THE MAIN STAGES,ISSUES


AND CHALLENGES OF


POST-CONCILIAR SPIRITUALITY





Augusto Guerra








	I felt quite daunted by the complexity and broad scope of this theme when I had to decide on the least imperfect method for approaching it.  I wondered above all whether it would be possible to set out the framework and the spiritual features of our age in terms of the spiritual movements. (As a rule, during the past 15 years we have spoken about new spiritual, or simply religious, movements).  And I wondered whether it would be at all meaningful to examine the present while ignoring what had occurred in earlier decades.  The first method (meaningful, lively and expressive, but in view of our silence, we will say no more about it) might have been attractive, but it would have been too wide-ranging.  The second approach, by being concerned with immediate issues, would not have been able to take account of the fact that major problems are always deeply-rooted and that it takes time to develop their potential.  At all events, to have ignored earlier decades entirely would have pulled the ground from under our feet. 





	For all these reasons I would to offer an overall idea of the spirituality that has emerged since the Council, dividing it into four stages, in each of them identifying particular features or the main issues that seem prevalent in each one.  I shall also be taking the category of human dignity as the main issue in conciliar and post-conciliar spirituality, which is the key and the guide to interpreting the spirituality of the past 40 years.  The reasons for this conviction (and my initial decision as a result) will become clear as we go along.  I must therefore say a few words about what I mean when I speak of spirituality. 








WHAT IS SPIRITUALITY? 





	Spirituality is a concept and science that has never been properly defined.  Indeed, I think we can safely say that it is a concept and science that few people have ever tried to identify at all.  This is understandable because many people are nervous about reading or writing the various words belonging to the spirituality family (as a substantive, adjective or genitive).  One finds these words written so often between inverted commas or in italics, that some people have been led to make such simple and meaningful confessions as “of all the definitions of spirituality I have heard, none of them satisfies me”.� 





	If anyone needs convincing of this, they only have to recall that in the presentation by Raimon Panikkar of his book Ecosofía. Para una espiritualidad de la tierra (1993), Giancarlo Zizola wrote “I believe that a definition with which Raimon Panikkar might be in less disagreement with is the definition of ‘mystical man’.  Mystical man is blind to passing time and space, fluctuating through particular territories and living in brilliant darkness, in the bright mists of the mystery that surrounds every being.  Mystical man is therefore the man who rises above the earth, the man without gravity, as light as the infinite lightness of being.  Mystical man therefore overturns forms, relativising them and absolutising nothing.  He is the universal man in the sense that the light which surrounds him finds in him, precisely because of his blindness, widespread refraction over all the borderlines, over all the historical places ...".�  Similar descriptions, explicitly coming under the headword spirituality, abound.  We should therefore ask whether this idea of mysticism, of spirituality, is so accurate that it only applies to the learned and wise, or whether it is merely playing with words. 





	This being so, and it is difficult to deny it, I would simply like to recall two general ways in which spirituality can be understood, both of them contemporary: 





1.	Spirituality, as the “thirst for the Absolute”, the “thirst for God”. These are words one reads very frequently, and essentially they express the idea that spirituality is the direct and immediate relationship with God.  Spirituality is precisely this relationship.  This is an idea which is continually being propounded and prevails today. “Man [let us say, the Christian] is always pleased to hear about his ‘divination’”� and repeats that ‘mechanics needs mysticism’ while forgetting that ‘mysticism needs mechanics’.  Both these expressions are H. Bergson's.  It is obvious that one can always fall into a divinising trap: “God, out of his grace, even reaches where no altar has ever been set up to God”.�  But not necessarily.  





	The classical spiritual writers may have provided the opportunity for this extended (and not only popular) understanding of what spirituality is.  They spoke about spiritual goods, distinguishing them from other types of goods such as temporal, natural, sense goods, etc..  It would seem that spirituality is concerned with spiritual goods, just as other sciences are concerned with other types of goods (or objects, to make clear what we are referring to).  These classical spiritual writers define spiritual goods as “those which move us and help us to seek divine things and enable the soul to speak to God, and God to communicate with the soul” (3S 33,2). 





	In this reference to the classical writers, three things must be made clear: firstly, they did not limit spirituality to spiritual goods alone;� secondly, they certainly gave greater importance to spiritual goods than other types of goods� and thirdly, the language used (above all the word ‘soul’ which was perfectly normal in those days) had and continues to place a disproportionate stress on interiority.  They were not exclusive, but they were preferential.  The readers of the classics were the people who made this transfer, and at least in practice took as being exclusive what should have been considered, according to a faithful reading of the texts, preferential, or if you prefer, more important.  And this is why, in a great many quarters (let us say that this applies to most Christians in general) the idea has remained that spirituality is a relationship only with God. 





	Obviously, these Christians also place great importance on realities which are not God (such as honour, truth, sincerity, justice, etc.).  But these realities are considered to be consequences of the fact that someone is spiritual, rather than forming part of the essence of spirituality itself.  This distinction between consequence and essence is more important than it seems, and is seldom mentioned in the literature.  One does not do justice to truth by presenting the faith (and hence spirituality) as something which brings about social change.�  While this is true, it is not sufficient: social change itself is the realisation or the essence of the faith. 





2.	Spirituality, “the lordship of the Spirit”.  Many other Christians view spirituality as a way of being a Christian, of living a Christian life.  Without going into the reasons for something which is so simple, this formulation is becoming increasingly more widespread.  It is seen as a way of living and acting under the influence of the Spirit who, having always been present in history, raises at all times, depending upon the needs and possibilities of history, and helps to “re-order the great issues of Christian life in terms of the present moment”.  When man, or society, accepts this prompting of the Spirit, we have a spirituality (the spirituality comes from the Spirit), a spirituality which in its fullest expression (or simply in its fullness) would logically have to be defined as the “lordship of the Spirit”, the space in which the Spirit presides over and guides life (what we usually call living in or living according to the Spirit).  The Spirit in this way is like the philosopher's stone, converting everything it touches into something spiritual, leaving behind whatever does not stem from it, in the ambit of the flesh.  In this way we have a highly spiritual flesh and a very carnal spirit.  There are no carnal or spiritual realities in themselves.  They are converted into spiritual realities to the extent that they respond to the prompting of the Spirit.   In the same way, the Spirit raises up men and women of prayer, artists, politicians or trade union leaders.  The Spirit is present in the evolution of this world, which includes the evolution of the social realities (GS 27).  This being so, spirituality is not bound to any specific content.   Every field is open to the presence of the Spirit (including those which might seem to be the least clearly marked out) and every person can be spiritual in the performance of their respective ministries, in an existential liturgy which covers everything wholly, in which everything can be converted into a sacrifice that is pleasing to God (Rom 12:1).  Reference to this Spirit who acts in many subtle ways and to his task, lies at the heart of the various spiritual proposals that one finds in the literature (it would be easy to cite a variety of very concrete proposals), each of which is advanced in the belief that it interprets the wishes of the Spirit for a particular group, at a particular time or in a particular place. 





	Such a concept of spirituality might seem to be very vague, and might even look like a hold-all concept.  To a certain extent this is true, because everything falls within the field of human dignity which, as we shall be seeing, can be identified with spirituality.  To a very large extent this breadth and comprehensiveness lies at the very heart of the great spiritual men and women.  I would like, if I may, to refer to something which some of you may find rather strange.  In April 1997, someone wrote that “the total market is not compatible with human dignity”� Without wishing to overstate my case, I would say that these words are very similar, in modern guise, to what St John of the Cross said about the damage that is caused by placing one's delight in temporal goods, which are the first goods encountered by those who are progressing towards union with God. 





	Nevertheless we would prefer to say that a spirituality which stems from the Spirit is a life which is lived in the mystery and the freedom of a Spirit of which we are not sure from whence it comes nor where it is going (Cf. Jn 3:8) and which needs permanent discernment so that Pentecost becomes permanent adoration and does not turn into a Babel - two references which are frequently intertwined in “spiritual” manifestations.  Discernment must be the prudential authority so that we do not label something as being the prompting and the will of the Spirit that may be due to forces contrary to the Spirit.  Protected within the mystery and freedom of the Spirit, there exists the danger of christening everything as spiritual.  This danger, which is a risk that we have to accept, shows that the history of spirituality is as much a history of welcoming in the Spirit as it is a history of withstanding the Spirit. This very reference to the Spirit in history makes it possible, and indeed necessary, to speak about different spiritualities, namely, different promptings of the Spirit who fosters different actions, depending upon the time and the place.








STAGE ONE: HUMAN DIGNITY 





	This first stage, within the timeframe that we have set ourselves, covers the years of the Council, the reality of Vatican II.  For the Council is also an essential benchmark for spirituality, and not only on account of the chapter on holiness in Lumen Gentium. 





	If we start with the second concept of spirituality we have just recalled, it would appear that the Spirit in one way or another told the Council Fathers and through them every other Christian, “Re-order the great issues and challenges of the Christian life, placing man, and specifically human dignity, as the centrepiece.  This is my will and desire”. 





	For dialogue with the Enlightenment (it was the first time that the Church had officially engaged in dialogue with modernism) with an obvious anthropological slant, brought passion about man into the Council hall.  This dialogue is particularly important in GS which marked the peak and summit of the Council.  For GS, the essential question or issue is “what is man?” (GS 10)�  Answering this question, the Council quite simply used the following words, which ring out like a programme: “It is man himself who must be saved: it is mankind that must be renewed. It is man, therefore, who is the key to this discussion, man considered whole and entire, with body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will” (GS 3). 


	The whole man, and more specifically his dignity (not forgetting the title of the first chapter of GS), was converted to being the centre-piece of the Christian life.  This did away completely any hint of neo-Platonic dualism.  The whole man meant body and spirit, intellect, conscience, freedom, activity, the community dimension, openness to the transcendent or “vocation to union with God”.  All of this was dealt with in terms of the category of human dignity.  The vast complexity of each of these elements meant that it could not be limited to a list covering two lines on the page, but seven very dense chapters were needed to examine them.  These seven chapters contain a sound and balanced spirituality.  The dimensions listed there are the realities which give dignity to human existence.  If any of these realities are lacking, this dignity will be diminished and even destroyed.  The human sphere which, in a permanent dualism, had formerly been contrasted with the divine, the material and the spiritual, was now integrated into the uniqueness of the human person.  And in what is by no means a perfect formulation, after stating that “all Christians in any state or walk of life are called to the fullness of Christian faith and to the perfection of love” (LG 40) LG significantly adds that “by this holiness a more human manner of life is also fostered in earthly society” (LG 40).  GS was clearly written with this in mind, and developed a short anthropology on the key to human dignity.  With much less naïvety than many accused it of, the Council was thinking of the words of St Augustine when it wrote: “factus eram mihi magna quaestio”.  But the Council was also thinking of the words of St Irenaeus: “gloria Dei vivens homo”.  Both these expressions, brought back out of oblivion, were soon to become household words again in the Church.  The dignity of the human person was just beginning to be developed, in stages. 





	Some people, perhaps many people, might well wonder what all of this has to do with spirituality.  Those who set out with the concept of spirituality we mentioned earlier might simply reply that those of us who believe in the presence of the Spirit in human history, particularly in the Church, can never doubt that this focus on man, and specifically in terms of man's dignity, was the work of the Spirit.  The Spirit prompted the Council to reorder the great issues and challenges of the Christian life keeping the dignity of the human person at the centre, particularly the dignity of the needy. 





	Paul VI, who spoke of the Church in his address to the United Nations as the “expert in humanity”, was a source of great encouragement when, looking back to the closure of the Council, he spoke of it in terms of the category of spirituality and in particular the spirituality of the Good Samaritan.  With his penetrating view, Paul VI provided a brilliant diagnosis.  The history of the Good Samaritan is the history of the bad priest and the bad Levite.  But above all it is the history of the Good Samaritan.  In the hidden or manifest presence of the Spirit (in any of his multiple embodiments) both resistance and welcome are required.  The history of the Good Samaritan is the history of the healthy man -- who is not necessarily religious -- who is concerned about and takes care of a sick man (who is perhaps religious).  It is not the religious man who is concerned about the non-religious man (for example, to convert him) but the non-religious man who is concerned about the religious man (to heal him).  Even faced with the famous “svolta” (or “change of direction”), spirituality began to become anthropology.  And this was to persist throughout the two following decades.  Once again in the Nineties, a writer on spirituality was able to entitle the first chapter of his book “Towards a New Anthropology”.� 








STAGE TWO. THE AGE OF IMMERSION 





	During the years in this stage which ran roughly from 1965 to 1969 (a mere four years),� there were striking expressions of a novel spirituality, stemming from the Council, approaching human dignity which managed to merge the human and the divine, and which may be summed up in the key word immersion, immersion in the world.�  Here I would like to recall just three of these expressions: 





1.	The political dimension of love. Concilium.  A spiritual writer, well versed in history, once said that Concilium has not made any special contribution to spirituality.  I disagree.  The fact that the Editorial Board believed that spirituality was deserving of its own annual issue (in November), the fact that they placed this under the wise editorship of a theologian, rather than a spiritual writer, of the calibre of Christian Duquoc, and published enlightening articles by the early contributors (Duquoc, von Balthasar, Vandenbroucke and Besnard), etc. are already sufficient reasons for not ignoring it.  





	I would merely like to recall here that from the very beginning, Concilium was on the side of spirituality -- as science and life -- in the sense not so much of embodiment, but what began to be known as immersion.  The journal had an excellent opportunity in issue 29, the third devoted to spirituality (November 1967).  Its editor, Ch. Duquoc, took this approach to understanding and living spirituality, and did so openly and without pretence, when he prefaced the presentation of that issue with the following words: “Perhaps some readers may be surprised to find an issue devoted to spirituality containing articles on racism, the Viet-Nam war and under-development”,�: three chapters on inhumanity.  Many others could also have been added.  These were the serious ones. (Some of them, such as racism and underdevelopment were labelled by J. Moltmann as two of the five “diabolical circles of death”).  Ch. Duquoc added that he had just finished reading “an article on theology” which said that “charity does not calculate: it animates all things but prescribes nothing.  Charity therefore builds up a new world; charity presupposes that one overcomes one's own way of judging and the forms which might limit the universality of its object”� etc.  Having read these words, Ch. Duquoc asked himself, “What does it mean to work purely, or to love absolutely in this world?  Isn’t this an abstraction?�  For him there was an evident “charity vacuum” (under the cloak of universality) and he therefore proclaimed the “political dimension of love”, which was capable of doing away with the “entrenched resistance” encountered in various quarters, on the basis of spirituality, to embodying it in  the most inhuman realities of the world.  In this way Concilium joined those who, only a short time earlier, had proclaimed the need not to flee from the world, but to flee forward with the world (J.B. Metz). 





2. The experience of God and mundane spirituality. One of the members of the founding and management team of Concilium, Fr K. Rahner, added his own personal touch to the spirituality of the future (this was in 1966) which he considered as revolving around three great issues and challenges: experiencing the unfathomable God, mundane spirituality and the structural transformation of ascetics�, three essential references to human dignity, God, the world and the human person. 





	It was in these pages that one of the most frequently, but perhaps not adequately, repeated ideas germinated and came into being: the idea that “the Christian of the future will either be a ‘mystic’, namely, a person who has ‘experienced’ something, or he will not be a Christian at all”.�  God does not get in the way human dignity.  GS said that the dignity of man “rests above all” on the fact that he is called to communion with God (GS 19).  To speak of the experience of God does not therefore belittle the human view of Christian life.  This is something that, for us at least, would never enter our minds.  Indeed, the experience of God is its source and summit. 





	Curiously enough, the category of experience was used both by K. Rahner and the journal Concilium.�  As you will be listening to a paper on experience, I will not dwell on that aspect but prefer to draw your attention to mundane spirituality, in line with the idea that insertion is the essence of spirituality. K. Rahner considered mundane spirituality, “of which so much is said, without properly understanding what it means”� to be a matter of dealing with the problems of human existence “joyfully, naturally, seriously and boldly”�  Realities such as justice, peace, politics, etc., become so many loci in which to experience the Paschal Mystery of sharing in the death and resurrection of our Lord, when they are experienced with the attitudes indicated.  This real participation takes place in life.  And it is working in them, not in something which lies beyond them, that he saw the spirituality of the future because, as he said, “what is freely human must be viewed by Christian spirituality in the future as an internal element of itself”� 





3.	The spirituality of liberation. Despite the short period of time available to me, I would like to raise two unpleasant points.  Firstly, there is a chilling silence in Europe's academic institutions about the spirituality of liberation.  I have just read an extract from a thesis on spiritual theology which was defended in Rome in 1995. Neither the thesis nor the bibliography even mention G. Gutiérrez, S. Galilea, J. Sobrino, C. Maccise, P. Calsaldáliga ... Secondly, someone at a Rome university wrote, in 1992, that the liberation theologians sought haven in spirituality when they saw how they were being defeated in dogmatics.  Anyone who knows a little about the spirituality of liberation also knows that this remark is both unfair and rather snide.  Liberation spirituality was described from the very beginning in these terms by G. Gutiérrez: “It is a spirituality which dares to plunge its roots down into the soil created by a situation of oppression/liberation”.�  Oppression and liberation are the extremes between which the whole sense of man's historical existence, his/her encounter with the God of history and with the history of humankind is played out. “Where oppression and human liberation seem to make people forget God -- a God filtered through our own long-standing indifference to issues of this kind -- faith and hope must spring up in those who come to root out injustice and to bring, in an unpredictable manner, total liberation”�  It is here that the only credible God, the God of the mystics, must grow: a God who, being the God of history, who freely gives himself, not as something extra, and who generates deep-seated needs that are expressed in terms of conversion to one's neighbour, and who leads to the restoration of dignity of persons and structures. Conversion, free-giving and joy constitute the three aspects of a spirituality based on hope in a “subcontinent of oppression and despoilment which is Latin America”.� 





	This spirituality of immersion, stemming from an imaginative, bold and fearless experience� essentially meant living a faith which is welcome in human history (too often in inhuman history), superseding concepts and abstractions.  It is a spirituality that is required to overcome entrenched resistance to it (resisting deep-seated change) and to be held up in terms of life.  This stage is also known as a stage of the new forms of militancy.  It was by no means a question of blacking out God, even though it took place in a cultural framework that had been described as the dark night, the eclipse of God, systematic atheism, etc.. The writings above all of Rahner and Gutiérrez make this quite clear, as if that were necessary.  But what did happen was that the experience of God -- which is certainly fundamental -- was emphasised in history, and more specifically in liberation.  It was quite natural that not everyone would share the same living experience of God, but this should not be used as an excuse for the vast, and better, majority to shed doubt on this realisation.








STAGE THREE: POSTMODERNISM AND INCREASING INHUMANITY 





	We can place this stage between the years 1975 and 1989.  They were christened as the Wintertime (K. Rahner). and it was in this period that the word “regression” or “reaction” came into being, and there was a gradual and protected prevalence of “spiritual” movements.  All of this was designed to bring to a halt the post-Conciliar developments and to bring about a restoration of past times.  Spirituality was by no means the least affected by this tendency.  I will not deny that.  But I shall not directly address that issue here. 





	If spirituality is read in terms of human dignity, which is where we have placed it, there were other facts that went even more deeply and were of even greater importance: postmodernism in the first world, and increasing inhumanity in the third world. 





	The mid-Seventies saw a new word emerging, which gave a name to a feeling that was vaguely present in human culture, and not only religious culture, from the end of the first world war onwards.  This mythical word was postmodernism.  So many cultural, and also spiritual, papers have been and continue to be written using the categories of modernism and postmodernism.  





	However, it seems to be necessary to state that postmodernism is a word that comes from the first world.  Despite the fact that it has also been taken up in the third world, postmodernism does not exist in the third world because it has not yet gone through modernism.  There are many differences between the first and the third worlds.  The problems differ, and they arise differently.  While the first world, and in this case Europe, raises the specific problem of God in a world that has become adult (even though it comes in the wake of Auschwitz), the third world is asking how to believe in God in a non-human world, in Auschwitz, because this is the society of death in which the third world is currently living.  The problem of God and man -- in their mutual search -- arises in a different way in the first and in the third worlds.  What happens is that there are forms of postmodernism that very closely resemble forms of premodernism which predominate in the third world today.  This is why, in this stage, we might draw this general distinction: 





1.	Postmodernism in the first world.  The first world had surrendered to a scientific-technical modernism which, overcoming its “culpable childhood” (I. Kant), offered an adult vision of the world, made up of liberation, development and prosperity.  It is not that this was a lie, but there was also the emerging conviction that reason did not deserve such trust and confidence, and that development and prosperity also brought tragedy in their wake.  It was necessary for that conviction to be fashioned in reality, denounced, and incorporated into praxis.  As we know, this is how postmodernism came into being, with a deep mistrust of scientific-technical-industrial reasoning.  It was a postmodernism that was embodied in two ways (I believe that it is important to draw a distinction between these two): 





1.1	Light Postmodernism, hinging around weak argumentation, fragmentation, emotionalism, instinct, sentiments and feelings, etc. externally at least treating the myths of reason and progress with sarcasm, open to the “transcendent” (wavering between seriousness, good-heartedness and sectarianism in an amalgam which is hard to digest) which also engenders a light spirituality, a spirituality of the parable, the story and the anecdote, far and near at the same time to orientalism, esotericism, and the New Age, although it is hard to see exactly to what extent. 





	A man who is very familiar with this form of postmodernism, J.Mª Mardones, had this to say about it, “Today, in the Eighties, it would appear that Christian Utopia no longer feels the need to make itself historically credible except by remaining exclusively religious.  This feature of Christianity, which is and wishes to be spiritual, appears to be one of the common features of all the different religious groups, meditation circles, prayer groups, etc., in the Eighties.  And according to social analysts, it would appear to be a feature that runs through all the many religious movements which are currently developing [this was written in 1988] within and outside the churches.�  Others have questioned the contribution of postmodernism to spirituality,� while others still have judged it from the poetic point of view of “witchcraft” which we had believed had been superseded by modernism, as “brash, showy and cheating episodes” or acts, through which society would eventually be lost or saved. 





1.2	Strong Postmodernism.  Others took another approach, based on the same experience of unilaterally developed modernism (various versions of a soulless modernism).   Some describe this form of postmodernism as “modernism pregnant with postmodernism”.  This is a clever description.  It means that modernism itself, and its achievements -- but not by decrying or ignoring it -- bears the awareness of its imperfections in terms of absences or dangers. 





	It was in and behind this environment, that the “spirituality of liberated freedom”� was born.  The spirituality of liberated freedom attacked the very heart of modernism, accusing Christianity, in an exercise of socio-critical freedom, of having allowed itself to be carried away by the dynamics of gentrification.





	While the word freedom, the banner of modernism, stood for a “virtue” in which the image of God in man was eminently expressed, it was attached to certain “bourgeois virtues” (“stability, competition and performance”) which held it in thrall.  A society which ignored or stifled such freedoms as the freedom to suffer with others, the freedom to grow old, the freedom to contemplate, the freedom to accept one's own finiteness and problematic nature, love, faithfulness, gratitude, kindness and grief, is not only a bourgeois society; it is also a tyrannical and inhuman society in which freedom loses the best part of itself.  The person and the community ruled by these forms of slavery could destroy humanity.  It was therefore necessary to liberate the freedom of these virtues through the “gospel virtues” of disinterested and freely-given love. 





	It was also here that people saw the need to revive the mystical awareness in a Europe in which unbelief (giving up God)� had become a mass phenomenon.  It was to be not a phenomenal mystical revival but a theological one, in the best Christian tradition, based on welcoming in faith, hope and love, far removed from any facile external manifestations.� 





2.	Increasing inhumanity in the third world.  The third world gave rise to other concerns in those years.  As we have already said, people were not asking how to believe in God after Auschwitz, but in Auschwitz, because as a symbol of the most unjust and cruel death, Auschwitz  continued increasingly to remain the persistent and permanent feature of the third world.  And the problem was made even worse when someone -- in practice virtually everyone -- told those people that they were God's favourites.  What kind of God was he, then?  





	At least in the literature, the third world continued to mean Latin America, because other parts of the world were not yet significantly present.  And Latin America continued to place its bets on a spirituality of liberation based on the awareness of increasing inhumanity.  Refusing to be discouraged, and despite all the well-known and very grave difficulties, Latin America increasingly continued to place its bets on the spirituality of liberation, liberation from poverty, dependency, oppression and marginalisation (this multi-purpose word was increasingly used in the descriptions of the real-life situation there). These were the years in which a development of the spirituality of liberation occurred.  Puebla, a superb issue of the Mexican journal Christus and Beber en su propio pozo were the key expressions of this stage of spirituality. 





	Human dignity or rather the increasing and deteriorating “state of permanent violation of human dignity” [my emphasis] (P 41) embodied in the imposing saga of the eight Latin American faces presented at Puebla (P 32-39) became the starting point, the substance and the subject of a spirituality of liberation that took in the familiar features with a new awareness.  Faith and joy were neither denied nor disparaged, but people became much more aware of the dark night of injustice, the night (to quote G. Gutiérrez who borrowed these words from St John of the Cross) “in extremely narrow and profound loneliness”. It was an awareness not only of impotence but also of mystery, the mystery of Job (a person who was always present in the spirituality of liberation, perhaps even more than Exodus), now embodying the sufferings of the innocent, which gave rise to the serious problem of God's weakness and the very difficult problem in pastoral terms of saying that these innocent victims (= unfortunate victims) were God's favourites.  The favourites of a God who despite all, would not cease to be a Father, and particularly their Father. 





	This age of postmodernism and increasing inhumanity has been viewed as a misfortune for any realistic and embodied spirituality focusing on the real -- and frequently cruel -- problems of humanity which seemed to gained prevalence.  But there are some things which turn out to be irreversible, at least for long periods of time, and it does not appear that the spirituality of embodiment or insertion has been particularly affected.  It would rather appear that it helped to invigorate a type of dualist and verticalist spirituality which has always existed, and which was held captive and seemed to have been beaten, but which never was and never will be.  Occasions and situations normally manifest a reality, but it is difficult for them to create one. 





	The most evident proof of what we are saying here is that it was precisely in these people that an awareness began to form, or evidently progress, of new inhumanities and new possibilities, and more radical problems began to emerge and new possibilities to be perceived, as we shall be seeing.








STAGE FOUR: THE BROADENING OF THE HUMAN SPHERE 





	We will set the beginning of stage four in September 1989.  In that month, at a colloquium with the revealing title: “Beyond ecology: Man-God-Cosmos, towards a new equilibrium” held in symbolically significant Assisi, the Hispanic Indian, Raimon Panikkar said, “It is my impression that we are experiencing very little of what we stand for”.  And these words led him to the following conclusion: “I am not anthropo-centric”� which might seem to complete weaken our position, because it seems to be a rejection of this principle of anthropo-centrism as an essential part of modern culture. 





	But what was Panikkar really saying?  Quite simply that the concept of anthropos had focused on the person in a way that belittled man.  Man, despite the many extensions of what this word means, continued to be very largely the Western gentleman (it is obvious that the West is the black point) which ignores God, ignorant of or lording it over (sometimes tyrannically) many other men, women and the cosmos.  It was in this sense that it was possible to talk about “anthropo-centric evil”� and invite people to overcome it.  In terms of human dignity it was possible to say the following: Man has no dignity if he forgets God, mistreats the cosmos, fails to listen to others (particularly those who have been ignored, alienated, despised and condemned for so long) and ignores women.  These four references challenge the dignity of people who are apparently worthy, revealing their unworthiness and lack of dignity, claiming their own dignity and can therefore help those who believe they were the only worthy ones.  No one can be worthy if the others are not worthy, less still if they prevent others from being worthy by harassing them. 





	Three novel references.  God is the essential benchmark in every stage of life.  And that includes this stage.  The history of post-Conciliar spirituality could be written on the basis of God’s titles.  Such real and progressive titles as God and man, God the future of man, God is free but not superfluous, the God of life, speaking of God in terms of the suffering of the innocent, God's revenge, God is a mother, etc., would make it possible to see that a Christian does not live his full human dignity if he forgets this benchmark, or fails to nurture and enhance it.  Reading these titles (only a few of them, even though they are all meaningful) would lead to the conclusion that in reality “the dignity of man rests above all in the fact that he is called to communion with God” (GS 19).  We would like to recall this as we begin the fourth and final stage, because we have to work independently of any reference to God, and briefly limit ourselves to the three novel benchmarks that have emerged over the past few years: the cosmos, others, and women.





	The whole human family, with the emphasis on the word whole, to include women and the cosmos, questions the dignity of man and sets the question of man's dignity in a less imperfect framework than has been the case hitherto.   Have these realities been ignored, mistreated, enslaved, etc?  If so, we have to recognise that, for one reason or another, we were rather mistaken in the past and we must stimulate a critical judgement for the benefit of this violated human dignity which might have sought underhand ways over the past few years to deceive us all to a greater or lesser degree. 





	None of these three realities can be said to be completely novel or original in the Nineties.  All of them were known a long time ago, and there they were, with man chancing across them.  Yet it is quite clear that all of them have a new kind of presence.  They are realities which not only more present today, but above all they are being converted into a subject, into active interlocutors, within the human concert.  





	Vast areas of this whole human family, such as Asia and Africa, are now playing a frontline role in the Nineties which they had never had before.  It is certain that they were known before, and their presence was a fact (for example through Hinduism and Buddhism, or through yoga and zen. And something similar applies to Islam).  But it is they themselves who now speak unashamedly about emergencies.  On the subject of Indian theology for example, it was said quite blandly as recently as 1994 that “at the moment there is no such thing as an Indian theology as an organised system, but a sketch of it is emerging and it is useful to bring out its distinctive features”.  The author was inventing nothing new.  He was simply presenting a few pages written by Michael Amalados entitled: An emerging Indian theology. Some exploratory reflections.�  And both continents speak in unison about a new awareness on the basis of spirituality.� 





	Women have only recently been included in contemporary thinking, particularly in religious thought.  Women have obviously had a minority role in the history of spirituality.  Women have complained, in one way or another, of discrimination by men (one only has to think of the old charges levelled by St Teresa of Jesus) and women continue to claim areas of freedom for themselves.  However, in recent years, there has been a marked increase in the presence of women in the various media.� 





	Ecology, which might seem, and actually is, more prominent for many years now� has not become so familiar or urgent as an issue.  The technological/industrial revolution has not been its best ally. An extensive theology of labour has probably failed to interpret dominion over the earth as tyranny (or at least as arbitrariness).  However, in 1997, commenting on Consecrated Life from the point of view of spirituality, one writer said that “it is sad that CL has hardly anything to say about this [cosmic] dimension of the spirituality of consecrated persons” �





	We are not therefore dealing with absolute novelties, but it is difficult to deny that it has only been in the past few years that they have been taken seriously, and that some of them are still struggling to find a place for themselves, because there is also “entrenched resistance” against them, too.  The fact remains that we are dealing with recent literature, which has now become an avalanche, of a very spontaneous, picturesque and haphazard nature.  It would be easy and very useful indeed to draw up an anthology of what exists.





	Belittlement and inhumanity. The three examples of belittlement conceal three types of slavery.  If you prefer, three deaths, as well.  For the cosmos, expressions such as ”aggression” against the earth, and the “cry” of the earth, “material man's civil war against the material earth”� and expressions such as “biocide, ecocide and even geocide”� have been coined.  Like any new word, these may sound very grand, but they are really very ordinary words and should be a source of concern to everyone because they are serious and because “what happens to the earth will happen to the sons of the earth”�  The destiny of humanity is very largely bound up with the environment.  One woman, referring to women and the land (two realities, jointly with the poor, which are intimately linked in terms of gifts, ill-treatment and violations)� wrote this simple sentence which we would like to take up here as an expression of the relationship between presence and dignity: “We must give back their original dignity to the earth and to women”�  It is obvious that the category of dignity accompanies the awakening of new communities and indeed the historical memory with such expressions as “they are waking up [the expression wake up is in itself significant] to a new awareness of their dignity”, “an increasing awareness is being created of the dignity of the indigenous peoples [this is also an expression of something which is beginning in reality]”� etc.  Unfortunately, since these expressions are so simple they may pass unnoticed.  Once again, conscience would subconsciously try to use simplicity as a pretext for robbing of meaning what it wishes to flee from.





	For a greater human dignity.  With these interlocutors we all have a greater opportunity to experience human dignity. The new subjects and everyone else also have this opportunity. 





	Firstly, those who used to feel -- and really were -- enslaved, have this opportunity.  Without being demogogic, it has to be said that not only broad sections of the community but the majority of creation is acquiring an awareness that perhaps it did not have before, and above all it this is causing them to rebel and to break down certain barriers even though there are still many more to be broken down and others continue to be erected. 





	But this is an opportunity for those of us who believe ourselves to be worthy.  Bad conscience, revealed and confessed -- when it is confessed at all -- is already a sign of this dignity or worthiness.  And it is also the ability to enjoy an opportunity, which for unworthy reasons, we had shut ourselves off from: dialogue with these new emergencies. 





	Here again we have to state that this dialogue is a category that did not emerge only in the Nineties.  One only has to recall Ecclesiam suam and GS, two splendid acts of witness to dialogue.  This is true.  But it is also true that dialogue spreads out, to speak to these new and vast areas -- the majority -- of the whole human family, but also with a new issue.  Dialogue, if it is minimally sincere, cannot fail to win as a result.  Dialogue with great names, giving the impression that one only dialogues with the great, spreads out to establish dialogue with the “little ones”, a dialogue which has only just begun.  These know less than the others, but there are more of them, and they have a hidden wisdom. Long ago, speaking about the dignity of the intellect,  GS drew attention to the fact of “many nations, poorer as far as material goods are concerned, yet richer as regards wisdom” (GS 15). These words fell into oblivion, but fortunately time has been bringing them back into the light.  It is the wisdom of the poor with which at least we, as Christians, should become more familiar.  Dialogue with them is not only an option.  Above all, it must be seen as an opportunity which will dignify not only the intellect but the whole person.





	What can the poor contribute?  GS said that “they can offer the other nations an extraordinary contribution”, namely, the extraordinary contribution of “humanising all the new discoveries of humanity”.  Perhaps this is what our decade has called ecosophy, “the wisdom of managing the human habitat, the wisdom of the earth”�  It is likely that these words have produced more smiles -- ironic smiles -- than they have caused people to take careful notice of them.  Very few people use, in the sense of drawing usefully upon, the experience and the words of the poor.  Let me quote someone whom I believe to be a very outstanding man: Gustavo Gutiérrez.  But this general oblivion, this tacit scorn for the wisdom of the poor, does not drain their wisdom of all its potential.  The Council’s words go on to invite us to make two very human attitudes a reality: choosing to side with the poor and inculturation.  These are two interconnected realities.  There are those who are defending inculturation as the “fullness of coming down on the side of the poor.”� Like choosing to side with the poor, inculturation is a difficult reality, but it is bold and essential.  Our age, the new situation with increasing numbers of poor communities, fosters it more than in the past.  It provides us with an opportunity to become more worthy than in other ages. 





	Three simple contributions. The new interlocutors -- “distant” cultures, women and the cosmos -- have been revealing to us important values in both the human and the divine spheres.  They talk to us of a female God and a mother, of a Word which is feminised, of an Asian face of Christ, of a fruitful Spirit -- a female Spirit -- of the co-Mother Earth, of sacred dust, of certain feminine sentiments, etc.  These references leave a great deal of room for changing and improving our human condition.  I cannot dwell on them here at length.  I will merely mention three simple testimonies.  I wanted to take these testimonies from pages which speak explicitly about spirituality, which is not so difficult to do as it used to be. In earlier times it was strange to hear people speaking about the spirituality of matter, but it is becoming quite normal today to speak about the spirituality of the earth, resistance, of women, etc.�





	Ecology. Quite simply, and naturally without reviving the animism that others propose� Mgr. Proaño took up these words spoken in 1855 by the Indian Chief Seattle and put across now as a “prophecy”: “We know that the White Man does not understand our way of being.  For him one piece of land is the same as any other, because he is an outsider who comes during the night to take whatever land he wants.  The land is not his sister but his enemy ... He treats his Mother, the Earth, and his Father, the Sky, as if they were things you could buy, loot and sell, as if they were lambs or glass beads.  His insatiable appetite will devour the land and leave only a wilderness behind ...  If you contaminate your bed, one night you will die suffocated by your own garbage”.� 


	An Indian text.  It is not spectacular. That is not what we are seeking.  M. Amaladoss has written the following: “It is said that traditional theology and spirituality focus on the individual and on his conversion.  Today we are more sensitive to the social dimension.  But sometimes we limit this dimension simply to justice, emphasising our responsibility towards others.  I think that we should rediscover our identity as persons in a community, which is expressed in the world of culture and shapes our Weltanschauung, our value system, and our network of relations.  Justice, in this case, is no longer be seen and an end in itself but as a means and as an expression of love”.� 





	Women.  Here is the testimony of a women, joining a large chorus of women's voices: “Today we women are beginning to view ourselves with a new type of spirituality that I would perhaps call ‘the feminine spirituality of fecundity’.  The best part is to be fruitful, to be a mother and a sister of Jesus, to listen and to put Jesus' words into practice (Lk 8:21; 11:27-28).  It means living in this constant process and at this pace, or rhythm.  The strength of the earth and of women lies in the fact that by our very nature we are always in the process of receiving seed, nurturing it, and bearing fruit and giving life.  We endure this, in hope, knowing that there will always be a new dawn, a new season.  The sun and the springtime will return because our beloved is the Lord of Nature and of History.  He has given us this new heart of flesh, so that we can be fruitful (Ez 36:26).  The best part is to allow the Spirit to treat us as he treated the Earth and Mary.  He overshadowed them both (Gen 1:2; Ez 36:27; Lk 1:35) and what was born of them was good in the eyes of God and the most beloved Son of the Most High.  The greatest strength of the earth and of women is that, like God, we do not deny life our fruits. We believe, we love and we hope in the fertile God of Nature who ‘opens his hands and fills all living beings with blessings’ (Sl 145:16)”� 





CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A HARMONIOUS SPIRITUALITY 





	There is no dignity without harmony.  Harmony brings together different sounds in order to produce music, as opposed to noise.  The same occurs within the person and the community.  Perhaps this is why we have so often sensed the negative result, the “anarchy”, and we have used this to seek "harmony".  In the Christian life this harmony used to be seen as existing between two elements (the typical way of proceeding in a dualist world), namely the vertical and the horizontal, God and man, contemplation and action.  History has been continuing to formulate it in a variety of different ways. 





	In line with what we have just been saying, particularly in recent years, we are proposing a harmony between three, rather than two elements, and this is given rise to what we call in Spanish, “cosmoteandrismo”.  This is how Raimon Panikkar puts it: “I do not believe that we can speak about man as something separate from God and from the cosmos: we all experience and live through the same adventure.  God himself can disappear if everything else disappears, if life disappears, even though the very hypothesis is unthinkable because that would mean that his very “disappearance” would disappear.  What I am trying to say is that the destiny of reality is also in our hands.  Otherwise we would have a very poor notion of man, an idea of a grotesque God and a childish concept of matter.  No man can fully live human experience, which is lived in love, in daily life and in the fine details.  But all men live, sense the infinite, perceive limitations, and materiality.  Every man can experience that, to a certain extent, the destiny of the whole of humanity lies in our hands, and that human dignity is divine dignity, that the destiny of the earth depends on man, and the destiny of man depends upon God; in other words, all three of us are involved in the same adventure, which is the adventure of existence, the adventure of life ...”.� 





	Will so much harmony ever really come about?  We still have to reckon with what we have seen happening in previous decades and what is going on or developing today.  The inhuman atrocities we see every day on so many battlefields, which the mass media do the invaluable service of not allowing us to forget, the despicable traffic in the poorest and most defenceless people for the pleasure of the “honourable” and corrupt people in public life, the manipulation of the body and the mind, etc. do not authorise us to be over-optimistic.  The “entrenched resistance” has always existed, and with new imagination it will continue to exist in the future. 





	But there is still much to be done.  Despite this, however, the power of the Spirit, beset by all these difficulties, continues to blow mysteriously, creatively and freely, and does not seem to have turned back on its “advice” to the Council: go ahead in terms of human dignity, a dignity which is increasingly emerging as being indissolubly united to old and new perspectives.  Let me close by recalling how I described concept of spirituality in 1994: “Spirituality is the reflected, felt and experienced reordering of everything that relates to human dignity in our time, its establishment and development, in accordance with the ever-present prompting of the Spirit"�











�PAGE  �16�


VD








� A. Méndez-Peñate, ¿Una espiritualidad para la mujer?, in Ribla, n. 13 (1992) 87. 
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