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INTRODUCTION The Gentleman from Verona by Robert Royal



Romano Guardini was born in 1885 in Verona in Northern Italy, but his family moved to the German city of Mainz, where his father served as the Italian consul while he was still very young. Except for regular trips back to his birthplace, he lived in Germany during his formative years and wrote in German. For many thinkers, this history might be a mere biographical detail. In Guardini’s case, however, it has considerable significance. He was a beloved figure in his day among his students and had an enormous influence on the Catholic Church and European culture in the twentieth century and beyond. He inspired later thinkers as diverse as Hans Urs von Balthasar (who wrote an interesting book about him), Josef Pieper, Luigi Giussani, Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), and Jorge Mario Bergoglio (Pope Francis). His influence probably owes something to the dual heritage that shows in all his work, which combines the academic rigor of the heyday of German intellectual life with the gentler human qualities of Italian culture.


The present collection is a highly valuable retrieval of texts that supplement Guardini’s greatest and best-known books, such as The End of the Modern World, The Spirit of the Liturgy, and The Lord, which have remained in print and have influenced generations. He makes a point of calling the works in this collection “reflections,” not systematic treatments. But in truth they “reflect” the author’s deep and internally consistent theological, philosophical, and—unusual among religious writers—literary culture. His books on Dante and Rilke, along with his frequent references to Augustine, Pascal, Dostoyevsky, Heidegger, and even Nietzsche, present an eclectic but deep and coherent vision of the Church and the world. Varying approaches to fundamental questions, of course, have their advantages and disadvantages. But as these texts make abundantly clear, Guardini had the kind of mind—the living virtue, as he puts it in his book on the virtues, included here—that can move flexibly but faithfully through whatever questions it encounters. This is why these books are less like academic treatises and more like living dialogues with a wise and experienced and learned friend.


In recent years, there have been efforts to enlist Guardini into present-day conservative or liberal camps. It is misguided, however, to try to place him on some crude ideological spectrum, because he was a subtle and supple thinker, not a simplistic partisan. Guardini warned about the dangers of a soulless world of science and technology, for example, but welcomed advances in knowledge if they could be seen within a deep theological context. His vocal opposition to the Nazis led to his “retirement” from university teaching at only fifty-three, but he also had grave doubts about the highly secularized political foundations of the democratic nations. He was one of the early advocates of liturgical reform and greater lay participation in liturgy, but he died just three years after the close of Vatican II and before the bitter liturgy wars and other post-conciliar controversies began. It is quite enough to appreciate his radical rootedness in the biblical realism that has always marked the Catholic Church, and to recognize the many insights and questions that he brings to bear on almost all modern and postmodern developments, without trying to turn him into a protagonist in current controversies.


In this brief introduction, it is impossible to do justice to all this intellectual wealth, but it may be helpful to highlight some of the main lines of Guardini’s work.


Several of the characteristics of Guardini the writer and thinker appear most clearly in his late book The Virtues: On Forms of Moral Life (1963). After a few years of studying science and then economics, Guardini felt called to the priesthood and turned to theology in the early decades of the twentieth century. Thomism—with its obvious roots in Aristotle—was undergoing a rich revival led by Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Jacques Maritain, Étienne Gilson, and many others. Guardini, however, chose to study the thought of Saint Bonaventure, who drew more from the Platonic-Augustinian side of Catholicism. While he was also part of the scholastic flowering of the thirteenth century, Bonaventure was a Franciscan, and his works lend themselves more easily to modern currents of personalism and communitarianism. The Thomists are known as rigorous philosophers and theologians, but the Franciscan tradition, at least in the hands of Guardini, has its own intellectual precision and power.


It is no surprise, then, that Guardini opens his study of the virtues by quoting not a Christian figure but Plato, who observes the union of the Good, the True, and the Beautiful in the divine. While he differs with Plato on whether the state should be “the protector of the moral order”—the experience of Germany in the first half of the twentieth century had shown the dangers of such a view—he wants to reinforce the notion that men must acknowledge the existence of truth and the absolute moral principles that flow from it. As he puts it in his highly influential The End of the Modern World, “As long as men are unable to control themselves from within…they will inevitably be ‘organized’ by forces from without.” At the same time, he warns that moral principles and the virtues that embody them should not, in the deepest understanding, be regarded as “external limitations to rebellious man. Here we shall regard the good as that whose realization makes man truly human.” Virtues are not (as they are sometimes taken to be) an imposition on human freedom but something “living and beautiful” that perfects human nature from within. By their very nature, the virtues inform and promote a full and fruitful life. It is a paradox of human life that in forming ourselves to virtue through self-discipline we attain real freedom. Without self-discipline, we remain slaves of ignorance, impulse, emotion, and external forces, never becoming true masters of ourselves. Each of us will proceed upon that path in a uniquely personal way, but all those paths lead to the same destination: the Good that is God.


Guardini not only describes this flexibility of living virtue, he embodies it in his work. In The Virtues, he examines two of the four Cardinal Virtues—Justice and Courage—but he devotes most of the work to more workaday virtues that are often overlooked, among them truthfulness, patience, loyalty, reverence, courtesy, and gratitude. As all good virtue theorists do, he shows how all the virtues are interrelated. Kindness or loyalty toward others is always shaped by truthfulness and justice, and vice versa.


And he goes further. In the concluding section, “Justice before God,” he not only examines this traditional subject but shows how it reflects back on all the previously examined virtues. Because from a Christian perspective, the general ethical principles and virtuous habits, useful as they are in certain circumstances, achieve their full purpose only in their engagement with the whole of reality. Human failures are daily evident in both the public and private spheres, and it is therefore crucial that man realize that Christ alone is able, ultimately, to remedy those failures: “everything depends on man’s understanding himself from this viewpoint.” Individual persons and God’s universal kingdom are linked not merely by an ethical system but by the mystery of grace. As Guardini puts it in his little book on the theological virtues, “we must do what the Christian always has to do, change the order of things, give up the old starting-point and seek a new one, put away our old measures and learn to use the new.”


The Word of God: On Faith, Hope, and Charity, as the title indicates, deals with those three Theological Virtues. Written decades before the volume on the other virtues, it is an exploration of the deep realities that lie behind our everyday decisions and struggles. Guardini begins the discussion of Faith, for instance, with some startling reflections on the opening of John’s Gospel, “In the beginning was the Word.” Most readers rightly see this as an affirmation that Christ—the Word (logos)—was present in the Trinity and was indeed God. And it is clear that John is deliberately echoing the opening of Genesis, which recounts the Creation of the world. “But if we consider it carefully,” Guardini notes, going deeper still, “the beginning of which the Prologue of St. John’s Gospel speaks lies even beyond this. He does not mean the beginning of the world, but beginning itself.”


What can this possibly mean? He explains:




He is not Lord because there is something over which He rules, but in Himself and of His very essence, the one absolutely free, powerful, self-possessed and self-sufficient. So this Beginning is prime reality and being, the eternal, fulfilled forever through itself and in itself.…


In the beginning we find not that to which the present age reduces everything, mere nature with all the reserve, determinism, stuffiness, even stupidity, which is implied in this concept, but the bright, free, responsive word of the living God. From this everything proceeds.





And this realization lays upon us modern men, “the heirs of a dying age of reason,” a task that “consists largely in rediscovering what the eye is, namely, not merely the beginning but the half of all understanding; in learning once again what true and complete seeing is, namely the grasping of the original reality.” Faith has all the older characteristics of radical trust in God, but it also demands from us, half-blinded by materialism and scientism, that we try to see more clearly the Truth behind other truths.


Guardini follows this first deep insight with explorations of its consequences. About Hope, for instance, he reminds us that hoping in anything other than eternity—the only reality that does not pass away—however understandable from a human perspective, leaves us stunted: “No one becomes completely human who does not in some way reach this experience, that everything passes away and that nothing which is itself perishable can save us from this transitoriness.” And when he deals with the “Canticle of Love” (that is, the theological virtue of Charity), he repeats the old Christian belief, “Love does not pass away,” but warns those who think this mere sentimentality or religious fervor:




Love is actually portrayed as Christian sobriety, but a sobriety which has nothing to do with barrenness of heart or narrowness of mind. If it gives significance to the charismata it must come from the heart of God, from the operation of the Holy Spirit. It must be moderation in fullness, the “sober intoxication of the Spirit,” as the old hymn says, an attitude which in its serene self-control, its faithfulness and strength is incomparably greater, deeper and richer than all that is unusual.





The most wide-ranging treatment of that human depth in the pages included here is to be found in The World and the Person, which is a response to a two-fold crisis Guardini discerned as having emerged in Western culture over the past few centuries. On the one hand, we have enjoyed rapid and astonishing advances in scientific and technological knowledge of the world and our very own bodies—along with serious developments in the understanding of human psychology. On the other hand, we have tried to preserve the “humanistically philosophical” understanding of ourselves. Despite the differences and even contradictions between these two views of the nature of man, “both claimed to know what man is.… This conviction that they knew man, and the resulting security and the consequent narrowness in dealing with human affairs, has been shattered. The feeling, which was never openly admitted but crept surreptitiously through the 19th century, that the conditions of humanity might be different than the official opinion maintained, has now forced its way into the open.” Various other answers began to appear, of course, but ultimately they have failed. And the modern, to say nothing of the postmodern, condition is that we no longer know what we are—or the nature of the world of which we are a part.


Guardini therefore sets out on a path of exploration of what it means to be human and, more importantly, Christian. His method is akin to what became known in the twentieth century as phenomenology. He considers a series of dimensions of human experience, particularly the question of “inwardness,” which many, following Kierkegaard, have taken to be a crucial mark of Christianity, and height or depth. But there are evil as well as good forms of inwardness and depth, says Guardini, because we are free in our intentions. And besides, in the modern world inwardness and depth are often regarded as a kind of psychological therapy. Christianity operates in a different dimension because only Christ Himself can provide the very space for ultimate inwardness and depth. We cannot by these, or any other of the usual means, save ourselves:




What Jesus means is not an unfolding of the naturally religious predisposition, such as takes place in the course of the history of religion or such as the mystical and ascetic systems of various religions strive for. But He came to reveal the God who is sovereign in relation to the world and unknown to it; He came to tell us what our condition is before this God and to announce what He is willing to do for us.… Here we have primarily and fundamentally not a matter of human experience but of a divine action according to a sovereign decree. And to become a Christian means to take this action as a foundation and criterion of one’s own existence through faith in the word of Christ, unconcerned about one’s own experience, and whether one is “deepened” or not, whether one becomes harmonious or discordant, perfected or fragmentary.





True Christian inwardness, an “absolute gift of God,” often leads to psychological healing, too, of course, but that is not its primary focus: “If then God comes in Christ to the believer, God’s inwardness comes to him, for God is Himself His inwardness.” In one of the many paradoxes of the Christian life, this frees the self from itself and leads us to that higher and truer human existence for which we were created.


So if that is man, the “person,” what of “the world”?


“It is part of the problem of the world that it is possible not to see it, although it bears our existence, and that a certain effort is required in order to have sight of it.” We have noticed earlier in the discussion of Faith that one of the modern tasks is to recover eyes that can better see both the parts and whole—and their true relations. And that means not simply a catalog of objective elements, however exhaustive. There is a human element, a drama, involved, a drama of persons, because without interaction with others we do not become persons even in the limited sense in which we ordinarily use the word.


Even so, mere interaction with others remains at the same level as our own personhood. And in Christian terms, there is a still larger context:




The person, then, is dependent on the condition that other persons should exist. Not this or that person, though they might be the most important or outstanding at any time, but just persons as such. It is different in the case of the absolute personality, God. Without Him I cannot exist.…


Things come into existence by the command of God; the person by His call. And this means that God summons it to be His “Thou”—more exactly that He destines Himself to be man’s “Thou.”…


This is the intrinsic “I-Thou” relation which cannot be abolished. The world is also drawn into it.





Historically, of course, there have been different attempts to understand that fuller, interpersonal meaning of “world.” The modern West was nearly unique in that, for a time, it tried through empiricism, pragmatism, scientism, and skepticism to live without a sense of the “beyond” and gave rise to tragic movements such as Communism, Nazism, Fascism, and secularism. But many felt something else was missing. Guardini sees in great German poets like Hölderlin and Rilke imaginative attempts to create a sense of that “beyond,” but they reacted against the pure objectivity of much of modern culture by turning to an exaggerated and misdirected “inwardness” and individualism. As Guardini’s phenomenological examination of the nature of personhood and the world reveals, the only remedy for this distortion is, again, Christ. He alone sets right the balance between faith and reason and reorders all personal existence so that, as Saint Paul says, Christ lives in us and we in Him, the person and the whole world, if we recover the eyes to see, participating in the Divine Trinity.


It was only natural that Guardini would examine not only the intellectual response to the crisis of Western civilization but also the role that the Catholic Church needed to play in the modern world. In the opening chapter of The Church of the Lord, written shortly after the close of the Second Vatican Council, he lays out some of the gains that he felt had emerged:




	a reciprocal openness to the world, meaning that the Church could find truth and wisdom in the secular, even in other religions, while at the same time not isolating Herself from “the world” (in the bad sense Scripture sometimes uses) and seeing that world as God’s Creation;


	a reform of the liturgy (a longtime concern of Guardini’s) that brought the laity into the heart of the Mass and other rituals.





With the passage of time, it became evident that these reforms had also introduced troubles into Catholicism, and it would be interesting to know how Guardini would tally up the balance sheet were he alive today. We know that he would not take any of the usual approaches to such questions because his understanding of the mystery that is the Church (and of every other subject he touched) was deeper than what we are familiar with: “The Church cannot be resolved into merely natural concepts. Her actions cannot be prescribed for her merely in view of natural demands. On the contrary, she lives by her mission and she must fulfill this—even though it may be at the price of giving scandal.”


The unique nature of the Church is, properly speaking, a mystery. A “mystery” is a reality that the human intellect cannot explain but can only acknowledge, unlike a “problem,” which we have the ability to solve. So the full truth about the mystical body that is the Church cannot be captured by the usual sociological or institutional categories. Guardini reminds readers, for instance, that




the Church worked out and maintained for more than seventeen centuries a divine Revelation transcending all imagination; the doctrine of the triune God, as well as the message of God’s love, which, when understood in its fullest sense, breaks asunder all natural intelligibility. According to all the laws of nature such a structure should have disintegrated after a short time. But the Church did not disintegrate, and so something took place in it which, from the point of view of all history and knowledge of life, is impossible. This fact indicates that the Church is based upon and supported by something that is more than human.





Guardini asks the equally paradoxical question: “What do you think of a social structure which proclaims to men doctrines that trouble them, and make demands on them which do not accord with their immediate wishes and needs, and yet is recognized and even loved by innumerable persons?” The emphasis here is on the “social structure.” The Apostles, says Guardini, were not chosen for their brilliance or even their virtues but for their sheer witness of Christ as Son of the living God and of the Eucharist—a witness first given not in writing but by their very lives:




[Christ’s] own doctrine He entrusted not to a book but to men with whom He had lived and whom He had trained.… “[T]he twelve” were not merely a group of men which might just as well have been larger or smaller, but they were—together with those who gathered around them—a figure, a whole, an organism, which stood in objective validity and authority. They were—the church!





And the Church was a structure that turned authority into service and power into love: “that mysterious reality which has been moving through history for two thousand years, loved as nothing earthly has been loved but also hated and persecuted with a bitterness never experienced by anything else.”


Guardini’s commentaries on Scripture, though written prior to the admission of the historical-critical method in Catholic circles, also witness to his supple imagination, as in his book The Wisdom of the Psalms, also included here. Good student of literature that he was, he pays careful attention to imagery. So in his commentary on Psalm 1, for example, he identifies three images—the “way,” the tree, the wheat and the chaff—but places them, as he places nearly everything he touches, into a rich and living context that most of us, just reading the bare words, might miss. A “way” means there’s a destination, and it is good for us to remember the possibility of going the wrong way as well as the right way; in a Palestine on the edge of the desert, a tree is fed by hidden streams of water that enable it to rise up tall and remain fixed in one place; and the ancient method of winnowing the wheat from the chaff is a vivid example of what is heavy with fruitfulness and the insubstantial husk that the wind and the winnowing fan carry away. Or as the New Testament echoes that image, the light chaff is fit only to be burned up and disappear forever. Although his commentary does not employ “historical-critical methodology,” it is valuable because he tries to read the texts of the Psalms as poems, poems of revelation to be sure, but like all poems, words intended by the author (in the case of the Bible, both the human and divine authors) as a message addressed to a human reader, not an academic scholar. It is in that context and at that level that some of his deepest insights emerge.


For instance, he points out that the voice that speaks in the Psalms is not directed solely to the individual reader, as we might be tempted to think from our own circumstances. In Psalms 113 and 95, a discerning eye will see that the Hebrews are called out of slavery in Egypt by that voice and set on the way to the Promised Land. And similarly, especially in Psalm 95, we discern that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob has been at work specially in the history of Israel but also in the whole of Creation and human history. Moreover, that God manifests himself at specific times and places—a scandal to mere philosophies that think of the divine only as an abstraction outside our world but an integral part of how the biblical God relates to His Creation, including human beings.


As a consequence, “We are living in a vast historical whole, a series of events stretching from the beginning of the human race to the present day and going on to an end of which the Lord says no one knows when it shall be reached, ‘not the day nor the hour.’ We are living in the midst of these events.” So even though the situation of a modern reader of the Psalms is different from that of the ancient Hebrews, who may have heard them read aloud in the synagogue, we all—whatever our station—are part of this same sacred order and sacred history and must strive to live accordingly.


The language of the Psalms is often poetic and inspiring. In Guardini’s description of them, his own lyrical gifts come to the fore, as when he writes, “The eye of the believer sees God’s greatness in the vast expanse of space; he sees His mantle in the brightness of the firmament. And how luminous is He himself, light of all light, if the beams of the sun and the stars are His covering!” An exhilarating prospect, if also frightening, even before we come to the rigors of sin and death. And yet Guardini believed that the ultimate truth is one our modern and postmodern world urgently needs to hear. As he put it in commenting on “The Canticle of Love”:




Man does not know God. Between him and the living Lord lies the dullness of his earthly nature. His earthliness separates him from the mysterious and remote divinity. His sin makes him blind to the one who is all-holy. Hence his experience of God remains inadequate, uncertain and ambiguous. But when the Spirit visits a man, then he comes face to face with God in immediate experience, and knows who He is.





And we know who we are as well.










THE VIRTUES On Forms of Moral Life











Preface


In Plato’s Republic there is a passage in which Socrates demonstrates how the supreme truth is united in “the Good” with the divine itself. In reply, his young interlocutor, Glaucon, cries out in amazement, “You speak of an inconceivably transcendent beauty!” (509 B)


In regard to the manner in which the great master of philosophic thought makes the state the protector of the moral order one may well differ with him. We have learned by bitter experience what happens when government officials take into their hands what belongs to personal freedom. There is one thing, however, that Plato’s philosophy has made clear once for all; that is, after the confusion and chaos introduced into thought by the Sophists, he showed that absolute values exist, that these can be known, and that therefore there is such a thing as truth. He likewise showed that these values are summed up in the majesty of that which we call “the Good,” and that this good can be realized in the life of man according to the potentialities of each individual. Plato showed that the good is identical with the divine; but that its realization leads man to true humanity, as virtue comes into being, and this virtue signifies perfection of life, freedom and beauty. All this is everlastingly valid, even for us today.


These are the matters of which we intend to speak in this work. The ensuing reflections—they are purposely called by this name to distinguish them from scholarly treatises—have grown out of the spoken word, and the reception given these talks has shown that our age, in spite of all its scepticism, longs for an interpretation of everyday life based upon the eternal.


This interpretation shall be carried out in a very unsystematic way. The first chapter deals with the determining points of view. Our interpretation does not pretend to be exhaustive. Rather, it lays hold upon ordinary reality as it came to our attention and seeks therein the starting-points of moral self-realization. At all points it appeals to the personal experience of the reader and strives from there to progress to a unity of ethical consciousness.


Moral teaching has become too negative; these reflections seek to do justice to the living majesty, nobility and beauty of the good. We tend too much to view the ethical norm as external to rebellious man; here we shall regard the good as that whose realization makes man truly human. The young Glaucon was seized by a reverent transport at the words of his master. This book would attain its purpose if the reader felt that the knowledge of the good is a cause of joy.


In 1930 a collection of “Letters on Self-Culture,” which had been composed during the preceding years, was made and published in book form. These letters were addressed to young people and in many ways presupposed the atmosphere of the Youth Movement. The present reflections are addressed to the more mature and presuppose a knowledge of the bitter years which we have experienced since that time. A historical abyss separates these two attempts at a doctrine of life and yet they belong together, as in the same man youth and maturity belong together.


As regards the “epilogue,” the reader would do well if, after taking note of it, he reconsidered the preceding reflections in the light of this knowledge.










On the Nature of Virtue


In these reflections we shall deal with something that concerns us all, each in his own way, namely virtue. The word probably affects us strangely, perhaps even unfavorably; it is likely to sound old-fashioned and “preachy.”


Forty years ago the philosopher Max Scheler wrote an essay entitled “Toward the Rehabilitation of Virtue.”I This title is a bit strange, but understandable, if we consider that at that time ethics, which under the rule of Kant had petrified and become merely a doctrine of duties, was loosening up and people were beginning once again to think of the good as something living, which concerns the whole man. In that situation Scheler pointed out the changes that the word and the concept “virtue” had undergone in the course of history until they took on the wretchedly deficient character which still clings to them.


For the Greek, virtue, areté, was the nature of the noble-minded, culturally developed man; for the Roman, virtus signified the firmness and solidity which the noble man maintained in public and private life; the Middle Ages understood by virtue (tugent), the conduct of the chivalrous man. But gradually this virtue became well-behaved and useful, until it received the curious tone which causes aversion in the normal man.


If our language had another word we would use it. But it has only this one; therefore we want to begin by agreeing that virtue denotes something living and beautiful.


Then, what does it mean? It means that the motives, the powers, the actions and the being of man are gathered at any given time into a characteristic whole by a definitive moral value, an ethical dominant, so to speak.


Let us choose as an example a very modest virtue, such as orderliness. This means that a person knows where a thing belongs and what is the proper time for an action, also what measure is valid in any instance and what is the relation of the various matters of life to each other. It indicates a sense of rule and recurrence and a feeling for what is necessary so that a condition or an arrangement may endure. When orderliness becomes a virtue then the person who practices it does not wish to realize it only in a single decision; for instance, if he ought to work and instead would like to do something else, yet he pulls himself together and does what the occasion requires. Orderliness becomes an attitude of his whole life, a disposition which prevails everywhere and determines not only his personal actions but even his surroundings, so that his whole environment acquires a quality of clarity and reliability.


But the virtue of orderliness, in order to be a living thing, must also touch the other virtues. So that a life may be ordered in the proper way, this orderliness must not become a yoke which burdens and constrains; rather it must contribute to growth. Hence it includes a consciousness of what hinders life and what facilitates it. So a personality is rightly ordered if it possesses energy and can overcome itself, but also if it is capable of breaking a rule when this is necessary to avoid being cramped, etc.


A true virtue signifies an ability to penetrate with a glance the whole existence of man. Within it, as we have said, one ethical value becomes dominant and gathers together the living fulness of the personality.


Now there are two ways in which the virtue of orderliness is realized. It may be innate; then it comes forth easily and self-evidently from the nature of the person in question. Everyone probably knows such a person, whose desk is always clear and at whose touch things seem to find their place of their own accord. The task of such a person consists in cultivating his native quality and developing it so that it becomes a matter of course which makes existence clear and fair. But he must also guard against a degeneration, for an excess of orderliness can make one hard and narrow. It can produce the pedant, around whom life dries out.


But there are also persons of a different disposition, for whom orderliness is not a quality of nature. They are inclined to follow the impulse of the moment, and in consequence their actions lack consistency. They leave off what they have begun because it is boring; they let objects lie as they fell because they are in a hurry to get away. Indeed, order as such annoys them. They consider a neat room uncomfortable; to look ahead over the day and apportion it seems to them pedantic; to account for receipts and expenses and to balance them seems irksome constraint. The fact that there is a rule irritates them and stirs the desire to break it, because for them freedom means the possibility of always doing just what their feelings urge them to do. Persons of this type can attain orderliness only through their understanding of the fact that it is an indispensable element of life, the life of the person and of the community. They must discipline themselves, begin again after each failure and do battle for orderliness. In this way the character of the virtue in them is something conscious and toilsome, eventually reaching a certain degree of naturalness, but always endangered.


Both of these forms of virtue are good and both are necessary. It is as great a mistake to think that only that virtue is genuine which springs naturally from one’s disposition as it is to say that only that is ethical which is acquired with pain and toil. Both are virtue, morally formed humanity, only realized in different ways.


We might also point out that proper order takes on a different character according to the sphere with which it deals. Lifeless objects in a warehouse are ordered differently than, let us say, living beasts in a stable, or persons in an industry; soldiers in service are ordered differently than children in school.


So a great many things might be said on the subject. In connection with the feeling for human worth and social position the sense of order results in a proper behavior in social life; together with a sensitivity to situations, a feeling for what is proper, tact, etc.


Virtue is also a matter of our attitude toward the world. How does a person in whom the feeling for order has become effective view the world? He observes that everything in it is “ordered according to measure, number and weight,” as Scripture says. He knows that nothing happens by chance and that everything has a meaning and connection. He rejoices at the sight of this order. He may think, for instance, of the cosmology of the Pythagoreans who equated the laws of the cosmos with those of musical harmony and said that what guided the course of events was the sound of Apollo’s lyre. He who has this disposition sees also the order in history, sees that profound laws prevail there, that everything has its cause and nothing is without effect. The Greeks expressed this by the concept of themis, according to which all human activity is regulated by divine law and justice. Consequently, this virtue signifies a relation to the whole of existence and enables us to discover aspects of it which never become clear to the one who lives in disorder.


Of course this orderly view may also become rigid so that it sees order merely as natural order and even this as only a mechanical necessity. Then the original form and living productiveness disappear; likewise, all that may be called spiritual fullness, freedom and creativity, and existence congeals in dull and soundless inevitability.


But a person sensitive to order can also suffer in consequence. Indeed every genuine virtue entails a predisposition to spiritual joy and also to spiritual suffering. The disorderly person remains indifferent to the confusion of human affairs, insofar as they do not affect him personally, or he may even consider them his native element and enjoy them. But he who knows the meaning of order senses the danger, even the sinister quality, of disorder. This may be expressed in the ancient concept of chaos, the destruction of existence. Form has become formlessness in the monster, the dragon, the werewolf, the midgardserpent. Here we see the nature of the true hero (Gilgamesh, Heracles, Siegfried) who does not go forth to seek adventure or glory, but knows that it is his task to overcome chaos. They conquer that which makes the world monstrous, and unlivable; they create freedom and suitable conditions for life. For him who desires order, every disorder in the interior life of man, in human relations, in his life work and in the state is alarming, and can even be a torment.


Virtue may also become morbid. We have already touched on that point. Order may become a shackle by which man suffers harm. I knew a very talented man who said, “When I have once made up my mind to do something I would not be able to alter my decision even if I wished to do so.” In this case order has become compulsion. Or we may think of the scrupulousness of conscience which torments a man with the feeling that he must do something and do it again and again, endlessly, compelled by an urge that never leaves him. Then there is the teacher who forces everything into rigid rules in order to remain master of his pupils, because he is unable to create an elastic order which serves the purposes of life. And there is also the pathological condition in which a person feels “Now is the time, now ‘it’ must be done, or something terrible will happen,” but he does not know what it is that must be done. Here we have a compulsion to order which has lost its content.


In every virtue there is the possibility of constraint. Therefore man must become master, even of his virtue, in order to attain to the freedom of the image of God.


Virtue extends through the whole of existence, as a harmony which gathers it into unity. And it also ascends to God, or rather it descends from Him.


Plato already knew this, when he invented for God the name of Agathon, the “good.” It is from the eternal goodness of God that moral enlightenment comes into the soul of the receptive man. It imparts to different characters their respective dispositions for good. This understanding reaches its perfection in the Christian faith. We may recall the mysterious vision in the Apocalypse where the embodiment of order, the Holy City, comes down from God to man. (Apoc. 21:10ff). Due to the limitations of space, we shall mention only a few fundamental points.


First of all, there is a truth, a reality upon which every order of existence depends. It is the fact that God alone is “God” and that man is his creature and image—that God is really God, not an anonymous principle of the universe, not a mere idea, not the mystery of existence, but He who is himself the real and living one, Lord and Creator—and man is His creature and is obliged to obey the supreme Lord.


This is the basic order of all earthly conditions and of all earthly activity. Against it, the first man rebelled when he let himself be persuaded that he might “be as God,” and this rebellion continues to the present day, on the part of great and small, genius and gabbler. But if this order is disturbed, then no matter how much power is gained, how much welfare secured, or how much culture developed, all things remain in chaos.


Another way in which the virtue of order is established by God is the irrevocable law that all wrong demands expiation. Man likes to attribute his own forgetfulness to history and thinks that, when he has done wrong, things continue undisturbed: the intended effects remain, the wrong is past, is annihilated. A concept of the state has grown up, according to which the state is permitted any wrong for the purposes of power, prosperity and progress. If these ends are attained, the wrong is blotted out.


As a matter of fact, the wrong is still there, in the matter and the continuity of history, in the lives of those who have committed it and in those who have suffered it, in the influence it has had upon others, and in the impression upon the opinions, the language, and the attitudes which characterize the age. And it shall be expiated some day; it must be expiated—inescapably. God vouches for that.


The third point is the revelation of the judgment. History is not a natural process which is self-justified; rather, it must render an account but not to public opinion, or to science and scholarship. It is likewise incorrect to say that the course of history is itself the judgment, for much remains hidden, much forgotten and the responsibility for many things is placed where it does not belong. No, judgment is reserved for God. Everything will come before His truth and will be revealed. Everything will come under His justice and receive His final verdict.


We see that what we have called the virtue of order, which at first appeared so commonplace, reaches ever deeper, becomes more and more inclusive and finally ascends to God himself—and descends from Him to men. This concatenation is what the word “virtue” means.


In the following, we shall work out a series of such structures of man’s relation to the good. We shall do this without any system, but rather use image upon image as these present themselves in the manifold varieties of human experience. This will help us to understand man better, to see more clearly how he lives, how life becomes his task, how he performs it meaningfully or gambles it away.


This will also help us in the practical conduct of our own life. For there is a relation of choice between our various predispositions to the different virtues. These are not a general pattern to be imposed on men but are themselves living humanity, insofar as it hears the appeal of the good and fulfills itself therein. And the good is a living treasure, radiating from God, at its source infinitely rich and yet simple, but breaking up and unfolding at its contact with human existence.


Every virtue is a diffraction of this infinitely rich simplicity upon a potentiality of man. But that means that different individuals according to their potentiality are more or less related or alien to the different virtues. So a socially inclined person who readily establishes relations with others will find the virtue of understanding quite easy and natural, whereas it is naturally strange to the active resolute person fixed upon his goal. A person of creative temperament has an originality which enables him to grasp a given situation vividly, while the person who is of more logical temper holds to fixed rules.


To see all this is important for our understanding of the moral life of different individuals. It is also important for our own daily life, because in our moral development it is well to begin with that which is familiar to us and then to advance to the conquest of that which is more alien.




	
I. Max Scheler, “On the Reversal of Values,” collected works (Bern, 1955), III, 13ff.













Truthfulness


A virtue which has suffered great damage in our day is truthfulness, which taken in its widest interpretation includes also the love of truth, and the will that truth should be recognized and accepted.


First, truthfulness means that the speaker should say what is so, as he sees and understands it, and that he should express what is in his mind. Under certain circumstances this may be difficult, and may even cause annoyance, harm and danger. But our conscience reminds us that truth is an obligation, that it is something absolute and sublime. It is not something of which we may say: “You may tell it if it is convenient for you or serves some purpose,” but “When you speak you must tell the truth, not abbreviate it or change it. You must tell it absolutely, simply—unless the situation urges you to be silent or you can evade a question in a decent and proper way.”


But apart from this, our whole existence depends upon truth. We shall say more about this later. The relations of people to each other, social institutions, government—all that we call civilization and man’s work in its countless forms—depend on a respect for truth.


Truthfulness means, then, that man has the instinctive feeling that the truth must be told, absolutely. Of course, we must emphasize this point again, this obligation is based on the assumption that the questioner has the right to be informed. If he does not, then it becomes the task of experience and prudence to find the proper way of avoiding an answer.


We must also note that in regard to truthfulness in daily life it makes a difference if one possesses interior certainty in regard to the various situations, and also if one is a master of the language and quick to define and distinguish. This is a matter of ethical culture with which education should deal. Many a lie arises from shyness and embarrassment, and also from insufficient mastery of the language.


Special problems arise from circumstances such as we have known in the past and still meet today, when a totalitarian tyranny places all under compulsion and permits no personal convictions. Then man is perpetually on the defensive. Those who exercise violence have no right to demand the truth, and they know that they cannot expect it. Violence causes speech to lose its meaning. It becomes a means of self-protection for the one who is violated, unless the situation is such that it demands a testimony by which the speaker risks property and life. To determine this is the affair of conscience and he who lives in secure freedom may well consider whether he has a right to pass judgment in such a case.


At any rate, truthfulness means that one tells the truth, not only once but again and again, so that it becomes a habit. It brings to the whole man, his being and his action, something clear and firm.


And one should not only speak the truth but do it, for one can lie also through actions, attitudes and gestures, if these seem to express something which is not so.


But truthfulness is something more. We have already spoken of the fact that virtue is never isolated. Surely we have already observed that nature does not know the absolutely “pure” tone, that there are always overtones and undertones forming a chord. A pure color also does not occur, only a mixture of colors. Similarly, “bare” truthfulness cannot exist. It would be hard and unjust. What exists is living truthfulness, which other elements of the good penetrate and affect.


There are persons who are truthful by nature. They are too orderly to be able to lie, too much in harmony with themselves—sometimes we may even say, too proud to lie. This is a splendid thing in itself. But such a person is often in danger of saying things at the wrong time, of offending or hurting others. A truth that is spoken at the wrong moment or in a wrong way may so confuse a person that he has difficulty in getting his bearings again. That would not be a living truthfulness but a one-sided one, damaging and destructive. Of course, there are moments when one must not look to the right or left but state the plain truth. But, as a rule, it holds good that we are in the context of existence, and here consideration for the other person is as important as truth-telling. Therefore truth-telling, in order to attain its full human value, must be accompanied by tact and kindness.


Truth is not spoken into a vacuum but to another person; therefore the speaker must try to understand what its effect will be. St. Paul makes a statement whose full meaning is untranslatable: he says that those whom he is addressing, the Christians of Ephesus, should aletheuein en agape. Here the noun, aletheia is turned into a verb: “to speak, to do, to be truth”—but “in love.” (Eph. 4:15) In order that truth may come to life, love must accompany it.


On the other hand, there are persons in whom this feeling for others is very strongly developed. They perceive immediately how they feel, understand their nature and situation, are aware of their needs, apprehensions and troubles, and consequently are in danger of giving in to the influence of these conditions. Then they not only show consideration, but adapt themselves; they weaken the truth or overemphasize it, indicate a parity of opinion or meaning where it really does not exist. Indeed, the influence can predispose their own way of thinking, so that not only external independence of speech and action is lost, but even the interior independence of judgment.


Here too the living quality of truth is endangered, for it includes the liberty of spirit to see what is true, the determination of responsibility which upholds its judgment even in the face of sympathy and helpfulness, and the strength of personality which understands that its own dignity stands or falls with its loyalty to truth.


So we have two elements which must accompany the desire for truth if the complete virtue is to develop: consideration for the person addressed and courage when truth-telling becomes difficult.


Other things are also necessary. For instance, one needs experience of life and an understanding of its ways. He who sees life too simply thinks that he is telling the truth when he may actually be doing violence to it. He may say of another: “He is a coward!” Actually, the other man does not have the forthrightness of one who is sure of himself; he is timid and uncertain and does not dare to act. The judgment seems correct, but the one who pronounces it lacks knowledge of life, or he would have understood the signs of inhibition in the other person.


Again, one may judge that another is bold, whereas he is really shy and is trying to overcome his interior inhibitions.


We might add many other examples. They would lead us to see that living truth claims and requires the whole man. A friend of mine once remarked in conversation: “Truthfulness is the most subtle of all virtues. But there are persons who handle it like a club.”


All relations of men with each other, the whole life of the community, depend on faithfulness to truth.


Man is a mysterious being. If someone stands before me, I see his exterior appearance, hear his voice, grasp his hand; but what is going on within him is hidden from me. The more real and vital it is, the more deeply it is buried. So there arises the disturbing fact that the association of persons with each other—and that means the greater part of life—is a relation which moves from one mystery to another. What forms the bridge? The facial expression and gestures, the bearing and actions, but, above all, the word. Through the word man communicates with man. The more reliable the word, the more secure and fruitful the communication.


Moreover, human relationships are of varying depth and significance. The gradation passes from mere getting along with one another and man’s simple needs to the life of the soul, to the workings of the mind, the question of responsibility, and the relation of person to person. The way leads ever deeper, into the special, individual, profoundly personal, into the range of freedom where our calculations fail. So the truth of the word becomes ever more important. This is applicable to every kind of relationship, above all to those upon which life in the proper sense depends: friendship, collaboration, love, marriage, the family. Associations that are to endure, to grow and become fruitful must become ever more pure in the truthfulness of each toward the other; if not, they will disintegrate. Every falsehood destroys the community.


But the mystery goes deeper. It does not consist merely in the fact that every communication passes from the hidden depths of one person to those of another, but everyone also communicates with himself. Here man, so to speak, separates into two beings and confronts himself. I consider myself, test and judge myself, decide about myself. Then this duality again unites into the single self and thereafter bears within itself the results of this encounter. This is constantly happening in the process of the interior life. It is the way in which it is accomplished.


But what if I am not truthful in dealing with myself? What if I deceive myself, pretend? And do we not do this constantly? Is not the man who is always “in the right” most perilously “in the wrong”? Does not the man in whose opinion others are always at fault constantly disregard his own fault? Is not the one who always gets his way living in a tragic delusion, unaware how foolish, how conceited, how narrow, how brutal he is and what harm he is doing? If I wish to associate properly with myself and so with others, I must not disregard my own reality, must not deceive myself, but must be true in dealing with myself. But how difficult that is, and how deplorable our state if we honestly examine ourselves!


Truth gives man firmness and stability. He has need of these, for life is not only a friend but also an enemy. Everywhere interests oppose each other. Constantly we meet touchiness, envy, jealousy, and hatred. The very differences of disposition and point of view cause complications. Even the simple fact that there is “the other,” for whom I am in turn “the other” is a root of conflict.


How shall I manage? By defending myself, of course. Life is in many respects a battle, and in this battle falsehood and deceit might sometimes seem useful. But what on the whole give us firmness and strength are truth, honesty, and reliability. These qualities bring about an enduring result: respect and confidence.


This is also true in regard to that great power which penetrates the whole of man’s life and which is called “the state.” It is not an accident that whenever the state, whose basic principles should be liberty and justice, becomes a tyranny, lying and falsehood grow proportionately. Even more, truth is deprived of its value; it ceases to be the norm and is replaced by success. Why? Because it is through truth that the spirit of man is constantly confirmed in its natural rights, and the person is reassured of his dignity and freedom. When a person says, “It is so,” and this statement has weight in public because truth is honored, then he is protected against the force which is inherent in every government. But if the government succeeds in depriving truth of its value, then the individual is helpless.


The most hideous manifestation of tyranny is this, when a man’s conscience and consciousness of truth is broken, so that he is no longer able to say, “This is so…this is not so.” Those who bring this about—in political and judicial affairs, or elsewhere—should realize clearly what they are doing: they are depriving man of his humanity. This realization would crush and destroy them.


Truth is also the means by which man becomes stable and attains character. This is determined by the fact that a man’s nature has taken on that firmness which is expressed by the statements: “What is, is. What is right, must be done. What has been entrusted to me I uphold.” In the measure in which this comes about, man gains stability and self-reliance.


But is this not self-evident? Does not everyone possess stability by the mere fact that he is himself—as every animal is itself, the swallow, a swallow and the fox, a fox?


Here we must not be careless in our thinking, for much depends upon exactness in these matters. Why does an animal make so strong an impression of stability, of being at one with itself? This is so because it is “nature,” a living being without a personal soul. The “spiritual” element within it—order, meaningful being, and behavior—is the spirit of the Creator, not its own. But man possesses a spiritual soul, a free and rational personality. Through this he is worlds above the animal, but for this very reason he lacks the animal’s natural stability and unity. He is endangered by his own spirit which constantly tries to overstep its own nature and to become self-determined, and thereby also to question and deceive itself. If we add to this all that faith tells us about the disorder caused by original sin and all that followed, then we see that man is a being endangered by his very origin and that he must constantly resist the evil possibilities within himself. From this point of view man “is” not simply himself, his true self, but he is on the way toward it and seeking it. And when he acts rightly, he “becomes” himself.


How important it is, then, to ask what is the way in which a true selfhood comes into being, in the profoundest depths of existence, beyond all tensions and disturbances. The answer—above all answers that could be given—is this: it comes from the will to truth. In every true thought and word and deed the interior center, the true self, is confirmed, imperceptibly but really. How dangerous it is when man is deceived about his own nature, in speech, in literature and in pictures. Often we say to ourselves in terror: that which science, literature, politics, newspapers, and films call man is not really man at all. It is an illusion or an assertion for some ulterior motive, or a weapon, or simply thoughtlessness.


Our considerations have advanced far. We said in our first reflection that every virtue involves the whole man. This has been confirmed again. Indeed the virtue extends far beyond man, to God.


Let us just think deeply about this: if I say, two and two are four, then I know that it is wholly four, and only four and always four. I know that this is correct and there will never be a moment when it is not correct, unless certain but definite conditions of higher mathematics are involved. What brings about this certainty that cannot be anything but what it is? What is the reason why, beyond these simple relations of sense objects, every true knowledge at the moment of its flashing upon us brings with it the certainty that it is so? Of course I can err if I have not observed carefully enough or thought clearly enough. That can happen and it happens every day. But when I really know, then I say: It is so. What brings about this strange certainty of the mind depending on nothing tangible? It can only be something that comes from God. Something that does not come from man himself here enters into human action and experience. It is a power, not of compulsive force, but of the reason appealing to us and bearing witness of itself: a power of the mind which brings about that firmness in man which we call “conviction.” Plato built his whole philosophy upon this basic experience. He called this power a “light”; the highest, indeed, the real light, that comes from the true sun. This sun is God, whom, as we have mentioned before, Plato calls the agathon, the “good.” St. Augustine, relying upon St. John, introduced this idea into Christian thought where it became eternally fruitful.


In the last analysis, what is truth really? It is the way in which God is God and knows himself, is knowing and in his knowledge bears himself. Truth is the indestructible, untouchable solidity with which God, by knowing, is based upon himself. From him truth moves into the world and gives it solidity. Truth penetrates all being and gives it its nature; its light shines into the human mind and gives it that brightness which we call knowledge.


This is a valid conclusion: He who holds to the truth holds to God. He who lies rebels against God and betrays the rational basis of existence.


In this world, the truth is weak. A trifle suffices to hide it. The most stupid persons can attack it. But some day the time will come when things will change. God will bring it about that truth will be as powerful as it is true; and this will be the judgment.


“Judgment” means that the possibility of lying ceases because omnipotent truth penetrates every mind, illumines every word and rules in every place. Then falsehood will be revealed as what it is. However expedient, clever or elegant it may have been, it will be exposed as an illusion, as a nonentity.


We should let these thoughts occupy our minds, our understanding, and our hearts. Then we shall perhaps sense what truth is, its steadfastness, its calm radiance, its nobility. Then we will enter into union with it, through all that is most intimate and loyal within us. We will accept responsibility for the truth and expend our efforts in its behalf.


All this will suffer opposition and trials, because we are human. But our lives must testify to the fact that truth is the basis of everything—of the relation of man to man, of man to himself, of the individual to the community—and, above all, of man to God—no, of God to us.










Acceptance


If someone should ask, “I should like to make progress in moral life; where shall I begin?”, then we would probably answer, “Wherever you will.” You can begin with a fault of which you have become conscious in your profession or occupation. Or else, you can begin with the needs of the community, the family or friends, wherever you have ascertained a failing. Or else you may be aware that some passion has power over you and you may strive to overcome it. Basically, all that matters is that you should be honest and sincere and make a determined effort. Then one thing will lead to another. For the life of man is a whole. If he grasps it anywhere with determination then his conscience awakes and strengthens his moral power in other respects as well, just as a fault anywhere in his life makes its influence felt everywhere.


But if the questioner urges us further, “What is the presupposition for all moral effort if it is to be effective, to change what is amiss, to strengthen what is feeble, and to balance what is uneven?” then, I believe, we would have to answer, “It is the acceptance of what is, the acceptance of reality, your own and that of the people around you and of the time in which you live.”


Perhaps this sounds somewhat theoretical, yet it is not only correct but deserves the special attention of everyone who is making an honest effort; for it is by no means self-evident that we accept what is, accept it interiorly as well, with a ready heart. Someone might object again and say, “But this is affectation. What is, is, whether we ‘accept’ it or not, quite apart from the fact that such a disposition is very convenient and must lead to passivity.” So we must make it clear at once that we are not dealing with a weak submissiveness but with seeing the truth and taking one’s stand upon it, resolved, of course, to work for it and, if necessary, to fight for it.


Here true humanity begins. An animal is essentially in harmony with itself. More accurately, for the animal the question does not exist. It is naturally adapted to its environment just as it is and is absorbed in it. That is why it gives us the impression of “naturalness.” It is exactly as it must be according to its nature and the surrounding conditions.


Man’s situation is different. He is not absorbed in his own being and environment. He can depart from himself and think about himself. He can judge himself and can raise his desires above what he is to that which he would like to be or should be. Indeed, he can lift himself in fancy to the impossible. So there arises a tension between his actual being and his desires, which may become a principle of growth insofar as he keeps before him in his striving an image of himself, which he seeks to overtake with that which he really is. But the tension may also cause a harmful split, a flight from one’s own reality, a phantasy existence which disregards the given possibilities and also the threatening dangers.


This is what we meant when we said that all effective moral striving must begin with a man’s sincere acceptance of existence as it is.


Let us try to understand what this acceptance means by seeking to understand more clearly what it is that we accept.


There is first of all myself. For I am not man in general, but this particular person. I have a certain character and no other, a certain temperament among all the various ones that exist, certain strong and weak points, definite possibilities and limitations. All this I should accept and build upon as the fundamental basis of my life.


This is, we repeat, by no means self-evident. For there is—and this throws a glaring light on the finiteness of our existence—a disgust with our own being, a protest against one’s self. We must remember again that man is not, like an animal, enclosed in himself, but can rise above himself. He can think about how he would like to be. And many a person lives more in a dream world than in the consciousness of his reality. We know, too, the curious activities by which a person tries to slip out of what he is, dressing up, masking, plays. Does not all this indicate the vain, but ever renewed attempt to be someone different than we really are? So there appears the command, strict and not easy to fulfill, really to wish to be who we are—convinced that behind this there is no dull necessity of nature, nor a malicious chance, but the allotment by eternal wisdom.


This means that I must accept not only the strong points that I have but also the weaknesses; not only the possibilities but also the limitations. For we strange human beings are so constituted that what supports us also burdens us, what brings security also endangers us. Every mode of being has a positive side and also a negative, and we cannot select.


We have attained great wisdom if we have learned that we cannot pick and select among the foundations of existence but must accept the whole. This does not mean that we should approve of everything, and leave everything unchanged. Certainly not. I can and should work on myself and my life and mold and improve it. First, however, I must admit the existing facts; otherwise everything becomes false.


The person endowed with a keen reason, a practical view, and a firm hand often lacks the creativity of imagination, the beauty of the dream which belongs to the artistic temperament. In return the latter is burdened with the dark moments of emptiness and discouragement, and the difficulty of adjusting to the real world and its calculations. The person of strong feelings who tastes the joys of existence must also endure its pains and sorrows. No one can expect to keep the one and reject the other, but if he wishes to live true to reality he must accept his own nature. The person who is cool-headed and can easily shake off unpleasant things does not know the heights and depths of existence.


Again, this does not mean that we should call good what is not so. The bad is bad, evil is evil and what is ugly should be called ugly. But all efforts to develop the one and overcome the other depend on the assumption that we have first recognized and admitted what is. How many people build up phantasies about themselves and seek to circumvent by lies what really is. They are indignant if we call their attention to a fault and surprised if something goes wrong. The beginning of all effort is the recognition of what is, even if that happens to be one’s faults. Only when I honestly take upon myself the burden of my faults do I really become serious and only then can the work of overcoming them begin.


We must also accept the situation and circumstances of our life as they have been allotted to us. Of course, we can change and improve many things and shape them more according to our wishes, especially if these wishes are definite and the hand that seeks to carry them out is firm. But, basically, the tendencies that have grown out of our earliest years remain and determine what follows. Psychologists say that the fundamental characteristics of a child are fixed by the end of the third or fourth year. These accompany him through his later life, as also do those influences which the persons around him, the social group, the city and the country have exercised.


Another step is the acceptance of our destiny. Destiny is not accident. It possesses a logical consistency which is determined externally by the connection of events but also internally by the nature and character of the person involved.


The life of the average man will not know the triumphs or the catastrophes experienced by the genius. The man whose talents lie in economics and organization will not be seized by the perplexity and despair that often overwhelm the man of artistic nature, and the latter will not experience the victories and defeats of the man who has the ability to acquire and use power. So the nature of a person forms, as it were, a sieve which permits certain experiences to pass through and retains others.


Even those things which may happen to one—perhaps the lightning which strikes a house during a thunderstorm—will be something different if the owner of the house is madly carried away by his misfortune or has self-control and is able to stand firm. So we may say in a certain sense that the individual possesses in his disposition a preliminary sketch of his destiny. Not a fixed necessity—this is contradicted by the fact of freedom which again and again, in small things and in great, has its part in building a life—but a direction, a basic character, often a probability of definite events. Again the important thing is that one accept one’s destiny and then work more resolutely in guiding and shaping it. The life of modern man is governed by an idea which is the counterpart of the fear that grips his nerves; that is, the idea of obtaining security against increasing dangers. Of course we can do many things in this respect. To mention only one thing, we can calculate how great the life expectancy is in a certain occupation, and how great the percentage of accidents in another; but, we cannot insure ourselves against life itself. Rather, we must accept it with all that it brings, both great and small, of possibilities of fortune and misfortune. To accept one’s destiny really means to accept oneself and to be true to oneself. This idea took the form of the amor fati in pagan scepticism, the “love” of one’s own fate, born of defiance. Its Christian form is the assent given to the way that is outlined for us by our own nature, because of our confidence that everything rests upon Divine Providence.


The logical consistency of the thought leads us further, to the point where we do not merely resist pain and misfortune, or, if they cannot be avoided, endure them courageously, but where we accept their bitterness. In order to be able to do that, we must have been taught in the school of Christ, for our nature inclines otherwise. It protests against pain, and, to begin with, we cannot object to that, especially since there is a yielding to pain that grows out of weakness; there is even a morbid desire for it. But mere rejection destroys the meaning of pain for our life. If it is rightly understood and borne, it deepens life, cleanses it, and brings man into harmony with himself, because he comes into harmony with the divine will, which is behind all events.


And finally there is this: Acceptance of self means that I consent simply to be.


This statement sounds odd, as long as all is going well. Then we live on in our own being and action and think no further. But when other times come—times of misfortune, of failure, of disgust—then there is a cleavage between myself and me. I did not confront the possibility of my own existence and decide that I wished to be, but I was cast into being. I came forth from the lives of my parents, of my ancestors, out of the conditions of the age. The event of my birth said to me, “Now you are. So live your life.” At certain moments we are intimately aware what a grace it is to be, to be permitted to breathe, to feel, to work. But it may happen otherwise, so that our own existence appears to us not in the nature of a gift but of a burden. When our strength fails, the world turns gray and duties weigh upon us; in times of protracted illness or sorrow, in moments of discouragement or of melancholy the protest may arise, “I was not asked. I did not want to be. Why must I?” Then we feel that it is unreasonable to demand that we should be, and that it is an act of the deepest profundity of being to accept our existence. For it can be declined, in a dull and weary fashion, when a person continues to live, merely shrugging his shoulders in resignation, but also in a desperate action, for the number of those who cast away their life is frighteningly large and seems to be growing. They are those for whom the gift of existence becomes a burden and who are unwilling to carry it, or perhaps are unable, because no faith and no love teaches them to understand the difficult riddle.


In all this we make no progress with merely human motives. We really should have said this at the beginning of our reflections. For when we considered that we cannot construct our own existence but receive it, the next question should have been, “From whom?” And the answer would have been, “From our parents, from the historical situation, from our ancestors. But ultimately and through all the intermediaries—from God.” So we cannot attain to a true acceptance if we do not clearly understand from where we receive our existence: from the blind course of nature, the senselessness of chance, the malice of a demon—or from the pure wisdom and love of God. And we must again and again remind ourselves that the basic revelation of Christ was how God is disposed toward us.


True acceptance is possible only if we have proof upon which we can rely. This we have in the living God. The more closely what we should accept touches our life, the more clearly the acceptance involves a conquest of ourself, an interior abandonment of self, as the spiritual masters of the Middle Ages expressed it, a surrender of oneself to that which is, the more we need to understand the nature of the omnipotent intention which is directed toward each one of us.


There is a question which is really foolish, but must be asked, since it helps us in our relations with the transcendent God: Does He really know what He demands of us, He who has no destiny because there is no power that could impose it upon Him? Must not His dispensations, if we may say so, always come “from above,” in Olympic fashion, from the calm aloofness of the unapproachable?


Here revelation tells us of a mystery which is as comforting as it is incomprehensible. In Christ, God laid aside this unapproachability. Through the Incarnation He stepped into the space which forms a single chain of destiny for him who lives in it. God stepped into history. When the eternal Son became man He did so in reality, without protection or exception, vulnerable by word and act; woven, like us, into the stifling web of effects that proceed from the confused hearts of men. Yet there is a difference; for the greater his soul, the deeper his feelings, the more intense his life, the more one is affected by these things. To have a destiny means to suffer; the more capable of suffering one is, the greater is the element of destiny in his life. What vistas of thought does this open to us! What a climax does the concept attain! The Son of God steps into history to atone for our sin and to lead us to new possibilities. He does this prepared for all that would happen to Him, without reservation, without evasion, without resorting to resistance or craft. Men, who have really no power over Him to whom “is given all power in heaven and on earth,” inflict a bitter destiny upon Him. But this is the form of his Father’s will for Him. This will is His own will; to accomplish it is the “food” of His life. (John 4:32) So the weight of destiny is transformed into freedom. The highest freedom and the heaviest duty become one. We may recall His mysterious word on the way to Emmaus: “Ought not Christ to have suffered and so to enter into his glory”? (Luke 24:26)


But God is not “the absolute Being” of mere philosophy, but He who is such that His most intimate nature, His love, is expressed in this way. And His sovereignty is that supreme freedom which is able and willing to accomplish it.


Only from this point of view can existence be comprehended and mastered. Not through some philosophy of personality and its relation to the world, but through faith in what God has done and in union with Him. The image for this is the Cross, as He said, “If anyone will come after me let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” (Matt. 16:24). Each “his own,” that which is “sent” him. Then the Master accomplishes in him the mystery of holy freedom.










Patience


Our first reflection endeavored to remove from the concept of virtue the narrow, moralistic tone that it has acquired in the course of time, and to view it as something living, great and beautiful. So it might seem strange if the title of the following reflection claims that this description also identifies patience. Is not patience something dull and insignificant, a miserable means by which a narrow life seeks to justify its own poverty?


Therefore we shall begin our consideration on the heights with the Lord of all virtue. For the great example of patience is God because He is the omnipotent and loving one.


Have we ever tried to understand how mysterious it is that God created the world at all? The unbeliever knows nothing of this mystery, for he sees the world as “nature”; that is, as something which simply exists. But even the believer is usually not conscious of it because he thinks of the creating power of God in a natural way, as the first cause in the series of causes which operate in nature. He has faith, but this faith has not yet determined his way of thinking and feeling. This is still similar to the ordinary way of the age. But as soon as faith penetrates the core of the personality, the nature of the finite becomes mysterious and the question arises, “Why did God create it?”


If we were able to answer that question, really to answer it, then we would know much. But on earth this is impossible, for it would presuppose that we could think from God’s point of view and such knowledge will be given to us only in eternity. Here on earth the question remains unanswered: why He, who is all things, can do all things, is Lord of all riches; why He created the world. The world which is indeed great, immeasurable for our mind, but always and absolutely finite. God does not need the world. Of what use is it to Him? What does He do with it? Perhaps these considerations give us some inkling of the roots of divine patience.


For God not only created the world, but He upholds and sustains it. He does not become weary of it. There is a myth which may open our eyes—for myths can do that. There is much truth in them, of course in ambiguous form, so that he who hears them is always in danger either of under-rating it or of being misled by it. An Indian myth tells of Shiva, who fashions all things, that in an exuberance of delight he creates the world but then grows weary of it, treads it into fragments and produces another. This suffers the same fate and creating and destruction continue indefinitely. How impressive is the image of this divinity of impatience. It shows us how different is the relation of the true God to the world.


He creates it—the reason is an unfathomable mystery. In spite of its profusion of powers and forms, it is finite, measured and limited throughout. So it does not “suffice” for God himself, and can never satisfy His eternal demands. Yet He does not become weary of it. This is the first manifestation of patience; that is, that God does not cast away the world, but keeps it in existence, respects it, and that He, if we may use the expression, is faithful to it, forever.


In this world there is a being possessing consciousness, inwardness, heart and mind. This being is man. To him God has entrusted His world, so that it may not merely exist but be experienced. Man should continue God’s work with understanding, feeling and loving. He should administer the first world and shape it in truth and justice. In this way, the second world shall come into being, the real world that God intends.


But how does man treat the work of God? Anyone who has gained some experience and has looked more carefully into history and who does not let himself be blinded by the superstition of progress must be terrified to notice how much disorder there is in the world—how much error and folly, greed, violence and falsehood, how much crime. All this exists in spite of science, technology and welfare—or rather together with it—mixed with it, inextricably confused. Even in religion, in men’s ideas of the divine, their relations with it, and their defense of it. Modern man is inclined simply to accept everything that happens. He arranges one thing next to the other, derives one from the other, declares everything to be necessary, and calls the whole “history.” But he who has learned to distinguish, to call the true true and the false false, the right right and the wrong wrong, cannot do this and must be frightened to see how man deals with the world.


And yet God does not cast away the badly spoiled creation and form a new one. What a terrible threat we glimpse in the account of the flood. If we look into it more deeply, we discern the hint of a possibility of universal destruction in the words: “The Lord God repented that He had created man upon the earth.” (Gen. 6:6) But in God—if we may say this—the “Yes” is stronger than the “No,” and he carries the world on, “endures” it through time and eternity.


This attitude of God toward the world is the first patience, absolute patience, possible only because He is the omnipotent one, because He, who knows no weakness, is the true Lord whom no one threatens, the eternal one for whom there is neither fear nor haste. We may recall Jesus’ parable of the sower and the seed. The master of the field had sown good wheat but in the midst of it the weeds sprang up. His servants came and asked, “Shall we tear it out?” But he answered, “No, otherwise you will tear out the wheat with the weeds. Let both grow. Later the harvest will come and they will be separated from each other.” (Matt. 13:24ff.)


This is the patience of the one who could use force but spares, because he is truly Lord, noble and gracious. But man is the image of God; he should imitate him in this respect also. The world is placed in his hand, the world of things, of persons and of his own life. He should make of it what God expects, even now, after the weeds have spread their rank growth through everything. Patience is the prerequisite for the growth of the wheat.


Can an animal be impatient? Obviously not, it can be neither impatient nor patient. It is fitted into the interrelation of nature’s laws; it lives as it must live and dies when its time has come. Impatience becomes possible only for a being which is capable of rising above the immediately existing and of desiring what has not yet come to be. It is possible only for man. Only he is faced with the decision whether he is able to allow time for growth and development.


And this must be done again and again, for in this existence in time and finiteness we constantly find the tension between what man is and what he would like to be; between that which has been realized and that which remains to be accomplished. And it is patience which endures the tension.


It is patience, above all, with that which is given and apportioned to us, our destiny. The environment in which we live is allotted to us; we are born into it. The events of history continue without our being able to change them essentially, and everyone feels their effects. Personally we experience, day by day, what happens to come along. We can resist or change many things according to our wishes; but basically we must accept what comes and is given to us. To understand this and to act accordingly is patience. Anyone who is unwilling to do this is in constant conflict with his own existence.


Let us recall that character who rebels against all laws, Goethe’s Faust. After he has renounced hope and faith, he cries out, “And cursed above all be patience!” He is the ever-immature who never sees reality or accepts it as it is. Always he flies above it in his fancy. Always he is in a state of protest against his destiny, whereas the maturity of man begins with his acceptance of what is, of reality. Only this gives him the power to change and to re-shape it.


We must also have patience with the people who are associated with us. Whether it be our parents, husband or wife or child, a friend or a fellow-worker or whoever it may be. Mature, responsible life begins with our accepting people as they are.


It can be very difficult to be bound to a person whom one gradually comes to know intimately, of whom one knows how he speaks, how he thinks, what his attitude toward everything is. One would like to put him away and take another. Faithfulness here is pre-eminently patience with what he is, how he is and acts, and what he does. If this patience is not exercised everything goes to pieces and the possibilities that lay in the relationship are lost.


But we must also have patience with ourselves. We know to some extent, in the form of a more or less definite wish, how we should like to be. We should like to be rid of one characteristic, to possess another, and we are annoyed at being just what we are. It is difficult to be obliged to remain the person we are, humiliating always to find in ourselves the same faults, weaknesses and deficiencies.


Disgust with oneself—the greatest spirits have most often felt this. Here patience must again take over and help us to accept ourselves and persevere. Not to approve of that in ourselves which is not good; not to be self-satisfied—that would be the way of the Philistine. Dissatisfaction with our own imperfection and insufficiency must remain; otherwise, we would lose that power of self-criticism which is the prerequisite for all moral development. But it should not cause us to escape into illusions about ourselves. Every sound criticism must begin with what is given and work on from that point, knowing that it will be slow work, extremely slow. And this very slowness guarantees that the change is taking place not in our fancy, but in reality.


Wherein does the moral life consist?


Perhaps we have realized that we lack self-control. We must keep a firmer hold on ourselves, become more quiet in speaking, more prudent in action. We recognize and admit this, but it is at first only in our mind, as a thought, or a plan. It must be worked out in real life, and that is difficult. We may dream ourselves into a virtue, and how much wishful thinking consists of imaginary virtues! But the dreams vanish and everything is as it was—no, it is worse, phantasy consumes moral energy, apart from the lack of truthfulness that is inherent in it. How often, under the impression of a lofty moment or a new resolution, we think, “Now I’ve made the grade!” But on the next occasion we notice that our own reality, which seemed to have taken on the form of that which we know to be right, slips back into the old way, and everything is as it was.


A real moral growth would take place if our acts of restraint and self-moderation became more conscious, if our awareness of what our violence might bring about increased, and if we did not let ourselves be carried away so easily by the impulse of our feelings but remained more free, and attained a mastery over our emotions and our inner selves. This would not be phantasy but real processes of the interior life, changes in the relation of various acts to each other, the molding of their character. But that sort of thing takes place slowly, very slowly.


Therefore patience, which always begins again, is a prerequisite if something is really to be done. In the Imitation of Christ we find the phrase: semper incipe!—one of those clear and concise expressions of which the Latin language is master. At first sight, it is a paradox for a beginning is a beginning and then we go on. But that is true only in mechanical matters. In actual life beginning is an element that must operate constantly. Nothing goes on if it does not at the same time begin.


So he who wishes to advance must always begin again. He must constantly immerse himself in the inner source of life and arise therefrom in new freedom, in “initiative”—the power of beginning—in order to make real what he has purposed: prudence, temperance, self-control, or whatever it may be that is to be accomplished.


Patience with oneself—of course not carelessness or weakness, but the sense of reality—this is the foundation of all progress.


Goethe’s Faust, who was formerly the idol of the bourgeoisie, is impatient through and through; he is a dreamer who never grows up. He sells himself to magic, a way of expressing that he does not know how definitely the acceptance of reality, endurance and perseverance amid the things that are, form the basis of all growth and accomplishment. Instead, he makes speeches, everything around him goes to pieces, and at the end there is a “redemption” which no one believes who understands what that word means.


When we were thinking about the concept of virtue we noticed that there is no virtue which, if we will permit the old expression, is chemically pure. As in nature we do not find the pure tone, the pure color, but only refractions and chords, so there is no attitude which is pure patience, but many other elements must be mingled with it.


So, for example, patience is impossible without insight, without knowing the ways of life. Patience is wisdom, understanding what it means that I have this and not something else, that I am of this nature and not another, that the person with whom I am associated is as he is and not like another. I would like it to be different, and by persevering effort I may be able to change many things, but basically things are as they are and I must accept that. Wisdom is insight into the way in which realization comes about; how an idea is lifted from the imagination and worked into the substance of existence. Wisdom is knowing how slow this process is and how greatly endangered; how easily we may deceive ourselves and slip from our own hand.


Patience demands strength—great strength. The supreme patience rests upon omnipotence. Because God is the omnipotent He can be patient with the world. Only the strong man can exercise living patience, can take upon himself again and again the things that are; only he can always begin anew. Patience without strength is mere passivity, dull acceptance, growing accustomed to being a mere thing.


Love, too, belongs to true patience—love of life. For living things grow slowly, take their time, and have many ways and turns. Life demands confidence, and only love can trust. He who does not love life has no patience with it. This leads to short-circuits and to violence; and then there are wounds and destruction.


Many other things could be said on this subject.


Living patience is the whole man, standing in tension between what he would like to have and what he has, between what he ought to accomplish and what he is able at any given time to do, between that which he wishes to be and that which he really is. Working out this tension, again and again gathering things together in relation to the possibilities of the moment—that is patience. So we might say that patience is man in the process of becoming, with a true understanding of himself. And it is only in the hand of patience that those who are entrusted to us can thrive and grow. A father or mother who does not have patience, in this sense, will only harm the children. A teacher who does not have patience with those entrusted to him will frighten them and deprive them of sincerity. When life has been placed in our hands, the work can prosper only if we carry it on with this deep and quiet power. It resembles the manner in which life itself grows. When we were children we perhaps had a little garden, or just a flower pot on the window-sill, and we planted seed. Was it not difficult to adapt ourselves to the way in which growth in the earth took place? Did we not dig up the ground to see if the seed was growing—and then the germ perished? Did we not feel that growth was too slow, until the insignificant sprout appeared? And when the buds formed did we not squeeze them to make them open? Instead, they turned brown and withered. The power under whose protection life can unfold is patience.


Again and again we shall turn to the patience of the powerful one under whose protection we should grow, the living God. Woe to us if He were like Shiva, the impatient and foolish one; if He did not have the wisdom and long-suffering which, in quiet attention, holds the world, which He does not need but which He loves, permitting it to ripen.


Again and again we shall turn to Him: “Lord, have patience with me, and give me patience so that the possibilities granted to me may, in the short span of my life-time, those brief years, grow and bear fruit!”










Justice


Now we shall speak of justice. The word has a lofty but also a tragic sound. It has enkindled noble passion and inspired the practice of the finest generosity. But it also reminds us of great wrongs—of wide-spread destruction and suffering. The whole history of mankind could be recounted under the heading: “The battle for justice.”


In the Sermon on the Mount, in the Beatitudes, the words of Jesus express the greatness and also the whole tragic quality of the matter concerned. He says, “Blessed are they that hunger and thirst after justice, for they shall have their fill.” (Matt. 5:6) The one who says this is no idealist remote from the world, but He of whom the Gospel says that “he knew what was in man.” (John 2:25) Here He figuratively connects justice with that urge which determines the presence or absence of physical life—with hunger and thirst. In the heart of man—of the right-minded man, whom Jesus calls blessed—the desire for justice is as elementary as hunger and thirst are in his physical life. How terrible is the lack when this desire is not fulfilled. But some day, this is Christ’s promise, it shall be satisfied.


By the word “justice” Jesus means something which receives its full meaning only from Revelation: justification before God, the grace of pardon and sanctification.I But to bring home to us what that means he connects the idea of salvation by God’s grace with that of justice as the basic value of all moral existence and that of hunger and thirst for bodily satisfaction. So he suggests something elementary which concerns the whole man.


This basic and elementary thing shall now be the subject of our meditation.


We can speak of justice only in relation to man; it does not exist in the animal world. Where we seem to discern something of the sort—perhaps in noble horses or highly bred dogs—it is a reflection of the human being in the animal which lives with him. Of its own nature, the animal knows nothing of justice, for it lacks what is central to justice, the person. But what is a person? It is the manner in which man is man. A lifeless thing in nature exists as a thing, something without feeling, whose form, qualities and energy are determined by the laws of nature. A living creature exists as an individual, a being that lives, grows from an inner center, maintains itself, unfolds, propagates and dies. It too is determined by interior and exterior necessity. Man, however, exists as a person; that means, he is not merely there, but he is conscious of himself. He knows about himself; he is master of himself; he carries out his own work with judgment and in freedom. He stands not merely in a physical or biological relation to other persons, but converses with them and lives in a community which is established on a basis of intelligence. The fact that man is a person gives to his existence the frightening seriousness and significance which we express by the words “conscience” and “responsibility.” Man not only exists, but his existence is committed to him and he is accountable for the use he makes of it. He is not merely active, he acts, and he is responsible for his actions. This gives man dignity and honor. For this he desires freedom and a right order. He must desire them, inevitably, for the sake of spiritual self-preservation, for himself and for others, for mankind as such. This is, primarily, the desire for justice.


Justice then is that order in which man can exist as a person, in which he can form his judgment about himself and the world, can have a conviction which none can touch, and can be master of his decision and act according to his judgment. Justice is that order of existence in which man can participate in the world and carry on his work, and can form with other persons relations of friendship, of association, of love and fruitfulness according to the demands of his conscience. And, we must emphasize this again, this is true not only of one or another, not only of the powerful or fortunate or talented person, but of every man because he is human.


The order which would guarantee this would be justice. But is there such a thing? Is not history really the tragedy of justice? Is it not a concatenation of the deeds by which selfishness, violence and falsehood have constantly endangered and destroyed this order? In any case, such an order would be justice and the man who desires it and strives for its realization we call a just man.


Justice would go deeper if it determined destiny, and if the man who is good would in consequence be happy, or if the man of good disposition were successful, and the pure of heart were always beautiful, and the good man had a rich and full life; if, on the other hand, an evil disposition rendered its possessor ugly, injustice brought misfortune, and every sin brought vengeance upon the one who committed it, only upon him, and never upon an innocent person.


This would be justice not merely in action but in destiny. But does it exist? Is it not the subject of fairy tales? Is this not the reason why we—even as adults and with our experience of life—never grow weary of these tales, whereas reality is so completely different? In this deeper sense the just man would be the one who desired this state of affairs and did what he could to bring it about, but he would also be Don Quixote, the dreamer, who pursues the impossible and makes himself ridiculous.


Perhaps the matter goes deeper still and here we seem to find something that we must call the justice of being. This is so improbable that one must almost fear to speak of it. We surmise what it means if we listen to the complaints of human hearts, complaints about its non-existence: Why was I not born strong and healthy instead of sickly? Why do I have these qualities and not others? Why do I not have the possibilities for which I envy my friend? And so on.


In the speech of all men there appear questions which no wisdom can answer—those questions in which we find the word “why” and the word “I.” Why am I so? Why am I not so? Justice of being would exist if every man from the very first could agree to be as he is and who he is. But here we touch the basic mystery of ultimate being. The answer to these questions can be given only by God himself; an answer which does not merely solve the problem but removes it in a living encounter.


But let us stay within the confines of everyday reality. How would it be if man strove for justice?


In regard to the existing order he would do what he could to see that the laws of the land gave everyone his rights, that burdens were apportioned according to true capacity, that needs would be properly met, etc. These are great things, but let us disregard them for a moment. It often seems as if great things exist for the purpose of diverting people from those things that touch them seriously. Where does the justice of the existing order really become a serious matter? Here the answer would be less imposing but far more concrete. It would concern matters that touch our own life.


For example: if you spend ten dollars for yourself and later are supposed to do it for another, does the amount carry the same weight for you in both cases? Or do you say, or think, or feel, in the first case, “only” ten dollars, and in the second, “all of ten dollars”? Why the difference? It would be justice if you considered the amount as equivalent in both cases, for that means that another’s need touched you as closely as your own. And even if there were a difference in the immediate feeling, yet your intention and action would be the same in both cases.


What is the situation in your home, in your family? Do you consider the different persons there of equal worth? Does an unkind word about one distress you as much as such a word spoken about another? Or do you like one person and become indignant about an injustice done to him but think the matter not so serious if the injustice is done to another? Ought not at least your practical conduct in both cases be the same?


Here, and not in the apportionment of taxes, does real justice begin: it begins at home, in our dealings with our friends, in the office, wherever we are associated with people. It consists in saying and giving and doing, in so far as possible, that which the other has a right to expect.


And the justice of destiny, in which the life of man were to be arranged as his disposition merits, how would this justice, in so far as we can speak of such a thing, appear in everyday life? What could one do who “hungers and thirsts” for it? He could not change much in the actual situation, for higher powers are in operation there; but he could, for example, make an effort to judge another not according to external appearances, but according to his intentions. But how do we act in everyday matters? Do we give to those who live around us that first beginning of the justice of destiny which consists in trying to understand what they mean? At home among our family or in business, when dealing with our associates, in short, among persons who are close to us, do we consider how somebody meant the word which offended us, why he was so irritated in a particular case, or what may have been the reason why his work was so unsatisfactory?


Only in that way would we be dealing seriously with everyday reality; that is, not by attempting to establish a general culture of justice in which the interior and the exterior would correspond, but by giving to those persons with whom we are dealing a little of such justice.


The deepest stratum of justice is touched, as we saw, by the question concerning the differences of existence. Why are persons different in disposition? Why is one healthy and another an invalid? Why does one come from a harmonious family and another from a broken one? And so on through all the inequalities which press upon us everywhere. We cannot grasp their roots. Let us rather consider what would be possible in daily life.


There is, for example, the elementary question of whether we actually grant to the other the right to be as he is. If we consider the matter, we shall soon see that we usually do not do this at all but, by aversion, ungraciousness or bias, reproach him for his own nature. But his existence gives him the right to be as he is; so we should grant it to him, and not only in theory but also in our disposition and in our thoughts, in our daily attitude and actions. This we should do especially in our immediate environment, in our family, among our friends, our associates and colleagues. It would be justice to seek to understand the other person from his own point of view and to act accordingly. Instead we emphasize the injustice of existence by sharpening and poisoning the differences through our judgment and actions.


But if things are so in the small circle which we can influence, how can they be otherwise in world affairs? Everyone should say to himself: the history of nations moves in the same way as the affairs in my home. The state mirrors the way in which I order my small sphere of action. All criticism should begin with ourselves, and with the intention of improving things. Then we would soon see how much goes wrong because we do not permit the other person to be who he is and do not give him the room which he requires.


But will things never be properly ordered? If we put aside wishful thinking we must reply: evidently not in the course of history. Of what avail are all the attempts to bring about justice on earth if we look not at ideologies and party politics but at reality, the whole reality?


Let us consider the present situation. Let us presume that those who live and fight today are really concerned about the establishment of justice; that is, a proper order of society, sufficient food for all, suitable working conditions for everyone, the possibility of education without special privileges, and so on. Then much would have been accomplished. But how much all this is intermingled with striving for power and self-will! How much injustice enters into it, how much falsehood, how much even of crime! Millions of persons are crushed in order that the supposedly correct form of economic conditions, of the social order, of government—even of justice—may be established. And let us assume that in all this a forward step is taken. Does this take away and nullify all the terrible things which brought it about? Or is the evil still there, in the context of life, poisoning what has been attained?


A person is worthy of his humanity in so far as he strives to bring about justice in the place where he is; but as a whole, as that which it should be, as a condition of existence and an attitude of mankind, justice can never be attained. And here the idea of “progress” which has at present become a dogma, and the notion of the evolution of man beyond himself to ever greater heights must not confuse us. Personal experience as well as history tells another story. There is a basic disorder working in man which makes itself felt anew in every one who is born.


Only by God will true and complete justice be established, and only through His judgment. We should try to let the revelation that this judgment will be passed upon all mankind affect us deeply. The first thing that everyone who thinks of the judgment should say to himself is, “Judgment will be passed upon me!” But there will also be a judgment upon all the human institutions and powers about which we are so likely to feel that they are sovereign and subject to no examination: the state, civilization, history.


The judgment must be taken into account in all being and action. It is God’s verdict upon every finite reality. Without it everything is half balanced in space. Only God determines it. He it is who sees through all, fearing nothing, bound by nothing, just in eternal truth. If a man does not believe in Him, his hunger and thirst shall never be satisfied.




	
I. On this, see the epilogue to the meditations at the end of the book.













Reverence


If one wishes to think about a phenomenon of human existence it is well to notice the word by which language designates it, for language expresses more than the mind of the individual. We wish to do this in dealing with the virtue upon which we now intend to meditate; that is, reverence.I


It is a strange word, this combination of “fear” and “honor.” Fear which honors; honor which is pervaded by fear. What kind of fear could that be? Certainly not the kind of fear that comes upon us in the face of something that is harmful or causes pain. That kind of fear causes us to defend ourselves or to seek safety. The fear of which we shall speak does not fight or flee, but it forbids obtrusiveness, keeps one at a distance, does not permit the breath of one’s own being to touch the revered object. Perhaps it would be better to speak of this fear as “awe.”


This word leads us to an understanding of the phenomenon. The feeling of reverence has a religious origin. It is the perception of the holy and unapproachable which, in the experience of early man, surrounded all that was lofty, powerful and splendid. It included several things: a surmise of greatness and holiness and a desire to participate in it combined with the apprehension of being unworthy of it and of arousing a mysterious anger.


In the measure in which cultural evolution progressed, and a rational understanding and technical mastery of the world increased, the religious element receded. The concept of significance and value became predominant and awakened a respectful attitude in which there was still an echo of the old awe, that feeling of reverence of which we are speaking and by which a man of proper discernment still pays tribute to greatness.


In reverence man refrains from doing what he usually likes to do, which is to take possession and use something for his own purposes. Instead he steps back, and keeps his distance. This creates a spiritual space in which that which deserves reverence can stand erect, detached and free, in all its splendor. The more lofty an object, the more the feeling of value which it awakens is bound up with this keeping one’s distance.


And yet the experience of value makes us wish to participate in it. So we must determine more exactly for modern man why reverence steps back instead of pushing forward, why it removes its hands instead of grasping. What demands reverence is, above all, the qualities of the person, his dignity, freedom and nobility. But also worthy of respect are the qualities of any work of man which reveal nobility or delicacy. And finally the phenomena of nature which express the sublime or mysterious.


Perhaps we can say that all true culture begins with the fact that man steps back. That he does not obtrude himself, seize hold of things, but leaves a space, so that there may be a place in which the person in his dignity, the work in its beauty, and nature in its symbolic power may be clearly discerned.


Reverence can also assume, so to speak, an every-day form. Every genuine virtue extends over many levels and stages because it is an attitude of a living person. Hence reverence can and should appear in everyday life, and then we call it respect.


Respect is the most elementary thing that must be perceptible if people are to associate with each other as human beings. We need not consider particular values, talents, accomplishments, moral nobility, or the like, but simply the fact that the other is a human being with freedom and responsibility.


So respect would mean that one takes another’s conviction seriously. I may fight against it, for if I am of the opinion that what he says is wrong then I have a right and, under certain circumstances, a duty to defend the truth as I see it. But I must do this with respect, conscious of the fact that I am dealing not with an abstract sentence in some book but with a person, who on the basis of his conscience has decided upon this opinion. If I see that he is mistaken I may contend with him, but I may not violate his opinion nor wish to trick him by cunning.


Respect desires privacy for the other person, in the sphere of his own being and in connection with those among whom he lives and to whom he is related, his family, his friends. This is something which is increasingly forgotten in our day. Everywhere we see the urge toward publicity; a mania to see just that which is reserved; a greed for sensation which finds an odious pleasure in unveiling, stripping, causing shame and confusion—and with this the technique which renders it possible, the money behind newspapers, magazines, films and television. What an atmosphere of disrespect for everything personal all this fosters!


How crude it is, for instance, to photograph a child that is praying, or a woman who is weeping because an accident has caused the death of her husband! The desire to strip what had previously been surrounded by reverence has actually glorified itself; it claims to be courage and frankness and speaks of “taboos” that must be destroyed. No one thinks of the destruction of security and sensitivity that is actually involved, or perhaps this is also desired and enjoyed.


On the other hand, how great is the desire to be publicized. For if the average reader of the illustrated paper had not the expressed or secret wish to see his own picture, then the force of public opinion would grow strong enough to abolish the whole show. Moreover we must not forget how much this dwindling of respect, which shows itself in the destruction of privacy, prepares man for dictatorship. If a man no longer has a sphere reserved for himself he is at the disposal of totalitarian usurpation.


We might point out many other things. Respect is the guarantee that the relations of one person to another preserve their dignity. If a friendship disintegrates then the persons concerned may well ask themselves if there has not been a lack of respect. If a marriage goes bad and those who are bound by it no longer feel secure in each other, we are justified in assuming that they have treated each other like a piece of furniture or worse, for furniture costs money.


Here we also find the root of what we call courtesy. This does not signify something external. True courtesy is the expression of respect for the human person. It makes it possible that the many who constantly encounter each other in the limited space of life can do so without offending each other; in fact, even do so in such a way that the encounter is humanly valuable. We shall need to think about this point more carefully.


Respect is necessary wherever things human are concerned, either persons or works. But reverence awakes before what is great, the great personality and the great creation.


What is “greatness”? It is not something quantitative; not what we mean when we say: “The number one hundred is greater than the number ten.” Rather, it is a manner of thinking and of meeting the world. It means the strictness of man’s demands upon himself and the willingness to stand for what is important, a breadth of vision and boldness of decision, a depth of involvement, originality and creative power.


It is not an easy thing to confront greatness. It can discourage, even paralyze, for the greatness of another makes me feel my own littleness. Goethe said that there is only one defence against great superiority and that is love. I wonder if this is true. It may not always be possible to love. Perhaps it may be more correct to say that the defence against great superiority consists in truth and reverence which say: “He is great, I am not. But it is good that greatness should be, even if it is not in me but in another.” Then there is an open space and envy disappears.


The greatness of another, if one does not accept it honestly, awakens an anger which seeks to belittle it, a resentment. One begins to find fault, looks for imperfections in order to be able to say that what is praised is really not so worth while, maintains that it is just a matter of luck, and so on. If this succeeds, then everything becomes paltry and we have debased the envied person. But if one freely affirms and accepts the great man because greatness is beautiful, even if it is found in another, then a wonderful thing happens; at that moment the one who reveres stands beside the one revered, for he has understood and recognized his greatness.


A similar reverence is demanded by a great work and a great deed. It is so important to encounter them, even if they cause our own accomplishments to shrink. I once asked a friend what culture really is. He answered: Culture is the ability to judge. For in order to judge we must have standards, which have become a vital part of our feelings, standards for great and small, genuine and false, noble and base.


To meet a great achievement wherever it may be, in scholarly research, poetical creation, the fine arts, or political action, and not to armor ourselves with the offended resentment of the man who wishes to achieve and is unable, but instead to open our mind and to recognize that it is good that someone had this ability—that is what gives us standards and enables us to judge.


We have seen that reverence is awakened in a well-ordered mind by a great person and a noble work, and that we can measure the degree of culture of a man by his ability to feel these and respond freely and joyously to them. But it is strange, and an honor to man, that this feeling can also be aroused by what is small or defenceless, incapable of making its own way.


The low and vulgar man feels the impulse to exploit the defencelessness of the child, or the inexperienced or weak person; the decent man feels impelled to respect the defenceless. But why? It would seem a sensible thing to say that it is a matter of course for every right-feeling man to wish to help a child or a feeble person. Helpfulness, yes—but why reverence?


Perhaps it is because the decent man, when confronted by helplessness, is touched by the proximity of destiny and stops.


Then the matter takes on a religious meaning. We recall how Jesus speaks of children and the “woe” that he pronounces upon those who harm the mind of a child, a statement by the way, that is generally forgotten today. (Matt. 18:6ff.) How many are there who seriously concern themselves about such harm? How many are even conscious of the destructive impressions that those who are not yet morally capable of defending themselves can receive from magazines, radio, film and television? Jesus says: beware “for their angels always behold the face of my father who is in heaven.” Behind the defencelessness of the child stands the watchfulness of the angel who beholds the holiness of God. And what holds true of the child holds true of all who are defenceless.


These are profound matters which we should take to heart.


The right-minded man feels reverence before a great personality, or a great work, but also before the defenceless person, the inexperienced, the weak, the suffering and afflicted. It is a sign of increasing barbarism if misfortune is manhandled and turned into a sensation in illustrated papers and magazines. The decent man feels sorrow for human suffering and respects the privacy of those involved. Beware that they may not take vengeance upon you in the coarsening of your feelings, and also that similar misfortunes may not befall you as well.


Ultimately, however, all reverence culminates in reverence for the holy.


We feel it when we enter a church. Churches are built in such lofty and impressive style that, even as we enter, the space affects us. If this does not happen, then it is not, in essence, a church that we see but merely an assembly-hall. For this reason we step softly in a church and speak in a low tone. How the barbarism of our time is revealed when travellers in a church behave as if they were in a museum or a stadium. But there is something even worse: the holy provokes the rebellious spirit in man, drives him to mockery, to blasphemy, and to violence. Half the world is full of this. Such feelings and dispositions have made atheism a political power. And let no one say that he is a stranger to them; actually, they lurk in everyone in consequence of the primeval rebellion. So it is well if we keep alive the feeling of reverence toward the holy.


The basic act of this reverence is the adoration of God. It expresses the true nature of man most perfectly, especially if the body also performs the act in bowing. It must give us pause to note that this attitude is so very inconspicuous in religious life. Usually we find only petition or thanks, less frequently praise; adoration scarcely ever appears. And yet it is so essential. “I adore God” means I am aware that He is and that I stand before Him; that He is the one who essentially is, the creator, and that I am His creature; that He is holy and I am not, and that I adapt myself with heart and mind to the holy one who confronts me. Adoration is truth in act.


And now we shall go a step farther. We have constantly tried to carry the virtue which we are considering even into God himself, because “the good” is ultimately the One who is good. He alone is good, as Jesus said to the young man (Mark 10:28) and all that is good in man is an element of the divine image. How does this apply? Does God himself show reverence?


We certainly do not wish to talk nonsense, but I believe that we must answer this question in the affirmative. The reverence is revealed in the fact that God created man as a free being. We often encounter a kind of humility which, in order to honor God, debases man. This is not Christian. It is fundamentally the converse of the idolizing of man, and converse attitudes tend to interchange.


God wishes man to be His image, that is, possessing knowledge and responsibility. This expresses a divine will to reverence, for God might have created man so that he would be bound to the good. This would imply nothing base, perhaps even, if we think of the horrible flood of evil and crime which inundates the world, something great and blissful. He might have permitted His truth, even from the beginning, to send its beams so powerfully into the mind of man, might have set up the nobility of the good so basically in man’s conscience that it would have been quite impossible for man to err or to sin. Then the world would have been a work of art, beautiful and harmonious, but the wonderful fact of a free creature would have been lacking, and also God’s attitude toward this freedom, which we can only express by saying, God reverences man. This brings about the holy world of the kingdom of God, which grows, by His grace, out of the freedom of man.


This also throws a new light upon another basic truth of Revelation, the event which concludes the whole of history and fixes man’s destiny for all eternity: the judgment. When one speaks of this it is usually as of something dreadful. In reality the judgment is a testimony of honor for man, for it places him in a position of responsibility. Only a free and responsible being can be judged.


Here a mystery prevails which no one can fathom. God’s will is the basis of all being and action, and yet man is free. He is truly free, so much so that he can even say no to God’s will. But this freedom does not exist beside the will of God, even less is it an opposing power rising up against Him, but it is God himself through whom it exists and operates—His reverence.


The reverence of God for freedom and at the same time the decisiveness with which He wills the good and only the good—perhaps nothing has been reflected upon as much as this mystery, but no one as yet has penetrated it.


Is it possible to reach even greater depths?


God is the absolutely existent one, self-based and self-sufficient. How can anything finite exist “beside” Him or “before” Him, especially finite freedom? Must He not, as the only existent one rise up in the triumph of His absoluteness? You may reply: “That would be the icy triumph of eternal loneliness!” But Revelation tells us that He, the Triune God, possesses within Himself unending community, incomprehensible fruitfulness; that He is Father and Son and Holy Spirit, speaker and spoken and in infinite love comprehending and comprehended. It is a mystery, certainly, impenetrable for our minds, but revealing to us that He does not need the finite in any way, not in order to attain consciousness or to gain love, as the pride of pantheism maintained. And yet He wills that the finite should exist and should be free. Does this not reveal a mystery of divine reverence? That the absolute power of the divine act of being does not crush the finite being; the glowing majesty of the divine “I”—no, “We”—(Cf. John 14:23) does not consume the finite, but, on the contrary, wills it, creates it by a never-ending call and preserves it in its reality.


Truly “in Him we live and move and are,” as St. Paul said on the Areopagus in Athens. (Acts 17:28) His creative reverence is the “space” in which we exist. In our day, when that terrible mixture of arrogance and folly which is called atheism is flooding the world, it is good to think of that truth.




	
I. Translator’s note: The German word for reverence, ehrfurcht, combines the two words, honor and fear. The English word, from the Latin vereor also implies the idea of fear and respect.
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