transcend his world; such a relation would have been indispensable before he could have experienced any desire to see beyond his universe. To the man of the ancient world, however, the universe itself was the whole of reality. What could classical man have used then as his springboard into transcendence? One might answer: the experience of a Divine Being Who transcended the whole of the limited cosmos, Whose existence and very reality would alter the world outlook of anyone who believed in Him. But classical man never knew such a Being.

From his religious convictions he knew a highest “father of the gods and men,” but this father belonged to his own world just as did the vaults of heaven; in truth he was their very spirit. Classical man knew the power of a Fate which commanded his world; he knew of a governing justice and of a reasonable order for all things. These forces, all-powerful though they were, did not stand beyond the world but formed within it its ultimate order.

When he played the role of philosopher the man of classical antiquity tried to conceive of a divine absolute stripped of all imperfection, but even this attempt did not transcend the universe. What is most revealing is the fact that classical man had no desire to transcend his world. Speaking most accurately we must say that classical man could not even conceive of a desire to break the limits of his world. To do so those limits must have already been broken. This was simply not the case. Even the pure being of Parmenides, which looks as though it were separated from the concrete world, was itself a principle to which the multiplicity of experience turned as to its ultimate source. The Parmenidean being was a defense against that power so deeply oppressive to the man of Greece, the power of dissolution and corruption. The Good discovered by Plato as the ultimate reality beyond his Ideas was not severed from the world; it remained immanent to it as its very eternity, as a “beyond” within the final whole. The Unmoved Mover of Aristotle, itself immobile, brought about all the change in the world. In final analysis it only had meaning when related to the whole of the eternally changing universe itself. The One of Plotinus, the supreme classical effort to surmount the world of things and men, still stood at the head of an unbroken series with it. The Plotinean One was the spring from which the many flowed by necessity, just as it was the end to which all things returned through purification and love.

Classical man knew nothing of a being existing beyond the world; as a result he was neither able to view nor to shape his world from a vantage point which transcended it. With his feelings and his imagination, in his actions and all his endeavors, he lived within his cosmos. Every project that he undertook, even when he dared to go to the farthest bounds, ran its course within the arc of his world.

One might object that in order to conceive of the universe as a limited whole, the universe must already have been grasped as limited. Such an intuition, so goes the argument, would have had to presuppose the defining boundaries of its world. This does not, however, hold true for the experience of classical man as far as I can see. His vision resulted from a mental act which sets limits to his being, which fended off the chaotic and the indefinite and which renounced every excess. It also developed from a sense of harmony in which existence was perceived as a beautifully ordered cosmion.

Consequently, classical man did not attempt the comprehension which was so characteristic of medieval man: the world comprehended as a whole within which each individual was assigned a necessary place. Life for classical man remained open and problematic.

This truth is seen most clearly in classical man’s religious intuitions and attitudes. He experienced his world itself as divine, divine in the principle which was its inner source and divine in the order and fate which had laid out its roadway. Yet origin, order and fate were themselves part of that world. His world was the All; it was one with existence itself. The world, reality in its fullness, encompassed not merely the empirical and the historical; above all it encompassed the spiritual. The Divine was identified with the primordial, with a mystery which was one with his world. Man was in the universe, but in turn the universe was in him. The experience and affirmation of this truth were the foundations of classical religion.

The multitude of forms and forces within the world manifested the divine, and mythology was born as classical man experienced them. His myths in form and incident symbolized for him the complexity of the universe and of the life of man therein. Because of his own spiritual nature classical man confronted this universe as well as belonging to it. Through his myths classical man found his place in existence. Myth established the unity not of a rational system but of life itself. Forever in flux, the myths constantly assumed new forms as they grew—in the very manner of a living organism—and replaced or melted into one another.

In time these mythological foundations were cut off from classical religious sentiment, as the latter allied itself with the aims of philosophy and ethics. Classical religion still retained the liberal character of its roots, however, changing freely with its particular intellectual affinity. Parmenides, Socrates, Empedocles, the Pythagoreans, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, the Plotinians—each thinker, every school—expressed a fresh religious conviction, but always one which was open to new departures. With every new door tried by the spirit of philosophy, the spirit of religion seemed to open onto ever-expanding vistas.

This flexibility and absence of dogmatism also marked Greek scientific thought. The Greek mind was gripped by an endless quest for understanding of the ways of the world. Nothing, however, had been decided conclusively; every question remained open, waiting to be answered further. Every philosophical reflection might contain the answer to life; therefore it could compete with any other possible supposition. Always, however, one had to remain within the limits laid down by the fundamental ethos of the Greek world. These limits could not be transgressed, and the trials of Anaxagoras and of Socrates attest to the strength of this prohibition. Thus the Greek searched and hunted for the truth; he experimented with all hypotheses. At the end of his epoch, he had gathered up not only a full body of knowledge but also a typology for every possible position and conclusion in philosophy.

This same cast of mind penetrated Greek social and political life. The several city states of Greece gave birth to a variety of political forms, each state developing independently of its neighbors and according to those geographical conditions and traditional assumptions which were proper to itself. Political ambition within and conflict among the many states was taken as the normal condition of historic life. Thus the individual was absorbed by his particular community. The increasing rivalries among the city states furthered the growth of independent political forms, each of which was rooted deeply in an historic spirit of that people. This profuse flowering of political life, however, swiftly burned itself out in internecine struggles. An attempt to unify the Hellenic peoples into a single political state could not succeed because the Greek in the depths of his soul did not want a unified polity, not even when unity offered the only promise of a continued historic existence. The Greeks chose to tear themselves asunder in senseless wars until the half-barbaric Macedonians forced upon them an artificial kind of unity which violated their unique way of life. Such political blindness points up an essential weakness in the Greek ethos which is often overlooked by its admirers.

We could multiply the instances from the Greek world in which this picture returns again and again. It was a world built by men who rooted themselves in being as they knew it, by men who had a primitive yet never faltering intuition into the things that are; it was the result of a fruitful as well as a dangerous liberality in the conduct of private and social life.

We might be tempted to speak of one ancient effort which violated the spirit of Greek liberalism and which attempted to organize all life into a unified whole: the Roman State. It is certain that Rome did attempt to build the orbis terrarum. The Roman spirit was realistic and suspicious of the theoretical, hostile to the metaphysical. Despite all its harshness when confronted with the exigencies of political existence, however, it looked upon life itself with an extreme liberality. The spirit of tolerance found in the classic Greek world was not abolished by the Roman Empire.




[II]

The Middle Ages transformed radically man’s sense of existence and his vision of the world. Medieval man centered his faith in Revelation as it had been enshrined in Scripture, in that Revelation which affirmed the existence of a God Who holds His Being separate and beyond the world. Since He creates and sustains all things in being and fills them with His Presence God is in His world, but He does not belong to the world because He is its Sovereign. The independence of God is fixed in the absoluteness of His Being and in the purity of His Personality. An irreducibly personal God can never be merged with any universe; He exists solely in Himself, Lord of His Being. Loving the world He depends in no sense upon it. The mythical deities of classical antiquity, however, had to stand or fall with their worldly kingdoms. The absolute essences of ancient philosophy were enmeshed forever within the totality of being to which they gave stability and eternity. But the Christian God needs no world in order that He might be; subsisting alone He is sufficient unto Himself.

The doctrine of creation most decisively reveals the power of God, the Infinite Sovereign. The world was created out of nothing by the freedom of the Almighty Whose commanding Word gives to all things being and nature; of itself that world lacks any trace of internal necessity or external possibility. This created universe is found only in the Bible. Elsewhere the origin of the universe was always thought to have been mythical; either some formless chaos had evolved into the world or some divine power had fashioned it from an equally formless chaos. The Revelation of Scripture contradicted all such myth: the world is created by a God Who does not have to create in order that He might be, nor does He need the elements of the world in order that He might create.

Christian Faith meant trust in and obedience to God’s Revelation to man. It also meant that man must confront and answer His Call, which alone gives meaning to finite personality. Finally, it meant that man must turn toward the Lord as toward his final end.

In this Faith the world was born afresh, but it was born neither of mythology nor of philosophy. The mythical bonds which had chained man to the universe were destroyed. A new freedom dawned in history for the human spirit. Sundered now from the world, man was able for the first time to face all things from a new plane, from a vantage point which depended neither upon intellectual superiority nor cultural attainment. Thereupon was wrought a transfiguration of being utterly impossible for the old pagan world.

Deeply significant for the new religious outlook of medieval man was the influx of the Germanic spirit. The religious bent of the Nordic myths, the restlessness of the migrating peoples and the armed marches of the Germanic tribes revealed a new spirit which burst everywhere into history like a spear thrust into the infinite. This mobile and nervous soul worked itself into the Christian affirmation. There it grew mightily. In its fullness it produced that immense medieval drive which aimed at cracking the boundaries of the world.

This medieval impatience with all limitations cannot be explained, however, simply in terms of the Christian view of man and his relationship to God. Nothing akin to the medieval drive can be found in the first centuries of the Faith, when the classical sense of limitation still retained its hold on Christian man. Although he experienced transcendence, he experienced it only as an inner freedom from the world and as a personal responsibility for his own life, a responsibility transcending the demands and service of society. Only after the Germanic ferment has quickened the European world throughout the course and aftermath of migrations was man’s relation to God freed from the boundaries fixed by antiquity. Only then did man scale the barriers of the world and reach into the infinite that he might embrace the Godhead and return from Him to make all things new.

The Germanic longing to embrace the whole of being was one with the drive for transcendence. The Germanic spirit wished to surround the world in order to penetrate it completely. This passion both to embrace and to enter deeply the full sweep of existence explains the new vision of the world fashioned by medieval man. We shall now study from several points of view this new world in both its cosmological and existential dimensions.

The external world was pictured according to the old Ptolemaic theory, but the theory itself was more firmly conceived than it had been by the ancients. Created and governed in the whole of its being and charged with symbols bearing both metaphysical and religious value, the cosmos gained an entirely new character. The universe of Ptolemy was seen now illuminated by the biblical doctrines of the sovereignty, the creativity and the government of God, the Archetype of all things.

The whole of the cosmos appeared as a series of concentric spheres. At the center was the sphere of the earth. Around the earth circled the other spheres, enormous and incorruptible in substance, to each of which was attached one of the planets and lastly the stars. (Neither classical nor medieval man understood the laws of gravitation; therefore neither could conceive of the free movement of bodies in space.) There were nine spheres with that most distant from the earth, the primum mobile, closing in the universe. Beyond this last sphere extended the Empyrean, burning and luminous. Man could not “really” include the Empyrean in his vision of the world, however, because the whole of created being was held within that world. In fact the Empyrean rendered his world finite, both bordering upon it and enclosing it as it did. Here the astronomical representation mingled with the religious picture, or more accurately with a “picture” created by religious vision. As such it could not be represented at all, for the Empyrean was the place of God, and man would not presume to “see” either God or His “place.” In this way medieval man saw his world, however, because it was in part a religious vision; it had to retain a place for God.

If the Empyrean, “the Place of God,” extended beyond the world and transcended all things, there had to be a “counter-place,” an absolute center for the cosmos. This opposite place was the middle of the earth. At that center cosmology was linked with religious vision in two ways: negatively, the counterplace took color from the classic underworld as a kingdom of doom and horror, as the deeps of the world where God was contradicted, as the Hell of Dante’s Divine Comedy; affirmatively, the counterplace was stripped of its spatial and cosmic dimensions to become the inner man, the “sphere” of heart and soul.

It became clear to medieval man when he turned his spirit in upon itself, when he descended to the core of his soul, that he reached a frontier of “inner finiteness.” Beyond it was the dwelling place of God again, but it was just as inconceivable as was the great expanse of transcendence where dwelt the Lord. To maintain his total cosmology, medieval man had to allow his spirit to think of “something” lying beyond the innermost side of that frontier of “inner finiteness”—a not-something and yet a something—the “place of God,” Who has crossed over and come into the world, into man’s soul as Immanence. There also “lived” God. In the Empyrean, however, God reigned publicly as the high Lord of all things; within the depths of the human soul He dwelt inwardly and privately. Both were “places” transcending the two farthest poles of reality: the first, lying beyond the uttermost sphere of creation; the second, lying buried to the “other side” of the inmost core of the soul of man.

Between these extreme points floated the world. As a whole and in each of its parts the world was the portrait of God; that is, the rank and excellence of every created being was determined by the degree to which it bore within itself the stamp of God’s image. A vast hierarchy of being—the non-living, the plants and the animals—was formed by the interrelations of the many things found in these realms of essence. At the highest, man in his rational-spiritual life was enabled to gather all lesser things into a unity unknown to the ancients and true to the revealed creation of God, into the unity of the macrocosm in all its ranks and degrees, in the fullness of its meaning.

Modern astronomy has refuted this total construction of the medieval genius which gave expression to reality as it is directly grasped by the human eye and consciousness. For this very reason the theory has a most penetrating symbolic power in human thought. Even today its existential1 validity cannot be denied, while its influence upon the ways of medieval man was profound.

Again we must insist that the utterly crucial truth for medieval man was the fact of Divine Revelation. Above and beyond everything given man in this world Revelation was the absolute fulcrum. Set forth within the dogma of the Church, Revelation was accepted upon faith by the individual. From one point of view the Church bound and limited man by its authority; from another point of view the Church made it possible for man to surmount his world. She gave a vision which of itself was vast and liberating in scope. Revealed truth was conceptualized by means of a delicate logic which distinguished and then united all of reality. The theological system erected upon these foundations unfolded itself as a great synthesis. In the modern sense of the term, however, scientific explanation was almost unknown. The one point of departure for science in the medieval intellectual synthesis was authority, that of antiquity and especially the work of Aristotle. The relation between medieval and classical thought was intrinsically organic, a relation having little in common with the attitudes toward classicism displayed by the mind of the Renaissance. The latter was critical and revolutionary; the Renaissance used its fidelity to the classical as a tool with which it cut itself away from Revelation and ecclesiastical authority. By contrast, the Middle Ages had established a relationship with antiquity which although seeming naive was constructive. Viewing classical literature as a direct expression of natural truth, the Middle Ages simply developed and amplified its content.

By the closing years of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth centuries, however, contradictions between classicism and Revelation were strongly experienced by the medieval mind. These first suspicions soon disappeared, and medieval man simply accepted the world of ancient philosophy as a truth given per se to the intelligence. That world was taken to be as natural a servant to Revelation as was nature itself; it was, so to speak, taken as a “second degree” nature. When Dante referred to Christ as somme Giove, he did exactly what the liturgy does when it sees Christ as the sol salutis. This spirit was altogether different, however, from that of the Renaissance scholars when they gave Christian figures names taken from the gods of antiquity. The latter practice was a sign either of confusion or of inner skepticism. The former was an expression of conviction; the world was the property of those who believed in its Creator. Medieval exegesis was bent on reconciling both the conflicts found among the classical authorities themselves and the differences between their thought and Revelation.

This drive for reconciliation is crystallized in the Summae2 which united theology and philosophy, sociology and morality. Impressive works of art in themselves, the Summae seem strangely foreign to modem man until he discovers the key to medieval efforts; namely, that medieval man neither wished to explore the mysteries of the world empirically nor did he want to illuminate them by a rational methodology. He was interested in building his world out of the content of Revelation and upon the principles and insights of classical philosophy. The Summae are that world as it was erected by the human mind. They are a world in which vast differences were fused into a powerful synthesis; they can be compared with the medieval cathedral in which every form and artifact—even the simplest materials of construction—were given a symbolic value which made possible a life and a sense of being integrally religious in nature.

The above analysis has been heightened in effect and must not be misunderstood. We do not mean to say that the Middle Ages did nothing except work over the ancient intellectual ideas; we do not mean to say that it was not engaged in a most profound intellectual effort. That would be to grossly oversimplify. In truth the classical view of the world yielded a rich storehouse for mastery by the medieval mind, offering it a genuine intellectual advance. Even when classic thought had been absorbed by the medieval world at large, it was worked over again and expanded by each medieval scholar independently. As well, the medieval thinker went directly to the world of existing things, to those things which he experienced immediately in sensation; he reflected upon their essences and status within the interdependent ordering of creation. From those reflections medieval man garnered a wisdom which even today has its value. Medieval anthropology, for example, in both principle and application, is superior to its modem counterpart. In morality and moral attitude, medieval life had a firmer yet richer hold on reality than is possible for modem man; it also made possible a fuller perfecting of human nature. In social philosophy and jurisprudence, medieval thought encompassed and ordered its concrete cultural situation to its own time, yet it offers insights which have basic validity for man at any time.

What medieval man lacked was any desire for exact, empirical knowledge of reality, and he did run the risk of merely repeating the classical authorities under whose discipline he had placed himself. It cannot be denied, however, that he had the opportunity to develop an intellectual synthesis completely beyond the scope of modern individualism. We grasp this difference even more clearly and forcefully when we remember that the medieval synthesis was the work not only of individuals, but also of an interplay between school and tradition. This corporate endeavor allowed medieval man to refine and deepen his earliest visions and to expand them to their fullest.

Society itself was governed by two great ideas: Church and Empire as incarnated in the persons of the Pope and the Emperor. Both areas of society were rooted in the supernatural, both were sanctified by divine grace, both were hallowed by investiture, both were lifted above all other things. From on high they governed together the world of Christian life. The Pope wore the triple tiara and held the keys of St. Peter in his hand; the Emperor was clothed with the blue, star-spangled robe which represented the arc of the heavens and held a scepter in his hand, the imperial globe as sign of the world. All the orders of society were marshaled around these fixed centers of authority; all human powers from the lowest to the highest echelons were gathered before them. From the most humble to the most exalted, whether of symbol, rank or function, the whole rhythm of life pointed to those centers.

Above the orders of Church and Empire in which the government of the entire world centered hovered the heavenly ranks of purely spiritual beings, the angels. These angelic choirs and those earthly orders harmonized with one another in a mighty host of correspondences, in a magnificent unity, in a sweeping hierarchy.

The very history of medieval Christendom, however, was to be fixed by the powerful tensions which threatened the unity of Church and Empire. The mounting struggle between Pope and Emperor was a profounder one than it seems at first glance. The struggle had little to do with the mere externals of political power; its roots lay much deeper. It was a struggle over the unity of existence itself. Assisted by the champions of feudal rights, the Emperors attempted to bend the Church to their will. Under the stress of early migrations the Empire had succeeded in its rivalry with the Church, allowing it to claim its superiority of office on spiritual grounds alone. In time the Popes demanded that the throne of the Emperor should be subject to Papal authority. Under Gregory VII and Innocent III, the Papacy did succeed in establishing that unity of all existence which haunted the medieval mind as its very dream. Born from this conflict and bred of this dream was a third medieval theory: it concluded that the two principles of Church and State were united only through the fact that both derived their power and their office from the high authority of God Himself. Behind every such attempt at unity we find the same intention. Human life in the total sweep of its existence and in all its works must be founded upon and ordered by the transcendent sublimity of the Lord.

The orders of Church and State with the orders of the angels above them gathered all things into an architectonic unity. In the successiveness of history, as well, was seen another unity, which was expressed in the theory of world periods. The theory rested upon the Old Testament message of Daniel, 7-12, and was fully developed by St. Augustine in the De Civitate Dei.3

The Middle Ages accepted the Augustinian theory of history even as it developed Augustine’s teaching. The theory reinforced the basic medieval conviction that the universe was a rather large yet limited whole. Revelation again opened the eyes of the faithful here and gave them a point of view which elevated them above the boundaries given to life by immediate sensation. The world, time, history had begun with Creation; they reached apotheosis in the Incarnation of the Son of God—“the Fullness of Time”—and all shall end with the destruction of the world and the Last Judgment. Between the Creation and the End of Things, history itself was divided into epochs of time which were paralleled by the Days of Creation themselves. The birth of Christ began our own time which itself is the last of all the ages, an age filled with hope for the Second Coming and with expectations of Judgment.

These speculations were amplified theoretically in a number of works, such as Bonaventure’s Work of the Six Days. Hexameral thought was expounded more concretely in a host of chronicles in which the matter of Creation itself was embellished by recording all the great deeds of history which the chronicler could muster from the past up to his own lifetime. This practice gave rise to a definite attitude toward the events of history which was peculiarly medieval. The historical event was framed and fixed in its own place in time by situating it between a definite beginning and a decisive end. It followed that the “now” of existence stood out with a clear-cut fullness of meaning; each moment of time was etched against the sweeping panorama of history. Each present moment gained its uniqueness from the impact of the Incarnation which marked the piercing of time itself by eternity. Of greater significance, each present moment of existence became an historic center, for each was given the burden of choice in that crucial and irreducible drama that is one with existence itself.

The most complete ordering of medieval life was found in its religious point of view and practice, in its Christian “cult.” Expressed by myriad symbolic forms, that cult affirmed repeatedly the eternal significance of salvation for every moment in human life. In the dimension of space, that cult found expression in medieval architecture, especially in the cathedral or episcopal chair which dominated all other churches in the diocese. These churches in their turn carried forward the blessed work, sanctifying space itself by spreading cemeteries, chapels and wayside crosses over the land. The very land became hallowed by the presence of the Church at large. Each church building itself through the supernatural rite of consecration symbolized and enfolded the whole of Creation. Every part of a church building from the direction of its main axis to its most minute appointments was invested with a divine meaning which fused the cosmic picture of the world with the course of sacred history into a symbolic whole. The countless figures of the saints and the stories of salvation were everywhere carved in wood, emblazoned in color and glorified by the art of stained glass. In the very fullness of its being the world of the spirit stood before the eyes of the people.
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