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Introduction

	1 I have written this book to offer everyone a spiritual path grounded on a solid philosophical background. Perhaps this moment, while you are reading, my website Spiritual Study is still online: you can find there some more tools for research and discussion on spirituality.

	2 People who are not familiar with philosophy need not worry, as everything you need is explained simply and clearly, sometimes not immediately, but later in the book. Just be patient and continue reading, even if you don’t fully understand everything right away. Intellectuals shouldn’t skip sections of this book that seem simpler, because they have their importance in the overall content, which is, in fact, even a challenge to usual ways how philosophy is conceived.

	3 The central philosophical perspective guiding this book is the dialectical relationship between subjectivity and objectivity or, in other words, between the experience of being an “I” and metaphysics. These concepts are explained in detail throughout the book.

	4 You can even use this book as a guide for daily meditation and nourishment. It is aimed to be a tool to make exist, cultivate, witness and listen to the memory of spirituality as a subject who carries out her history within the subjectivities of the world and our own subjectivity.

	5 Instinctively we explore subjectivity by expressing it, as in the arts and other spontaneous human expressions. Another way to explore subjectivity is through analytical research, but this method actually distances us from true subjectivity, as it tends to objectify it. This approach can be improved by developing a kind of analytical language that is simultaneously evocative, profound and aware of its own degrees of subjectivity. One might think of certain university lectures that are not only academic and serious but also fascinating and stimulating, reflecting the lecturer’s personality.

	6 In this book spirituality includes a particular appreciation for critical thinking, while much of what is called “spirituality” today is often a sale of optimism in exchange for money or attention. Here we are going to consider multiple and opposing perspectives and experiences. The belief that criticism hinders the spontaneity of spirituality is already itself a form of good criticism, provided it is open to further objections. Criticism does not only stem from reasoning, reflection and intellectual analysis; much valuable criticism also arises from recognizing the importance of our experiences, emotions, bodies, feelings and spontaneity.

	
Level 1

	
First approach to the concept of spirituality

	7 To gain an initial understanding of spirituality, it may be helpful to compare it to counseling. Counseling is widely practiced throughout the world, including forms such as philosophical counseling. The essential difference between counseling and spirituality is that counseling is primarily oriented toward helping people deal with difficulties or problems. Spirituality certainly includes help, compassion and love, and it encourages us to do our best for ourselves and for others. Yet spirituality is not limited to situations in which help is needed. On the contrary, it is mainly practiced when we are well and are simply living and enjoying life. Even ordinary moments deserve deepening and enriching with spirituality. In this sense spirituality is not merely something we turn to in times of trouble. Rather it arises from the fact that we are human beings who naturally seek to explore and deepen what we experience within ourselves.

	8 Another way to clarify the meaning of spirituality is to compare it to philosophy. This comparison is particularly important because the studies of Pierre Hadot (1922-2010) have shown that philosophy in ancient Greece was originally practiced as a form of spiritual exercise. However, over time philosophy gradually became more and more rational and systematic, while in its beginnings it was understood as an experience that involved the whole of life. Today philosophy is in difficulty, especially because many people perceive it as too distant from everyday experience. Spirituality can be seen as a fulfillment of what philosophy should be, since it also seeks to deepen understanding and bring us closer to ourselves. At the same time, spirituality places less emphasis on the predominance of rational analysis. It does not consist solely in understanding or explaining. Rather, spirituality is primarily a matter of lived experience, although reflection and understanding help experience to fully unfold, besides being actually themselves experiences.

	9 When speaking about spirituality, another point quickly arises. In contemporary culture spirituality is often associated with belief in supernatural realities, spirits, angels, mysterious energies or hidden forces. If one searches online for the word “spirituality”, they encounter countless references to awakening or access to some esoteric or magical dimension of reality. Spirituality is also frequently linked with attitudes that avoid critical reflection, expressed in phrases such as “Let us all love one another” or “Let us simply enjoy the peace of nature”. This represents the dominant popular image of spirituality today. Historically, however, spirituality had a more demanding and serious character, one that was closely connected to critical reflection and self-examination.  Genuine spirituality does not avoid criticism. Instead it encourages us to adopt critical perspectives toward nature, society and ourselves.

	10 I have mentioned its roots in the philosophical culture of ancient Greece. The word “spirituality” itself, however, originates in the context of Christianity. It is therefore important to distinguish between the experience of spirituality and the word used to describe it. Experiences that we can call “spiritual” can be found in every period of human history and prehistory. The specific term “spirituality”, derived from Latin, emerged within Christianity, where it referred to a life guided by the Holy Spirit.

	11 In recent times the meaning of the word has broadened. Today even atheists, skeptics and agnostics recognize that they can cultivate a spiritual dimension of life without subscribing to religious beliefs. Now spirituality is for everyone: believers and non-believers, Muslims, Christians and atheists alike. Anyone can cultivate it. This universality, however, presents a challenge. It requires us to welcome different perspectives while attempting, as far as possible, to avoid sterile polemics and unnecessary conflicts. Dialogue becomes possible when diversity and criticism are understood not as threats but as opportunities for communication and mutual enrichment.

	12 The idea of enrichment is itself central. If we ask why we should cultivate spirituality, an essential answer is this one: because it enriches life. It does this by creating connections: connections with other people, between ideas and experiences and connections with philosophical reflection and critical thought. The work of weaving these connections together generates a richer awareness of meanings. For this reason spirituality deserves cultivation and practice.

	13 At the same time we must acknowledge a difficulty. Many aspects of spiritual experience cannot be fully expressed in words. They exceed what language can capture. Should we therefore remain silent? Should we abandon words simply because they are limited? Actually, although language is imperfect, we can still strive to use it as carefully and creatively as possible. At times we may stretch language, employ metaphor, poetry or play with double meanings in order to invite readers to go beyond the words themselves.

	14 Words are only instruments, yet they are extraordinary instruments. They help us cultivate spirituality not only by allowing us to communicate with others, but also by helping us understand ourselves. When we attempt to express an experience in words, even if language cannot capture it completely, the effort itself deepens our awareness and clarifies what we have lived.

	15 I find it fundamentally helpful to describe spirituality as “inner life”. This expression embraces many different dimensions, which will be explored in greater detail in the pages that follow.

	
Foreword to Level 1

	16 The first level of this course is intended for everyone. Even if you have absolutely no prior knowledge of spirituality or if you feel confused by the large number of courses, teachings, instructors, masters, trainers and gurus, as well as the many ideas and concepts surrounding spirituality, this course has been designed for you. At this introductory level the aim is to begin bringing some order to the confusion that currently exists in the world regarding spirituality.

	17 Another defining characteristic of this course is its seriousness. Among the many spiritual courses offered around the world, seriousness is unfortunately quite rare. We can often see people teaching through improvisation. This happens particularly because today very few people have a clear idea of what spirituality is. As a result, almost anyone can simply decide to present themselves as a teacher of spirituality.

	18 What I am doing here is something different. I am not claiming to be a teacher simply because others may not know more. This course is based on research, critical reflection and dialogue with history, science, philosophy, psychology and other important academic disciplines. It is grounded on a solid intellectual background rather than improvisation or just spontaneous inspiration.

	19 This approach may initially create perplexity, because many people think of spirituality as something that must be primarily spontaneous, something that should firstly express what arises instinctively from within. So one might ask: how can spirituality be approached in such a serious and even academic way? What I am proposing in this book is a balanced approach. On the one hand spirituality should have a strong intellectual foundation and be capable of dialogue with science and other academic disciplines. On the other hand we must remember that we are human beings and spirituality is not merely a matter of knowledge: it is also about shaping our personalities and our way of living.

	20 The purpose of this course is therefore not simply to provide information. The goal is not that, by the end of the course, you will know many facts and be able to pass an exam with high marks. A teacher of spirituality who knows everything about the subject but does not practice silence, meditation or listening to life and existence cannot be considered a good teacher of spirituality. What I aim to transmit here is not only structured knowledge, but also practical tools that can help shape your life. For this reason I prefer to speak not simply of “study of spirituality”, but of “spiritual study”. To be a good student or teacher of spirituality one must strive to become a spiritual person.

	21 It is also important not to confuse spirituality with spiritualities. Many courses that claim to teach spirituality actually focus on only one particular form of spirituality, such as yoga, meditation, Eastern traditions, religious belief, atheistic approaches and so on. In this course, instead, we will explore spirituality in its most general sense. We will examine the broad concept of spirituality that can apply to all spiritual traditions. The aim is to offer a wide perspective, rather than a narrow view limited to a single approach. Later, either during or after this course, you may choose to specialize according to your interests, culture or personality, but what this course seeks to introduce is the widest possible understanding of spirituality, one that embraces all traditions.

	22 A broad perspective does not mean vagueness or lack of meaning. You will see that we are not simply saying that everything is spirituality. Instead, we will gradually develop a clear orientation, something with a recognizable form, a name and a definition, rather than something vague or undefined.

	23 Finally, since this is a beginner-level course, you should expect that not everything will be immediately clarified. Clarification requires the development of clear concepts and that takes time. At the beginning some ideas may remain unclear because we cannot examine every concept in detail right away. For this reason I ask for a little patience. You may wish to take notes of any questions or unclear points and set them aside for the moment. As you continue through the course and its different levels, you will gradually acquire the tools needed to answer many of these questions yourself. Over time you will develop the intellectual and personal resources necessary to build your own understanding.

	
Spirituality as our home
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	24 I would like to introduce you to spirituality in the easiest and most comfortable way.

	25 Let’s begin.

	26 Think of spirituality as your home. Home is the place where we feel truly “at home”: comfortable, loved, alive and connected to others. In a similar way spirituality can feel like a place where we belong.

	27 Now let us consider some similarities and differences between “home” and “spirituality” in order to understand the idea more clearly.

	28 Like home, spirituality is something we perceive as our own. Home may belong to us directly or may be something we inherit from our parents or share with our friends. What matters most is that we feel at home with it, able to consider it ours. Sometimes friends even say “Make yourself at home”.

	29 Like home, spirituality can also be a place of pleasant activity. At home we like to rest, meet friends, play and make plans. Sometimes people even exchange houses for a while, which shows a high level of trust between them.

	30 Also, like home, we often like to adapt spirituality to ourselves. We may keep the aspects we appreciate most, while gradually developing or reshaping others. Just as some people rearrange their furniture, repaint the walls, build new rooms or add new decorations, we can also reshape our spiritual life as we grow.

	31 Now let us consider some differences.

	32 The most obvious difference is that our home is material. It is made of bricks and has a solid structure. Spirituality, on the other hand, is something we experience within our mind and body. It is invisible and we carry it with us wherever we go, like a snail or a tortoise carrying its shell.

	33 Spirituality is able to be the deepest motivation of our lives. We might say “I live according to my spirituality. Everything I do is guided by it. It helps me open myself to others, love my children, my partner and my family. I would even sacrifice my life to defend what I believe in”. By contrast, we would not say “I love you because my house makes me love you” or “My home is the fundamental reason for my life”.

	34 At this point we have already taken a first step toward understanding spirituality. We have not worked with a strict theoretical definition and everything is surely not perfectly clear, but we have taken an important step, something like saying to spirituality “Hello, nice to meet you”.

	35 What we have discussed can be expanded and deepened through reflection and experience. Spirituality is something that is gradually absorbed over time, not quickly understood through brief explanations.

	36 Over the next week you might try reflecting again on these ideas. Compare them with the situations and experiences you encounter in your daily life. This way you can better realize how your ideas about spirituality are still unclear or incomplete. That is perfectly normal.

	37 The purpose of this first chapter was not to give a precise or final definition of spirituality. Instead, the goal was simply to approach it, to begin perceiving its friendliness and its closeness to what we naturally seek in life.

	38 This is only a starting step. Ideally, it will leave you curious and looking forward to the next chapters, with the desire to become better acquainted with this companion whose depth and possibilities are really infinite and cannot for sure be grasped all at once.

	
Spirituality of the word

	39 Wording is not merely a tool for communication: it is also a powerful vehicle for inner life, humanity, art, history and emotion. This is evident not only in the three great religions that, among other things, can be called religions of the Word - Judaism, Christianity and Islam - but also throughout the entire history of human culture. We distinguish between history and prehistory precisely on the basis of the archaeological possibility of tracing words and written texts.

	40 A word is like a living container, capable of reawakening forms of presence. When I read a letter, it is as though the author were magically evoked beside me to speak to me. In this sense it is possible to establish an emotional connection even with people who lived centuries or millennia ago. The question becomes even more intriguing when we realize that the person who communicates such intimate emotions to us across time and distance may actually be ourselves. The word not only has the power to place two people, however distant in time and space, in communication with one another; it can also reveal us to ourselves. It is a treasure chest that allows us to discover unexpected experiences. Through my own words, written perhaps in a diary and later reread with reflection, I may come to realize how far I am from myself, how many emotions dwell within me without my noticing them, emotions that a careful reading of my own words can reveal.

	41 No one is able to extract from a single word the entire universe it contains. Each specialist can highlight aspects of a word that complement and enrich what others have discovered. In this chapter, however, we focus on only one particular aspect from a practical point of view: the fact that the word carries within it its opposite: silence. For this to emerge, a deliberate action is required. To draw from a word not only its explicit meaning, but also the silence it conveys and allows us to experience, we need to step away from the crowd and listen to that word in a moment of quiet. In this way I am suggesting a simple exercise that anyone can attempt: choose a short and suitable text and meditate upon it with this awareness.

	42 It should be noted that our age appears somewhat hostile to this kind of attentive engagement with the word, especially the word understood as a bearer of silence. Consider, for example,

	43 - social networks and smartphones, which are now used even while cycling;

	44 - a cultural preference for speed, where people believe they appear impressive if they act or speak rapidly and insistently, often without allowing themselves time for reflection;

	45 - the fall of ideologies, which has been accompanied by the spread of impoverished forms of communication, such as “tweets” and short text messages, lacking the continuity of a prolonged, harmonious and calm discourse capable of leading people into the richness and depth of things.

	46 When we consider all of this, it almost seems as if a kind of conspiracy against the depth, grandeur and silence of the word were underway, although no one consciously has such a purpose. As a consequence, anyone today who wishes to embark on a serious spiritual path can realize that it will likely be an uphill journey, dry, demanding and possibly even thorny. Yet, in the middle of this suffering, our heart, our soul, our deepest personality can feel an intimate experience of fulfillment that is able to give us guidance and support. The spiritual path explored in this course is aimed to improve our consciousness and knowledge about this experience. Throughout human history, profound sensitivities have repeatedly shown their strength and their ability to flourish even under the most adverse conditions. The spiritual person may also take a certain pride in contributing to paths that foster the growth of all.

	Weakness of the word

	47 Let us now consider some opposing aspects of the word.

	48 Words can conceal as well as reveal. They can veil reality and even deceive us. Words can be false instead of truthful; they can distort reality rather than illuminate it. How, then, can we deal with this difficulty, given that we do not wish to lose such a great treasure as the word, something capable of becoming a profound instrument for meditation, contemplation, reflection and even worship?

	49 One helpful approach is the hermeneutic, the perspective of weakness. We can recognize that words, as tools of communication, are inherently weak, because every tool is weak, just as every human being is weak. Words can indeed be powerful and illuminating, but they can also reveal their fragility. Weakness here does not mean only humility; it also means the possibility of betrayal, of words turning against us, misleading us or frustrating us.

	50 Taken in a radical sense, this weakness reminds us that words can even kill. Words can give life, but they can also destroy. We may wound others with our words, just as we ourselves may be harmed by distorted interpretations and misguided thoughts.

	51 One of the most fruitful contexts in which to understand words is connected to weakness and is that of movement, walking, progressing, continuing along a path. Words should not be seen as fixed or static; rather, they are dynamic, part of our unfolding history and our ongoing journey through life. Recognizing this helps us place words in their proper perspective. After all, words must serve life. If we engage with them wisely, they can become sources of spirituality and growth.

	52 From another perspective, we might say that words themselves should not be worshipped. This does not mean opposing religion; believers know that words can indeed convey divine revelation. Yet even sacred texts, such as the Bible, present difficulties precisely because they are composed of words. The problem arises when worship becomes attached not to reality itself, but to our interpretation of it. When we worship, we may in fact be venerating not God but our own idea of God; not the reality that the word points to, but our own idea of what the word means. This is the danger of misguided worship. Even worship, if it is to remain fruitful rather than harmful, needs to take place within a context of movement, humility, weakness, progress and continual self-examination. Spirituality is precisely this ongoing work: a journey that constantly re-examines and refines our understanding.

	53 Approached in this way, the word can truly become a treasure, something precious, capable of bearing abundant fruit in our lives.
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Spirituality of music

	54 Sound and music, compared to words, have the advantage of being less likely to draw our minds into precise thinking, reasoning or reflection. Human beings across all cultures and throughout history have always shown an appreciation for music as a privileged space for spiritual experience. Every religion, for example, has its own musical traditions. Even the fact that a rock singer can become a kind of cult figure tells us much about music’s ability to touch the deepest strings of our hearts and minds. A piece of music can move us toward spirituality with a power greater than that of an entire system of thought. Music is able to be an instrument of a transversal spirituality, a place where sensitivities can be shared across different spiritual traditions and religions, which otherwise easily fall into debates and controversies when discussing doctrines or philosophies. Even an atheist can appreciate without difficulty a Mozart’s Mass or a Muslim chant. Likewise, a believer of any religion can share with a skeptic a deep appreciation for blues or jazz.

	55 For those who wish to follow a committed path of spiritual growth, music becomes something more than just itself, because it gets related to the meaning we wish to give to our lives. There is a difference between those who listen to or perform music purely out of passion for it and those who do so within a spiritual journey. In the latter case listening or performing becomes part of a consciously designed path of spiritual development.

	56 Although spirituality can potentially be found in everything, in this section I wish to emphasize spirituality as something consciously cultivated, something that can even be planned deliberately, sitting at a desk with pen and paper, while still leaving space for spontaneity.

	57 From this perspective, the possibility arises of planning one’s own path of musical growth. Our aim will not necessarily be to become musicians, although this is not excluded, but rather to grow spiritually through engagement with the best that humanity has created. Music is certainly an essential part of this best.

	58 In practical terms, this means that someone who wishes to follow a path of spiritual growth should sit down, take pen and paper and plan their musical listening. The criteria for such a project can vary. Even school education attempts to give us some musical formation. One criterion I recommend is to try to identify and become familiar with the greatest music in the world. There are many lists of the greatest musical masterpieces. I have attempted to elaborate my one by combining different criteria and sources. These lists are certainly open to debate, yet they still have value because of the effort they represent: they invite us to walk intentional paths of musical listening, rather than spending our time in passive listening that doesn’t educate us.

	59 I believe the world would be better if humanity cultivated a richer musical culture, not only through music criticism but, above all, through the enjoyment of music as part of a desire for growth. This involves learning to listen, educating ourselves to encounter the best that humanity has created and discovering, through listening to the small micro-universe of sound, an experience that opens onto infinity.

	60 In cultivating our passion for music, we should not merely pass the time listening to commercial or industrial music, passively receiving whatever the market offers. By actively educating our musical interests, we become increasingly sensitive to the details of musical experience: the sound itself, the composer’s style, the personality of the performer. Gradually we begin to notice more and more details, details that may seem small, but in reality open up entirely new universes to explore.

	61 This growing attention builds a higher level of passion for music. As passion grows, we naturally want to come closer to the experience of music. For example, when listening to recorded music, we may begin to desire higher fidelity with better sound quality. This may lead us to consider technological developments in amplifiers, speakers and recording media. Yet we may eventually realize that there is a point beyond the quality of any electronic medium. We might possess a high-fidelity system worth a great deal of money, designed to produce the most accurate sound possible, but then we may think: with the same amount of money we could attend many live concerts, where no electronic barriers, however sublime their quality is, stand between us and the musicians. That, truly, is the highest fidelity.

	62 Let’s go further now.

	63 Whether we listen through sophisticated audio systems or attend live concerts, our growing passion will make us begin to notice imperfections. These may first appear in the performer. A musician must have great technical mastery in order to play expressively and avoid errors. Beyond this, there may also be limitations in the instruments themselves. For instance, there are many types of violins, ranging from modest instruments to masterpieces such as the Stradivari, which are worth enormous sums. Along the way we develop the pleasure of exercising our critical sense. We evaluate style, interpretation, instruments quality and even aspects of the composition itself. We may find ourselves thinking that a composer could perhaps have arranged certain notes or instruments differently.

	64 Through this process we discover the limits of music itself. Music is not paradise; like many human activities, it is an ongoing journey of research and exploration. When we attend a concert we can realize that the artist before us is continuing that search right that moment in front of us. Even while performing, they are still learning, experimenting and refining their art. Music is a living phenomenon always in progress. As listeners, we grow together with the performer, the composer and the entire environment that brings music into being.

	65 Now, when we listen to music, whether at a concert or through a recording, what should we look for?

	66 Two elements are especially important.

	67 First, music communicates humanity. The performer, the composer and even the instrument maker are all communicating their humanity, culture and sensitivity. When sound flows toward us, we are receiving something deeply human. This is the essence of musical experience.

	68 Second, we can continually compare our musical experiences with the whole of our lives. We are living persons with questions, aspirations and struggles. Our spiritual experience encompasses everything we live through: work, reflection, hopes for the future. The music we hear, play or sing can be placed in dialogue with these broader experiences of life.

	69 From this perspective, the difference between music created for commercial purposes and music rooted in deeper human expression becomes evident. Modern industry is capable of producing highly engaging music designed specifically to capture attention, especially that of young people. Yet music produced mainly by industrial processes or computers normally lacks the depth of human communication.

	70 Humanity, of course, exists everywhere, even within industry, but there is a difference between a humanity oriented toward the deepest questions of life and one focused primarily on selling products.

	71 To conclude, I suggest a simple exercise.

	72 Use the internet to search for a piece of music you already know well, perhaps a simple folk song. Then look for different interpretations of the same song by other musicians or even ordinary people who have recorded their own “cover” versions, or versions played with different instruments. This exercise reveals how a single melody can be interpreted, performed and experienced in many different ways. It helps us become sensitive to the true essence of music rather than to superficial effects such as heavy echo or electronic processing that may sound impressive but often obscure the underlying humanity. At the same time, we may learn to appreciate old recordings, even those with audible noise, crackling discs or tape distortions. Despite their imperfections, these recordings often carry a powerful human presence that is still able to reach us today.
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Silence and spiritual experiences

	Silence as the first spiritual experience

	73 We can develop a practical and accurate idea of what spirituality is by reflecting on certain experiences. For example, when we listen to a concert, sounds reach our ears and are processed by our brain, producing feelings, that is, generating an experience. In this situation we can distinguish two elements: the external event and the experience that is produced, that is the inner feelings that arise from it.

	74 In theory, if we were able to reproduce in our brain the complete set of neural activities and connections generated by the musical event, we could recreate the experience of that concert within ourselves even without the concert itself, without the external event that originally produced our sensations. My interest here is not in finding a method to create such experiences artificially, but rather in conceptually separating these two elements: the external event that is the source of the experience and the inner experience that results from it. This inner experience of us is spirituality.

	75 A similar mechanism, where we distinguish between a source and the inner experience it generates, can occur in many situations, such as when we read a book, meet a friend or admire a landscape.

	76 This conceptual separation of the spiritual experience leads us to observe that, for it to occur, an event that awakens it is always required. In other words, a spiritual experience is always part of a broader event; it cannot arise in isolation but only together with something that happens. This also means that every spiritual experience is dependent on, determined by and “colored” by the type of event that gives rise to it.

	77 Once we have isolated conceptually the spiritual experience, we can consider it separately from the event that produced it. Even without the means or the intention to reproduce the experience without its original source, actually there is a normal activity when we do this anyway, naturally and without special effort. It occurs through memory. When we remember, we can reawaken within ourselves the experience we had when listening to a concert. In this case we have a genuine example of a real, material, not merely conceptual, separation between the spiritual experience and the event that produced it.

	78 The experience remains “colored” by its origin: even when recalled only through memory, it is still the experience of a concert, an experience of music, not just an abstract spiritual experience without specific content. From this perspective, a completely “pure” spiritual experience does not exist. As we have seen, some kind of event is always required to give it its particular coloring, even if the event is simply the act of remembering.

	79 Once we recognize this, we can appreciate the particular character of the spiritual experience produced by silent contemplation. A spiritual experience is especially one cultivated and appreciated in silence, rather than in other ways more strongly conditioned by specific events. This does not mean that silence can replace all other spiritual experiences. We are human beings living in the world; we are not naturally predisposed to live as pure spirits or angels.

	Carriers of silence

	80 When we think of silence, we instinctively imagine the subtraction of something: noise, sound, activity, so that the final result appears to be a kind of emptiness or inactivity. This is the most common understanding of silence.

	81 However, the Italian language suggests something quite different. In English we say “to be silent”, but in Italian we say “fare silenzio”, literally “to make silence”. This expression can remind us that silence is not simply the removal of something; rather, it is able to be something additional that we actively create. Silence is not merely subtraction, it can be production. It produces an experience. Rather than impoverishment, it can be enrichment.

	82 As a consequence, silence can be received and tasted as an experience that flows toward us when someone else becomes silent or creates silence. It can also flow from us toward others, or even from us toward ourselves.

	83 We can compare this with what happens during a concert. The musician plays an instrument and transmits not only music but also silence. When we experience silence, we interpret it through our own life, personality and sensibility, just as we interpret music. The musician interprets their silence through performance and the listener interprets the silence they receive.

	84 From this perspective, silence always requires some kind of container. We cannot experience silence and completely nothing else. In a concert there are moments of silence between musical phrases. Even when we speak, brief pauses of silence occur. In this sense silence appears between sounds, words, or actions, like the space between musical notes.

	85 But the idea goes deeper than that. Silence is not only present in the pauses between sounds or words; it can also inhabit the sound itself. When I listen to a concert, silence is not present only when the instruments pause. It can also be present precisely while the notes are being played. The musical note itself can carry silence.

	86 How is this possible? If something is created through meditation, reflection, a style of life, then that silence is able to dwell within the note, the word or the action, not exclusively in stopping moments. The word, the sound, the action can carry a message of silence.

	87 From this point of view, silence is always contained within something, either pauses or within sound itself. There are many such containers: history, experience, language, musical notes, actions and events in life. These are all occurrences that unfold over time.

	88 This means that silence is immersed in the ongoing history. When we choose to enter a moment of silence, the correct way to do so is not by escaping from life, from the ongoing history of the world or from our own ongoing personal history. On the contrary, silence becomes part of that history and contributes to building it.

	89 Silence thus exists in a rich and complex relationship with everything else. It is not an escape from life but an activity that reshapes relationships between things. Silence itself has its own content, opinion, it has its own word to say to the world.

	90 Over time, as moments of silence get interwoven with the events of our life, the experience of silence is able to shape us. It begins to dwell within our words, sounds and way of living. Our actions and expressions become like sponges capable of absorbing inside themselves the pregnancy of silence. They carry within themselves the depth and fullness that silence is able to provide.

	91 This is how sound itself begins to contain silence. By cultivating this sensitivity, we become able to receive the silence present within music, words and life itself. This enriches our experience and gives greater depth to everything we encounter. We ourselves become like sponges that have absorbed experiences of silence. Silence can then flow from us to others and even back to ourselves. We begin to listen to our own style, growth, development, inner life. This way we become able to receive silence from others, from music, from life, from the universe and even from within ourselves.

	92 This is one way of building spirituality.

	93 We can notice that nothing in this discussion on silence requires reference to anything supernatural or transcendent. I have spoken only about material experiences. This does not deny the possibility of transcendence; rather, it shows that our ordinary material experience, the ongoing history of the world and of our lives can become a new universe of exploration when enriched by silence.

	94 This new universe has always been present. What we need is attention and education in sensitivity to the silence that exists everywhere, not only when we contemplate the stars, the sky or the beauty of nature, but also in the ordinary moments of life. By learning to perceive silence everywhere and to introduce our own silence into the world, we enrich one another and deepen our experience of life.

	The word in the experience of reading

	95 Once we have consider silence, now we can go deeper into the topic of the word, which we have already met in a first approach. After silence, reading can be considered the second most important activity in spiritual life.

	96 As we have said, the importance of reading something meaningful is evident in what are often called the “religions of the book”. In Christianity the Bible is central to doctrine, life and spiritual experience. The same is true for Judaism and for Islam, where the Qur’an holds a fundamental role. However, spiritual reading is not limited to religious believers. An atheist can find spiritual nourishment in literature, philosophy or meditation. A sacred text is not strictly necessary for a spiritual experience based on reading. Moreover, religious texts such as the Bible or the Qur’an can be even read by anyone, regardless of belief. Such works are not the exclusive property of their religions. Although they form the foundation of particular traditions, their spiritual richness can be appreciated by anyone. This reminds us that spirituality is meant to enrich human experience and connections, rather than separate people from one another.

	The limits of words

	97 A difficulty inherent in reading and in language itself is the limit of the word.

	98 Whenever we express something in words, what we mean is always greater than the word itself. Reality, life and spiritual experience always extend beyond the language used to describe them. Words should therefore not be treated strictly as containers of something that just dwells inside them, inside their meaning. They actually function like a finger pointing in an external direction, as to say “Look there!” The experience itself lies beyond the word. This does not mean that words should be completely ignored. Words possess their own power, value and life, yet we must remain aware of the risk of focusing so intensely on the words that we miss the external reality they indicate.

	99 For example, within Christianity someone might concentrate so heavily on the text of the Bible that they forget to direct their attention toward God himself. This criticism is already present within the Bible itself.

	100 Fortunately this risk is not irreparable. Words possess the unique capacity to negate themselves. We can say, for example: “I am trying to express something, but, please, understand that it is deeper and greater than what I am saying”. In doing so, the word negates itself and invites the listener to move beyond it. This process relies on the subjective experience of the listener. It makes possible to individuals to communicate with one another beyond the limits of language.

	101 Additionally, we can observe that even this concept can be criticized, because it introduces a platonic metaphysical scheme of realities that exist beyond words and can be hinted by words. This means that even this scheme should be used as a provisional mental tool to be aware of the limits of words and not as a definitive framework that finally establishes how things are and how things work.

	Moses, Aaron and the problem of expression

	102 A striking example of the limits of language appears in the biblical story of Moses and Aaron.

	103 When God calls Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses protests: “Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue” (Exodus 4:10). God insists: “I will help you speak and will teach you what to say”, but Moses is still afraid: “Pardon your servant, Lord. Please send someone else”.

	104 Eventually God gives up. Although Moses is still the central person to drive the people of Israel outside Egypt, God says “What about your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he can speak well. He is already on his way to meet you and he will be glad to see you. You shall speak to him and put words in his mouth; I will help both of you speak and will teach you what to do. He will speak to the people for you and it will be as if he were your mouth and as if you were God to him”. Despite Moses’ fear, the origin is God and the first mediator remains Moses. What is significant here is the fact that the word is perceived as limited, not good at expressing things. Sometimes we can’t find the word, it is on the tip of our tongue, but we can’t think of the exact word, or we don’t feel it appropriate to express our mind. In our context this is actually a good thing, because it reminds us that reality and experience are something different, something else, they do not coincide with the word.

	105 This theme also appears in Arnold Schoenberg’s opera “Moses und Aron”. In the work Moses sings in a style that is difficult to understand, not so pleasant, while Aaron’s music is far more melodic and appealing. The idea is that Aaron’s eloquence risks drawing attention to the beauty of expression rather than to the truth of the message. Moses, precisely because he struggles with words, leaves more space for God to communicate himself. In Aaron, instead, his ability to find good words, expressive sentences, is exactly the problem, because it makes more difficult to God to communicate himself and to win against the beauty of the word.

	106 This way we understand that language can serve spirituality authentically only when it remains aware of its own limits, when it is capable of negating itself.

	A path of reading

	107 A good way to bear fruit in the experience of reading and living a spirituality with a book is to follow a path, a deliberate plan of reading and reflection. Such a plan allows us to see where we are, how we are progressing and what direction our development is taking.

	108 Some people disagree with this idea because it seems to kill the spontaneity of spirituality, it can be felt like a cage, a frame. To some extent this concern is understandable, because spirituality doesn’t like rules, laws and frames so much, but I think we need to be critical. What we often call spontaneity is simply obedience to invisible frameworks, habits shaped by our nature, by social pressures or by industry and fashion. A conscious path can actually protect genuine spontaneity. It allows creativity and authenticity to emerge without our becoming unwitting slaves to external influences.

	Expectations and results

	109 Another risk in spiritual practices is the expectation of specific results.

	110 We might think: “I need comfort, peace. I will pray, meditate or read a sacred book so that I can regain harmony”. This approach treats spiritual practices as mechanical tools designed to produce predetermined results. When the expected result does not occur, frustration follows.

	111 Some people seek guidance by opening the Bible at a random page and assuming that whatever appears is a direct message from God. This practice treats the Bible like a magical device. The problem of magics is that it is based on forcing God to do what we want him to do, whereas religion, differently from magics, is based on humble asking.

	112 Rather than forcing things to obtain results, it is much better, much more authentic, much more connected to what we really are, to what really the world or other people are, an attitude of listening and letting whatever has to happen, not wanting necessarily to obtain a certain purpose, because in that case there is not listening, there is just forcing things to obtain what we planned, maybe even with a wrong intention, just to become the masters of what should be obtained. This destroys spirituality, makes it like a mechanical tool to produce happiness, harmony, peace, or whatever we want according to our mentality. It is much more authentic if we adapt to the experience. If an experience of reading or meditating gives us even sadness or even confusion, we should first welcome it as it is. First step for growth is being authentic rather than to pretend that everything works or should work the way we expect. Later, basing on the experience we have listened to, we can work on next development.

	The autonomy of the product

	113 A book also functions like a work of art. A poem, once created, at a certain point becomes autonomous in respect to its author.

	114 When we read the Bible, or any other book, we can try to work out what the author wanted to communicate to us, but this is not exactly the best attitude, does not create the best context, because we cannot reach anymore the intention of the author. Even the author themselves is unable to be totally aware of all of their intentions in communicating.

	115 It is better if we stick to the material word, the book, the words that are actually written, their historical context, as well as the reader’s own context. Interpretation becomes a dialogue between the reader and the text.

	116 Let’s notice, in brackets, that sticking to the material word does not contradict what we have said about having to go beyond the word; rather, it is the first step. We cannot go beyond the word if we don’t listen to it first; then the second step needs to be done, which is moving beyond the word.

	117 Let’s carry on with our topic now.

	118 What is written works for us now, today, and we will try to be respectful, faithful to what is really in the word, in the book, putting the book in its historical context, considering also our historical context, our mentality as readers. This means that everything is relative to its context and we do an accurate work of listening. It is a so called “hermeneutic circle”, where we interpret the book and the book interprets us. It is not impossible that we find in the text something that even the author doesn’t recognize as their intention, but this is not a problem. What is important is that we can see it and study it, based on the historical context and on the art of interpretation, which is art of respecting the text, its grammar, all of its aspects.

	Silence means also loneliness

	119 Ultimately, spiritual experience is solitary.

	120 Even when spirituality is practiced collectively, in communities, traditions or shared rituals, what each person finally encounters is their own inner experience, being, subjectivity. Community helps us grow, correct our errors and deepen our understanding, but at the deepest level we stand alone before ourselves.

	121 This realization may produce sadness, the sad sense of loneliness within the vastness of the universe. Yet it can also open the door to discovering the richness that exists within us and around us.

	122 Let’s remember that these reflections do not offer definitive solutions. Rather, they are suggestions for further meditation.
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The practice of silence

	Silence as a guide to spirituality

	123 As with spirituality, silence should be regarded as something that is neither good nor bad in itself. This might feel in contrast with what we said about spirituality as our home, but even our home needs to be considered from different perspectives. There is the comfortable perspective of those who enjoy it, but there is also the perspective, for example, of an earthquake, that doesn’t care if our home gets destroyed. We will deal in more detail with such uncomfortable perspectives, what now it is enough is to consider that they exist.

	124 Practicing silence without a critical mind can reduce it to an unnecessary or even frustrating waste of time, so that it may even become a hated enemy, something that causes discomfort or even fear. A similar situation can also arise with dialogue: dialogue is by principle a very good practice, but engaging in it without any preparation, without the necessary mental equipment, can turn our attempts into occasions for conflict rather than opportunities for connection and harmony.

	125 It is worth pointing out that attention and preparation do not coincide with the use of techniques. The practice of prepackaged techniques carries the risk of diverting us from listening to ourselves and to reality. No technology in the world can replace our sense of self, our unique sensibilities. Techniques lead us to focus on our need to solve a problem from the point of view of outward results, making us forget that there is always something more important than any problem: our sense of “I”. It is that particular feeling that each of us possesses in a unique way, the ability to feel our presence within our body and the connected ability to make free choices. No technique will ever be able to make us notice this feeling. This does not mean that all techniques should be prohibited. On the contrary, for those who understand the risk of losing sight of themselves, techniques can help refine precisely the awareness from which they might otherwise distract us.

	126 Once we have cleared the field of fanaticism and illusions, we can recognize that silence remains a practice of immeasurable importance, with enormous potential for our growth and for the development of a spiritual experience within us.

	127 Some additional notes may be useful here to get more familiar with it.

	Silence and listening

	128 Silence does not mean reflection, although reflection is favored by silence. Reflection is something different: it has other purposes and methods, its primary aim is not to create an inner experience within ourselves; such an experience may occur, but it is not its main goal. Approaching silence in order to experience it therefore means avoiding entering into reflection. This does not mean forgetting everything or withdrawing from the world and from life. The Psalms in the Bible show clearly that the person who prays does not forget their worries, the things that most deeply touch their heart or even those people they hate. Rather, no reflection here means setting aside for a while the effort to find solutions to our problems and instead living them simply as feelings and emotions that pass through us. A good way to set aside nagging thoughts is to make notes of them, so that we have the peace of mind of knowing we will not forget them. For the moment we want to experience silence. At the same time we will allow those disturbing thoughts to flow through our minds, but without trying to work out how to react to them or how to solve them.

	129 Trying not to block any thought that comes to mind is very useful for getting to know ourselves, although we cannot expect to penetrate our unconscious while we are awake. Our unconscious is so deep that even our dreams at night do not reflect it completely. We simply make a modest attempt to let our mind move freely and to experience the freedom of thought.

	130 As for the length of the silence, we should remain completely free and spontaneous, so as to avoid developing hostility toward it. We can try to determine in advance how long it should last, but I do not consider it useful to make this a fixed standard to which we subject ourselves. We may set a minimum period of continuous silence to experience from time to time, for example five minutes every week, but aiming to make it longer and more frequent is not always the best practice. Claiming to be able to sustain long periods of silence may have the negative effect of making us haughty and proud of our supposed spiritual superiority. This would immediately contradict it and make us hypocritical.

	131 As we enter, without pretension and without haste, into the taste of silence, in the ways and degrees most suitable to us, we may experience something similar to what happens when a glass of cloudy water is left to rest: the heavier elements begin to settle at the bottom, while others remain closer to the surface. In this way it becomes possible to distinguish more clearly in our minds things that once seemed secondary or had been submerged by distractions, becoming invisible and ignored even though they deserved attention, and vice versa.

	132 As with all things, continued practice over the years will gradually create in us a taste, a kind of inner flavor for what we experience, provided that we remain attentive and avoid complacency.

	133 I would like to add that silence should not be experienced only as an isolated moment, paying attention just to what I am doing in that moment of silence or how I am experiencing it, but as something that has a history behind it. It should be connected with the previous experiences of silence we have lived. Even if we do not consciously experience our lives as a coherent path, with clear connections and aims, everything in life is in fact interconnected. For this reason we can gain the most from our experience of silence if we recognize that there is a process, an evolution, a kind of progress, whether we desire it or not, whether we are aware of it or not. Obviously, it is better to become aware of what is happening over time in our experiences of silence. I would therefore like to encourage us to live silence both as a single experience and as something connected with our whole history of experiences of silence, perhaps even with the entire experience of silence we have had throughout our lives.

	134 In this context it is worth reconnecting with what we said earlier about music. We can experience silence not only when everything becomes quiet, for example when I stop speaking or when musical instruments stop playing, but also in the opposite way. Sound, words and music can carry an experience of silence not only when they cease, but also within the notes and sounds themselves. The words I am saying now can carry an experience of silence not only in the spaces between them or, in music, in the pauses between notes, but also within the sounds themselves, within the sound of words and of musical notes. We know from experience that as human beings we are able to perceive it. We can recognize that music, a speech, a phrase or even a single word can transmit an experience of silence. Our human nature itself has this sensitivity. This suggests that we can perceive the silence contained within music or words because the person who produces them has been able to place some silence within them. I will try to explain how it is possible to place silence within a word or within a musical note, but first I would like to add another point.

	135 When we say that silence can be found everywhere, even in sounds, music and words, we may risk creating confusion. If silence is everywhere, we may become vulnerable to people who try to impress us with charm or romantic language and we may fall victim to forms of pseudo-spirituality that have little real value. What criterion can we use, then, to avoid this danger?

	136 There is one simple criterion: criticism and self-criticism. At first glance, this may not seem closely connected with silence, but along the path of spiritual growth one can realize that there is indeed a connection. If a person who speaks acknowledges openly their own modesty and limitations, the limits of what they are saying, this shows that they are aware that their words are open to criticism. This is self-criticism. It is like saying “I am aware that my thoughts and my words are limited and imperfect”. No words are free from limits or possess absolute perfection. We are all human beings and we all make mistakes and live with imperfections.

	137 This awareness suggests a particular way of listening: a desire to listen to our own humanity, to the humanity of others and to the human condition we all share. Such an attitude can transmit a form of silence, because it means that within my words there is also an attitude of listening, listening to my own limits, to the limits of others and to the reality of our shared humanity.

	138 Let us return to the idea of placing silence within words and sounds. This does not necessarily require any special technique. If, before speaking or making music, I spend some time in meditation, experiencing silence and listening to myself, to life and to other people, then the silence that grows within me will naturally inhabit my actions, my words, and the music I produce. Sensitive listeners may then perceive that there is a certain silence, an inner silence, within what I am trying to communicate.

	139 Russian icons provide a meaningful example of this. They often depict faces or portraits, though not exclusively, and follow a distinctive style of painting. A key characteristic of these icons is that they are not merely works of art, but the fruit of a spiritual experience. According to tradition, the artist has first prayed, meditated and spent time in silence before painting the icon. In this way the finished work becomes part of a larger spiritual process. It is not simply a work of art, but an expression of faith that communicates silence and contemplation.

	140 For this reason icons are meant not only to be admired visually, but also to be approached in a spirit of inner connection. When we look at them, we may try to understand that, if we wish to perceive the spiritual experience they convey, we must cultivate something similar within ourselves. In this way silence becomes something that can flow from a person, from speech, from words and from music.

	141 Another reflection on silence can be found in the Bible, particularly in the experience of the desert. When the people of Israel left Egypt, they entered the desert, and throughout the Bible the desert is often presented as a place of spiritual experience, a place of silence, poverty and the absence of material security. However, this image can easily be misunderstood if we imagine the desert as a place of perfect purity simply because there are fewer external distractions or noises.

	142 Such an interpretation risks adopting a kind of platonic mentality. In Platonism there is an upper world, the world of perfect ideas, and our earthly world, which is imperfect, changing and full of limitations. According to this view, somewhere there exists an ideal and perfect version of everything. Yet this perfectionist way of thinking does not provide a particularly deep or meaningful spiritual perspective. What is important about the desert is not purity, because we are never perfectly pure. We are human beings, full of imperfections, with noise mixed even into our silence. Rather, what is important in the desert is poverty: poverty of words, of resources, of food, of wealth and of possessions. The significance of this poverty is not primarily the suffering it brings, but the fact that it encourages us to return to what is essential. When we possess many things, it becomes harder to concentrate on what truly matters in life. In the silence of the desert we can clear away some of the noise and the many distractions that are not essential and we can become more aware of what truly gives meaning to our existence, what we want to be the guiding reference point of our lives.

	143 Finally, silence can also shape our sense of charity and our love for others. Charity can become very shallow if we think of it simply as giving money to people in need. In that case it may serve mainly to prevent them from disturbing our lives. But if we approach others within the spirit of silence, we remember that silence is closely connected with listening. Instead of adopting the mentality “Take this money and go away”, we begin to say “I want to listen to you. I want to understand your life. I want to connect my life with yours”. In this way charity becomes something deeper: a genuine, existential relationship with the people we seek to help.
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Level 2

	
Introduction

	144 This level of the course is based on philosophy, particularly drawing inspiration from the philosopher Gianni Vattimo (1936 - 2023). However, unlike his “weak thought”, greater emphasis is placed on Heraclitus’ concept of “becoming”. We are going to visit most greatest philosophers, exploring their metaphysical or anti-metaphysical stances to gain insights that, I hope, will aid in living a meaningful life, as every philosophy, in essence, aims to do.

	145 Philosophy is an essential foundation for addressing the most profound questions of human existence. What follows is not an exhaustive philosophical treatise. It is a selection of philosophers and topics, primarily focused on explaining the “anti-metaphysical” or postmodern perspective. For those unfamiliar with thess terms, I encourage you to go on in the book: the upcoming chapters are designed to clarify them in the simplest and most accessible way.

	146 I’ve had the pleasure of hearing from several readers that, after reading this book, they finally understood aspects of philosophy they had previously studied but couldn’t quite grasp. In my view, the synthesis presented here offers clearer insights into concepts that traditional philosophical texts often fail to explain with the same clarity and simplicity.

	
The concept of truth

	147 When we deal with most radical questions and fundamental topics, we might assert that truth does not necessarily exist or, more directly, that it doesn’t exist at all. How can we make such a claim?

	148 Let’s begin with a simple example.

	149 If I look at the sky, I see it and say “The sky is blue”. But who tells me that the sky is blue? One might answer “My eyes”. The information my eyes receive is interpreted by my brain, allowing me to say “The sky is blue”. Traditionally, truth has been defined as a correspondence or match between the object, in this case the sky, and the intellect, or the mind, which makes the statement. If both align, then this is considered truth. So, if the sky is blue and I say it’s blue, that correspondence is called truth.

	150 However, this brings up several issues. For instance, I might question the reliability of my eyes, perhaps they are defective and not allowing me to see colors as they truly are. As a remedy, I might ask my friends “What color is the sky?” and they could reassure me by saying “It’s blue”. In this case I might conclude “Okay, then it’s really blue”. But we know that even friends can make mistakes. The problem goes even deeper: the information I receive, whether from my eyes or from my friends, is still processed by my brain. This is the core issue. No matter how I verify what my brain is telling me, the final verification and interpretation always comes from it.

	151 Instead of relying on my friends, I could use electronic instruments or microscopes. Technology offers us many tools, but who interprets the readings of these instruments? If I look at a ruler, who tells me the measuring it is showing? If I look through a microscope, who tells me what I’m seeing? Again, it is my brain. This is the problem: the final interpretation always comes from my brain.

	152 How can I verify what my brain tells me? The answer is, once again, using my brain. No matter what I put between myself and my brain, the very final word will always come again from my brain. We find ourselves in a situation from which there is no escape: the object being controlled and the subject doing the controlling coincide. The brain is what is being controlled, but who controls the brain? Again, it is the brain, because I cannot escape from its final say.

	153 The situation I am describing is similar to the thought experiment of a brain in a vat, where the brain’s perception of external reality is nothing more than artificial impulses. In fact this is not just a hypothetical scenario; it mirrors our actual condition. Our brain is the vat and we cannot escape it. We are bound within it.

	154 We might attempt to explore alternatives, such as discussing similarities or probabilities, but in the end, we cannot truly speak of objective truth. Whenever we declare “This is the truth”, what we are actually saying is that this is what our brain is telling us. We need to use the word “truth”, of course, because it serves a practical function in everyday life. I am not suggesting to stop using the word “truth”, but we need to acknowledge that its use is limited to practical matters. When it comes to profound questions, such as the meaning of life, our place in the universe, the nature of existence or who we are in the grand scheme of things, we cannot rely on the concept of truth. We can even go so far as to say we don’t know its meaning. In this radical context truth is an illusion.

	155 At this point, we may feel confused, as our mind might urge us “There are many consequences to this idea, many things we need to rethink from this point onward”. My intention is not to generate confusion but to provide some guidance in navigating this complex space. We don’t need to rush to the conclusion that everything is hopelessly unclear or directionless. I think the situation is different and it would be premature to assume that everything is just confusion. Instead, I encourage you to take your time in exploring the deep questions of life. Don’t be too quick to form conclusions. Exercise patience as you journey along this path, which, in reality, is a fascinating one.

	
What is philosophy

	156 As a starting point, we can define philosophy as

	157 a way of thinking that seeks awareness of the primary elements of thought.

	158 Let’s break down this definition to better understand its meaning.

	159 First, philosophy is “a way of thinking”.

	160 Since the dawn of human existence, we have always tried to reflect. In fact, rudimentary forms of reflection can even be observed in animals. For example, consider the difference in behavior between a puppy just a few weeks old and an adult dog. The puppy tends to react impulsively to situations, often leading to failures, while the adult dog observes more patiently, adapting its behavior to the habits of its prey in order to be more successful in capturing it. While these observations are difficult to verify and we cannot say for certain whether the adult dog’s behavior qualifies as “reflection”, our aim here is not to study animal behavior in depth. Rather, we want to recognize that reflection is not a mysterious or supernatural phenomenon confined only to human minds, but rather a set of elementary electrical impulses, simpler forms of which can be found in animals and even in nature or inanimate objects. We can even think of the act of turning on a light bulb as an example of electrical impulse. Throughout history, many different ways of thinking have been developed and philosophy is one of them.

	161 The definition I presented continues with “that seeks awareness”. What does “awareness” mean? It refers to the process of comparing one idea with others. For example, if I compare the idea of “fire” with my memory of a burn I’ve suffered, I can then gain the awareness that fire is dangerous because it causes burns. Without this comparison, without connecting the idea of fire to my painful memory, I would repeatedly burn myself, unable to recognize the problem. We humans often fall into the same mistakes and fail to learn simply because we haven’t reflected on our past experiences, failing to connect our ideas and memories. We fail to become aware. Consider, for example, how many times throughout history political leaders have deceived people by promising to solve their problems, only for people to continue suffering the same fate because they never reflected, they didn’t build connections about the promises made.

	162 Finally, the definition concludes with “the primary elements of thought”. Awareness can be sought in relation to many things. One might spend an entire life seeking greater awareness of the best ways to earn more money. But at some point we may ask: is it worth dedicating an entire life to this pursuit? Are there more important things that deserve our time and reflection? What are those things? How do we determine what matters most? What criteria should we use to judge this and how can we be sure they lead us to the truly important questions and points? These kinds of questions have been explored by cultures all around the world, but they began to be examined systematically, methodically and critically in ancient Greece and later in European thought. In other cultures these questions took instead the way of religious faith or forms of meditation.

	163 The distinction between meditation and reflection is significant. A meditator focuses on a few ideas, living them, savoring them and deeply exploring them in a lifestyle. In contrast, those who reflect engage with a greater number of ideas, allowing them to interact more dynamically. Both approaches have their strengths and weaknesses. Meditators excel at deeply exploring a limited set of ideas, dwelling on them for extended periods, even for millennia, but they cover a more limited range. Reflective thinkers, on the other hand, cover much more ground but may miss the opportunity to fully savor or understand the deeper nuances of each individual idea. This is akin to the difference between someone who runs quickly through a landscape, unable to stop and appreciate its beauty, and someone who takes a slower, more contemplative walk, deeply experiencing the emotions and connections evoked by every detail.

	
Parmenides

	164 To better understand Greek philosophers, it’s useful to begin with a preliminary observation about their way of reasoning.

	165 Let’s take a moment to consider the attributes that every object possesses, such as color. We observe that attributes never exist independently; they always belong to an object. For example, there is no such thing as white color by itself, only objects that have this color. However, by observing attributes like color, we gain an early understanding of things. For instance, over time I can learn that white objects are more visible in the dark than black ones. The powerful part is that we can anticipate this effect without having to examine every white and black object in the world. All that’s required is understanding that this is a typical characteristic of the color white. This suggests that abstract thinking, isolating and reflecting on an object’s qualities, allows us to predict things we haven’t yet encountered. I can predict that, if an object is white, it will be more visible in the dark, even if I’ve never seen that particular object.

	166 This process of reflecting on attributes gave philosophers a sense of mastery over reality. Those who learned this method often felt as though they had discovered a formula for understanding and controlling all things. The reasoning went: “If this works for one object, why not apply it to all?” This approach of diving into abstract thinking, with the belief that it would lead to universal knowledge, reminds us of the tendency, particularly in American culture, to seize on new discoveries and scale them up, often without fully considering the consequences. Many times this leads to unforeseen problems, as illustrated humorously in cartoons like Wile E. Coyote, where blind pursuit of an idea backfires.

	167 At this point it seemed logical for Greek philosophers to ask: which attributes should we focus on in our reflections? We’ve seen an example with the color white, but what other attributes are significant? Consider numbers, another attribute that doesn’t exist by itself. Anyone who learns even a little mathematics gains a deeper understanding of many aspects of the world and life. Pythagoras, the philosopher (570 - 495 BC), was particularly interested in numbers. But is there an attribute that is even more fundamental, one whose reflection could provide a basic cognitive grasp of the entire universe? According to philosophers like Parmenides, such an attribute exists: it is “being”.

	168 While white color may not be universally applicable, because not all objects are white, “being” has a unique quality: all objects “are”. The verb “to be” can be followed by other words, such as saying “they are here”, “they are white”, etc., but the essential concept is that “they are” on its own means “they exist”. For instance, if I say four-legged horses “are”, I am asserting their existence, while saying that green horses “are not” indicates that they do not exist. “Being” is a universal attribute of all things.

	169 As a result, Parmenides, along with many others after him, devoted himself to reflecting on “being” in its pure form, abstracted from individual objects, much as one might reflect on numbers or the color white without reference to specific instances. This reflection on being became known as “ontology”, a term derived from the Greek words ontos (meaning “being”) and logos (meaning “study” or “discourse”). Ontology, then, is the study or reflection on being.

	170 Through his reflection on being, Parmenides identified a fundamental principle that would become known as the “principle of non-contradiction”: “Being is, non-being is not”. This principle remains foundational to many philosophers, who consider it essential for logical reasoning. However, Parmenides and Pythagoras lived in the 5th and 6th centuries BC and after them many philosophers have questioned whether simply knowing this principle makes us masters of all reflection. After all, who can guarantee that we have not contradicted ourselves when he have made some reasoning? If we are to continue exploring ontology today, we must shift our understanding of “being” from the abstract concept, that Parmenides focused on, to a more concrete understanding of human existence. If we truly want to engage in reflection in a complete way, we should not limit ourselves to abstract attributes, but must also take into account the particularities of individual objects. However, this way we would be already in contemporary philosophy. For now, as we are going to explore the early Greek philosophers, we will continue along the path that they laid out at the very beginning.

	
The sophists

	171 The “sophists”, who lived in Greece around the fifth century BC, believed that both speaking and thinking are like games. According to them, it is impossible to truly capture the nature of things in words. They expressed their skepticism by presenting problems that led to paradoxes and contradictions. One famous paradox was formulated by Zeno of Elea, who lived around 490 BC. Let’s imagine that Achilles wants to race a turtle and he gives the turtle a head start. This advantage can be divided into smaller sections by our reasoning, first into two parts, then into four and so on, infinitely. In other words, the distance can be divided an infinite number of times, implying an infinite number of segments. According to Zeno, this means Achilles will never catch the turtle, because he would have to first overcome an infinite number of distances.

	172 However, we should not be discouraged by the challenges posed by the sophists. While we appreciate their awareness of the limitations of language and thought, we believe that, even though speaking and understanding may present difficulties, they still yield valuable results. The sophists’ warnings remain important and serve as a reminder. We often become so absorbed in discussions that we forget that our ideas are merely tools for understanding. These tools can sometimes malfunction, become stuck or fail to work as intended. This doesn’t mean we should abandon them, but rather approach them with humility. We must critically examine the tools we use to understand reality, while still recognizing the potential they offer. This approach is central to the work of scientists and scholars, who strive to proceed with caution, even though it is difficult to know in advance how far our language and reasoning can take us; after all, as human beings, we are bound by many limitations and mistakes.

	173 There are other thought experiments or paradoxes, that illustrate how our ideas can go astray.

	174 A man was sentenced to death and was given the choice between being hanged or beheaded. The prisoner proposed a challenge: “I will make a statement. If it is true, you must behead me; if it is false, you must hang me”. His statement was: “You will hang me”. The judges faced a dilemma. If they hanged him, then his statement would have become true and they would had to behead him. But if they beheaded him, his statement would have become false and they would then had to hang him. This created an endless loop and eventually the judges became so frustrated by the paradox that they decided to release the prisoner.

	175 Other similar paradoxes include Bertrand Russell’s barber paradox, where a barber is tasked with shaving all those who do not shave themselves and he cannot decide whether or not to shave himself. Another is the catalog paradox, which involves a catalog that supposedly lists all catalogs that do not contain themselves. There’s also the classic question: Can God create a stone so heavy that even he cannot lift it? And, of course, there’s the famous statement “I am lying”. In this case it becomes impossible to determine whether the person is lying or telling the truth.

	176 These paradoxes remind us of the complexity and limitations inherent in our reasoning and language, showing that, while our tools for understanding may be powerful, they are also susceptible to confusion and contradiction.

	
Heraclitus and becoming

	177 Heraclitus lived in Ephesus around 550 - 480 BC. He observed that everything flows: rivers flow, time flows and all things in existence change and age. As an example he explained that you cannot bathe twice in the same river because, due to the current, the water you encounter the second time is not the same as the water you bathed in before. It might be easy to object, saying that a river is still the same river, retaining the same geographical name, regardless of the water flowing through it. Or we might argue that his observation is too obvious. However, if we try to generalize his philosophy and reconsider everything we have thought about so far through the lens of continuous change and flow, we realize that he has much to teach us.

	178 Heraclitus’ philosophy might evoke feelings of insecurity, uncertainty and a sense of impermanence or disorder. But it is also an intriguing philosophy because it invites us to embrace dynamism, movement and life, standing in opposition to a stagnant existence. Moreover, it has considerable value for its effort to reflect reality as faithfully as possible, capturing the world as it truly is.

	179 A radical consequence of Heraclitus’ thinking would be the elimination of all nouns from our language, replacing them with verbs. After all, a chair is never permanently a chair; it is always in the process of becoming something else, eventually transforming into decaying wood, dust and who knows what else. For this reason we would not say “It is a chair”, but rather “It is becoming, it is transforming, as a chair transforms”. However, while converting our entire language to follow this model would be impractical, we must also recognize that, in our human experience, we perceive a certain permanence in the identity of objects over time. Only with a finer analysis can we notice that every object is constantly changing.

	180 We can better understand this by considering the hands of a clock, the stars, the moon or the sun. At a quick glance they appear stable and unmoving, but with a bit more attention we can easily see that they are in motion. The constant movement of the clock’s hands doesn’t prevent us from telling the time. However, if we joke about telling the time down to the second, saying “It’s ten, twelve minutes, and fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen seconds”, we quickly encounter a problem. The moment we begin to state the time, the flow of time immediately renders what we just said outdated, forcing us to update it continually. This makes it impossible to ever provide a definitive answer about the exact time to the second.

	181 This situation mirrors the way we speak in general. Most of the time, we can communicate because we limit ourselves to approximate meanings, much like telling the time by rounding to the nearest minute rather than second. Our immediate human experience is built on unitive associations, rather than detailed, disintegrating analysis. Consequently, our language, which is primarily designed to help us live together as humans, rather than to analyze nature scientifically, reflects this practical, everyday need. This is why our language contains so many nouns (representing stable concepts) instead of just verbs that convey movement: it reflects how we experience reality in our day-to-day lives.

	182 We need to be cautious not to forget that the language we use is inherently approximate. When we seek to express a deeper, more precise understanding of the world, we need to remember that the words, expressions and ideas we rely on were originally designed to describe reality in an approximate, non-scientific way.

	
Plato

	183 In Plato’s philosophy (427 - 347 BC) the world is conceived as having two levels. On the lower level lies the world of particular objects, marked by limitations and imperfections; on the upper level is the world of ideas, which, as the name suggests, contains abstract, universal and perfect concepts. For instance, a horse we see in the countryside possesses unique characteristics that distinguish it from every other horse. Because of this, we do not call it “the horse” but rather “a horse”. The concept of “the horse”, in its general, ideal sense, exists, according to Plato, in the world of ideas; the individual horse before us is merely an imperfect copy of this ideal form. In this framework, truth resides in the world of ideas, where perfection, the true reality of things, exists. In contrast, the material world presents individual things, that we name based on their correspondence to the abstract, perfect forms of the world of ideas.

	184 Even today much of our thinking follows this pattern. Language plays a central role in this structure. Following Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of signs (1857 - 1913), we distinguish between the “signifier” and the “signified”. The signifier is the material component of a word: the sounds we make when speaking or the marks we write on paper. The signified is the concept or meaning we associate with those sounds or marks. This distinction mirrors Plato’s correspondence between the material world (signifier) and the world of ideas (signified). Similar parallels can be drawn when we discuss symbols, signs, interpretations or the content of a speech. For example, when we say that a speech was “poor in content”, we are implicitly making this Platonic distinction.

	185 Plato’s dual-world framework also appears when we talk about distinction between body and soul. The body, a rough copy of the soul’s authentic essence, reflects the two-world division. The same analogy applies to the earthly world versus the supernatural or afterlife.

	186 These distinctions, however, are open to criticism. Later we will explore in greater depth why this is so. For now it is enough to note that we should be cautious about placing too much faith in our way of making distinctions about “concept”, “signified”, “meaning”, “soul”, “spirit”, “truth” or “idea”. This critical stance aligns with earlier critiques of abstraction, as we saw when we talked about Parmenides. Today the issues are studied extensively in the disciplines of semantics (the study of meaning) and semiotics (the study of signs) and even in fields like physics and medicine, if we consider “meaning” as a pattern of neural activity in the brain. Developing a critical awareness of these ideas helps us navigate other issues more effectively. We need not reject these distinctions entirely; rather, we should recognize their limitations and the complexities they entail.

	187 Two more useful elements of Plato’s thought are the myths of the cave and the charioteer. In the cave allegory people are prisoners who see only shadows cast on the walls and mistakenly believe them to be reality. The philosopher escapes the cave, perceives reality and seeks to enlighten the prisoners. Yet they resist, disturbed by the light and dismissing the philosopher as foolish.

	188 In the myth of the charioteer each person is likened to a charioteer controlling two horses: a white horse, obedient and embodying noble spiritual passions such as honor, courage and friendship, and a black horse, unruly and representing base, material instincts like appetite and pleasure. The charioteer, representing reason or the philosopher, must strive to maintain harmony between these opposing forces.

	
Aristotle

	189 Aristotle, who lived in Greece from 384 to 322 BC, is considered by some scholars to be the greatest philosopher in history. Unlike the Sophists, who emphasized the uncertainty of reasoning, Aristotle sought to understand as clearly as possible how the objects of the world are constituted. He concluded that everything that exists is composed of matter and form. For example, a table consists of wood (the matter) shaped according to a certain design (the form). Every other object in the world is structured in the same way. For Aristotle differences in form point to deeper, unseen differences, namely, differences in substance.

	190 The term “substance” comes from the Latin “sub”, meaning “below”, combined with the verb “to stand” or “to stay”. Thus, substance literally means “that which underlies” or “what lies beneath”, something that exists but is not directly visible, inferred instead from the form we perceive. The Greek equivalent is “hypostasis”, where “hypò” also means “below”, giving the same sense of “what lies beneath”. Other related terms include “essence” (as in the expression “the true essence” of something) and “nature” (as in the expression “the true, inner nature” of something).

	191 For instance, the difference in form between a man and a horse, though both are composed of the same matter, flesh and bones, reveals a difference in substance. This hidden difference is further evidenced by variations in abilities and behaviors.

	192 Aristotle addressed these ideas in works that followed his studies on physics. These later writings became known as metaphysics, from the Greek “meta”, meaning “after”, signifying “the philosophical reflections written after those on physics”. Today metaphysics is often understood as the study of essences that are not directly seen, the “substances” we have discussed. In this sense Plato’s philosophy can also be included under metaphysics, since he locates the essence of things in an unseen world, the realm of ideas, although Plato himself never used the term “metaphysics”. Modern interpretations of metaphysics are broader and more varied, influenced by different philosophers and even artists. Here we will focus on the understanding of metaphysics as the philosophy of the existence of unseen essences recognized as the true nature of things.

	193 According to Aristotle, the true nature of a human, in contrast to a horse, lies in what he called “humanity”, an invisible essence whose reality is demonstrated by the distinct ways humans behave compared to horses. Similarly, the essence of a horse, for Aristotle, could be called “horsity”. Another important feature of metaphysics is its trust in the existence of a world outside the mind, which is the source of our sensations. If we touch an object, we assume it is not an illusion or a waking dream, but something that actually exists independently of our perception.

	194 Aristotle’s philosophy is particularly compelling because it conveys a sense of clarity and order, in contrast to the philosophies of Heraclitus and the Sophists. Those who follow Aristotle can feel a sense of security and comfort, as everything is defined, situated and integrated into the grand mosaic of nature. The world, in this view, resembles a vast castle, where every brick is in place, like a carefully arranged puzzle with no missing pieces. It is a vision of the world as orderly, complete and harmonious.

	
Saint Anselm

	195 Saint Anselm of Canterbury (1033 - 1109 AD) is renowned for formulating five proofs of the existence of God. Four of these are a posteriori arguments, which means they deduce God’s existence from certain essential qualities observed in the world. They are based on

	
		196 goodness (if many things are good, there must be a supreme good from which they derive),

		197 greatness (if everything possesses some degree of greatness, there must be a supreme greatness underlying them all),

		198 being (if things exist, there must be a supreme being from which all existence derives)

		199 and perfection.



	200 These proofs resemble the common intuitive argument often heard today: if the world exists, there must be a creator who made it.

	201 The fifth proof, instead, is a priori. It seeks to demonstrate God’s existence independently of the world. It is founded on the human capacity, even that of an atheist, to conceive “that than which nothing greater can be thought”. The argument goes as follows: if a person can conceive of such an immense, even infinite, greatness, then this supreme being must necessarily exist, otherwise it would be impossible for the mind to conceive of something greater than itself. Anselm intended this fifth proof to be the clearest, strongest and most compelling of all.

	202 However, the 11th-century monk Gaunilo objected, arguing that merely thinking of something does not prove it exists. Anselm responded that Gaunilo’s objection might apply to finite or modest ideas, but not to infinite greatness. Yet, Gaunilo himself had already anticipated a further critique: those who speak of “God” may not possess in their minds an idea fully adequate to what they claim.

	203 Several other objections can also be raised against Anselm’s proofs:

	
		204 the existence of the world does not necessarily imply a creator; the world could be eternal. Concepts such as cause, effect and even time are human constructs and therefore open to question;

		205 if God’s existence were demonstrable, faith would become meaningless, since belief would no longer be voluntary but compelled;

		206 one could argue that nothing in this world is truly demonstrable, because every demonstration relies on other concepts that themselves require proof, leading to an infinite regress;

		207 the very effort to demonstrate God presupposes a distinction between subject and reality, which itself requires justification;

		208 every demonstration is expressed through words and ideas, shaped by the structures of the human mind; something cannot be considered proven simply because it conforms to the architecture of our thought.



	209 These objections illustrate why no one has yet succeeded in demonstrating God’s existence with arguments immune to criticism. A similar challenge applies to the problem of “theodicy” (“justice of God”), that is the question of God’s goodness, power and good will in the face of evil, which also remains unresolved. The depth of this criticism serves as a practical criterion: future inquiries into such matters must adopt entirely new approaches, rather than relying on traditional proofs.

	
Saint Thomas Aquinas

	210 St. Thomas Aquinas (1225 - 1274 AD) built his philosophical system on Aristotle’s metaphysics, integrating it with Christian faith. According to Aquinas, if a conflict were ever to arise between philosophy and faith, faith must be considered correct and philosophy in error, since faith, being directly dependent on God, is closer to ultimate truth. However, he regarded such conflicts as exceptional, because for him faith and reason are fundamentally harmonious. Reason can demonstrate God’s existence through proofs similar to those of St. Anselm, while faith guides us to accept other truths, such as the mystery of the Trinity, which lie beyond the reach of reason alone.

	211 Reason allows humans to grasp universal truths, since it compels anyone to recognize what it dictates. Through reason humans can fulfill their original vocation: to understand and dominate the world. Reason also enables us to discern the “natural law”, which is part of God’s plan. Civil laws must be grounded in natural law; without this foundation, they cannot be considered genuine laws. Natural law is accessible to all through reason, but, since there are misguided, selfish or obstinate individuals, then it is necessary to compel them by force, so that they leave others in peace and are thereby led to want the good.

	212 Aquinas considered monarchy to be the ideal form of government, subordinate to religious authority, since only the latter can guide people toward God, a task that natural law alone cannot accomplish.

	213 These aspects of Aquinas’ philosophy illustrate how it supports the exercise and defense of established authority. Philosopher Gianni Vattimo, whom we will discuss later, frequently noted that forms of “strong thinking” are closely tied to power. Those in positions of authority can justify themselves through Aquinas’ philosophy, reasoning that, since everyone possesses reason, they themselves are entitled to exercise it and impose on others the decisions they deem rational. The idea of universal reason presumes that everyone should share the same understanding; if someone sees things differently, it implies that they are not following the universal reason, the natural law. This creates a self-reinforcing cycle: those who adopt this philosophy see themselves as aligned with reason, while others appear misguided. From their perspective, this is not a vicious circle, because their philosophy represents not merely one view among many, but universal reason itself.

	214 Aquinas was so captivated by the clarity and explanatory power of his reasoning that he didn’t subject it to self-criticism, a way of reasoning that earlier philosophers, such as the Sophists, had already practiced. His approach was also shaped by the intellectual context of his time, which was deeply immersed in Aristotelian thought.

	215 A small curiosity: the Code of Canon Law, the official collection of laws of the Roman Catholic Church, published in Rome in 1983, states in canon 252, paragraph 3, regarding the instruction of seminarians: “…students are to learn to penetrate more intimately the mysteries of salvation, especially with St. Thomas as a teacher”.

	
William of Ockham

	216 William of Ockham (born in Ockham, about 20 km from London, 1280 - died in Munich, 1349) is widely regarded as the first major anti-metaphysician, although his work was slightly anticipated by Petrus Aureolus (1280 - 1322), who, however, remained a relatively minor philosophical figure. With Ockham a distinctly “lay” spirit emerges, a way of perceiving oneself and the world that is independent of faith and the Church. For Ockham faith and reason do not harmonize naturally, as Thomas Aquinas had believed. Unlike the approaches of St. Anselm and St. Thomas, the truths of faith cannot be the object of rational demonstration; they lie outside the domain of philosophical knowledge and inquiry.

	217 Similarly, in politics Ockham rejected the notion that the emperor’s power must derive from the pope. Even within the Church the pope should be regarded as a minister, not a ruler. Matters of faith should not be defined by the pope or councils alone, but by the Church as a free community of believers. Many of Ockham’s positions were condemned by the pope.

	218 In 1852, Sir William Rowan Hamilton (1805 - 1865) coined the term “Ockham’s razor” to describe Ockham’s principle: we should not multiply entities beyond necessity. One should avoid inventing the existence of entities simply to explain phenomena. Instead, explanations should rely on the simplest possible hypotheses, avoiding the arbitrary introduction of additional factors or abstract entities. For instance, when trying to explain strange phenomena such as UFOs, one might be tempted to invoke unknown entities, Martians or ghosts, but these additional factors only complicate matters further, creating new questions that demand yet more explanations.

	219 For Ockham, if we want to explain how an object moves from point A to point B, there is no need to postulate a third being, a separate hypostasis called “movement”. Movement can be described, but it is not an independent entity; it is merely the name we give to the way we experience a change in an object’s position. In the same spirit Ockham argued that there is no reason to conceive of the celestial world as fundamentally different from the world we walk upon.

	220 Ockham’s anti-metaphysics entails a refusal to grant real existence to universal categories. He rejected Plato’s world of ideas and Aristotle’s substances or essences, treating abstract concepts as purely verbal tools, names used to convey probable knowledge, not entities with independent existence. Only particular, tangible objects, fragmented, multiple and perceivable, exist in reality. Consequently, logic shifted from its Aristotelian form, concerned with reasoning about real things, to a logic of names and linguistic structures, anticipating modern disciplines such as syntax, semantics, and semiotics.

	221 Ockham’s anti-metaphysics can be considered “moderate”: he criticized the autonomous existence of universal concepts, but he still recognized the reality of individual objects, which form the basis of human experience. Later, Martin Heidegger (1889 - 1976) will make the definitive transition to an anti-metaphysical philosophy that completely puts aside the question of the attribution of reality even to objects, as it is unreachable, and will adopt the term “metaphysics” to designate rather the sense of human existence.

	
Niccolò Machiavelli

	222 Niccolò Machiavelli (1469 - 527) coined the expression “effectual truth” to emphasize that human thought is often guided not by how things actually are, which is the “effectual truth”, but by how we believe they ought to be. This gap between perception and reality, he argued, can only lead to disaster.

	223 According to Machiavelli, humans are by nature neither entirely good nor entirely evil, yet in practice they tend toward wrongdoing. For this reason a prince who wishes to govern effectively must confront reality and be prepared to act immorally if necessary. A successful politician must begin with the sober assumption that people are inherently selfish and they will act maliciously whenever opportunity arises. Without this understanding and courage he would be better suited to a private life.

	224 The only constraint on harsh political action is practical effectiveness: there is no reason to exercise cruelty if it undermines the stability and freedom of the state. To prevent envy, intrigue and the pursuit of power or wealth from destabilizing society, Machiavelli suggested keeping citizens moderately poor and maintaining a constant readiness for war. To follow effectual truth rather than idle dreams, a ruler must be decisive and willing to take radical action. Middle paths are illusions; it is better to err by being too good or too bad than to lose touch with the realities of human nature, where middle ways do not exist.

	225 Machiavelli rejected the notion of a morality separate from politics. Political necessity must be the guiding principle. Once a prince understands how to act, his ideal behaviors should be informed by historical study, which aims to reveal reality as it truly is. Through historical investigation Machiavelli identified the free republic, such as Rome in its early years, as the political ideal. In essence, Machiavelli established a new criterion for judgment: the perspective of history, which is implicitly opposed to the idea that there are universal metaphysical values or principles. The historian’s mindset, he argued, is not governed by abstract principles or moral ideals but, from time to time, derives its criteria from the history itself that they study.

	226 Chance, which Machiavelli calls “fortune”, also plays a role in human affairs, but only in half of what occurs. The other half depends on one’s ability to act boldly, decisively and fiercely. Fortune, he observes, is like a woman, more favorable to the young, because they possess the audacity and vigor that she rewards.

	
Martin Luther

	227 Martin Luther (Eisleben, Germany, 1483 - 1546) drew inspiration from the philosophy of William of Ockham and later became the founder of the movements we now call “Protestants”, “Evangelicals” and “Lutherans”. The term “Protestants” originates from the appeal for religious freedom presented by German Lutheran princes in 1529 at the Diet (which means Assembly) of Speyer, in Germany.

	228 A central principle of Luther’s teaching was that salvation is attained through faith rather than deeds. Among the deeds he rejected were payments for Masses and prayers for the dead, which were thought to secure “indulgences”. While the tension between faith and works already appears in the Bible, Luther emphasized only what supported faith. The Roman Catholic Church responded to the Lutheran Reformation with the Counter-Reformation, epitomized by the Council of Trent (1545 - 1563). This council reaffirmed the importance of deeds and the value of indulgences and maintained that the Church’s Magisterium is a source of revelation alongside Sacred Scripture. By contrast, Luther regarded Scripture as the sole source of doctrine.

	229 An illustration of this divergence is found in the dogmas of the Immaculate Conception (1854) and the Assumption (1950). Protestants reject these doctrines, arguing that the Bible makes no reference to them. The Roman Catholic Church, however, holds that the Magisterium, as a source of revelation, can establish truths beyond what is stated in Scripture.

	230 Luther’s theology of salvation through faith is coupled with a denial of free will. According to him, humans have no freedom, as God alone, who exists prior to everything, possesses perfection in its entirety. Humans, being enslaved by original sin, can do only evil and never good; this enslavement necessarily precludes free choice. Furthermore, because God possesses perfect foreknowledge, our lives are governed by predestination. Consequently, salvation is entirely God’s initiative: he alone provides the path of faith. Were humans capable of performing even the smallest good act, they would, at least in part, become their own saviors, undermining the belief that God is the sole savior.

	231 In my view these ideas, including the doctrine of “sola Scriptura”, arise from a metaphysical mindset which, in this case, considers itself able to precisely define the boundaries of Revelation and human possibilities. By contrast, the Church’s response can be seen, functionally, as less metaphysical, as it relativizes Scripture and the all-encompassing nature of God. Naturally, this anti-metaphysical evaluation on mine would not satisfy Roman Catholics who adopt metaphysics as a framework of universal reason; in that context, the Church’s response becomes, in effect, a metaphysical one, as much as Luther’s theology.

	
Descartes

	232 René Descartes (1596 - 1650) deserves credit for showing us how to approach total doubt with confidence, optimism and a love of inquiry, rather than rejecting it out of fear of anarchy or the disorientation it might bring. He recognized that no method exists to distinguish dreams from reality and we might even question the certainty that two plus two equals four. Yet, through his reflective process, doubt leads to an undeniable certainty: “cogito, ergo sum”, which means “I think, therefore I am”. Descartes was aware that St. Augustine (354 - 430 AD) had articulated a similar insight some twelve centuries earlier, but Augustine had not used it as the foundation for an entire philosophical system.

	233 While we should acknowledge Descartes’ achievement, his conclusion remains open to further critique. It raises questions that he does not answer: who says that knowledge must begin from a fixed point? Why must total doubt be treated as something to overcome or an enemy to fight? Who authorizes the leap from the fact of doubting to the affirmation of existence? Who guarantees that the evidence of our existence is not itself a deception? And what, ultimately, does it mean to exist or to doubt?

	234 Another central aspect of Descartes’ philosophy is his mechanism: the material world (distinct from the supernatural, which includes God and the soul) is essentially a vast machine, like a great clock created by God. As such, it can be explained in all its phenomena through the geometric laws of matter, space and motion. Nevertheless, Descartes does not deny the existence of free will.

	235 Mechanism itself is not beyond criticism. Geometric concepts are human constructs, adaptations of observed phenomena to the capacities of our minds. It is not the world that conforms to the laws we discover; rather, these laws are tools created by our brains for understanding and they must continually remain responsive to the world from which they are derived.

	236 Descartes’ rules of provisional morality are remarkably modern:

	
		237 in practical life it is inevitable to act based on truths that are not entirely evident, otherwise, we would remain eternally indecisive;

		238 once a decision has been made, we must act resolutely and not remain trapped in endless doubt;

		239 rather than attempting to change the order of the world, it is better to begin by improving our own thinking.



	
Hobbes

	240 In the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes (Westport, Ireland, 1588 - Hardwick Hall, Great Britain, 1679), we encounter a mixture of ideas, some remarkably mature, others comparatively crude. Let us begin with those that demonstrate sophistication.

	241 First and foremost, Hobbes is anti-metaphysical. He maintains that words are merely human conventions, although he does not deny the possible existence of a supernatural world. He insists, however, that such a world must never be exploited to dominate or enslave people. Hobbes also observes that there is no ultimate goal in present life: human desire is unending and even after attaining what one seeks, new desires emerge. The highest good, he suggests, consists in the continuous pursuit of ever-new ends. In attempting to explain the structure of the world, Hobbes adopts a form of Cartesian rationalism, from which he concludes that free will does not exist.

	242 Problems and contradictions appear, however, when Hobbes claims that political questions should be addressed with the same precision as mathematical or geometric principles, such as addition or subtraction. Here we encounter some of his crudest ideas.

	243 Hobbes’ famous maxim, echoed from Plautus (250 - 184 BC), “homo homini lupus”, “man is a wolf to his fellow man”, reflects his view that humans are fundamentally selfish, conflict-prone and inclined to war. In this, Hobbes bears a resemblance to Machiavelli. He attributes this not to moral failings or wickedness of the soul, but to the very structure of human nature. It is not something for which we can be blamed; it is our constitutive being.

	244 From this perspective, Hobbes concludes that the only way to govern a society of such “wolves” is through extreme absolutism. For instance, the absolute monarch or sovereign must not only wield complete power but also be exempt from laws to which citizens are subject. He cannot be prosecuted and the determination of what is good or bad depends entirely on the sovereign’s will. Because the sovereign holds authority over everything, he also controls the Church and determines how Scripture has to be interpreted. According to Hobbes, this totality of power eliminates disputes and discord, ensuring peace. This is the essence of the “social contract” in Hobbes’ philosophy: subjects agree to submit to an absolute sovereign, who himself remains above the contract.

	245 Hobbes also enumerates twenty “laws of nature”, which express common sense and the pursuit of mutual respect. Yet, precisely because of the tension between these humane laws and the absolutist authority of the sovereign, Hobbes’ philosophy remains, in many ways, internally contradictory.

	
Pascal

	246 Blaise Pascal (Clermont, France, 1623 - Paris, 1662) was a critic of reason, arguing that it cannot fully grasp what is most profoundly human. The “geometric spirit”, he maintained, cannot provide truly perfect demonstrations, because every proof relies on underlying assumptions that themselves require proof, leading to an endless regress. Geometric knowledge, therefore, must be approached with modesty and humility. This does not diminish the value of reason or science, they retain their full importance within their respective domains, but, to understand human nature deeply, another kind of thought is required. Instead of the “geometric spirit”, we need the “esprit de finesse”, the “spirit of finesse”, akin to what we might call intuition. This critique of reason allowed Pascal to assert that “mocking philosophy is truly philosophizing”.

	247 To know humanity is also to confront our limitations and miseries. As Pascal writes:

	248 “We do not content ourselves with the life we have in ourselves and in our own being; we desire to live an imaginary life in the mind of others and for this purpose we endeavour to shine. We labour unceasingly to adorn and preserve this imaginary existence and neglect the real… We are so presumptuous that we would wish to be known by all the world, even by people who shall come after, when we shall be no more; and we are so vain that the esteem of five or six neighbors delights and contents us… We even lose our life with joy, provided people talk of it… We sail within a vast sphere, ever drifting in uncertainty, driven from end to end. When we think to attach ourselves to any point and to fasten to it, it wavers and leaves us; and if we follow it, it eludes our grasp, slips past us and vanishes for ever. Nothing stays for us. This is our natural condition and yet most contrary to our inclination; we burn with desire to find solid ground and an ultimate sure foundation whereon to build a tower reaching to the infinite. But our whole groundwork cracks and the earth opens to abysses”. Pascal emphasizes that man is neither beast nor angel: “If he exalts himself, I humble him; if he humbles himself, I exalt him; and I always contradict him, till he understands that he is an incomprehensible monster… alone he will not be able to create values that are worth and to find a stable and true sense of existence; I can only approve of those who seek with lamentation”.

	249 Indeed, values shift across times and places. Confronted with this awareness, the philosopher finds meaning in the wager of faith in Jesus Christ. Pascal notes that the miseries and contradictions of man “seemed to distance me more from the knowledge of religion, but instead led me to the true religion sooner”.

	250 In contrast, superficial people avoid such reflection by seeking “divertissement”, entertainment, to be understood also in the etymological sense of the term, of change of direction, of way. Divertissement makes us avoid thinking of ourselves and falling into boredom. Humans remain perpetually busy or amused out of fear of introspection and of recognizing their own miseries. This explains why people “love noise and bustle so much”, seeking games, idle conversation, war or high office: not to enjoy them, but to avoid the uncomfortable company of their own minds.

	
Berkeley

	251 George Berkeley (Kilkenny, Ireland, 1685 - Oxford, 1753) was an anti-metaphysical philosopher, though in certain respects his thought remained metaphysical. He was anti-metaphysical in that he denied the existence of objects independent of the mind: what we call an “object” is, in fact, only a bundle of sensations that constitute ideas in our mind. As Berkeley famously stated, “esse est percipi”, “to be is to be perceived”. We have no way of proving that this bundle of sensations originates from an external object; indeed we cannot even establish that the sensations themselves exist outside our mind. In this sense Berkeley denies the existence of anything outside the mind, embodying his anti-metaphysical stance.

	252 But, if objects do not exist independently, where do our sensations come from? Berkeley holds that both sensations and the ideas they produce originate in the mind of God, who directly communicates them to us. In this view the world is essentially a language flowing from God’s mind to ours, as if by telepathy, through direct transmission of thought. What exists, then, is only God and us, with a continuous reciprocal exchange of ideas; nothing exists beyond this interaction. It is as if we were living in a perpetual dream, with its contents supplied directly by God.

	253 Here, however, Berkeley’s philosophy becomes metaphysical, since he posits an entity external to us, God’s mind, from which ideas originate and flow toward us. From this it follows that what is not perceived by any mind does not exist. One might ask: if at a given moment no one in the world is thinking of a library, does the library cease to exist until someone thinks of it again? Berkeley answers “no”, because there is always some spirit, at least God, who thinks of everything. Moreover, Berkeley argues that the idea of objects existing independently of thought is meaningless: the very act of conceiving such objects ensures that they are being thought of and therefore they are no longer “unperceived”. It is impossible to imagine objects that no one is thinking about, because, as soon as we imagine them, they are already objects in someone’s mind, ours.

	254 Berkeley’s vision, as we can see, is deeply religious. It is also noteworthy that he maintains we must believe in miracles, because their comprehensibility is no more obscure than the foundations of science. A close examination of the basic principles of any scientific discipline reveals that these foundations are as unknown and mysterious as the concept of any miracle.

	
Hume

	255 Along the same lines as Pascal and Berkeley, David Hume (Edinburgh, 1711 - 1776) argued that philosophy should focus on human nature, rather than on understanding the external world, as previous philosophers had attempted. Like Berkeley, Hume maintained that what we perceive is merely a bundle of sensations and nothing justifies the assumption that these sensations correspond to external objects. Our mind merely associates, aggregates and seeks similarities, thereby imagining an objective world and creating ideas of particular objects. When we observe an object after some time has passed, our imagination fills in the gap, assuming that the object has continued to exist even when we were not perceiving it.

	256 Universal concepts, according to Hume, are nothing more than products of memory and the habit of noticing similarities among particular objects. No human being can think a purely universal idea; when we believe we are doing so, we are simply recalling many individual, similar ideas, encountered throughout our lives. The same critique applies to the concepts of cause and effect: we believe we understand causation because we have become accustomed to associating certain events that occur in sequence. In reality, nothing authorizes us to assert that the first event truly causes the subsequent one.

	257 Hume extends this analysis to our perception of the self, the “I”. The self, he argues, is nothing more than a collection of impressions that our mind associates and aggregates, arbitrarily attributing them to a single “I” that supposedly underlies them. The “I” is more akin to a theater, in which impressions and ideas continually pass and repass. Yet this theater should not be conceived as a stable structure; rather, it is simply the continuous flux of impressions itself. We have no proof of the existence of any underlying theater.

	258 Hume’s conception can be seen as a profound critique of Descartes. Where Descartes claimed “I think, therefore I am”, Hume would say “I think, therefore my thoughts exist”. Nothing allows us to conclude that there is an “I” behind these thoughts; the notion of a stable self is a mere imagination, without any demonstrable foundation. From this perspective, Hume also rejects the idea of free will, considering it a meaningless concept.

	
Kant

	259 Immanuel Kant (Königsberg, now Kaliningrad, near northern Poland, 1724 - 1804) was an anti-metaphysical philosopher. According to him we cannot establish what exists outside our mind; he calls this unknowable realm the “noumenon” (“thought thing”), in contrast to the “phenomenon” (“appeared thing”), which is what we perceive. Consequently, Kant directed his efforts toward investigating how our mind knows, rather than what exists independently.

	260 Our mind knows because it organizes sensations according to patterns it possesses by constitution; these patterns are essentially space and time. Space and time are not qualities inherent in objects, but rather the coordinates through which nature has equipped our mind to know things. They are universal not as features of the external world, but as structures present in every human mind, providing a framework for all knowledge. Similarly, the unities we identify in the world, such as perceiving, let’s say in our terms, a car as a single object rather than a collection of separate parts, do not reflect objects themselves, but the organizing tendencies of our minds. Even our perception of the self, which Kant calls the “I think”, is not a singular, exclusive self, but a cognitive tool provided by nature to help us navigate the world. It is a structural feature of human reason that allows us to represent ourselves as an “I”.

	261 Because our mental categories can never fully grasp reality, the noumenon, but continuously push us to go beyond their limits, we are inevitably prone to error, claiming knowledge that exceeds our capacity. To correct this tendency, a continuous work of self-criticism is necessary, which Kant develops as the method of “transcendental dialectic”. The term “dialectic” indicates an ongoing process of reasoning, while “transcendental” refers to our mind’s tendency to overreach its sensible experience using its own categories. The fundamental error is reason’s temptation to detach from perception and advance on its own, through pure theoretical reasoning. For this reason, Kant titled his work “Critique of pure reason”.

	262 Kant identifies three central errors that arise from treating certain ideas metaphysically. The first one is the “I”, which cannot be understood as a metaphysical object, since it is only a subjective effect of the unity of cognition. The second one is the world, which likewise cannot be treated as a metaphysical object. Attempting to do so generates four unsolvable problems: 1) does the world have a beginning or is it infinite? 2) Should we consider global objects (e.g. a car, in today’s world) or their individual parts (the mechanical components) as fundamental? 3) Does freedom exist or is a mechanistic view more accurate? 4) Is there a primordial cause of everything or not? These questions are meaningless, Kant argues, because they arise from the mistaken notion that the world exists as a metaphysical object independently of our mind. The third error is thinking metaphysically of God as well. These ideas lose their problematic nature if we instead treat them as useful conceptual categories, convenient for unifying our understanding of the world.

	263 In contrast, practical reason must operate according to the opposite principle: it must begin with something within us and establish it as a universal law. This “something” cannot be a particular desire or preference, which would be relative; to guide action universally, it must be formal rather than content-specific. With this insight, Kant develops the “Critique of practical reason”. If content is removed, what remains is form, the “how” rather than the “what” of action. The form corresponds to our will, to our intention. What can be universalized is therefore a rule governing the will, irrespective of specific actions.

	264 Kant identifies the universal, categorical imperative as the principle of cultivating a type of will that we could rationally wish to be universalized, a mode of willing, rather than a specification of particular desires. In practice, this is akin to the moral maxim “Do not do to others what you would not want them to do to you”. Kant observes that anyone who follows the categorical imperative inevitably inspires respect in others, whether or not they acknowledge it. Within this framework, freedom exists, not as a metaphysical attribute, but as a necessary postulate of practical reason. It allows us to evaluate our own actions and serves as an intuitive guide, a noumenal principle, that must direct moral behavior.

	
Fichte

	265 Johann Gottlieb Fichte (Rammenau, Germany, 1762 - Berlin, 1814) took Kant’s anti-metaphysics even further. Kant had claimed that behind our sensations lies a noumenon that produces them. Fichte challenges this, pointing out the contradiction in asserting the existence of a noumenon while also claiming that nothing can be known about it. If we cannot know the noumenon, it effectively does not exist, it is a human invention. What truly exists, then, are our sensations.

	266 But where do these sensations come from? Fichte argues that the “I” produces them; they are not the effect of external objects. While Kant suggested that we frame what is already given to us within the categories of our mind, Fichte goes further: we do not merely frame known things, we create them entirely. The “I” creates both our sensations and the objects that give rise to them.

	267 To understand Fichte’s approach, it is useful to think of our relationship with the world as analogous to dreaming. His three fundamental statements can be translated into this metaphor.

	268 Thesis: The “I” posits itself.

	269 At the origin of our interpretation of reality is the activity we call the “I”. This is an active process, not a metaphysical object. In dream terms, this corresponds to the mere fact that someone is dreaming; it does not prove the existence of the dreamer, only that dreaming is occurring.

	270 Antithesis: The “I” posits a “non-I” in opposition to itself.

	271 In other words, the dreamer introduces content into the dream, inventing a reality, a world, an environment, and other beings that exist within the dream. According to Fichte, the “non-I” is created entirely within the “I”.

	272 Synthesis: The “I” posits a divisible “non-I” in opposition to a divisible “I”.

	273 Here “divisible” means “limited” and “limited” means that the entity can offer resistance. To illustrate this, consider an objection drawn from everyday experience: I may mistakenly insert my keys into a car identical to mine, only to realize it is not my car. Reality, it seems, is behaving independently of my expectations, suggesting it is not my invention. We can object that even in dreams, such as nightmares, we experience elements that oppose our expectations, yet these remain inventions of the dreamer. The point is that the “I” invents a “non-I” capable of resisting it, just as in dreams.

	274 Another possible objection concerns motivation: if the “I” invents reality, why would it invent a world that often causes suffering, illness and difficulty? We can answer that dreams frequently involve unpleasant experiences, nightmares, discomfort, and obstacles, yet we accept that these are dream creations. Similarly, reality, with its challenges, can be understood as an invention of the “I”.

	275 A counter-objection considers external influence: just as dreamers may deceive themselves into thinking that a dead person provides numbers to bet on or predicts the future, we may be deceived into thinking reality is imposed from outside, when in fact it is our own creation.

	276 Even the apparent agreement of other people’s sensations with ours does not refute the dream hypothesis. We could be representing other people, along with their sensations and responses, within our dream. Asking someone “What do you see? Do you see what I see?” could itself be part of the dream’s construction. In short, it is impossible to prove that life is not a dream. This dreamlike framework is the most effective way to understand the relationship between the “I” and the world in Fichte’s philosophy.

	
Schelling

	277 Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling (Leonberg, Germany, 1775 - Bad Ragaz, Switzerland, 1854) developed an idea that was already implicit in Fichte’s philosophy but had not been fully elaborated. Fichte had argued that the “I” does everything and creates everything. Schelling took this further, suggesting that the “non-I” is not different from the “I”, but shares the same nature, it is intelligence itself.

	278 To understand this thought, it can be helpful to begin with a different assumption. Imagine someone claiming that everything is matter, that everything operates as a mechanism. In this view we ourselves are essentially complex computers. Computers are simpler, with a different architecture, while the human brain and body are more intricate. Computers are made of metals, wires and plastic, whereas we are made of proteins, tissues and fluids, but many processes function similarly. Our brain moves muscles through electrical impulses in the nervous system, just as a computer controls a printer through electrical signals in a cable. Thought arises from electrical interactions within the brain; similarly, a computer processes information by activating specific circuits. Computer activity can be displayed on a screen, brain activity can be observed via an electroencephalogram and today commands can even be sent to a computer directly by thought through electrodes placed on the head.

	279 This raises an important question: what are intelligence and the “I”? In this mechanistic view intelligence is nothing more than the interaction of electrical impulses in the brain. By extension, animals and computers are not devoid of intelligence, they simply have it in different forms or architectures. If we follow this logic further, even a stone possesses a form of intelligence, because electromagnetic forces within it interact as well, albeit in a very different way. In this sense the entire universe can be seen as a mass of matter in which intelligence is distributed in varying degrees and structures, from humans to stones.

	280 Now we can make the leap to Schelling. If the universe is intelligent matter, we must recall that we do not actually know what matter is. Kant called it the “noumenon”, asserting that its true nature is unknowable. Therefore, if the universe is intelligent matter, yet matter itself is ultimately unknowable, the only conclusion left is that the universe is fundamentally just intelligence. This is Schelling’s insight.

	281 With Schelling we no longer have the “I” that produces the “non-I” within itself, as Fichte had said. Schelling posits that everything is “I”. Objects are not separate from the “I”; they are natural extensions, prolongations of it, just as our limbs or parts of our brain are. This applies whether it is my particular “I” or the “I” that is the whole world: all is “I”.

	
Hegel

	282 The philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (Stuttgart, Germany, 1770 - Berlin, 1831) represents a synthesis and development of the ideas previously formulated by Fichte and Schelling. In Fichte the “I” generates its own dream world; in Schelling this world is nothing other than the “I” itself. Hegel famously criticized Schelling’s view, stating that a vision in which everything is “I” is like “the night in which all cows are black”. Rather, for Hegel the “I” realizes itself primarily through history.

	283 History encompasses both the political history of the entire world and the personal histories of individual people. It embodies a dialectic of struggle and overcoming, implying continuous progress, even if this requires war, toward the fuller realization of an absolute spirit, the universal “I”. From this perspective every negative event is merely a step toward a higher stage in which universal reason increasingly manifests its absoluteness. If achieving this necessitates the death of some individuals, patience is required; what matters is the infinite “I”, often represented by the State, to which individual “Is” (the plural of I) may have to be sacrificed. This aspect of Hegel’s philosophy later made it susceptible to exploitation by dictatorial regimes, although such use was not the philosopher’s original intention, at least at the beginning.

	284 A central feature of Hegel’s thought is the awareness of the world and existence as historical processes, a development marked by a series of overcoming events that must be interpreted in order to harness their potential for progress. This approach might lead one to view nature similarly, governed by its own laws, including the law of the strongest, with the weak sacrificed. However, Hegel diverges on this point: he argued that nature is not part of the history of the “I” but represents only a negative moment to be overcome. His optimism regarding the “I” does not extend to nature itself. For Hegel the history of the “I” is political history and the events of individual persons, whereas nature is lifeless and devoid of an “I”. He explicitly stated that he felt no aesthetic interest in landscapes; even when observing snowy mountains, he experienced only a sense of boredom.

	285 Within the framework of history as the development of the “I”, Hegel’s analysis of the relationship between master and servant is particularly notable. One who has the courage to confront death, take risks and act decisively becomes the master. The coward, who lacks such courage and merely serves others, is destined to become the servant. Yet, once these roles are established, a change emerges: the master fails to utilize the fruits of labor effectively and cannot recognize the servant as a conscious being capable of prompting further development. Consequently the master, without meaningful prospects, gradually loses their sense of “I”. The servant, by contrast, is placed in an ideal position to strive for self-awareness, ultimately realizing themselves as “I”, while the master declines. In Hegel’s view, work functions as the engine through which the “I” realizes itself. This insight laid the groundwork for the philosophy of Marx.

	
Marx

	286 Hegel claimed that the “I” develops itself through history. Karl Heinrich Marx (Trier, Germany, 1818 - London, 1883) criticized Hegel, arguing that it is not the “I” that makes history. On the contrary, he claimed, it is the economic structure, the course of history and material conditions that shapes the “I”, giving rise to its ideological superstructure, that is, its mental attributes and consciousness. This reversal introduced by Marx is known as “historical materialism”.

	287 According to this perspective, the focus should not be on how the “I” is formed or functions, but on how history and material conditions are formed and operate, because these, in turn, shape the “I”. Hegel’s dialectic of the “I” is thus transformed into “dialectical materialism”. History, in this view, is the dialectical struggle of social classes. In Marx’s time these were primarily the bourgeoisie, which means capitalists, the owners of the means of production and capital, and the proletariat, literally “those who have only their offspring”, meaning the propertyless workers who can only sell their labor as their sole resource.

	288 The worker, in producing goods, alienates their own life and labor in the objects they create. The capitalist appropriates these goods by paying the worker less than the value of their labor, effectively taking possession of the worker’s life. In practice, a worker’s labor produces enough value in six hours to cover their living expenses, equivalent to the wages they receive. In the remaining hours they produce surplus value, or added value, which is appropriated by the capitalist.

	289 Surplus value is further amplified when multiple workers collaborate, producing more collectively than they would individually, yet receiving wages equivalent to individual labor. The use of machinery adds yet another layer of surplus extraction. This process leads to an increasing concentration of wealth in the hands of a shrinking number of capitalists, while the proletariat grows in number and poverty. Eventually, the system becomes unsustainable and the proletariat becomes conscious of their collective exploitation and initiates a revolution to seize control of the means of production. Marx’s famous rallying cry “Proletarians of the whole world, unite!” captures this idea.

	290 The aim of this revolution is the creation of a society without private property, social classes, division of labor, alienation, nor the State: a communist society, in contrast to the previous capitalist society. In practice, these political theories would later inform the intentions of communist regimes in Russia and China, but their political and economic histories have shown that facts work in reality quite differently from Marx’s predictions.

	291 One limitation of Marxist theory is its emphasis on labor as the sole determinant of an object’s value, neglecting other factors such as market dynamics, supply and demand, and broader economic influences.

	292 Marx also famously described religion as the “opium of the peoples”. He argued that religion provides an illusory world in which people project their desires and frustrations, seeing conflicts and contradictions of real life resolved in imagination. To combat this alienation, Marx insisted, one must address not religion directly, but the historical and material conditions that give rise to it.

	
Nietzsche

	293 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche’s thought (Röcken, Germany, 1844 - Weimar, Germany, 1900) can be understood as a romantic and enthusiastic faith in nature, paired with a critique that seeks to be as radical as possible. A hallmark of romanticism is the idea that the infinite resides in the finite. Nietzsche does not believe that nature is inhabited by God, yet he is certain that nature can lead us beyond itself, allowing a continuous process of self-overcoming, without needing to transform into something else. On the contrary, it is precisely because nature is eternal and unchanging, through its eternal return, that it succeeds in preserving and transmitting its unrestrained power. This power enables us to experience life as the fullest liberation of our instincts, joy and pleasure, the delight of constantly exceeding limits, of feeling ourselves as “over-men”.

	294 Conversely, Nietzsche reserves his harshest criticism for every element of the world that seeks measure, balance, moderation, prudence or adherence to traditional schemes, elements that confine life within limiting structures.

	295 One such enemy element is God. Nietzsche famously declares that “God is dead” because we killed him, meaning that humanity has reached a critical awareness that makes belief in God untenable. Christianity can no longer deceive us with promises of a divine being; the era of religious fables is over. Nostalgia for past innocence may persist, but we cannot return to our previous state. The over-man recognizes that the pursuit of the infinite is realized most fully in the material, human and earthly world, through nature. Reference to God or a supernatural realm, despite appearing open to different perspectives, functions as a cage that restricts humanity’s capacity to transcend itself.

	296 Nietzsche does, however, appreciate Jesus Christ for teaching humanity to face death courageously, acknowledging it as part of nature. Pontius Pilate is also valued for his insight that the concept of “truth” points to something that does not exist and never has.

	297 Disinterestedness, love of neighbor and compassion for the poor, Nietzsche argues, are forms of petty revenge by those who have been denied the chance to live fully, which means to enjoy unrestrained joy, health, strength, sexual love, aesthetic experience, power and culture. The morality of doing good and avoiding evil, in his view, is the mindset of slaves, weak individuals who harbor resentment toward life for failing to provide them with joy. Out of envy, they declare the highest experiences of life sinful, because they themselves could not attain them.

	298 Nietzsche’s philosophy is nihilism, from the Latin “nihil”, meaning “nothing”. It asserts that there are no principles, values or criteria of reasoning to which one must remain bound, because such things never truly existed, except as illusions. Those who embrace Nietzsche’s philosophy, therefore, gain the possibility of living fully and authentically.

	299 Regarding Luther, Nietzsche observes that the reformer sought to rescue the papacy from corruption, yet the papacy’s indulgent and corrupt behavior ultimately reflected a love for life, pleasure, and enjoyment. Luther merely restored the church at a moment when the enjoyment of earthly life was already asserting itself within its hierarchies.

	300 One enduring merit of Nietzsche is his insistence that humanity should seek the most enriching aspects of existence within itself, avoiding reliance on illusory supernatural horizons, understood metaphysically, which are merely impoverished visions of reality.

	
Sigmund Freud

	301 Sigmund Freud (1856 - 1939) was not a philosopher but the founder of psychoanalysis, that is the practice through which psychologists work with patients to understand their problems, and a key figure in the development of modern psychology, the discipline that studies the human mind according to principles he helped define. His research, however, had significant consequences for the philosophical understanding of human beings, existence and thought.

	302 His fundamental theory proposed that each of us is composed of two essential components that together form the self: the Es, or Id, and the Superego, or Super-I.

	303 “Es” is the German word for the neutral third-person pronoun (“id” in Latin, “it” in English). Freud’s choice of this term reflects his intention to describe the instinctive, animal aspect within us. According to Freud, the Id is the part of the psyche where libido, the drive for pleasure, resides. This includes all forms of pleasure, though it is fundamentally rooted in sexuality. Freud’s emphasis on sexuality is both a strength and a limitation of his theory: on one hand it revealed the sexual origins of many human behaviors; on the other it has been criticized for reducing too many phenomena to sexual causes.

	304 Freud argued that a child is born as a bundle of instinctual drives, the Es, and that their libido develops through a series of stages. In the first eighteen months, the child experiences sexual pleasure in the oral phase, deriving pleasure from the mouth, for example through sucking milk. Between eighteen and thirty-six months comes the anal phase, during which the child finds interest and pleasure in bodily functions such as defecation, sometimes even viewing feces as a gift to the mother. Between the ages of three and six, the child enters the phallic phase. During this period the boy develops an attachment to his mother and sees his father as a rival who could castrate him because of this, potentially leading to what Freud called the castration complex if this conflict is not resolved. This situation may also generate guilt, known as the Oedipus complex, named after the Greek myth in which Oedipus unknowingly marries his mother.

	305 Freud proposed a parallel process for girls, which he termed the Electra complex. He argued that girls may experience a penis envy and resentment toward the mother, whom they blame for this perceived lack. According to Freud, this helps explain certain female behaviors and a broader unconscious tendency toward feelings of inferiority. Later, in adulthood, the child replaces this earlier lack. In the later stage of the phallic phase the boy seeks to gain his mother’s love by identifying with his father; similarly, the girl identifies with her mother.

	306 The phallic stage is followed by the latency phase, from about age six to puberty, during which libido is dormant. In this period, the child forms friendships, typically with peers of the same sex, and focuses on learning and physical development, with the pleasure of experimenting, for example, school and athletics. Finally, from puberty onward, the individual enters the genital phase, in which libido is again centered on the sexual organs. This stage is characterized by increasing psychological balance, the capacity for mature love and the ability to engage productively in work. For healthy development, conflicts from earlier stages must be resolved, otherwise fixations may occur.

	307 For example, a person fixated at the oral stage may remain overly attached to oral pleasures such as eating, sucking, smoking, drinking, but also, more indirectly, being a victim, always wanting to talk, wanting to always make pungent jokes or wanting to be spoiled. Fixation in the anal phase can occur in the child who defecates in inappropriate places or immediately before or after being placed on the potty; in the adult we will find a stubborn personality, loath to any authority. Fixation in the phallic phase can create adults unable to develop a relationship of authentic love with other people.

	308 Freud’s theories are largely male-centered, which has drawn criticism, particularly from feminist thinkers. He struggled to fully account for female experience and this led him to conclude that “psychology is unable to solve the enigma of femininity”.

	309 From birth onward, the child also develops above the Es a second structure of the psyche: the Superego. This consists of internalized rules, prohibitions and moral standards imposed by society. It becomes the seat of moral sense, values, guilt, authority, etc. As the Superego develops, many of the Id’s impulses are repressed and pushed out of conscious awareness, forming an accumulation over time, which is one with the Es and which Freud called the unconscious.

	310 The unconscious is, in principle, inaccessible. Even when we attempt to explore it, at the same time our conscious mind continues to filter and censor what emerges. Even by trying to eliminate from our minds for a moment all censorships and prohibitions, by trying to see which impulses emerge from our unconscious, actually we can just reach the subconscious, a superficial layer just beneath awareness. In this sense our knowledge of ourselves is limited to a small portion of a much deeper and largely hidden psychic reality.

	311 The unconscious expresses itself in dreams, where the control of the Superego is weakened, though not entirely absent. In this state of semi-surveillance, the unconscious finds a way to express itself in the form of symbols, which form the contents of our dreams, which we sometimes tell others. We always dream, because our brain never stops expressing itself, thinking, in any way; when we believe we have not dreamed anything, it is only because upon awakening, for any reason, the Super-Ego, with all its rules and schemes, has intervened to set aside the dream before its residues could reach our consciousness. Vice versa, we remember a dream if for some reason, at the moment of awakening, the Super-Ego has had some delay in putting its control into operation and therefore something has managed to pass up to the level of consciousness.

	312 The unconscious also reveals itself through everyday slips and behaviors, such as mistakes, forgetfulness or involuntary gestures, phenomena commonly known as “freudian slips”. For example, saying “sex” instead of “six” may indicate a repressed thought emerging into speech. Keeping hands behind one’s back can be a symbol indicating that that person feels she has some thoughts or feelings to hide from others; the rearing that boys do with their mopeds or bicycles can express the sexual symbol of mounting or of domain and so on.

	313 In addition to sexuality, Freud identified aggressiveness as another fundamental drive of the Es. It is a reserve of reactive energy, designed to guarantee survival. Think, for example, of lions, who without their aggressiveness could not face the harsh conditions of the natural environment where they live; but aggressiveness can also manifest in inappropriate ways, for example in disproportionate or undersized ways. It could be said that, according to Freud, when behavior is not driven by sexuality, it is driven by aggression. Even simple actions, like opening a door or accelerating a car, can contain the satisfaction of winning the small resistance of the door, or of the road uphill, and therefore give a small vent to our aggressiveness.

	314 Freud also described two opposing instincts: Eros, which in Greek means sexual love and generates behaviors targeted, for example, at the joy of living, esteem, creation, vitality, and Thanatos, which in Greek means death and generates behaviors such as war, the pleasure of destroying and killing. Human beings, in this view, are never fully harmonious but are characterized by ongoing internal conflict. These tensions may be expressed in artistic or professional activities, which can serve as outlets for instinctual drives. They often fulfill the function of allowing the person some balance, because they allow her a space in which to release her impulses. Freud called this process sublimation: the transformation of basic instincts into socially acceptable and constructive activities. However, sublimation cannot fully resolve psychological imbalances.

	315 A psychologist’s task is often to interpret dreams and behaviors in order to uncover unconscious meanings. One method used historically is hypnosis, which may help patients recover forgotten experiences that could be the source of psychological distress. Another important concept is transference, in which patients project feelings and roles onto the therapist based on unresolved conflicts. This process can be therapeutically useful if managed carefully.

	316 A potential danger of Freud’s theories is that they can seem intuitive and easy to apply, leading untrained individuals to attempt psychological interpretation. This is comparable to someone practicing medicine without proper training and can cause serious harm, especially to vulnerable individuals.

	317 Although Freud was a foundational figure in psychology, many of his ideas are now considered outdated, partly due to their oversimplification. Contemporary psychology draws on diverse approaches and relies more heavily on empirical methods such as measurement, analysis and statistical evidence rather than broad interpretative frameworks.

	318 Philosophically, Freud’s work contributed to a view of human beings as determined rather than free. Just as Karl Marx emphasized economic forces, Freud highlighted the determining role of unconscious psychological processes. This challenges the ideas, which we have considered, about the autonomous “I”, who poses themselves, creates and shapes their history and their becoming.

	319 This perspective contributed to the rise of structuralism, which views human beings as shaped by external and internal underlying structures, such as social systems, language and the psyche. Just as Friedrich Nietzsche declared the “death of God”, structuralists suggest the death of man understood as an “I”, a subject; they suggest that the unified, self-determining individual is an illusion. However, structuralism itself is exposed to criticism for treating these structures as if they were ultimate and metaphysical realities.

	
Einstein

	320 Albert Einstein (Germany, 1879 - United States, 1955) was a great physicist. Although he was not a philosopher, his discoveries in physics were so profound that they had significant consequences for philosophy. He is considered by many to be the greatest physicist and perhaps even the most intelligent person who ever lived. His equation, E = mc², is very famous. It means that energy equals mass (a concept closely related to “matter”) multiplied by the square of the speed of light. Along with this equation, he developed his renowned theory of relativity. Considering some of its consequences can help us gain a general understanding of it.

	321 One important consequence is that matter can be transformed into energy, releasing an enormous amount of it, and vice versa. This implies that, based on modern physics, we no longer have a clear understanding of what matter truly is, unlike the certainty that existed in Aristotle. We are accustomed to thinking of energy as a property possessed by objects. For example, a table falling from a window has a certain amount of energy, which can be easily calculated. According to Einstein’s theory, however, we could remove a portion of its matter, say one leg of the table, and convert it into energy, thereby increasing the table’s speed as it falls. Conversely, we could also transform energy into matter: for instance, by reducing the table’s speed and converting that energy into wood, effectively lengthening its legs. This may sound like pure fantasy, but the construction of the atomic bomb is based precisely on this principle: the conversion of a certain amount of matter into pure energy. This phenomenon should not be confused with the energy released by burning a table or detonating gunpowder. In those cases, the total amount of matter (and therefore mass) remains the same, even though it undergoes chemical transformation. Although it may seem that matter decreases, for example when a table burns into ash and smoke, actually in such cases the total quantity of matter and energy in the world remains unchanged. If we could measure the weight of the world before and after the table was burned, we would detect no difference. By contrast, with the explosion of an atomic bomb, a small amount of matter has been converted into energy, meaning the total mass of the world has been slightly reduced while its energy has increased.

	322 Another consequence of the theory of relativity is that time does not always pass at the same rate. As an object moves faster, time slows down relative to a stationary observer, especially as its speed approaches that of light. To illustrate this idea, the example of twin siblings is often used. Suppose one twin travels through space in a spaceship at a speed close to that of light (approximately 300,000 km per second), while the other remains on Earth. If 70 years pass on Earth, the twin who stayed behind will have grown old. When the spaceship returns, however, the traveling twin will have aged much less, perhaps remaining almost a child. In other words, for someone moving at near-light speed, time slows down. While the exact details of this phenomenon are still subject to scientific discussion, its philosophical implications are significant. It raises fundamental questions: what is time? Is it absolute, or is it dependent on matter and energy? What do we really mean by “past”, “present” and “future”?

	323 Finally, another consequence of relativity is that the mass (and thus the effective weight) of an object increases with its speed. As an object approaches the speed of light, its mass increases dramatically. In the extreme case, an object moving at the speed of light would have infinite mass. The twin travelling on the spaceship would not only see time slow down or even stop, but would also see his weight increase and even become infinite.

	324 From these reflections on the theory of relativity, we find support for what Nietzsche suggested. Even the discoveries of physics compel us to acknowledge that, if we attempt to describe what the world is and how it is structured with the clarity that Aristotle believed he had achieved, we no longer know exactly what to say. Concepts such as matter, energy, time, and therefore also human beings, life and existence, have become far more complex and elusive than they once appeared.

	
Heisenberg

	325 Werner Heisenberg (Würzburg, 1901 - Munich, 1976) was a physicist who demonstrated that, in science, it is impossible to observe any phenomenon without simultaneously altering it. A useful example is photographic film: it is impossible to determine its appearance or color before it is exposed to light, because the very act of observing it requires exposure, which irreversibly changes it.

	326 We can realize that this insight becomes more striking when extended beyond physics to ideas and cognition. It is impossible to think about any idea without, at the same time, modifying it through the activity of our own mind. Consequently, each of us is unable to know what an idea is “in itself”, prior to its alteration by our own thinking.

	327 This perspective connects to relativism: there are no ideas independent of the relationship with the person who thinks them. In other words, it is not possible to speak of purely objective ideas or facts by stating “this is how things are”. Rather, we can only say “this is how things appear to me” or to others, but never how they are “in themselves”. Everything is, therefore, relative and subjective.

	328 From this it also follows that determinism, the notion of a world functioning mechanically, like a clock, where every phenomenon is the inevitable result of preceding causes, cannot be asserted as an objective truth. Such a view presumes an ability to describe reality as it is in itself. Instead, it is our mind that frames reality within this conception. Determinism, then, is not a description of reality, but a conceptual tool created by the mind to satisfy its need for understanding.

	329 To illustrate, it is as if a farmer claimed that cows exist solely to be milked and to provide milk: this is a convenient interpretation rather than an objective truth. Similarly, all our ideas can be seen as constructs shaped by the mind for its own purposes and convenience.

	330 However, the opposite conclusion cannot be drawn either: we cannot affirm the existence of absolute freedom or pure creativity. Even the idea of freedom can itself be a construct developed by the mind to help us navigate the complexity of the world.

	331 In conclusion, we cannot claim to know reality as it truly is, as “being” is in itself. We can only move within the world, without ever asserting that we have understood it definitively.

	332 At this point, it becomes necessary to distinguish between two different contexts of thought: the analytical and the humanistic. In analytical, technical and precise contexts, everything can and should be questioned. However, in everyday life, as well as in art and literature, such radical skepticism is not practical; it becomes purely negative, leading to a kind of criticism that is paralyzing rather than productive.

	333 Moreover, there are experiences, ideas and forms of understanding that analytical thought cannot fully grasp or that it reduces and impoverishes. When approached from a humanistic perspective, however, these same elements can become richer, more accessible and more meaningful, fostering creativity and appreciation in their full complexity. Humanistic thinking, of course, has its own limitations: it may become overly instinctive, emotional and insufficiently critical, unaware of the many underlying mechanisms that shape it.

	334 In life, therefore, it is essential to balance these two modes of thought: on one side the analytical, technical and critical approach, which protects us from illusion and fanaticism, and on the other side the humanistic, synthetic and experiential approach, which allows us to express and develop our potential without requiring complete prior understanding.

	
Karl Barth

	335 Karl Barth (Basel, Switzerland, 1886 - 1968) was a Protestant theologian. One of his most well-known ideas is that God is “wholly other”. In this expression “other” means different, separate, distant and unattainable. We might also say “other than us”: God is different from us, separate from us and distant from us.

	336 On the basis of this conception Barth argues that human beings, despite all their efforts, can never truly think of God, because God belongs to a completely different dimension, one that is foreign to our own. All our thoughts, insofar as they are ours, are and will always remain exclusively human thoughts; therefore they can never reach the divine.

	337 From this starting point Barth goes on to say that human thinking can only lead us to recognize our limits, our misery and our insurmountable condition of sin. According to him, however, this line of thought, though it may seem discouraging, has not to be avoided; rather, it is fruitful. Human beings must continue along this path, becoming ever more aware of their own misery. Then, at the very point when they reach the brink of despair, God takes the initiative: he breaks through his separation, his being “wholly other”, and comes to meet us.

	338 Even in this encounter, however, God always remains beyond our full understanding. For this reason Barth describes the act of faith as a leap into darkness, into the unknown.

	339 Barth’s way of thinking raises an important question for believers today: how are we to understand this radical difference between God and ourselves? At first glance he seems to posit two radically distinct and non-communicating worlds, connected only by God’s initiative. This may appear metaphysical, resembling Plato’s idea of a separate world of forms. Yet Barth is not so naïve as to adopt a simple metaphysical dualism.

	340 Instead we might interpret his thought in an existential or experiential way. Barth is not attempting to describe the structure of reality as divided into two layers; rather, he seeks to describe the experience of faith. According to him, this experience consists in becoming aware of our own misery and then experiencing ourselves as rescued by God, who takes the initiative.

	341 However, this interpretation risks misrepresenting Barth, since it frames everything in terms of human experience, whereas he insists that human beings, on their own, cannot even conceive of God. Still, one might respond that, although Barth emphasizes God’s unattainability, he nevertheless describes God’s action. He would likely reply that such knowledge comes not through reflection, but through faith and revelation.

	342 At its core, this issue can be understood as an interplay of perspectives. Each perspective can encompass the others, yet is itself encompassed in turn. Since no single perspective is privileged, the most fruitful approach is to allow them to enter into dialogue on equal terms.

	343 In this way Christians can live their faith as an inner dialogue between human perspectives and those that appeal to experiences perceived as coming from beyond the human, even if the nature of this “beyond” remains unclear. By appealing to sources of thought that go beyond reason, one can develop perspectives that, although not demonstrable, are still capable of describing and guiding human experience.

	344 A Christian might therefore think in these terms: “I do not know whether another world exists, but I choose to refer to it, because doing so provides me with additional conceptual tools for understanding and living my faith, tools that prove meaningful and capable of engaging seriously with reason”.

	345 This awareness can also help us accept discussions of miracles, heaven and hell, angels and demons, without necessarily interpreting them in a strictly metaphysical sense. References to the supernatural can be understood as a form of language, one that expresses dimensions of experience that purely rational or humanistic language struggles to capture.

	346 This is similar to the use of dialect: at times certain realities cannot be fully expressed through standard language alone. In such cases, alternative linguistic tools become necessary. At the same time, we must take care that our use of these tools enriches our thinking rather than impoverishing it.

	
Karl Jaspers

	347 The philosophy of Karl Jaspers (Oldenburg, Germany, 1883 - Basel, Switzerland, 1969) emphasizes that each of us is a particular, unique and unrepeatable existence. At the same time reason leads us to believe that there are truths that are universally valid. This raises a fundamental question: if each of us is enclosed within our own singular being, how can we identify universal truths?

	348 In other words, Jaspers confronts the problem of the relationship between subjectivism and objectivism. Both, taken on their own, seem to lead to dead ends. Subjectivism results in relativism, the view that everything is relative and that no truth can claim universal validity. Objectivism, on the other hand, affirms the existence of universal truths, but the presumption of having fully grasped them can lead to oppression and even dictatorship.

	349 According to Jaspers there is a way to connect these two perspectives: communication. By “communication” he does not mean a static concept, but the ongoing, never-ending activity of communicating. The moment communication comes to a halt, either the fragmentation of subjectivism or the rigidity of objectivism immediately takes over.

	350 For this reason communication must remain open, unfinished, failed, even impossible. It must involve an awareness of its own inadequacy. When someone believes they have fully understood another person, they stop listening; dialogue then closes and genuine communication ends. Communication can remain alive only if we continually experience it as incomplete, fragile.

	351 According to Jaspers, this constant awareness of the limits of communication can be sustained only by faith. If communication is necessary, yet never fully achievable or complete, then human beings come to realize that their existence consists not only in communicating, but also in believing. We find the strength to continue communicating only by trusting that something of what we say will reach the other person.

	352 This trust, however, cannot be proven; it can only be affirmed through an act of faith in a possibility of communication that exceeds our control. From the necessity of this act of faith Jaspers develops his understanding of God. God is truth, but truth understood as an ongoing process of becoming. This truth exists insofar as it is continually realized through communication.

	353 God is truth because he is always communicating. Truth, that is God himself, is unceasing communication.

	
Martin Heidegger

	354 When we ask ourselves about the meaning of existence, we are essentially attempting to use a particular kind of intellectual tool, a specific philosophy, in the hope that it may help us orient ourselves in the world. We pose questions in the belief that they might be the most effective ones, capable of leading us to the core of things.

	355 The philosophical approach that reflects on the meaning of existence is known as existentialism and its principal representative was Martin Heidegger (Meßkirch, Germany, 1889 - Freiburg, 1976). Of course, he was not the first person to wonder about the meaning of life; however, he was the first to turn this question into a systematic method of inquiry, shaping it into an organized philosophical framework.

	356 Heidegger’s thought begins with a critique of earlier philosophies. Traditionally philosophers asked questions about the world and the “I”. Initially they sought to understand what the world is made of and how it functions. Later they attempted to interpret the world as a creation or projection of the “I”. Heidegger reverses this perspective: it is not the world that belongs to the “I” but rather the “I” that is one of the many entities within the world.

	357 A similar reversal can be found in the thought of Karl Marx, who argued that it is not the “I” that creates the world, but the economic structure of the world that shapes the “I”. However, Marx’s philosophy aimed at the economic emancipation of the individual, whereas Heidegger takes a different path, one that emphasizes accepting the limitations of the “I”.

	358 For Heidegger the “I” is simply an entity “thrown into the world”, among many others. Yet there is a crucial difference: this particular entity is the ourselves who reflect on existence. The world is “being” and we are “being there”. This distinction has important consequences. For instance, even a mouse, in its own way, relates to the world in order to survive. However, what concerns us is not the way animals relate to the world, but the reflective questioning of the “I”, that we ourselves are. When we attempt to understand the world, we cannot help but include ourselves in that understanding.

	359 This insight renders traditional metaphysics problematic, as metaphysics tries to discuss the world or the “I” as if they were objects other than ourselves doing the thinking. Instead of metaphysics, Heidegger emphasizes the importance of language, especially poetic language, as a tool shaped by the nature of the “I”, which seeks to understand being, that is, the world that includes us.

	360 Once we include ourselves in our inquiry, a fundamental fact emerges: the world is as it is and we are as we are, striving to understand it. Yet this effort is always accompanied by the awareness that it may cease at any moment, that we may die. However, even this statement requires correction. Death should not be understood simply as the end of our process of understanding, but rather as a transition into another mode of being, the nature of which remains unknown. To speak of an “end” would imply certainty about what happens after death, which we do not possess.

	361 Instead, Heidegger focuses on what is meaningful from the perspective of the “I”: the concepts of possibility and impossibility. Human existence is naturally understood as a set of possibilities, some realized in the past, others projected into the future. From this standpoint, death is best understood not as an “end”, but as an impossibility. The difference is crucial: an “end” is something that happens in the future, whereas impossibility already affects us in the present.

	362 In other words, death is not merely a future event awaiting us; it is a condition that shapes our present existence. Even if we are not fully aware of it, all our thoughts and actions are influenced by the fact that we are not here forever. We exist “toward death”, this is a defining feature of human life.

	363 However, being oriented toward death does not mean living in despair or with a tendency toward suicide. On the contrary, it means living authentically, acknowledging death as an integral aspect of existence that gives form and meaning to everything we do. Heidegger is therefore not a pessimist, but a thinker concerned with revealing truth.

	364 He also speaks of anguish as a sign of authentic existence. Yet anguish does not imply a desire for killing ourselves; rather, it reflects an awareness of the destiny of death in all our projects, thoughts, actions. In contrast, inauthentic existence belongs to those who attempt to ignore or dismiss the thought of death, believing they can think about the objects of the world without including themselves among those objects. Metaphysicians are among them.

	365 With his philosophy Heidegger represents a culmination of anti-metaphysical thought. Later thinkers, such as Gianni Vattimo, would build upon this foundation in developing their own critiques of metaphysics.

	
Bultmann and myth

	366 Rudolf Bultmann (1884 - 1976) was a German Protestant theologian. As such, he believed in God, but not in a metaphysical sense; on the contrary, he regarded metaphysical interpretations as precisely the error from which faith must be purified. In his view believers had attributed physical or worldly characteristics to the contents of faith, which instead ought to be understood and lived in an existential sense.

	367 According to Bultmann, when believers describe the contents of faith using the categories of the physical world, they create myth. For example, if transcendence, the idea that God surpasses everything, is expressed in terms of height or spatial distance (we can think, for example, of the prayer that, if is literally translated from Greek, is “Our Father who are in the skies”), then a content of faith is being clothed in mythological form.

	368 For this reason, Bultmann argued that, in order to grasp the truth of the New Testament, we must first free its message from its mythological framework. This means stripping away references to physical reality, for instance interpreting Jesus’ resurrection not as a literal physical emergence from the tomb, but in a non-literal sense. In a word, the texts must be “demythologized”, so that their deeper meaning can emerge, one capable of enriching human existence with significance, authenticity and direction. In developing these ideas, Bultmann draws on concepts such as “existence” and “authenticity” from Martin Heidegger.

	369 It is therefore understandable that Bultmann’s thought was often rejected within Catholic circles, where it was seen as emptying the Christian faith and the Bible of their concrete, historical content. Nevertheless, while his anti-metaphysical approach can still be appreciated today, it is also important to note that the value of myth has been reassessed over time.

	370 For Bultmann myth was like a shell that had to be removed in order to reveal the existential meaning within. Today, however, influenced in part by Sigmund Freud and his emphasis on the symbolic language of the unconscious, we are better able to recognize that myth is not merely something to discard. Rather, it is a valuable tool for understanding the depth and complexity of the human soul.

	371 Just as the strange and vivid imagery of dreams can help individuals better understand themselves, ancient myths can reveal enduring features of human nature. Consider, for example, the story of the serpent and Adam and Eve or that of the great flood. Such narratives are not unique to the Bible; they appear, with striking similarities, in many cultures across the world.

	372 When myth is appreciated as a language that expresses the depths of the human psyche, it becomes an indispensable means of self-knowledge, both for individuals and for humanity as a whole, in a way similar how the seemingly odd or incomprehensible fantasies, words, behaviors or drawings of children can serve as crucial keys to understanding their inner world, opening the way to a deeper and more meaningful dialogue.

	
Bloch, Moltmann, Metz

	373 Martin Heidegger argued that existence is authentic when it is marked by an awareness of its conditions of possibility and impossibility, above all the possibility of death, understood as the possibility that everything may suddenly become impossible. We sometimes express this idea by saying that “anything can happen”.

	374 However, according to Ernst Bloch (Germany, 1885 - 1977), we must not overlook the condition of possibility in its positive sense: namely, the fact that at any moment new prospects for life and improvement may arise, even unexpectedly. Human beings need something to hope for, something that sustains their desire to live. Crucially, hope can emerge especially through our action in the world. For this reason, philosophies and theologies of hope have found fertile ground in Marxism, which places great emphasis on the possibilities opened up by concrete human commitment. Bloch also valued religious forms of hope, but he refused to identify them with any specific figure; consequently, he did not accept faith in God. In his view the flaw of religion lies in having crystallized hope into a relationship with a God who is overly defined and determinate.

	375 In contrast, the Protestant theology of Jürgen Moltmann (1926 - 2024) offers a more concrete response to the problem of death. Against the vagueness of Bloch’s notion of hope, Moltmann locates a definitive answer in Christ. The resurrection of Jesus opens up the real possibility of a future that is meaningful and worthy of hope. Moreover, it provides the strength to confront the destruction of hope caused by human sin. Moltmann also interprets play as a significant symbol of humanity’s need for hope: through play we imagine possibilities and explore our capacity to realize them. His perspective reverses the Marxist view of religion as the “opium of the people”. According to Moltmann, if God did not exist, we might resign ourselves to the status quo, to injustice and violence; but, since God exists and is just, we are called not to resignation but to an active, transformative hope.

	376 The Catholic theologian Johann Baptist Metz (Germany, 1928 - 2019) introduced the concept of “political theology”, arguing that theology today cannot limit itself to abstract definitions. Instead, it must engage with the concrete problems of the world and participate in the ongoing search for practical solutions. In the 1970s this perspective contributed to the emergence of “liberation theology” in Latin America, which sought to root itself in the lived experiences of the poor and to develop concrete responses to injustice by sharing in their struggles.

	377 In response to these developments, the Catholic Church criticized what it saw as politicization of theology and underlying marxist, and thus atheistic, influences behind such movements. Conversely, theologians of hope and liberation accused the Church of becoming rigidly institutionalized, lacking concrete commitment and openness to a genuine hope, one that is not confined solely to the afterlife.

	
Erich Fromm

	378 An important area of study, explored in depth by Erich Fromm (Frankfurt, Germany, 1900 - Locarno, Switzerland, 1980) and Max Horkheimer (Stuttgart, 14 February 1895 - Nuremberg, 1973), is the mutual influence between authoritarian state structures and authoritarian family structures. Within the family, authoritarian dynamics function to instill in the child a fixed sense of unquestionable authority at an early age, when they lack the critical faculties necessary to resist or evaluate it. As a result, once the child becomes an adult, they tend unconsciously to accept similar authoritarian structures in society, particularly those embodied by the state, because these patterns have already been internalized.

	379 In this light it becomes clear that authoritarian systems of all kinds, whether political (such as dictatorships), religious or moral, have historically sought to reinforce the family as a conservative institution. Recognizing its role in cultivating obedience, they have promoted features that support this aim, such as the prohibition of extramarital relationships, encouragement of procreation, authoritarian child-rearing practices and the confinement of women to domestic roles. Consequently, as Horkheimer argued, meaningful transformation of authoritarian political structures is impossible without parallel changes in family life; otherwise the same mentality of submission and authority will continue to be reproduced.

	380 On a more constructive note, Fromm developed key concepts concerning human existence, distinguishing between being and having, and understanding love as an art. Existence, when understood as being, involves recognizing that authentic life depends on awareness of the subject and its positive capacities. However, modern society often misleads individuals into equating their identity with what they possess. Fromm’s message is therefore clear: one must strive to be what one truly is, rather than defining oneself by what one has.

	381 In this context Fromm defines love as the cultivation of the individual’s highest capacities, something that must be learned in the same way as an art, through sustained and patient self-development. The sick society, which equates being with having, also tends to reduce love to possession and mere sexual gratification. According to Fromm, this distortion explains why genuinely mature individuals, capable of both authentic being and loving, are relatively rare in contemporary society. Like any art, love cannot be acquired through simple definitions or shortcuts; it requires long and disciplined practice.

	382 As exemplars of this mode of existence, Fromm refers to figures such as Buddha, Jesus Christ and Meister Eckhart, the latter a German theologian, philosopher and mystic, who lived between 1260 and 1328 CE.

	
Jean Paul Sartre

	383 An interesting aspect of Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophy (Paris, 1905 - 1980) is its focus on the other person’s point of view toward me. Sartre observes that, when another person stands before me, that person is not experienced merely as an object, but as someone who, in turn, sees me, considers me, evaluates me and assigns me a place within their own horizon and gaze. In other words, although I may regard the world around me as composed of objects, the presence of another person makes me aware that I, too, am an object for them, I am “objectified”.

	384 Consequently, from that moment I am forced to acknowledge that my being is no longer just what I think about myself, but is conditioned by what the other decides to think about myself. We must add that all men tend to enslave the world around them, including other people. Consequently, I, falling under the look of the other, cannot help but perceive this tendency to the enslavement that comes to me from that look: the other, whether they want it or not, while they look at me, tend automatically to enslave me and I cannot avoid feeling it.

	385 Within this framework, we can understand Sartre’s famous expression that “hell is other people”. We can also see how, in his thought, the “I” is not located within consciousness but is instead an object among others, existing outside ourselves, there in the midst of the world of things that are seen, including the “I”s of other people. Because of this limitation of perspective, the “I”, placed among other objects, loses its meaning and its reason for existing. This is similar to the sense of disorientation people experienced when Nicolaus Copernicus (1473 - 1543) demonstrated that the Earth revolves around the Sun, rather than the reverse.

	386 This total lack of grounding can even produce a feeling of being unwanted in the world, like an uninvited guest, since the “I” neither has meaning in itself nor receives it from objects or from other “Is”. This sense of disharmony with the world and with others is what Sartre famously calls “nausea”: the realization that the “I” is nothing and that others, both people and objects, offer no inherent reason to be valued, appreciated or of interest.

	387 In this context of meaninglessness, Sartre holds that we are completely free beings, but so radically free that we can find no reason to choose one course of action over another. Thus, our freedom becomes a confrontation with the void: we are condemned to be free.

	388 Sartre’s personality was consistent with this form of nihilism. He could not fit into any system, order or fixed way of life. He might be described as an anarchist without specific goals, oriented primarily toward living life fully, a rebel who, nevertheless, deliberately refused to propose alternatives. In this respect, his thought shows clear affinities with Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger, whose notions of anguish and being-toward-death are related to Sartre’s concept of nausea.

	
Michel Foucault

	389 Michel Foucault (Poitiers, France, 1926 - Paris, 1984, not to be confused with Jean Bernard Léon Foucault, 1819 - 1868, the inventor of the famous pendulum demonstrating the Earth’s rotation), studied in depth a crucial question: how do we distinguish between mad people and the doctors who are supposed to treat them?

	390 In addressing this issue, he did not simply adopt a relativistic stance. Instead, he sought to analyze how, in different historical periods, prevailing mentalities determined not only who was classified as mad, but also which illnesses were regarded as more serious and therefore more urgently in need of treatment. Every age has attempted to identify the embodiments of evil characteristic of its time and this, in turn, reveals the underlying modes of thought of that era. These epochal mentalities were also a means of establishing who should command and who should obey.

	391 From this perspective, Foucault also criticized Sigmund Freud, arguing that, perhaps unintentionally, he reinforced power relations by defining who, within the clinical setting, should occupy the authoritative role of the psychologist, and thus command, and who should assume the role of the patient and thus obey. However, Foucault’s analysis was not driven by a superficial anarchism, but rather by an effort to identify the underlying frameworks of thought within which each historical epoch is situated.

	392 Another important line of analysis developed by Foucault concerns sexuality as an instrument of power, exercised not by a specific authority figure, but by the force of the idea itself, which imposed itself and gave rise to convictions. From this perspective the Christian tradition of sexual repression and the later tradition of sexual liberation are, in fact, two aspects of the same mechanism. Both have contributed to an intensified focus on sexuality and have fostered the belief that a particular attitude toward sex constitutes a form of human liberation.

	393 Within the Christian framework, it was believed that true liberation lay in the moral regulation of sexuality. In the secular framework, liberation was seen as a way of experiencing sexuality free from prohibition. In both cases, however, it is the very idea of attention to sex that has asserted itself, leading people to believe that this focus is central to human emancipation. In reality, such liberation did not occur, neither through Christian moralization nor through secular permissiveness, because both were expressions of a broader mechanism of power activated by the idea of sex itself.

	394 According to Foucault, it is not individuals who control ideas, power or language; rather, it is language that makes its way into man and permeates human beings, shaping and governing their behavior. Human beings are influenced and structured by language and by various other mechanisms that operate within them. For this reason Foucault suggests that, after the “death of God”, there comes the “death of man”: the subject does not truly exist as an autonomous entity, but is instead the product of underlying structures.

	395 This is structuralism: the human being is one element among many, determined by the structures of which it is a part. What we can do, therefore, is not to bring man back to life, but to become aware of these structures and understand how they shape the way how things work.

	
Friedrich August von Hayek

	396 The fundamental idea of Hayek (Vienna, Austria, 1899 - Freiburg, Germany, 1992) is that no theory can ever fully account for all the factors that determine the evolution of a society. These factors are too numerous and can only be understood from multiple perspectives, making it impossible to incorporate them into a single, comprehensive theory. Moreover, Hayek argues, optimistically, that the spontaneous development of society, driven by countless and uncontrollable forces, has in most cases produced better outcomes than those that the human mind would have ever been able to design.

	397 From this it follows that any theoretical system claiming to predict the course of a society is fundamentally flawed and often serves as a tool for domination. This was the case, for example, with Marxism, which purported to explain historical development from an economic perspective, but ultimately resulted in dictatorship. Hayek also criticizes “constructivism”, the belief that humans consciously design society and are therefore entitled to reshape it at will. According to Hayek, this view is mistaken: society is not created by human design alone but emerges from a vast array of factors beyond human awareness and control. Consequently, humans cannot claim full authority to reshape it according to their intentions.

	398 This does not mean, however, that individuals should remain passive. People may intervene, but they must do so with the awareness that the true drivers of change lie beyond their full understanding. Intervention should therefore aim at fostering conditions that allow spontaneous processes to operate, rather than attempting to control or plan everything.

	399 A practical implication of this view is that excessive governmental centralization is deadly. No governing body can fully grasp the diversity of perspectives within a society; thus centralization inevitably imposes a narrow viewpoint that neglects others and becomes oppressive and destructive. Freedom, by contrast, is grounded in the recognition of one’s own limited knowledge, each person sees only from their own perspective. This recognition should encourage cooperation and shared governance.

	400 Those in power should not be free to legislate without constraint, even if they claim to represent a majority. Governments must be limited by higher laws designed to restrict their authority. A majority, after all, represents only part of society; even a government with widespread support still embodies a limited perspective and must therefore be restrained. A good law, in this sense, is general rather than specific: it does not impose a rigid program, does not serve particular interests and aims not at control but at enabling the free interaction of social forces.

	401 From an economic standpoint, Hayek supports competition, as it reflects the interaction of diverse perspectives within society. The state should not exercise excessive control over the economy, since such control would restrict the free activity of individuals and groups. Private property, in this view, is essential for preserving this freedom of action.

	402 Hayek is also sharply critical of the concept of “social justice”. He argues that no clear, objective definition of it exists and that it is often shaped by particular interests. In its name policies end up serving private interests, those most capable of exerting influence, financing projects and activities based on arbitrary choices made by who was in power, with the excuse of equitably distributing economic goods. Even institutions like trade unions, while ostensibly created to defend workers, tend in practice to promote the particular interests of their members.

	403 In summary, Hayek acknowledges that the state has a role in addressing tasks that cannot be left to private initiative. However, the basic criterion must be that the State has to be continuously braked and not exalted as a central body that goes to solve problems anywhere they arise. The idea of a strong, all-solving state is misguided; priority should instead be given to free, private and cooperative initiative. For this reason, Hayek warned in 1979 “giving the government the monopoly of television broadcasting, as happens in some countries, is one of the most dangerous political decisions in recent years”; moreover “the thesis that the government must finance at least the compulsory education does not imply that this must be managed by the government and even less that the government should have the monopoly”. He also negatively considers the monetary and postal monopoly: “the exclusive right to coin money and to ensure the postal service were not established to better serve the public, but only to increase the powers of the government”.

	
Hans-Georg Gadamer

	404 Gadamer’s philosophy (Marburg, 1900 - Heidelberg, 2002) centers on hermeneutics. The term derives from Greek and means “interpretation”, referring both to the act of interpreting and to the meaning that can be understood in a text. For example, a passage from the Gospel may be read from a political perspective; in that case we can say that a political hermeneutics is being applied.

	405 Hermeneutics can be compared to a pair of colored glasses that each of us wears. These glasses alter our perception, but they also allow us to notice elements that would remain invisible to the naked eye or through perfectly transparent lenses. In reality no one wears completely neutral glasses. From birth each of us possesses preconceptions, prior understandings and predispositions that lead us to focus on certain aspects of reality while neglecting others. Since it is impossible to remove these “glasses”, the best approach is not to attempt, vainly, to discard them, but rather to become as aware of them as possible, to compare them with those of others and to make the most of them.

	406 Another concept emphasized by Gadamer is the “hermeneutic circle”. This means that, when we read a text, we are not the only ones interpreting; the text also interprets us. It presents itself to our minds, challenges some of our assumptions and provokes us. We then return to the text with a renewed perspective, creating an ongoing, circular process in which we interpret the text and the text, in turn, interprets us.

	407 A third key idea is the independence of the text from its author. Asking whether the author actually intended the meaning we perceive in a text, or a work of art, is of limited value. It is impossible to enter the author’s mind, even if we could speak directly with them. A text must therefore be interpreted on its own terms, rather than according to the author’s intentions, which may themselves have been unconscious and unknown even to the author. It is also possible to study the historical effects of a text across different periods, including the impact it has on us today. Such interpretations may be compared with what we know of the author’s personality, but this constitutes a distinct, though worthwhile, line of inquiry.

	408 These ideas gain broader significance when we consider that interpretation extends beyond texts to life, the world and ourselves. In this sense Gadamer suggests that human existence is an ongoing process of understanding and self-understanding, a continuous act of interpretation. All of life is hermeneutic. Each person embodies a particular way of interpreting existence and the search for meaning in life is, essentially, the attempt to apply a form of hermeneutics to it.

	409 I would like to add a personal reflection by linking the concept of interpretation to its meaning in music. In music, “to interpret” is not only “to understand” but also “to perform”. Similarly, in life, we can witness to the world our choices and interpretations when we execute them. Those who act are “playing” life as one plays a musical instrument, allowing others to see and hear their understanding without a necessary need for verbal explanation.

	410 Today an alternative to Gadamer’s perspective is often found in structuralism. While hermeneutics seeks synthesis, structuralism emphasizes analysis. The study of language, its structures, grammar and underlying systems, is analytical. By contrast, expressing the meaning of a sentence in different words is a synthetic, interpretive act, an instance of hermeneutics. Analysis proceeds in an orderly and systematic way, whereas hermeneutics operates more rapidly and transversally, often grasping connections at a glance, connections that analysis might take ages to uncover or might even never reveal. This “transversal” quality can be illustrated by the game of word search puzzle, where, within a grid of seemingly random letters, meaningful words can be identified in multiple directions, revealing patterns that are not immediately obvious.

	
Gianni Vattimo

	411 Gianni Vattimo (Torino, 1936 - 2023) developed his philosophy in opposition to those who claim they can definitively state “how things are”. According to Vattimo, anyone who believes this risks becoming, sooner or later, a dictator, because they will tend to impose their views on others. Such individuals seek to master ideas first and, often unintentionally, people as well.

	412 However, this position creates a difficulty: in opposing those who claim to define reality, one must offer an alternative, but that alternative can itself be accused of trying to establish “how things are”, even if it proposes a different perspective. How can this problem be resolved? Vattimo addresses it by describing his philosophy as “weak”, a term that can be understood as meaning “relative”. It is a form of thought that does not claim stability, certainty or absolute truth; instead it recognizes its dependence on history, context and the complex conditions in which we live.

	413 In this sense his philosophy is primarily critical or negative, aimed at dismantling rigid claims to truth and is therefore akin to that of Friedrich Nietzsche. Unlike Nietzsche, however, Vattimo acknowledges that it is impossible to propose alternatives without, in some way, relying on what one seeks to oppose. It is not possible to show that a castle has fallen without using the stones that kept it standing up. One cannot form a political alternative without using tools inherited from opposing parties, nor oppose an adversary without employing, at least in part, what that adversary provides. We cannot combat wrongdoing without using instruments that may themselves have problematic origins, nor study the past without drawing on its language and concepts. We can’t live in this world without getting dirty. What we can do is carefully manage these inevitable compromises and try to direct them toward goals we consider better.

	414 Vattimo explicitly describes his thought as a form of hermeneutics, a way of interpreting the world. Following thinkers such as Martin Heidegger and Gadamer, he argues that we cannot know what the world is, whether it exists or even what “to exist” means. What we can do, instead, is work with our interpretations: we handle, exchange and compare them.

	415 Umberto Eco raised a practical objection to this view. If taken too far, it risks undermining the value of serious intellectual and professional work. Put simply, it would make little sense to claim that a doctor’s work is meaningless because we cannot be certain that the patient “exists” in some absolute sense. For Eco it is necessary to preserve a meaningful notion of being and existence so that our thinking and actions retain their value. He might ask Vattimo: if nothing can be said to truly exist, what is the point of thinking, even in a “weak” way? Vattimo would reply that we can still think, provided we do so with humility. This, in fact, is what scientists do: they study what they can, without claiming to deliver final and absolute truths.

	416 Extending Vattimo’s line of thought, one might argue that being itself is “weak” because it is always in the process of becoming. Reality is not fixed but dynamic; it is something that moves and changes, and therefore cannot sustain a rigid, unchanging identity, despite the static impression suggested by language. This idea of continual transformation recalls the philosophy of Heraclitus and, more recently, that of Whitehead (1861 - 1947). From this point of view, the humility of the scientist is due to the awareness that both they and their object of study are part of the same world that is becoming.

	417 If we wish to avoid the danger of becoming dictators when tempted to declare “how things are”, we can instead learn to think in terms of becoming rather than being. The task is not to define what things are once and for all, but to describe how they change, develop and unfold. At the same time Vattimo warns that it is impossible to eliminate the verb “to be” from our language, or the many other terms that imply stability. We are therefore obliged to use them, just as we must use the stones of a fallen castle when no others are available.

	418 Consequently our thinking should take the form of a provisional synthesis: something that is continuously revised, that gathers together past and present, remains open to dialogue and self-criticism and strives toward a future we currently judge to be better. Such thinking is also self-formative: it organizes projects that must always be re-examined and requires the courage to assume responsibility for our choices in the present and to translate them into concrete actions, actions that should be able to say something to the world and to nature, as they seem to us today.

	
A synthesis in five points

	419 What follows is a synthesis, not in the sense of a simple summary, but as an attempt to reconsider the entire history of philosophy from an interpretative perspective, with the aim of understanding where we are heading today. It is therefore not a matter of restating previous chapters in a shorter form, but of re-examining everything through perspectives that can prove more illuminating. Such a synthetic approach can reveal insights that, in a more detailed treatment, may have remained so implicit and hidden as to be completely invisible.

	
Criticism

	420 A useful starting point for understanding the purpose of philosophy is the recognition that everything can be criticized. There is no statement for which arguments cannot be found to support the opposite view. However, criticism is not merely destructive. We can think, for example, of an art critic: their role is not to declare every painting worthless because of some flaw, but rather to help others appreciate, first and foremost, the merits of a work.

	421 Destructive criticism cannot undermine truth. If something is true, no criticism can destroy it; instead, criticism helps clarify what we mean by “truth”. It is an essential tool, vital for protecting us from superficiality, illusion and fanaticism. It is not an enemy and should not be feared for its potentially destructive power. Like any tool, however, it must be used properly, otherwise, it can cause harm.

	422 Among the many forms of criticism, philosophers have identified some that are particularly fruitful. One such example is the idea that it is impossible to prove that life is not a dream. Similarly, we cannot prove that, while forming an argument, our minds have not been subject to distraction or deception, that is, that we have not, in some sense, been “dreaming”. Consider moments when we wonder whether we have locked a door or when we count a large number of objects. If we can doubt whether we were attentive while counting a thousand items, nothing prevents us from suspecting that we may also have been distracted in simplest tasks or in any thoughts that seem immediate and self-evident.

	423 Another important critical insight is that any reasoning that connects two elements would itself require further mediation, leading to an infinite regress. Likewise, every demonstration rests on premises that, in turn, would require their own demonstration. Finally, any form of criticism that aims to be truly rigorous must also be capable of criticizing itself: it must include the capacity for self-criticism.

	
Metaphysics

	424 One way to express the most productive form of criticism is as follows: all our statements are filtered through the brain. We cannot control what lies outside it. The meanings of the words “being” and “reality” depend on the speaker’s mind.

	425 We can approach this issue by distinguishing three modes of thought: metaphysical thought, anti-metaphysical thought (also called “weak thought” or postmodern philosophy) and practical thought. Metaphysical thought assumes the existence of a reality independent of the brain. Anti-metaphysical thought, by contrast, embraces doubt, since we can never be certain that the brain is not deceiving us. Practical thought moves beyond this dilemma, holding that such questions do not lead to concrete outcomes; instead, it focuses on what can be done in practice, while still taking into account the entire preceding critical reflection.

	426 To better understand these three approaches it is helpful to highlight their limitations.

	427 Metaphysical thought is flawed in that it refuses to acknowledge dependence on the brain and on change; it avoids self-criticism and tends to justify arbitrary exercises of power, since those who speak believe they possess absolute truth that must be accepted by all.

	428 Anti-metaphysical thought, on the other hand, lacks a foundation precisely because it rejects the very idea of one. It can lead to a form of intellectual anarchism, where anything is permitted, and it risks becoming self-destructive through its own relentless self-criticism.

	429 Practical thought, for its part, may be tempted to disregard or undervalue previous philosophical inquiry, thereby falling into an uncritical mode of living. It privileges immediate experience, the here and now. This form of thinking has a particular resistance to criticism, since it seeks to be understood as something to be lived rather than analyzed philosophically.

	430 Consider two simple examples of everyday speech that are not meant to be analyzed but to prompt practical responses: a supermarket cashier stating the total amount due and a partner saying “I love you”. Imagine a customer responding to the cashier by questioning whether money exists or whether life is a dream. The cashier would naturally reply that there is no time for such reflections and that the immediate concern is payment. The error here lies in the customer’s failure to recognize the practical intention of the cashier; instead of addressing what is required, he remains enclosed into abstract speculation.

	431 A similar mistake occurs if someone responds to “I love you” by analyzing the meaning of the phrase or the grammar of the verb “to love”. Here again, the speaker ignores the practical intention behind the statement: the other person simply sought to know whether the feeling was reciprocated.

	432 Beyond the somewhat absurd nature of these examples, it is important to recognize that the intentions of both the cashier and the partner who said “I love you” do not represent a rejection of philosophy, but rather a different kind of philosophy, what we may call “practical thought”. This appears to be a significant trend in contemporary thinking. However, this does not mean that earlier philosophical traditions should be discarded as overly theoretical. Practical thought remains oriented toward action, but it builds upon the entire history of philosophical inquiry.

	433 In other words, if we stand before a table, metaphysical thought seeks to define what it is; weak thought questions whether it exists at all; practical thought asks what can be done with it. In this third mode of thinking the questions raised by the first two are not dismissed, but treated as tools, useful aids that should inform action, without becoming ends in themselves.

	
Perspectives

	434 In addition to the examples of the cashier and the girlfriend discussed in the chapter Metaphysics, we may also consider the case of novels. A novel is written with a practical purpose in mind. The author does not primarily intend the work to be subjected to grammatical analysis, nor to prompt the reader to question whether the novel itself exists. Rather, the author aims to produce in the reader an experience of reading, one that engages the whole person by appealing to feelings and emotions. In this sense the cashier, the girlfriend and the novel all belong to the same third mode of language, namely practical language, since each seeks to generate an experience rather than to formulate definitions or critiques.

	435 The three modes of thought previously identified, metaphysical, anti-metaphysical and practical, represent three perspectives, three ways of approaching reality and reflection or life itself. Each of these can be further subdivided into additional perspectives, such as those of believers and non-believers or atheists.

	436 Practical language may employ expressions identical to those of metaphysical thought, with the crucial difference that it does not claim to establish universal laws, but recognizes itself as merely one perspective among others. For example, from a practical point of view, one may say that a chair exists; however, such a statement is not intended as a universal truth or philosophical principle. It simply means that the chair exists insofar as this assertion is useful for practical purposes. Beyond that, doubt is readily acknowledged. Because it is easy to confuse statements made for practical use with those intended as absolute truths, it is essential, when listening to someone, to consider the broader context of their discourse. An isolated statement is never sufficient for proper understanding.

	437 Perspectives may be likened to rooms. Being outside all rooms does not exist, there isn’t a universal perspective. Every statement made in the world is interpreted from within a particular room, that is from within a perspective. No statement can exist outside all perspectives and none is inherently superior to the others. Each individual embodies a distinct perspective. Dictators, by contrast, treat their own perspective as universal.

	438 Many journalists adopt the unfortunate practice of presenting a statement first and only afterward identifying its author. In doing so they weaken the audience’s critical capacity by preventing listeners from immediately situating the statement within its proper context.

	439 Different perspectives coexist within the same individual, varying according to moments, moods, health and even simultaneously. Within each of us, perspectives continuously evolve, interact and sometimes contradict one another in an ongoing internal dialogue.

	440 For genuine dialogue with another person to occur, we must be willing, at least temporarily, to adopt their perspective. One cannot understand the thoughts of a thief without having experienced, however briefly, the desire to possess something. Similarly, a husband cannot appreciate the beauty of another woman without, to some extent, adopting the viewpoint of those who admire her. This might be interpreted as a form of infidelity; yet it is not truly so, because in practice we all experience a wide range of emotions and interests. What matters is not their presence, but whether we deliberately cultivate them.

	441 Thus, a man deeply in love might claim that all other women are insignificant compared to his beloved. Later, reflecting from a broader perspective, he may tell others “I spoke from the intensity of my feelings, but I recognize that each of you sees your own partner as the most beautiful”. In response, his partner might feel uneasy, suspecting that his openness to other women’s beauty reflects an excessive sympathy toward them.

	442 A similar dynamic can be observed in the relationship between a believer and their religion in relation to other religions. Here one’s own religion takes the place of the beloved, while other religions take the place of others. One might imagine God reproaching the believer for being too open, too willing to adopt the perspectives of other traditions and thus hosting them excessively within oneself.

	443 Such contamination by other perspectives often occurs unconsciously. Practical experience teaches us that it is not something to fear. However, when considered purely from a theoretical standpoint, it may be interpreted as a form of betrayal. This kind of abstract reasoning, detached from lived experience, led Pope Benedict XVI to argue that genuine interreligious dialogue is, strictly speaking, impossible, a position he expressed in 2008 in a review of a book by Marcello Pera.

	444 Dear Senator Pera, recently I was able to read your new book “Why we must call ourselves Christians”. It was for me a fascinating experience. With a stupendous knowledge of the sources and a cogent logic, you analyze the essence of liberalism beginning with its foundations, demonstrating its roots in the Christian image of God that belongs to the essence of liberalism: the relationship with God of which man is the image and from which we have received the gift of liberty. With incontestable logic, you show that liberalism loses its basis and destroys itself if it abandons this foundation. No less impressive are your analyses of liberty and of multi-culturalism, in which you illustrate the self-contradictory nature of this concept and hence its political and cultural impossibility. Of fundamental importance is your analysis of what Europe can be and of a European constitution in which Europe does not transform itself into a cosmopolitan reality, but rather finds its identity in its Christian-liberal foundation. Particularly meaningful for me too is your analysis of interreligious and intercultural dialogue. You explain with great clarity that an interreligious dialogue in the strict sense of the term is not possible, while you urge intercultural dialogue that develops the cultural consequences of the religious option which lies beneath. While a true dialogue is not possible about this basic option without putting one’s own faith into parentheses, it’s important in public exchange to explore the cultural consequences of these religious options. Here, dialogue and mutual correction and enrichment are both possible and necessary. With regard to the importance of all this for the contemporary crisis in ethics, I find what you say about the trajectory of liberal ethics important. You demonstrate that liberalism, without ceasing to be liberalism, but, on the contrary, in order to be faithful to itself, can link itself to a doctrine of the good, in particular that of Christianity, which is in fact genetically linked to liberalism. You thereby offer a true contribution to overcoming the crisis. With its sober rationality, its ample philosophical information and the force of its argument, the present book, in my opinion, is of fundamental importance in this hour for Europe and for the world. I hope that it finds a large audience, and that it can give to political debate, beyond the most urgent problems, that depth without which we cannot overcome the challenge of our historical moment. With gratitude for your work, I heartily offer God’s blessings.

	445 Benedict XVI, 23 November 2008

	446 He had already articulated a similar view in 2000 in the declaration Dominus Iesus.

	447 From the perspective developed here, however, it becomes clear that Christianity, despite employing absolute language, cannot avoid engaging with other perspectives that relativize it. Every perspective is connected to others and inevitably influenced by them; in other words, the entire world is interconnected.

	448 If we refuse to admit other perspectives into our own, dialogue becomes impossible, a mere exchange between the deaf, in which each participant attempts only to absorb the other into their own framework. For example, one might argue: “In order to speak, you rely on the principle of non-contradiction, which is objective”. The reply could be: “But the principle of non-contradiction is itself conditioned by our brain”. The first speaker might respond: “Yet you are using that very principle to make your argument” and so the exchange continues indefinitely.

	449 Similarly, if one were to say to a Muslim “You are a quasi-Christian”, the reply might be “You are a quasi-Muslim”. In other words, there is no perspective able to impose itself and convince dialectically all others who think differently.

	
Jesus’ resurrection and miracles

	450 Did Jesus truly perform the miracles described in the Gospels? Did he truly rise from the dead? In the General Audience of April 15, 2009, Pope Benedict XVI stated:

	451 “Consequently, it is fundamental for our faith and for our Christian witness to proclaim the Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as a real, historical event, attested by many authoritative witnesses. We assert this forcefully because, in our day too, there are plenty of people who seek to deny its historicity, reducing the Gospel narrative to a myth, to a “vision” of the Apostles, taking up and presenting old and already worn-out theories as new and scientific”.

	452 In the Pope’s words, however, the term “historical” is ambiguous. If we understand it in the same sense in which we regard Julius Caesar as a historical figure, then belief in the resurrection of Jesus would not require an act of faith, but rather a form of compelled assent, just as we cannot reasonably deny that Caesar existed.

	453 Yet “historical” may also mean “historically significant”, that is, capable of producing effects in history. In this broader sense even a novel may be considered “historical”, insofar as it influences real readers, who are themselves historical agents. Nevertheless, the context of the Pope’s statement suggests that he intends the first meaning. From this standpoint, his statement is historically wrong, because history is a science, while instead Jesus’ resurrection is not a scientific fact.

	454 From a philosophical perspective, once we have examined metaphysics, we understand that applying the term “real” to something does not necessarily increase its concreteness or clarity. Within the framework of the three modes of thought, metaphysical, anti-metaphysical, and practical, practical thought appears to offer the most appropriate approach to the resurrection. We may therefore say that Jesus is “truly” risen, but we should understand “truly” not as opposed to dreams, fantasies, or myths (since even reality itself may be questioned), but as opposed to what has no practical effect on our lives.

	455 This raises a further question: does the resurrection depend on our putting it into practice? Such a view would lead to a new form of metaphysics, one in which our own actions become the ultimate source of truth or salvation. Instead, the point is that to practice something does not mean to make it real, but to relate to it in the way that presently appears most meaningful or effective. We do not “save” the resurrection by practicing it, nor does it “save” us in a metaphysical sense. Even the notion of “salvation” itself carries a totalizing, metaphysical tendency. It is more appropriate to say that a practical approach appears preferable and that, once adopted, it allows a Christian to recognize that even in the Bible God presents himself in relational and practical terms, rather than in abstract philosophical absolutes.

	456 From this perspective, asking whether miracles occurred independently of belief becomes a misguided question. Even official medical statements cannot render a miraculous healing “real” in any definitive sense. A handful of medical reports does not constitute scientific proof and philosophically the notion of the “real” remains ambiguous. It would be like expecting to understand something better simply because it is explained in an unfamiliar language.

	457 When doctors affirm that a person has recovered from an apparently incurable condition, they have not demonstrated a miracle; they have only described an event that currently lacks explanation. Faced with such phenomena, science refers to research, while faith refers to choice. In neither case can we arrive at a final, definitive conclusion. The insistence on medical validation in discussions of miracles reflects an attempt to lessen the burden of faith by borrowing authority from science, seeking from science what it cannot provide.

	458 Why, then, do the Gospels recount miracles? Not to offer scientific or historical proof of inexplicable events, something they could not achieve even if they intended to, but to express that God transcends human understanding and is capable of what lies beyond human imagination. In fact, this insight can already apply, in a limited sense, to every human being.

	459 What, then, does it mean to be God? God’s greatness does not consist in the ability to suspend the laws of nature, especially since we do not clearly understand what it would mean to break such laws, but rather in offering forms of relationship with him that can be experienced as superior to those possible with other people in this world.

	
Charity and politics

	460 The philosopher Dario Antiseri, in an interview on the Italian television channel Raitre for the program Ballarò on February 16, 2010, drawing on the ideas of Karl Popper, an Austrian philosopher who lived between 1902 and 1994, stated:

	461 “It is not a question of the Right or the Left, here is a question of rules. That is, an open society is open to the greatest possible number of ideas and ideals, different and perhaps conflicting. The basic question that, as it were, the theorist of the open society, or in any case the defender of the rule of law, poses, is not who should be in charge, but rather how to control those who are in charge. Because, if you look carefully, if we look at the answer that has been given in the course of the history of political thought to the question of the masters “who should be in charge?”, is an answer that has led to disasters: philosophers must be in charge, because they know what it is good and what is evil, industrialists, priests and so on. Then the past century came: who should command? This race; who should command? This class. I mean, really, the basic problem, I repeat, is not who should command. While we think the question “who should command?” is so obvious, Balthazar must command, others … this is not the problem. The problem is another, that is, how we control those who are in charge; that is to say, through which rules we control those who command. So, every time we, as it were, hit one of these rules, which can be the Constitutional Court, the Judiciary, the press, television, etc., one of these tools, of these presidia, a piece of freedom dies. It is often said: the people commands. Applies to Right and Left. No. In a state of law the people do not command, the law commands. Sovereign is the law and it is a law that sets limits to those who command. This is an important thing, because the people elected Barabbas; the people, as it were, went into raptures for Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, etc. So I respect the people, but the people must be neither mythicized nor discredited. Lord Acton, a great English Catholic liberal, said that power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. This is why the price of freedom is truly eternal vigilance”.

	462 Consequently, the real question concerns the responsibility of voters after elections. It is not so much “What tools does the candidate offer to be controlled?” but rather “What will we do after the election to control those who have been elected?” Yet history shows that it is far from certain that a people knows what is truly good for it. By what criteria, then, can the people effectively control those who govern?

	463 In this regard I do not share Antiseri’s confidence in the law, a confidence that even Jesus Christ did not display, nor Saint Paul in his letters.

	464 When distinguishing among three modes of thought, I suggested the following: metaphysical thought claims that this table exists; weak thought questions that claim; practical thought asks what we can do with this table. At this point, the problem becomes one of action. Each individual may believe that their way of acting is the best and most authentic. Faced with such subjectivism and relativism, the natural consequence is conventionalism, that is, the attempt to act through ongoing agreement.

	465 The foundation of such conventions lies in the being of the persons who uphold them. Therefore, political commitment should first consist in working on one’s own personal being and only then proposing it as a contribution to the community.

	466 Our being, moreover, coincides with our cultural being. The image we form of ourselves always passes through the human brain; we cannot think of ourselves except from a human, and therefore cultural, perspective. Consequently, the human criterion for action, whether in charity or politics, in other words the answer to the question “What can we do with this table?”, must be grounded in each individual’s work on their own culture and then in offering that contribution to the community.

	467 This is the reason why we must fight against hunger in the world: a person who is starving, driven by the urgency to eat, has no real possibility of engaging in self-reflection, self-criticism or cultural development. Likewise, we must oppose dictatorships because every dictatorship imposes a single way of thinking and prevents citizens from working on self-awareness and choosing their own intellectual and cultural paths.

	468 This goes beyond a simplistic notion of freedom. Freedom, if understood merely as the ability to do whatever one wants, becomes vulnerable to manipulation. A people that struggles only for bread and work, while neglecting the cultivation of culture, is destined to elect a dictator.

	469 This, for example, was the mistake made by Italians in electing Silvio Berlusconi: they supported him as someone who could provide bread and work, overlooking the culture he represented. In some ways every people is prone to this error, because democracy ultimately expresses the power of the masses and mass culture tends toward superficiality, lacking deep cultural self-examination.

	470 If Italians were to remove Berlusconi simply because he failed to provide bread and work, only to choose someone else who promises the same, the underlying problem would remain unresolved. The real issue is the lack of cultural awareness among the people themselves.

	471 True revolution does not consist in electing someone who promises material well-being, but in shaping the institutions that form culture, such as schools and the media, and, if anything, electing those who demonstrate a genuine commitment to culture. Yet it may still happen that a culturally oriented leader is removed, since it is easy to sway the masses by appealing to material needs, which are always present.

	472 A more culturally developed people is more resistant to such manipulation. A leader who truly values culture will also strive to make it accessible to all, whereas those who focus exclusively on promises of bread and work are already moving toward dictatorship by diverting attention from cultural awareness. A similar dynamic occurs within families that focus solely on providing material security for their children, neglecting their cultural and intellectual development.

	473 One might object that without bread, one lacks the energy necessary to cultivate culture. At first glance this argument seems valid, but it is ultimately misleading. On the contrary, we should consider that those who seek culture will naturally seek the material means, such as food, necessary to sustain it. The initial motivation must ensure that bread is pursued not as an end in itself, but as a means toward cultural development. Those who begin with the pursuit of bread alone are far more likely to forget its higher purpose.

	474 In other words, if we ask what to do with the table without engaging in self-reflection, we will inevitably hand it over to some form of dictatorship, whether an individual, a law or a rule. In this sense it is always the people who create dictators. Even when a ruler is not inherently a dictator, a lack of self-reflection among the people will turn them into one.

	475 In the world the difficulty in embracing culture can be traced back to its historically fragmented political origins. True unity can only be achieved by beginning with this awareness: culture is what creates genuine unity.

	
Level 3

	
The practice of walking

	476 After observing that everything becomes or, more humanly, walks, according to its own nature, it is appropriate to consider what a person’s “walking” can be. In my experience it is essential to follow a method of walking if we truly wish to cultivate a spiritual experience, one that allows for continuous growth and meaningful communication with others. Certainly, living day by day also offers experience; whether or not we choose to organize a path depends on the kind of experience we wish to pursue and on the circumstances we have encountered so far.

	477 A good path, before setting goals, begins simply by recognizing where we are and the directions in which we are already moving.

	478 The method proposed here should be understood only as a suggestion, a stimulus for each person to develop their own ability to design not only a path, but also the best way to create and continually revise a life project. Those who are inexperienced may at first feel lost and choose to follow these guidelines step by step; however, personal adaptation will always be necessary, otherwise the true meaning of these pages would be misunderstood. What follows is presented as a practical organizational model of a path.

	479 In this model we begin with a general definition of the meaning of our life. This formulation is only a provisional starting point and should not require excessive commitment; it simply initiates our work and can later be revised. Suppose, for example, that we express our sense of purpose as follows: “I want to live to know the most beautiful things”. At this stage we have already filled the first part of a written page, which will serve as our orientation. It is important to write this down, just as one would draw up a building plan. In this way we create a stable reference point and avoid the problems of forgetfulness or vague recollection.

	480 Writing may raise concerns about privacy; in such cases we can use abbreviations, symbols or personal codes to make our notes less explicit. At the same time the document should not be so obscure that it becomes difficult even for ourselves to understand. It must remain clear and simple enough to allow quick evaluation and to support the formation of straightforward ideas about our path and about ourselves.

	481 Returning to our example, we have started our page with

	482 “I want to live to know the most beautiful things”.

	483 A second section may include a phrase that currently serves as a guiding principle, perhaps inspired by important recent experiences. For instance:

	484 I want to live in order to know the most beautiful things

	485 Treat others with affection

	486 We have thus established two basic criteria: one general, the other more specific to our present stage of life. The first expresses a broader orientation, while the second highlights a particular aspect that may later be replaced when it has fulfilled its purpose or when a more suitable principle emerges.

	487 At this point we must turn to action and ask: What do I want to do in my life? To discover our real possibilities we can use a method of elimination. This requires patience but is far from useless. We begin by listing all the activities that one can do in life. Such a list will naturally be long. For example:

	488 eating, playing music, working, praying, enjoying oneself, studying, visiting, watching television, attending meetings, celebrating, listening to music, thinking, repairing, walking, going to school, making phone calls, paying taxes, organizing, chatting, relaxing, engaging in politics, handling paperwork, writing, planning my path, helping children, talking with children, playing, learning, staying informed, singing

	489 and so on.

	490 Once this extensive list is complete (though we may discover, perhaps with some disappointment, that it is not truly infinite), we proceed to rank the items. We compare the first item with the second, then the more important of the two with the third and so on, until we identify the activity that is most meaningful, significant and achievable. This becomes the first priority. The result can always be revised if we later recognize something more important.

	491 At times we may face uncertainty, for example whether eating or working is more important. To resolve such dilemmas we can adopt temporary criteria. Since we are relating our choices to the meaning of our life, we might decide, for the moment, to set aside certain aspects, such as eating, and focus on others, such as working, knowing that we can revise everything later. What matters is to begin. Thus we are going to understand that the real work that in this method proves fruitful is that of continuous and patient revision and correction.

	492 We may also be tempted to choose overly general answers, such as “to love”. However, such fundamental orientations belong to the first section that is dedicated to the meaning of life, not to this practical section. Here we must focus on concrete activities. Recognizing this distinction trains us to be aware of the risk of confusion that often arises when we mix guiding principles with specific actions.

	493 After identifying the most important activity, we repeat the process to determine the second, third and subsequent priorities, each time excluding those already selected. Depending on our needs, we may establish, for example, four, six, ten levels: it’s just up to us, to have a start. For example:

	494 Working
Relaxation
Visiting
Reading
Meditating

	495 These can then be added to our plan:

	496 I want to live to know the most beautiful things
Treat others with affection
Working
Relaxation
Visiting
Reading
Meditating

	497 This list does not represent everything we do; rather, it serves as a reference point for deciding how best to use our time.

	498 We then turn to self-formation, especially in areas not covered by formal education. Since we cannot rely on teachers throughout our lives, we must use accessible means: reading, media, interactions with others, etc. Although some of these activities may overlap with our previous list, we can address such overlaps later when refining the plan.

	499 Given the limited time available for reading, we must make careful and decisive choices, using the same method of elimination. It should also be borne in mind that we cannot devote our life to keep ourselves up-to-date with everything important that others do or write about, eventually coming to no longer finding time to live a personal experience. Information and communication cannot guarantee for originality; they have to be programmed as components, among others, of the project of walking, dictated by experience and not as absolute needs.

	500 We must therefore have the patience to draw up a list of all the things that in life is possible to study or deepen, to gradually acquire a certain competence about them, to build up an education of ourselves, including even those things on which one becomes an expert not only through reading, but especially with practice, for example sport, an art or a hobby. Compared to the list of things to be done, the latter differs because it is aimed rather at those activities that build a well educated person. One could think that working educates us as well, but here we are dealing with activities chosen precisely to educate ourselves: would we ever have freely chosen our job for the specific purpose of providing us an education? If the answer is no, then our job does not fall into this category. Furthermore, reading is of the utmost importance in this field. To draw up a list of all the disciplines that can be studied and the types of books or magazines that can be read, we can help with lists found in dictionaries and encyclopedias or we can even think of all subjects that are studied in all types of school. We will help ourselves by all means, putting everything together, for a list that must be as complete as possible. As usual, we know that our work can always be revised, improved further. Here is a short example:

	501 history, geography, science, religion, architecture, sports, chemistry, engineering, zoology, botany, literature, music, the arts, sociology, anthropology, the Bible

	502 and so on.

	503 After ranking these through elimination, we might arrive at:

	504 News
Philosophy
Religion
History

	505 These are then incorporated into our plan:

	506 I want to live in to know the most beautiful things
Treat others with affection

	507 Working      News
Relaxation      Philosophy
Visiting      Religion
Reading      History
Meditating

	508 This scheme does not imply that other fields lack value; rather it acknowledges that we cannot pursue everything. We must make deliberate choices about where to focus our sustained attention.

	509 Under each category we can specify practical means. For example, under “News” we might list the publications we intend to read; under “Philosophy” the books we plan to complete and by when. Similarly, we can assign approximate time commitments to our activities and identify suitable places or conditions for practices such as meditation.
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	510 We may also create a weekly timetable, similar to a school schedule, to visualize how we spend our time. At certain stages we might even track the time we dedicate to daily meals; later we may simplify and focus only on what matters most.

	511 A separate entry in this whole scheme could refer to the time to devote to our research itself about the methodology of walking, our paths for creativity and originality. The same way a manager can plan the search for ever new strategies, to keep up in the competitive market, for us it is a matter of keeping up with our need to avoid becoming stagnant and passive.

	512 Once this work is done, the essential task is simply to let time pass while regularly reviewing our plan. We will soon notice opportunities for improvement and will need the patience to revise and rewrite it. This process should not be discouraging; on the contrary, continual revision can become a constructive habit. Even the sense of difficulty or impossibility we sometimes encounter can serve as a valuable stimulus to explore new perspectives and possibilities.

	513 Over time we may expand our notes to multiple pages, only to realize that actually too much detail obscures the overall vision. We will then strive to simplify and synthesize. Our reflections will also lead us to reconsider the meaning of our life and to express it more clearly.

	514 As our planned reading and experience deepen, we will begin to see the world in new ways. Life will become a meaningful journey in which we actively contribute to what it offers, whether we understand this in secular terms or in religious ones. We may even find ourselves helping others orient their own lives, sharing insights drawn from our experience. In this exchange we enrich one another: this is communication, an essential feature that we need to care of in our path.

	515 We will also learn not to worry excessively about everything at once. By writing things down we can postpone certain concerns without forgetting them. Our written plan becomes a reliable support.

	516 Finally, an essential criterion for this work is balance: the plan must mediate between acknowledging what is already present in our lives and aspiring toward what we wish to achieve. Walking means, first of all, listening to our life as it is and then gradually introducing directions and actions, observing how they unfold.

	
Spirituality as a microuniverse

	517 “The guitar is like an orchestra to which we could look with the reverse side of binoculars”: these words by Andrés Segovia offer a mental category that is highly useful for reflecting on our experience of spirituality. Human spirituality, understood here as a synonym for good and primarily experienced in silence, can be contrasted with what we might call universal spirituality, which may be associated with evil. In this sense human spirituality can be viewed as a micro-universe: a space in which we are given the opportunity to walk and to live out our existence.

	518 Before continuing, let’s get a first clarification about what I mean by universal spirituality as a synonym for evil. In our human experience the universe contains negative elements that we feel unable to transform into something better. In nature, even among animals, we observe death, violence, injustice, cruelty and suffering. These realities inevitably intrude upon and contaminate our positive experiences. For example, the beauty of love, friendship, admiration of landscapes or the joy of childhood are unavoidably affected, indeed poisoned, by our awareness and memory of such negative aspects. We can fully enjoy positive moments only by making a conscious effort to momentarily set aside these darker realities.

	519 Within this context, we feel powerless to bring an end to global evil and suffering. Positivity, by contrast, is experienced as our desire to exist and our pleasure in leaving a personal mark on the world. In philosophical terms, objectivity refers to what imposes itself upon our experience, leaving us with a sense of powerlessness. Subjectivity, on the other hand, is our capacity for creativity. Thus the idea of the universe as evil is not an objective truth, but rather a subjective response to the inevitability of its negative aspects. This concept will become clearer later, as it will be taken up again in the following pages.

	520 Let us now return to the notion of the micro-universe.

	521 Because it is “micro”, we tend to perceive it as limited, small, insufficient and weak. In some ways we can only say that we have nothing else available and therefore we have to make do. At the same time, since it is still a “universe”, we can, with patience, come to appreciate and explore its full extent, its micro-immensity. Despite its being “micro”, it is a space in which we can lose ourselves, moving within it without knowing how far its boudaries are.

	522 Returning to the comparison with the guitar, it is not difficult to observe that a classical guitar, with its delicate and seemingly modest sound, can convey far greater expressive power than an electric guitar amplified through speakers capable of bringing down a building. This suggests that the difference between micro- and macro-universes does not lie in external scale, but in the cultivation of human sensitivity.

	523 However, we should not fall into the simplistic illusion that evil and death can be overcome merely through the cultivation of micro-universes. The physical macro-universe and what we have called universal spirituality retain their power to impose themselves upon us, even to the point of killing us. Our response, rooted in dedication to the micro-universe, poses itself with humility, modesty and weakness. Yet weakness does not imply non-existence. It implies cultivation, a term that in itself expresses the idea of being an attempt, but not a success in strength.

	524 All forms of art can be understood from this perspective, as micro-universes. In painting, for instance, a canvas constitutes a small world in which we can move and yet through it we can explore dimensions whose boundaries and expressive possibilities remain unknown to us.

	525 These micro-universes are always in a state of becoming. They are alive: they live within us and allow us to live. Each of us is a micro-universe, capable, among other things, of cultivating the micro-universe of human spirituality, especially in silence.

	526 Within this experience of silence we may find ourselves drawn toward an emphasis on either evil or good. From this perspective, we can imagine each person as a wanderer carrying within themselves the treasure of a living micro-universe, a traveler who, along their path, observes both good and evil, the road behind, the road ahead and the surrounding landscape, alongside others who are likewise walking their own paths.

	Listening

	527 When speaking about the micro-universe of music, one important idea is that, when an artist presents their work, they are in fact teaching us to listen. The artist can be seen as a teacher of listening, guiding us to observe and perceive the world with more human eyes, not in the detached way a camera passively records an object, but by bringing our personality and inner world into the act of seeing.

	528 In this sense the artist opens a window within us. The artwork becomes not only a mirror of external reality, as a painting of a tree might reflect the tree itself, but also a mirror of our inner life. It reveals our emotions, our feelings, our cultural background and the unique way we encounter the world. What we see in the artwork is not only the object, but also ourselves in relation to it.

	529 Through this process the artist creates, or helps us discover, another universe: the universe of our inner life. Thus, painting a tree or a landscape is not merely an act of representation, but a means of expressing what exists within us. It reveals the universe of our encounter with the world, the event of meeting the object that the artwork depicts.

	530 To achieve this the artist must engage in an act of listening. It is not enough to think “This is a tree; I will paint a tree”. The artist must listen both to the tree and to themselves, to their own life and to the entirety of the experience taking place. Every work of art begins with this act of listening to the whole event. In this way the artist becomes a teacher of listening because they have first practiced it themselves. This can be understood as an essential dimension of spirituality: spirituality is cultivation of the art of listening.

	531 To better understand this idea, we can reflect on a simple experience. In music we sometimes enjoy listening at high volume. This can be pleasurable, especially because it allows us to perceive more details. However, there is also a risk: we may become attached to loudness, to intensity, to the physical impact of sound.

	532 Why is this be a problem? Consider why we raise our voice when speaking to someone. It is usually either because the other person cannot hear us or because we are expressing aggression. Raising the volume can therefore introduce, often unconsciously, a sense of conflict or tension. It may also reflect an implicit perception of us as lacking sensitivity.

	533 In this sense high volume does not foster refinement of perception. It does not help us develop the ability to notice and appreciate subtle details. If we extend this idea, we can say that the experience of art is an education in sensitivity, not only of the senses, such as sight and hearing, but also of the mind and the heart, of our inner awareness.

	534 This reflection can be connected to the human desire for a long life or even for immortality. Here we encounter the relationship between quantity and quality. What is the value of a long life lived superficially, without depth, without attention to the richness and subtlety of experience? Rather than expanding life horizontally, by increasing its duration, we can seek to expand it vertically, by deepening its intensity. A short life, if lived with depth and richness, may be more worth living than a long life lived in superficiality.

	535 At this point, we may ask: what distinguishes artists, art critics, and spiritual individuals?

	536 Artists live the experience of art, they make the work of art. Art critics develop expertise in styles, history and interpretation; they make connections and offer analysis. Spiritual individuals, instead, focus on connecting the experience of art with the broader meaning of life. While artists may be absorbed in their work, spiritual individuals connect that experience to fundamental questions: How do we live? What gives meaning to our existence? How do we relate to ourselves, to others and to the world?

	537 In this sense the perspective of the spiritual individual is intentionally broader. Their concern is not limited to the artwork itself, but extends to the whole of life. Similarly, while the art critic excels in describing and analyzing art, the spiritual individual seeks to connect these insights to inner life and to the wider dimension of human existence. The artist is devoted to art; the spiritual individual is devoted to life, human life, especially to its spiritual aspects.

	538 Moving further in this direction, we can consider another important aspect: the ability to describe experience. Often, when people describe something, they rely on vague expressions such as “It was beautiful” or “It was incredible”. Such statements convey little and do not help others enter into the experience. Art critics, by contrast, are skilled in articulating details and nuances, though even this has its limits: language can never fully capture what is in our soul.

	539 Nevertheless, cultivating the ability to express experience through language is valuable, provided we remain aware of its limitations. Words can both illuminate and distort or reduce what lies within us.

	540 For this reason, the language best suited to describing spiritual or artistic experience is not always precise or analytical. Sometimes poetic language offers a more powerful means of expression. Language itself can become a form of art when used creatively and sensitively.

	541 I have personally experienced this in the study of the Bible. Some teachers, through the way they structure their explanations, their choice of words, phrases, and expressions, convey not only information but a living experience. They do not merely explain the text; they communicate something they have themselves encountered, listened to, experienced and enjoyed.

	542 This use of language differs fundamentally from preaching. A preacher aims to persuade, to convince others to believe. An artist, by contrast, does not seek to inculcate belief, but invites exploration and continues the act of listening even while expressing themselves.

	543 Listening is, in fact, the essential element of the entire artistic process, from its origin in the artist to its reception by the audience. The artist listens while creating; the listener listens while receiving. Art is therefore a continuous process of learning and teaching the art of listening, not as passive reception, but as an active awareness of what is unfolding in the event of listening.

	544 This process can extend beyond art and become a way of living. Our way of speaking, acting and making choices can itself become an art, a language of life. In this sense spirituality is the art of living with as much awareness as possible of the significance of what takes place within us.

	545 Yet even awareness has its limits. Just as words can fail to fully express experience, awareness can sometimes constrain or distort it. For this reason, spirituality involves both awareness and a kind of openness beyond awareness.

	546 Finally, it is important to recognize that spirituality is not the solution to all problems. It does not eliminate suffering, evil or confusion. These realities remain, and they too deserve to be acknowledged and listened to. Spirituality does not provide definitive answers to questions such as why suffering or evil exist. It is a better way of experiencing life, including its negative aspects.

	
Spirituality and control

	Spirituality needs some absence of control

	547 Spirituality cannot be confined to a purely disciplinary mindset, one focused solely on study, regulation, and academic inquiry. Spirituality means inner experience, which involves affection, emotion, feeling, humor, sex and a degree of unpredictability. History shows that religious life in the past was sometimes intertwined with practices such as sacred prostitution, dance, intoxication and the use of psychoactive substances.

	548 Yet, while a lack of control and rigid planning is an essential aspect of human existence, it also creates fertile ground for confusion, deception, imposture and the loss of seriousness and critical judgment, ultimately undermining the value of spirituality itself. This leads to a difficult question: should we embrace this lack of control, attempt to repress it hypocritically, or settle for a moderate middle ground, a lukewarm position that can be even less authentic than excess?

	549 In general, spirituality has no rules and does not prohibit any. Individuals are therefore free to choose their own guidelines, deciding whether, how and when to follow or abandon them. It turns out that spirituality must necessarily be a pluralistic fact, since being with and without rules, with and without control, are ways of life that cannot be met simultaneously in one person. Spirituality in the most general sense cannot have reference characters, such as Jesus is to Christianity, Buddha to Buddhism, Muhammad for Islam etc. In the context of Christianity, for example, Jesus is the reference character at the cost of being contradictory on many points; issues arise easily and the contradictory nature of Jesus can even become the solution: he is portrayed in the Gospels as kind and severe, glutton and ascetic; however, it is difficult to portray him as male and female at the same time; as a result, sexism problems emerge hopelessly in the Church.

	550 Pluralism instead is often criticized as confusion. Catholics, for instance, have long accused Protestants of fragmentation into countless denominations. This reflects a recurring tension also seen in politics, between democracy, dictatorship and intermediate forms. Seeking definitive solutions to this tension is misguided. Pluralism implies ongoing change and we cannot expect to control or resolve conclusively the evolving nature of the world. We can only strive to live within it as thoughtfully and dynamically as possible.

	551 While a detached, academic approach to spirituality has the advantage of restoring seriousness, coherence and intellectual rigor, it also has clear limitations. The alternative is to keep moving forward, cultivating self-criticism and reflection, precisely what we are doing by engaging with these questions.

	552 Safeguarding spirituality from chaos, impostors and deceptive forms of pseudo-spirituality must be the responsibility of spirituality itself. This is similar to the arts, where a simple doodle might claim to be a masterpiece, but is ultimately judged through ongoing critical evaluation. Likewise, figures such as Jesus did not protect religious institutions from hypocrisy or deception. Such protection can only emerge through a continuous, dynamic process grounded in criticism and self-criticism.

	Creativity

	553 As a further reflection, let us consider the following question: how can we know whether we are truly creating something or merely living within a cage, obeying its rules?

	554 We have spoken about control, but if we are entirely governed by it, where is creativity? Where is spontaneity? Where, ultimately, is spirituality?

	555 The short answer is simple: there is no objective criterion. Any standard we adopt can always be challenged. Someone approaching from a different perspective may say “You are not free, you are not creative. You are unaware of the cages your mind inhabits. You are merely obeying other rules, functioning as an instrument of something else”.

	556 Objections can be raised from both sides. To those who believe themselves spontaneous and creative, one might argue “You are not truly creative; you are simply a passive product of mechanisms, of industry, of biology, of nature”. Conversely, a person who exercises strong control over their life might be considered genuinely free, since control can involve critical thinking. Criticism, in turn, means becoming aware of multiple perspectives and recognizing their limits and flaws. The more perspectives we understand, the freer we may become. Yet even these arguments are not objective; each position can be endlessly questioned.

	557 What, then, can we do? We must examine the issue more deeply. What we need is a way to bring together different elements: a degree of control, a degree of spontaneity, a degree of freedom and even a degree of obedience to rules.

	558 My general point of reference is walking, in the sense of cultivating an existential path in your life. Walking implies movement and movement has a particular kind of magic: you can do many things almost simultaneously, because you have different moments. At one moment we do one thing; at the next, something else. When we walk, we are never perfectly balanced, we lean slightly to the right, then to the left. The same is true when cycling: forward motion is achieved through continuous imbalance.

	559 This suggests that life itself can be understood as a kind of path. Along this path, we can become aware of how we dynamically balance and unbalance control and spontaneity. I value the metaphor of walking because it contains the possibility of negating itself. For instance, when organizing our time, we might decide that for a certain period, an hour, a day or even a year, we will suspend planning and give full space to spontaneity and freedom. Then, afterward, we may return to reflection and control, asking: What have I done? What have I achieved? In this way we create a dynamic balance between discipline and openness.

	560 It is important to recognize that pure spontaneity is not a solution. Some advise “Listen to yourself, follow your inner voice, let yourself go”. But, if I simply let myself go, I may only be surrendering to my biology, my instincts, my conditioning. In that case I am not free at all; I am like a ball being kicked, moving, but entirely determined by external forces. The ball might imagine itself free, yet it is only following the trajectory imposed by physical laws.

	561 Therefore, along our path, we must also accept moments of control, rules, discipline, even self-imposed constraints. We may say “Today I will impose something upon myself”, just as we impose a diet or commit to physical training. Athletes, for example, embrace strict discipline, yet we do not consider them slaves. On the contrary, they cultivate their capacity for freedom. They accept constraints precisely in order to expand their possibilities.

	562 The same is true for musicians. Those who seek inspiration often submit themselves to rigorous practice, learning their instruments in depth so they can express what lies within them more fully.

	563 Ultimately, we can only choose which “cage” we prefer to inhabit, while striving to remain as aware as possible of its boundaries. This may sound pessimistic, but it need not be. Some cages can be enriching, they can be paradises. Consider, for instance, the “cage” of love: within it we accept many constraints, yet we also experience profound joy.

	564 Cages are not merely instruments of oppression and slavery. If we learn to navigate them wisely, drawing on all our resources, including intellect, body, emotions and intuition, we can transform them into tools for building a good freedom in our lives.
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Spirituality and criticism

	565 Spirituality must be able to withstand criticism. Not infrequently, people who describe themselves as spiritual, when confronted with criticism of their ideas or their lives, respond by becoming irritated or by dismissing criticism itself, along with what they perceive as an excessive reliance on human intelligence. Instead, they may retreat into what seems uncontrollable: the heart, feelings or intuition, domains in which superficiality and self-deception can easily take root.

	566 At the opposite extreme are those who never tire of arguing. They delight in refined or intellectual conversation, provided their personal responsibilities remain untouched. This dynamic can foster mistrust, discouragement, confusion and a reluctance to engage in the demanding work of understanding. More broadly, it may even contribute to a general suspicion toward thinking and reasoning themselves. In this sense one might speak of a historical phenomenon in which philosophy and thought have, to some extent, become victims of their own critical tendencies.

	567 Once spirituality, as inner life, is embraced as a way of living that involves one’s whole being, it is understandable that criticism is not experienced merely as an intellectual exercise, but as a personal attack. Moreover, while spirituality may be related to philosophy, it is more fundamentally an experience, a journey, rather than a matter of abstract reflection or debate. For this reason, sincere and serious spiritual individuals may feel disoriented or unprepared when faced with sharp or sophisticated criticism. Their aim is not to become specialists in theoretical reflection: that task belongs more properly to philosophers, theologians or mathematicians; rather, they want to cultivate within themselves a lived experience marked by depth, richness of meaning and fidelity to concrete human reality.

	568 How, then, can one remain open to criticism, capable of engaging with it constructively, without devoting excessive time to preparing responses to every possible objection? Several approaches may help.

	569 One is humility. A spiritual person does not claim to have an answer to every question, despite how such individuals are often perceived or may present themselves. In this spirit one can acknowledge criticism of both ideas and ways of life without feeling compelled to abandon them. Admittedly, not having an answer may create a poor impression within a community. Yet we have the striking example of Jesus, whose silence during his trial before the temple authorities has been remembered not as a failure, but as a powerful judgment upon his accusers. This suggests that, while humility may appear admirable in calm circumstances, it can demand great inner strength when faced with public scrutiny.

	570 From a psychological perspective, all of us are, to some extent, dependent on the judgments of others. The spiritual person, however, recognizes the need to limit this dependence. One cannot simply conform to the image that others attempt to impose. This insight already points toward the necessity of a deliberate and sustained spiritual practice, one that must be cultivated with consistency and care.

	571 Another way of responding to criticism is to examine criticism itself. If everything is open to criticism, then no criticism is beyond being questioned in turn. Since it is neither possible nor desirable to prepare responses to every conceivable objection, it is helpful to keep in mind certain general principles. One criterion is that of the limits of our awareness: to anyone who criticizes us it will be always possible to point out that there may be aspects of the question that both us and them are missing; this means that no criticism can ever claim to be definitive and aware of everything.

	572 These approaches presuppose that spirituality regards criticism not as an enemy to be avoided, but as an indispensable tool for growth.

	573 A final guiding principle may be expressed through the metaphor of walking. If you are walking, no one can blame you, for you can always reply: “I am on a path; I am already engaged in the work of improving myself”. Moreover, those who are walking are less vulnerable to having their attention dictated by others. Instead, they are able to propose what they themselves consider important and to open meaningful discussions about what truly deserves attention.
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Spirituality of charity

	574 Spirituality involves, among other things, an orientation toward relationality and sociality. Love, undoubtedly, is a form of relationality. Recognizing ourselves as particular beings who are not the center of the world leads us to pay greater attention to others. This shift in emphasis helps to properly orient spirituality, which otherwise risks being understood just as the individual’s attention directed inward, toward their own inner dynamics.

	575 In addressing social relations, we might find Jean-Paul Sartre’s perspective too destructive (“Hell is other people”) and Emmanuel Levinas’s (1906 – 1995) too naively optimistic. Yet the goal is not to seek a middle path. Rather, we must find ways of engaging that foster improvement, progress and growth in our shared human experience. Spirituality is a field of inquiry worthy of continual deepening. Alongside spiritualities of love, forgiveness and being, the spirituality of our relationship with others equally deserves exploration.

	576 On this topic Christianity offers a concept that may contribute to a renewed, non-metaphysical and non-dogmatic humanism: the notion of charity, whose basic reference point is the Greek term agápē (αγάπη). How can this concept be understood independently of religious faith? Certainly, we should not dismiss Sartre as obsolete: the idea that “Hell is other people” still retains its force, as does the recognition of universal spirituality as evil. However, the intellectual framework we have developed thus far provides a context in which such questions can be better explored. A performative interpretation of charity involves testing and questioning life to try ways of growth.

	577 Charity, too, is not exempt from subjectivity. Even something like an expensive perfume was judged precisely by Jesus more necessary than almsgiving to the poor, as suggested in the Gospel account (Mark 14:3–9).

	578 Charity can also be understood as a way in which nature reflects critically upon itself, for example in relation to the “law of the strongest”.

	579 Since charity can be interpreted in multiple ways, it must remain modest, aware of its own limitations and the ways it may be tainted by self-interest. It must keep open to doubting its own existence. Surely it won’t be important letting the right hand know something about which the left hand doubts even its existence. Charity aspires to be a facet, a reflection, of a spirituality in the process of cultivation, with a desire to share itself with others.

	580 Any act of sharing may be compromised by a latent desire to dominate. Yet this awareness should not discourage us. Rather, it reminds us that the effort to love, to share and to cultivate a sense of participation in the good must also involve critical inquiry and self-criticism. In this sense the broader path of spirituality outlined here can itself be understood as an ongoing practice of reflection and growth, where charity and love are part of it.

	Subjects towards other subjects

	581 A common misunderstanding about charity arises from the ambiguity between external gestures and personal relationships. Consider, for example, a poor person asking for help: “Please give alms”. If I give her money, I may think I have performed an act of charity. Yet we intuitively recognize that charity is not simply almsgiving. What, then, is it?

	582 Paul the Apostle addresses this issue clearly in the First Letter to the Corinthians 13:3, in the well-known “Hymn to Charity”: “… and though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing”. Even the most extreme acts of generosity may be devoid of charity. Therefore, charity must be something else.

	583 Historically, the key reference for understanding the meaning of charity has been the Greek term agápē (αγάπη). Yet this, too, is often misunderstood. Does it simply mean sharing food or being together? How can we define it without reducing it to superficial interpretations? I have tried to make my own formula for a useful way to understand charity: it is the growth of one subject toward other subjects. Although this may sound abstract, it provides a valuable framework. Love, in this perspective, can be defined as “growing and making grow”, in a perspective where becoming, evolving and moving forward form the foundation of existence. Thus, a clear criterion emerges: for there to be true charity there must be growth, both of oneself and of the other. In this perspective charity and love coincide.

	584 What, then, distinguishes charity from love? Love is the broader concept, while charity refers more specifically to concrete action, though not in a purely external sense. An authentic action is one that embodies growth. Charity, understood as movement from one subject toward another, is never complete: it is an ongoing journey, a meeting of one inner universe with another universe, aimed at mutual enrichment.

	585 The term “subject” is aimed to avoid confusion with metaphysics. Metaphysics tends to objectify reality, reducing everything to objects. By contrast, the notion of “subject” emphasizes lived experience, including human limitations and conditions. The problem with equating charity with almsgiving can be clarified in this philosophical context. The defect of charity understood as almsgiving is in being understood as metaphysical, which is as objectivity, the material object, the material action, as to say “I gave you alms, here it is, this is charity”. The problem is that this way the subject has disappeared. True charity, instead, is the growth of one subject toward other subjects; it is the journey of a person towards other persons, so that there is growth and mutual enrichment.

	586 The etymology of the word “charity” also offers insight: it suggests “dearness”, becoming dear to another person. Rather than being evil or hell, as Jean-Paul Sartre famously expressed in “Hell is other people”, one tries to become for the other a positive, meaningful and enriching presence.

	587 In this context of understanding charity as walking from myself as a subject towards the other subject, we can also keep in mind another idea that comes to us from Saint Paul. It is the concept of exploring assimilation to the other, making oneself similar to the other, sharing their condition, being like them, like the others. Paul says, in first Corinthians 9 “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law … I have become all things to all people”, which is almost reaching the point of becoming a sinner to be similar to sinners. This is nothing but what Jesus did, in becoming a man to share the condition of sin. Here it would be necessary to discuss the being a non-sinner of Jesus. We could understand it as having shared this too, even being a sinner, but we are not going to discuss this theological problem here. What is important is the essential criterion: this walking of the subject towards the other subject means exploring the horizon of the different one, to the degree of denying myself, which means doing what I wouldn’t agree with, what I wouldn’t want to do. The criterion of walking has this particularity: being able to do the opposite of itself, being able to deny itself. Walking can therefore also mean stopping, obviously not to turn stopping into a final rule, so that we won’t walk anymore, but to explore different experiences. In this context walking, love, charity are the same thing, with this special ability to include self-denial. This is the meaning of moving towards the subject.

	588 At this stage it is good to explain what happens when, instead of moving toward the other, one merely affirms oneself. Such self-affirmation often occurs at the expense of others. This is evident in certain hypocritical practices: activities that generate inequality or exploitation while claiming to serve charitable purposes. For example, luxury industries may promote initiatives whose proceeds are said to benefit the poor, while the underlying system perpetuates unjust distributions of wealth. This contradiction reveals a deeper problem: charity cannot be grounded in self-affirmation disguised as generosity. An indicative gesture, that happened on 2017, was when the car maker Lamborghini gave one of its most recent and expensive car models to Pope Francis. The criterion adopted by the pope was selling it, so that the proceeds will go to the poor. That’s all false, it’s all hypocritical. Lamborghini means luxury, luxury means unjust distribution of goods. What should belong to the poor by social mechanisms has been taken away and given instead to those who are richer. Carrying out a commercial activity like Lamborghini means carrying out an activity that creates social injustice, creates an unjust distribution of goods and therefore saying that the proceeds will go to the poor is a hypocritical contradiction. It would be like selling weapons, selling tanks and then spending part of the proceeds on peace. If you are going to do this, then don’t make tanks instead.

	589 In this regard the teaching of Jesus is striking: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Matthew 19:21). Charity cannot arise from a framework centered on self-affirmation. Philosophy helps clarify this point: charity cannot have metaphysics, that is, the material object, as its basis. Charity must have the subject at its basis, it has to be growth of the subject towards other subjects. Metaphysics, which is material goods, has to be at service of this.

	590 One might argue that even imperfect acts are better than nothing. This is false. When charitable actions reinforce systems of injustice or normalize hypocrisy, they produce falsehood rather than genuine good. Selling tanks and then giving the proceeds to the poor, for peace, is not better than doing nothing, it means constructing falsehoods, accustoming the masses of people to hypocrisy, to the idea that charity can be lived in this false way. The saying of Jesus “Do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing” (Matthew 6:3) is based on this logic. It warns against self-display and self-affirmation disguised as charity. At the bottom lies the affirmation of the subject, who takes refuge behind the metaphysical gesture, behind the materiality of having given alms.

	591 We can now return to the initial point. Authentic charity must be understood as a journey of the subject toward other subjects. When lived in this way, it becomes a meaningful and transformative experience, one that fosters growth, well-being and even what we call “happiness”, though that term remains ambiguous, overused and essentially shallow.
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Spirituality and politics

	592 Those who seek to live spiritually cannot withdraw from the world, nor expose themselves to the criticism advanced by Karl Marx, who described religion as “the opium of the people”. At the same time Marx’s critique can be turned back on itself: a preoccupation with work and social issues may itself become a kind of opium, distracting us from the deeper question of the meaning of life.

	593 Even so, the spiritual person cannot retreat into an abstract spirituality under the pretext that it alone is essential. From this perspective even Jesus may be questioned in his response to Martha who, unlike Mary, who sat listening to him, was occupied with household tasks (Luke 10:38-42). One might recall, in this regard, that, according to Luke 8:2, certain women supported Jesus and the apostles with their resources. Likewise, the choice of living from almsgiving, as in the case of Francis of Assisi, presupposes that others are able to work and generate the resources that are then given away.

	594 The difficulty with politics, in its relationship to spirituality, is that it often becomes a fertile ground for the most brutal human tendencies, such as competition, the “law of the strongest” and the drive to expand one’s power. Even democracy can be seen as a problematic form of political organization, insofar as it entrusts power to the masses, allowing mass-oriented ways of thinking to prevail over more critical, reflective and intellectually rich perspectives.

	595 In light of this the spiritual person has much to contribute to the world, especially by maintaining the awareness that politics should always be understood as a means rather than an end. The true end must be continually sought, so that it can guide the criteria by which political means are chosen and exercised. A significant illustration of this is the gesture of Jesus who, when confronted with the case of the woman accused of adultery, bent down and wrote on the ground (John 8:3-9). This act can be seen as rebellion against those who want to drive your attention according to their narrow mind and also as an act suggesting that, before addressing the immediate issue, one must first reflect on the broader horizon, within which the specific problem appears as only a means and without which all particular solutions to particular problems are only apparent solutions. This criterion can be referred, more fundamentally, to the relation between subjectivity and objectivity.

	596 However, the spiritual person does not limit their role to indicating the highest purposes of life. Spirituality is also expressed through engagement with concrete political realities, especially when there are urgent issues that need immediate intervention. In such contexts error is not merely a possibility but actually inevitable, because there are no perfect and immaculate political paths. The spiritual person, therefore, is not one who avoids mistakes, but one who is willing to acknowledge them and take responsibility for them.

	597 What ultimately matters is the collective journey toward the common good, a good that needs to be continually rediscovered through shared inquiry and critical reflection.

	The fall of ideologies

	598 Ideology has traditionally been what distinguished political parties from one another. Each party was once grounded in a system of thought, a relatively precise and structured organization of ideas. In more recent times, however, we have witnessed a fall of ideologies. Every system of thought has revealed its own vulnerability to criticism and internal contradiction. As a result, political parties can no longer rely on a single, coherent framework of ideas, since any such framework can be challenged from multiple directions.

	599 The problem is that, alongside the decline of ideologies, a broader distrust of thinking itself has emerged. Reflection and critical thought are often perceived as sources of confusion, manipulation or contradiction, something illusory rather than constructive. In reality, what has declined is not thinking as such, but a particular way of organizing and managing ideas. Since this particular way was conceived as the only one existing, people has abandoned interest in thinking at all, thinking as such. That model has dominated for centuries and its collapse has been experienced as the collapse of thinking altogether; now people are more inclined the opinion that reflection is futile, since any idea can always be contradicted by its opposite.

	600 In this context political parties, often rebranded under new names but still recognizable in their basic structures, are no longer distinguished by systems of thought. Instead, they define themselves through practical decisions. People, in turn, tend to align with parties not because of shared ideals or long-term visions, but because they agree with specific policies or positions on particular issues.

	601 The difficulty is that little attention is given to the underlying framework of thought, if any, behind these choices. Decisions are made instinctively rather than through deep and critical reflection. This leads to a significant problem: the loss of a clear sense of purpose. People continue to make choices, but the ultimate ends become unclear, reduced to vague notions such as well-being or some common good. Yet what do these terms really mean and on what criteria are they based?

	602 Within this framework, pragmatism, understood as a focus on immediate, concrete action without sustained reflection, becomes problematic. It fosters the illusion that one can act effectively without thinking deeply. In truth, action is never separate from thought: the mind is always at work. To believe that we can act without reflection is simply to accept, uncritically, the ideas already present in our minds.

	603 The real question, then, is not whether we think, but how we think. Do we engage critically with our ideas, examining, refining and questioning them or do we passively follow what seems most convenient or most widely accepted? If the majority is composed of individuals who do not reflect deeply, on what basis can we trust that their choices are truly good or optimal?

	604 This is the situation in which we find ourselves today. It does not appear particularly promising unless we rediscover ways of engaging constructively with ideas. This requires recognizing that thinking remains possible and necessary and that we must reconcile ourselves with the intellectual traditions of the past, not by returning to them uncritically, but by developing new ways of thinking that are more adequate to the historical experience we have inherited.

	605 Such a task demands effort: not only intellectual reflection, but also lived experience that must be consciously cultivated. In this process spirituality has an important role to play, offering resources for both critical inquiry and personal transformation.
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Spirituality as nourishment

	606 Experiences of spirituality, like the experience of listening to a meaningful word, can be understood as forms of nourishment. To think of spirituality as nourishment is to consider it in relation to human needs such as support, orientation and motivation.

	607 At the same time we need to be cautious not to interpret nourishment merely as a source of energy. This misunderstanding appears in various pseudo-spiritual movements that speak of energies to be awakened, positive and negative forces, hidden currents circulating through the universe, supposedly accessible through attunement, special objects or practices such as astrology. Such views are problematic not only because they lack scientific grounding, but also because they distract from a more important task: understanding why energy appears to be lacking in the first place.

	608 A simple analogy may clarify this point. If a car cannot move because its brakes are blocked, it makes little sense to install a more powerful engine or use stronger fuel; what is needed is to release the brake. Similarly, if a person struggles to complete a task because they are oppressed or bullied, it is misguided to try to “boost” them with artificial forms of energy. The real solution lies in addressing the underlying cause. For this reason it is more appropriate to speak of motivations, or their absence, rather than of “energies”.

	609 Moreover, we should remember that spirituality, like any human activity, is not a universal remedy. It does not provide ready-made solutions to every problem. Nevertheless, it remains a profound human capacity, capable of fostering balance and wholeness in our lives.

	610 At this point a critical question arises: can growth nourish itself? Can the act of walking sustain further walking? There is no infallible source of nourishment, no guaranteed and permanent support or guidance. We can strive to bring forth what is possible, our best efforts. In this sense, a path can indeed nourish itself. To express this paradoxically: even hunger can become a form of nourishment.

	611 This idea may seem unsettling and rightly so, since it could be misused to justify neglect or oppression. Yet, if considered carefully, it reveals something important. If a medicine could permanently eliminate hunger, it would ultimately lead to malnutrition, because we would lose the impulse to nourish ourselves. Hunger, in this sense, plays a vital role: it sustains the processes that keep us alive.

	612 In this light even the words of Jesus to the Samaritan woman, John 4:14, about a water that removes thirst forever, need critical reflection. Such words can be understood meaningfully only if “thirst” refers not to the vital drive to seek, but to those restless desires and anxieties that cause us to lose sight of the value of the search itself, fixating instead on final, static goals.

	613 Spirituality, if conceived as nourishment, should be understood not as a fixed object, but as an ongoing act: the act of seeking, of engaging, of feeding oneself through movement and growth. In this sense it is appropriate, echoing Francis of Assisi, to speak of “sister dissatisfaction” or “sister hunger”, without which we would soon die from lack of nutrition.

	614 What truly nourishes us is not the material food itself, but the activity it makes possible: the act of eating, the process of seeking, the movement of becoming. Material food is necessary, but only as a means. Without the movement it generates, it would be meaningless. The ultimate aim is not the possession of nourishment, but the dynamism it sustains, the ongoing process of growth and exploration.

	615 Spirituality, then, is a form of nourishment that we do not merely receive but can also create, even for ourselves. This idea may be resisted on the grounds that self-reflection or self-nourishment risks becoming narcissistic. Yet avoiding this danger should not lead us to the opposite extreme of neglecting self-examination altogether. Self-engagement is not necessarily a form of stagnation; it can be a powerful instrument of growth and can even improve our attention to others. In fact our inner life, our psyche, our spontaneity, already functions in this way, continually feeding itself.

	616 A helpful comparison can be drawn with the perspective of prophets in the Bible. The prophet reflects deeply and interprets their experience as revelation: “God has told me this…”. Even a non-believer can adopt a similar stance, saying instead “My experience has led me to this insight; my path has revealed this possibility of growth”. In this way we can learn to value our own capacity for insight, to trust our reflective processes and to recognize our own spirituality as a source of nourishment, not only for ourselves, but potentially for others as well.
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King of colors
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	617 This painting by Patrick Ezechiele has struck me as particularly intriguing. One of its most distinctive features is the way it foregrounds the observer’s point of view. The river’s water is almost at eye level, placing the viewer directly within the scene. In this respect the tuft of grass in the lower left corner becomes especially significant: it enters the viewer’s field of vision as if they were sitting there themselves. It seems to say “You are here, seated in this place; you are part of the landscape, you are inside it”.

	618 Perhaps this impression resonates with my own experience of spending long hours in meditation in similar environments, where the visual field appears in much the same way, grass entering the frame almost unnoticed, calm elements, water nearly aligned with the gaze. For this reason I would suggest that the true subject of the painting is not the landscape itself, but the observer. The painting functions almost like a mirror. While many landscape paintings present the scenery as their primary object, almost like postcards, here the landscape refers back entirely to the subject, to the act of seeing itself.

	619 Another aspect is the absence of any element that demands attention. Nothing asserts itself or competes for dominance. Even the sun appears restrained, almost shy, as if unwilling to disturb the stillness. The young trees express a similar modesty: they do not seek to attract attention with flashy branches or particular shapes. This quality creates a sense of balance, one of the most difficult achievements in any work of art.

	620 At the same time the reflections in the water appear more pronounced than one might expect in a painting inspired by reality. This seems almost like a subtle play on meaning: reflection, here, suggests not only a visual phenomenon but also thought itself, as if the artist was telling me: reflecting is important; reflection refers me to my unconscious, to what is under and within water.

	621 There is also a faint, almost concealed suggestion of darkness or evil. The mountains on the right are, rationally speaking, simply mountains; yet their form gives them a cloud-like quality, as if they were swollen with an impending storm. Our rational perception classifies them as part of the landscape, but their shape hints at something more ambiguous. It is no coincidence that they are opposed to the timid sun, as evil is opposed to good.

	622 Two dominant colors shape the scene: the green of the vegetation and the orange of either sunrise or sunset. The green leans toward a darker, warmer tone that harmonizes with the muted orange light. Neither color is bright or intrusive; both seem deliberately restrained, contributing to an atmosphere of silence rather than spectacle.

	623 The clouds above, though light in color, carry a different weight. Their forms and their downward movement toward the viewer create a subtle sense of threat, almost like ghostly presences emerging from an unknown realm to bring bad news.

	624 And yet, taken as a whole, the painting remains soothing, especially for that allusion down there, far away, who knows what lies beyond that curve of the river, certainly hopes, possibilities of other unknown silences.

	Subjectivity

	625 There is in Jesus Christ a distinctive emphasis on the role of the subject, almost like returning a ball to the one who threw it. Throughout the Gospels an underlying message often is “Look at yourself”. For example, there is the law that says “Certain things have be done this way”, but the law does not save you. Look at yourself, you are interpreting the law. There is the sacred, there is the sacrifice, but you are the one who is making the sacrifice, look at yourself.

	626 This is a call to attend to the subject. Through the course of history of human reflection there emerges a gradual discovery of the importance of directing attention not merely to the world, how it is structured, how it functions, but to the one who observes, thinks and interprets it.

	627 By contrast, we can observe an opposite tendency in nature. From a scientific perspective, nature often appears governed by strength, survival, and competition, the so-called “law of the strongest”. In this sense it is oriented toward objectivity, since objective analysis enables control, power and survival: it allows the predator to identify, pursue, and capture its prey. Nature privileges the external, the measurable, the objective.

	628 At this point, one might ask “What, then, should I do?” Yet even this question can be unmasked as problematic. It already presupposes an orientation toward objectivity, because “doing” implies identifying something external, an action, a task, that can be completed and then set aside, saying “I have done it”. In this way even the question “What should I do?” risks distancing us from ourselves. But then a paradox arises: what are we to do, if we cannot even ask what to do?

	629 A further difficulty emerges here. In writing about subjectivity, I inevitably objectify it, I turn it into a topic, something to be discussed. In doing so I betray it. Those who come closer to respecting subjectivity are artists, who do not define it conceptually but present it through experience. An artist does not explain subjectivity; rather, they show how they see the world and invite us to reflect on how we see it. Yet there is no formula, no stable method that guarantees respect for the subject. Any prescribed action, “Do this to preserve subjectivity”, would itself become another form of objectification.

	630 What, then, is the way forward? Objectification, deeply rooted in the legacy of Greek philosophy, has shaped human thought over millennia and cannot simply be discarded. It is part of who we are. Rather than choosing between subjectivity and objectivity, it is better to seek ways to bring them into relation, to establish a dialogue between them. This requires a dynamic approach: an ongoing process of discovering how best to relate the two.

	631 What emerges from this reflection is a clearer sense of the task before us. The work consists in cultivating within ourselves the most fruitful contexts for this dialogue: finding ways to relate subjectivity and objectivity and to foster genuine exchange between subjects: I give you my being me as a subject, as it is, and you give me your being you as a subject; there is also an exchange of objectivity, because we make use of reasoning as well.

	632 In this process spirituality has much to contribute. It helps to create the conditions for meaningful reflection. Not all forms of reflection are equal: there is reflection rooted in contemplation, silence, concentration and meditation, and there is reflection that is rigid, one-sided and driven by the desire to dominate. A critical and self-critical spirituality encourages the cultivation of contexts that support a balanced and authentic engagement between subjectivity and objectivity.

	633 In this sense art also becomes a crucial guide. It teaches us to remain attentive to subjectivity without falling into forms of thought that reduce everything to objects, such as the persistent question “What should I do?” and many other inquiries, even philosophical ones, that risk transforming lived experiences into objectified entities.

	
Disillusioned

	634 Beautiful and sensual, it offers itself
to my eyes of energies thief,
always looking for scraps of courage
to oppose to the fear of the unknown,
disillusioned, as now I am,
from centuries of learned philosophy.

	635 She is the Moon, painted in the dark
that, splendid in its whiteness,
returns my languid look.

	636 She watches me, pious, dragging myself,
as a mask of Greek drama
until that day,
vainly intent
on stealing others’ daring
from the wickedness of the majority
diluted and subjugated.

	637 I smile, and I only have the consolation
of some love won with sacrifices.

	638 I smile, and all that remains is admiration
for those fearless mortals
which, also for me
and without any hesitation,
went one day to touch the Moon.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Premise

	639 It would have been easy to ask Di Martino himself lights on the meanings present in this poem, but I normally prefer to stick to the habit acquired in biblical exegesis: what I have in front of me is the text and it moreover, once produced, lives of its own life, is able to have meanings even completely unrelated to the intentions of the author.

	A general consideration

	640 This one by Di Martino can be defined as a “dialectical” poem, because it expresses two contrasts: it is possible to feel something like two alternative voices of the poet, a superficial one and a deeper one; there is also contrast between strength and weakness.

	Detailed comment

	641 Beautiful and sensual, it offers itself
to my eyes of energies thief

	642 The double Di Martino emerges already in the first two verses: on the surface he is the thief of energies, therefore the massified, trivialized man, which society continues to goad so that he goes on searching continually for strength and energy. Think of how today a great amount of what circulates in society is conceived as something that must give energy, because the man of our age always feels short of energy, having to chase the frenetic rhythms of the consumer society. But this is just Di Martino’s skin. Under the skin we realize that there is the uncommon: it is not like the massified man to realize that the moon is not just romantic or beautiful, but even provocative, sensual; sensual means that the poet feels attracted to it with a profound force comparable to the attraction that a beautiful woman is able to arouse in a man. Furthermore, it is not like the standardized man to realize that the search for energies turns us into thieves: a thief is someone who wants to misappropriate what belongs to others; the massified man who wants to be energetic does not realize that this way they support mechanisms of oppression that inevitably transform themselves into oppressors, therefore into thieves.

	643 … always looking for scraps of courage
to oppose to the fear of the unknown

	644 A thief cannot buy courage in ordered blocks, but they steal it in the form of frayed scraps, like when they steal a woman’s purse and find it in their hands torn and frayed by the act of violence. Now the thief Di Martino sees himself watched by the moon and he is tempted to steal something from her, especially since she is surrounded by darkness, by the unknown, and is therefore presented as one that somehow manages to overcome this problem.

	645 disillusioned, as now I am,
from centuries of learned philosophy

	646 Philosophy has failed. It has left only disillusionment even in those who didn’t want to be mass, but Di Martino is not a philosopher and this becomes an advantage to him: it is not like philosophers to be able to notice the way indicated by the moon.

	647 She is the Moon

	648 Di Martino cares about telling the reader that his Moon has a capital letter and is a she, a person. But why a person? He explains it a little later, self-portraying himself “as a mask of Greek drama”: we recall that the etymology of the word “person” is connected to the concept of mask, used in Greek tragedies. In the confrontation between these two persons, the poet recognizes himself as a failure: he, who would be the real person, sees himself as a residue of a person, reduced to a mask, while the moon, which would only be an object, is instead considered a she, that is, one that really is a person. What does this mean? The personification of the moon does not have the scope of a religious personification here, this is not a religious poem; the being “pious” of the moon certainly does not refer to something religious, but rather to pity towards the mask-man. Why then in this poem is the moon a person? The answer to this question is not found in some verse of the poem, but in the very being of it: the moon is the one who dictated this poem to Di Martino, it is the muse that inspired him, the moon is the poem itself that we are reading. By entrusting us with this poem Di Martino is entrusting us with that same moon from which he felt himself looked at. It is in giving us this poem that Di Martino stops being a mask and fully regains his being a person, which the moon has allowed him to recover.

	649 But how can it be that the moon has made the poet recover his personhood? The answer is in the following verses:

	650 painted in the dark

	651 This moon is also a human work: the poet looks at it in the sky, but by looking at it he interprets it, he considers it his own way. The poet realizes that, while looking at the moon, he is actually painting it; this is nothing other than what interpreting specialists call “hermeneutic circle”, to indicate that, when we read a book, the book is also reading us, we interpret the book, but we are in turn interpreted by it. This is why the poet feels returned his gaze to the moon, the moon he painted through his gaze, as if his eyes were a brush:

	652 that, splendid in its whiteness,
returns my languid look.

	653 This feeling of being returned the look is a feeling of being rebuilt in his own person, we could almost say like a child who grows and develops also thanks to feeling looked at by his mother; but here the moon is not a mother, it is rather a journey companion, the journey in which the poet drags himself:

	654 She watches me, pious, dragging myself

	655 But how can it be that the gaze of the moon manages to make the poet recover his being a person, from a mask to which he felt reduced? This can happen because the moon succeeds in awakening in the gaze, that is in the soul of the poet, the sensitivity for candor:

	656 splendid in its whiteness.

	657 What is so important about this candor, so as to restore to the poet his personality? This candor is the essence, the center of this poem, because it is the weak, disarmed, vulnerable response to the mass-man who, aiming instead at strength, armament, invulnerability, has made existence in this earth a hell. This mass man is the thief Di Martino, as opposed to Di Martino who instead lets himself be watched by the moon, it is the philosophers who have fallen into disillusionment, it is the

	658 wickedness of the majority

	659 it is

	660 those fearless mortals

	661 who

	662 without any hesitation,
went one day to touch the Moon.

	663 This is the dialectic of which we said between strength and weakness.

	664 until that day,
vainly intent
on stealing others’ daring

	665 “That day” is obviously death and in this poem even death is double, based on the way we choose: for the thief death is vain, useless, it is loss of meaning for an already meaningless existence. But it can overturn its meaning on the basis of how “others’ daring” is meant: if this daring is that of the thief, then everything is in vain; but the poet wants to subtract this daring

	666 from the wickedness of the majority
diluted and subjugated.

	667 Boldness is bad because it is made so by the wickedness of the majority. But there is a clean daring, which is what emerged in the poet precisely in writing this poem, in bringing to light the feeling of being watched by the moon. In this other daring death is, on the contrary, significant, because it is the death of one who is working to recover polluted things

	668 from the wickedness of the majority.

	669 The fact that by the majority this daring was

	670 diluted

	671 cannot make us but think of the philosopher Zygmunt Bauman, who introduced the concept of “liquid society”, that is a society that liquefies every certainty, every point of reference, causing the disillusionment of

	672 centuries of learned philosophy.

	673 I smile, and I only have the consolation
of some love won with sacrifices.

	674 Last two stanzas both begin with “I smile”, but it is not a smiling of one who feels superior, who thinks he has understood things better than others. On the contrary, it is the modest smile of one who does not delude himself first of all about himself and it is precisely this that the moon has taught them with its look, because even the moon is nothing but a part of this world and the sensuality of its look is a candid sensuality. The poet therefore does not accuse the world, does not blame bad society, but recognizes himself as a man like others, who walks in this global village, he also experiencing the joys of love bestowed by family life, felt as a conquest by years of work, sacrifices, things that every good family man knows well.

	675 I smile, and all that remains is admiration
for those fearless mortals
which, also for me
and without any hesitation,
went one day to touch the Moon.

	676 In this stanza there is the culmination of the double meanings, the dialectic, the oppositions contained in the poem. The modest Di Martino, who recognizes himself as part of the mass, makes no secret of admiring the man who went to the moon, but saying “without hesitation” suggests presumption as well, vain pride. Even the expression “to touch” is double: was it the touch of the astronauts’ suits on the soil of the planet moon greater than the poet’s feeling touched by the look of the Moon, with capital M, which is a she? But even here the poet does not want to be the accuser, we see that he learned well from Moon the teacher, who does not accuse anyone. His admiration for astronauts is sincere; he simply presents himself to anyone as a traveling companion.

	Synthesis

	677 This poem shows a message of humanity as an alternative to that of the search for strength. It is the alternative of a modest way of being, which however is not limited to superficial modesty as an end in itself, but carries it forward as an attitude, a method of listening with which to move in his own sensitivity. By exploring his own sensitivity the poet meets the moonlight and senses that this levity, lightness, this candor, that not everyone is able to see as even sensual, is the way to go if we want to build a different world.

	Walking in subjectivity

	678 The poet who dialogues with the moon, who feels looked at by it, can be considered as someone who dialogues with his subjectivity, because the moon becomes like a mirror of himself, a symbol of his soul. However, the gaze of the moon is still like the gaze of someone else looking at me and therefore like an objective, critical gaze on me. For this reason the action of turning to the moon, this poem to the moon, can be considered as implementing a dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity. This implementation creates a feeling of peace, well-being, pleasure, not just in Di Martino’s poem. In the tradition of the whole world the moon has always made us think of something calmed, tender, romantic, placid, even profound, which leads to reflection, to the self, because it is with oneself that one feels calmed, placid, calm. In this context the moon, symbol of ourselves, indicates a way in which to inhabit our being, our subjectivity, like when someone, at the end of a day, finally finds themselves calm, alone, without many thoughts, and they revert to themselves, to their own subjectivity, and experience that feeling of peace. This is like a kind of living, each of us lives within ourselves and also finds relief in living within ourselves. We can also think of Jesus’ expression “Where your treasure is, your heart will be”. My heart, of course, is first and foremost in myself, left aside the risks of narcissism. It is not narcissism to the extent that this self is experienced as a journey, a road that leads towards others, rather than as a point of arrival. This has to be conceived not as an automatic tendency, such as “if you look at yourself you will automatically love others”, but as part of the path to cultivate. All of this, if cultivated with completeness, as a path, with a critical mind, can have many positive fruits in everyone’s spirituality.

	679 One fruit can be an appreciation of one’s own dignity, that is, awareness of one’s own being as a person, as an “I”, who grows, has an interiority, walks; it leads to being able to claim this dignity against, for example, corruption, blackmail. The person who has a strong awareness of themselves, of their own spirituality, has another good to refer to continuously and therefore, within a committed path, has the tools to be less blackmailable, less exposed to corruption than those who, instead, are willing to sell their soul, because perhaps they no longer believe in anything, or are disheartened, or actually have been corrupted by money and therefore they sell their trust in truth, to give themselves over to lies, deception, to selling their own conscience, their own soul.

	680 Another positive aspect can be that of mercy. Attention to myself, in a way of cultivation, growth, self-criticism, can lead to a better awareness of what others feel when they suffer and therefore to understand better, be more in tune, more empathetic, experiencing their feelings, knowing how to put myself in their shoes; however, this happens as well not as an automatic process, it does not come spontaneously, but as something to be cultivated through attention to one’s own subjectivity.

	681 Another aspect is getting used to pay attention to the particular. I will learn that many things are based on my way of thinking, on my opinion, they are not universal ideas that I can impose on others. It is a growth that then can also be shared, it can be attention to other subjectivities, attention to detail and particulars.

	682 Lately, all of this can be called “walking”. The importance of attention to subjectivity lies in growing up, walking, because this work makes not only me, but also other people and even the whole world walk.

	683 All this cannot be built in five minutes, it is like a language, a language which is made up of many words, which in order to be understood requires that every single word and sentence be learned and that many corrections are also made to bad habits, or different habits, that one has taken from their own language. This language deserves to be learned, because it is a sensation, an interesting experience the moment you realize that you can speak another language, you can think in ways that are different. It is a satisfaction because you really feel enriched, enlarged and willing to grow further. It could be called “having a personality”, but I think the word that sums it all up is “walking” or “richness”, or, as the fruit of walking, “spirituality”.
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Looking for oneself

	684 In admiring
that infinite part of the universe
that opens up to my mediocre eye,
I stretch my hand
to confetti of light,
frescoed on a plaster of darkness
in the wall of the immense.

	685 Perceiving in hands
its constant pulse
is comfort
to my immature sense,
removed, at random,
from the sack of consciousness.

	686 I feel hungry
for the fire
that gives birth to the Star my friend.

	687 I approach, wistful, a man of my crowd,
participating to the unique game,
that I still feel, but deprived of flame.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Commentary

	688 Anassimandro, a 6th century BC philosopher, believed that fixed stars were nothing more than holes, that the light of the fire, located behind the sky, passed through. The poet Di Martino reminds us that every conception of the world, every idea, arouses, in our heart, emotions that influence the meanings we identify in our existence.

	689 The magnificence of the universe leads him to consider his own eye as a mediocre eye. We might recall, in this feeling small, Psalm 8: “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you care for them?“.

	690 The outstretched hand can be understood after reading the continuation of the poem, in which he considers the pulse of infinity like an affectionate nanny, whose hands he feels. The expression

	691 Perceiving in hands

	692 lends itself to a double meaning. If we mean “feeling like in the hands of a nanny”, then we have the concept of a universe that acts as a nanny to the poet. This allows us to understand the outstretched hand like the little hand of a child, raised in an attempt to touch the stars. If, instead, we intend “perceiving in my hands”, then we have the concept of a human being who is like a nanny for the star; in this case the outstretched hand is a hand that wants to caress the star, cradle it and feels its pulse as if the star were a child of which, in cradling it, we perceive the throbbing of breath and heart.

	693 The exact term used by the poet is not pulsation, but compulsion, which means push, impulse: the poet feels that the Star has within itself a push towards him. It is a perception similar to that expressed in the poem on the Moon, by which he felt looked at.

	694 The term “confetti” recalls the effect of an intermittent glint, a pulsing that makes us attribute the stars a vitality which is like a smile turned towards us.

	695 Just as the moon was “painted in the dark“, the stars are confetti “frescoed on a plaster of darkness“. This background of darkness looks like a note of distant and hidden fear, it is the presence of death, which acts as a background at any moment of our life, even the most beautiful ones. The poet does not hide this note which pollutes every human smile, but this, for him, doesn’t turn life into sadness.

	696 In his relationship with the stars the poet feels that a process of maturation, of growth, is taking place: this is the idea aroused by feeling immature. However, this growth is not only a necessary step forward: it is also the comfort of staying, stopping; in this sense the word “removed” can be applied to the comfort, rather than to “my immature sense”: it is the sense of deep comfort that is unfortunately often forgotten, due to the distractions of the crowd, to which the poet refers later.

	697 This whole sentence contains two freudian terms, compulsion and repressed, as if to say that the contact with the stars recovers the poet’s contact with the depth of himself and of humanity in general, an intimate, hidden universe which is worth rediscovering and exploring, albeit with the necessary delicacy, prudence, respect, because it proves to be the source of intimate, sweet, profound experience of our human being and of the historical human community we are part of.

	698 Removed can also refer to my immature sense and then immature does not mean non-mature, but primitive, primordial: daily worries lead us to remove from our consciousness certain primordial sensibilities, which wander, deep in our selves, until the contemplation of the stars recovers their right of citizenship and finally makes them feel comforted after the trauma of repression. In this sense “at random“, to which the poet makes reference, is the violence of this world, which, like a bulldozer, does not distinguish between beautiful and bad things, but it blindly removes all that is felt as an obstacle to the urgent needs of shallow daily living.

	699 Consciousness is defined as a sac, which makes us think of an amniotic sac, a container in which our identity is formed and develops. Then we can refer this sack to the collective consciousness, the others, who, with their being, contribute to define our identity, but also to hide what is considered an obstacle to the social banal life. In this case the bulldozer is precisely the sack, the social sack, the sack of the banal social consciousness in which each of us is immersed.

	700 Similarly to the previous poem on the Moon, in which the poet was always looking for scraps and on stealing, here he is hungry for the fire, a hunger aroused by the foretaste of the stellar beauty, but a healthy hunger that anyone should rediscover in themselves.

	701 In last part we find a meaning of the sack of consciousness, that is, the sack of the only social game, here now called “crowd“. The man approached by the poet is the maximum anonymity, the mass man, a wheel of the game of gears that form the bulldozer that blindly invests and removes primordial sensibilities. Such a man makes him feel the pleasure of social play, but it is an empty game, deprived of the immeasurably deep and sweet pleasure that the poet’s soul had been able to enjoy while cradling the star and letting himself be cradled by it.

	702 In these last verses there is, in the original Italian version, a repetition of assonances between man, game and flame: the poet is hungry for fire and thinks he finds this fire in man, since it has a similar sound and even more similar is found in the game created by man; but it is a deception, in the end he must conclude that it is not so. Flame, despite the similarity of the sound, is unfortunately not found in man, nor in game, but it is a completely different thing, which he unfortunately could only find by looking at the Star.

	Forgiveness

	703 Contemplation of darkness with stars reminds me when I was in pleasant moments of solitude, contemplation of darkness, or of the sea, or of beautiful countryside landscapes. I had the perception that, in those environments, thinking of listening to music would have been like a blasphemy, a sacrilege, because I perceived that that environment, that sky, that sea, were speaking to me so intensely that I couldn’t ruin it, pollute it, with a piece of music, even classical music.

	704 However, there is a kind of intimate conflict in this experience, because I look at the sea, the stars, the countryside, the trees, they fascinate me, touch me, they tell me something intimate in their calm silence, and yet my critical sense, my reason, tells me that, if I were ill, suffered or died, that landscape, those stars, that sea, wouldn’t have given a damn. I was nobody to them. Here is this conflict: the landscape touches me deeply, but I can’t help but also not accept it, because it doesn’t look at me, it doesn’t consider me. This can be connected to the poet feeling like an orphan of fire. In the history of world culture we have been fascinated by many things, that have even transformed our feelings into a religion, but then we killed God. We killed him because, as with landscapes, we saw that he abandons us in suffering, we feel neglected; both God and the world don’t care about our being, our suffering. So we killed God, we killed the stars. Here is the conflict: where is the fire, which nevertheless touches our soul while looking at the stars?

	705 The stars can fascinate us because slowly, as if they were walking, both with that trembling and because after a few hours they are in a slightly different position, with their touching us intimately it is as if they were inviting us to forgive the fact that, if we died at that moment, they would not be able to do anything, they would not be interested.

	706 But how can one forgive, what can the sense of this forgiving be? Forgiving essentially means walking. As the star walks and touches my soul, it touches it because it invites me to walk as well and, if I accept that invitation to walk, it means that I am forgiving the fact that in that environment in which I am there is no one who cares about me, I could die and no one would help me.

	707 That way I accept the invitation of the star to feel myself as a subject, because, in the relation between subjectivity and objectivity, objectivity is the one that tells me “You can die, here no one would care”, while subjectivity, on the other hand, is feeling touched by the charm of the landscape and the star. In that sense subjectivity is like a pressing invitation to forgive objectivity and I can forgive it because, in this relationship, I pursue, I carry forward, a journey that is made of listening to subjectivity, which talks to objectivity.

	708 This can make everything different. It is therefore not a question of neglecting or ignoring the evil found in the universe which fascinates us, but of transforming it into a dialogue between our subjectivity and objectivity. Transforming it into a dialogue already means exercising forgiveness, because dialogue means journey.

	709 At this point we can understand why we can say that Jesus died while walking: because from the cross he said “Forgive them”. That means “I want to walk with them in understanding them, they are killing me and here nobody is helping me, not even God (My God, why have you abandoned me?), however forgive them”. “Forgive them” cannot come from an objective reasoning, but from subjectivity, from the touched heart which, in dialogue with objectivity, thinks “Everything here is lost, but I prefer the dialogue with subjectivity and objectivity, so I say “Forgive them”. If and when this forgiveness is able to have a start, then we are no longer orphans of fire. We killed God, because God does not respond to the problem of evil, but, even after killing him, we can forgive him, or, possibly, especially in the perspective of believers, ask him for forgiveness again.

	710 When we experience this, we are working to create peace in the relationship, the dialectic, between subjectivity and objectivity, which becomes a mutual education. Between subjectivity and objectivity no stable synthesis can be achieved, but it will be a continuous dialectic. Forgiveness is like this, there is never an arrival point. Forgiveness is a journey, a continuous reinterpretation, because the past, the offense, is not forgotten, but we work continuously, so that there can be an improvement in life, in relationships. All this is possible and is capable of attracting our “I”, our subject, our subjectivity and then it can make us become fire.
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A sea

	711 Between a Sun and a Moon,
it is an art thinking about
how vicious it is
that ambiguity between me and I,
harbored in the surreal
deception of an existence
consumed in estimating
pompous cannibals of other people’s lives.

	712 Between a thousand Suns and a thousand Moons,
it is an art thinking
that free
the soul will be
from any vice,
deception or ambiguity,
when it’ll have lost the panache
for the dark boastiness.

	713 What an anguish this art is,
if thoughts and card castles
shape a sea
where those who think can drown.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Commentary

	714 In this poem there is a meditation on the relationship with oneself and on the relationship with others. The first one is marked by the words

	715 between me and I

	716 the second one by

	717 cannibals of other people’s lives

	718 which also bridges the multiplicity of next verse

	719 a thousand Suns and a thousand Moons.

	720 In this sense we can infer that the sun and the moon symbolize the ego and “me”: “me” is the ego made object, object of reflection, the same way as the moon reflects and is an object of reflection of the light coming from the sun. Consequently, the thousand suns and the thousand moons symbolize the multiplicity of the Is (here meant as a plural of I) and selves of human society all over the planet.

	721 So in its debut

	722 Between a Sun and a Moon

	723 the author shows himself in reflection about himself.

	724 The expression

	725 Between a Sun and a Moon

	726 is in this poem the exact equivalent, in inverted order, of what is said three lines later with the words

	727 between me and I.

	728 All three stanzas of the poem are characterized by the reference to thinking as an art. This duality must be considered with vigilance: there is a lot of difference between privileging the semantics of thinking and privileging that of art. In the first case we project ourselves into the world of mentality, cerebrality, while in the second one we are oriented towards practice, lived experience. So what does the poet mean when he says that thinking is an art? Does he want to exalt the greatness of the human mind, or does he want to warn us against the risk of carrying out thinking without making it be an art, therefore making it remain in the random, in the smoky? In this suspicion lies the central meaning of the poem, which we will find more fully defined in last verse.

	729 What is the implementation of thinking as an art, therefore as life, as concreteness, rather than as smoke? It consists of a critical action, in becoming aware of a vice:

	730 how vicious it is

	731 What is this vice? It is the bad ambiguity, hidden behind reflecting on the nature of the ego, that is objectified when we call it “me”. But what can be bad, ambiguous, in simply considering our being I? There is a falsehood, a deception, a lack of adherence to reality and, even more, a claim to place ourselves above reality: in the particular context of this poem, surreal means “above the real”, “in a position of domination over reality”. This is what “me” is: the claim to dominate the being of the ego, through the concepts that we build on it. This placing our ego in front of our eyes, by calling it “me”, is an arbitrary split. When we look at the mirror and say “That’s me”, we are committing an act of malice, of pride, because we are deluding ourselves about understanding what our I is. We are proud of having understood that that one is the image of ourselves. This way we forget that at that moment it is the ego that is the mirror of the mirror. We are the ones who ultimately choose what sense to give to the image that the mirror is giving us back and therefore it is ultimately a relative, subjective, limited sense deformed by our mentality.

	732 The doubling of the ego, which occurs when we think of putting it in front of us and making it an object of reflection, calling it “me”, is lysis, splitting, breaking of existence, pollution of its unity, therefore deception ready to become pride, arrogance .

	733 In our reflection in front of the mirror we think we can recognize the arrogance of cannibals, who are always the others and never ourselves, and we forget that each of us is arrogant, superb, cannibal, when we say in front of the mirror “That is me”, because we forget that “who I am” has not be told us by the mirror, but by others. Making the mirror speak means deceiving and deceiving ourselves because it makes us forget that when the mirror speaks we are actually always the ones talking. After all, we are the ones who establish the meaning of what the mirror is saying.

	734 In all of this, then, we try to take a step forward, try to make others say who we are and this way we are brought to the second verse. Relationship with others opens our eyes to the deception we have said above, unmasks our arrogance, compared to the previous moment, when we thought that only others were arrogant. It makes us aware of the unconsciousness in which we were, a so deviant unconsciousness as to make us exchange the arrogance for panache. Being cannibals is presented, incredibly, brazenly, as a demonstration of our good taste: if I kill it is because I am good, if you kill it is because you are bad.

	735 If, in the first verse, art consisted in making oneself aware of the ambiguity of the ego who watches himself, takes a selfie, thinking we have identified it as “me”, in this second verse the art consists in a hope

	736 that free
the soul will be

	737 When will this hope come true? Everyone imagines it in its own way, what matters is that it should be an art, which includes in itself the search for morality, the effort to be aware of our being pompous cannibals.

	738 Now we go to  last verse,

	739 What an anguish this art

	740 which seems to be a manifestation of melancholy, sadness, pessimism, but it let’s us think that instead it is a warning: this art is anguish if…, suggesting that if it is not practiced this way, it won’t be anguish. This art is anguish if thoughts become castles and pretend to be form. This was Aristotle’s claim, claim to have identified in the form the being of everything, the essence, the substance, a claim that still imprisons all Western thought in metaphysics, in realism. Castles, form, in last verse, are terms that indicate order, schematism, framework, dogmas, pre-established truths: this is how it is, how it has always been, this is how it must be, always, forever. This makes art anguish, transforms it into a sea where those who think drown without realizing the sea in which they are drowning, because they are inside it up to their necks and beyond their necks. Then the positive proposal implicitly appears here: thinking can be an art, as long as it does not rely on the mirror, because the mirror is still us who look at it and interpret it; it is an art as long as we cultivate hope in future freedom, as long as this hope does not become a castle, because all castles are made of paper and when they collapse they are like a sea that envelops us and makes us drown.

	741 This last thought cannot but to make us think of another drowning in another sea, a drowning that is instead humble, which actually is a container and source of deep vitality, as Leopardi admirably expressed in the poem The Infinite:

	742 in this
immensity drowns my thought:
and shipwreck is sweet to me in this sea.

	743 In short, destiny is always a drowning, but there is much difference between different ways of drowning: there is the drowning of the superb submerged by the collapse of their house of cards and there is the drowning of Jesus, or Socrates, or Falcone , submerged by a death that is defeated, because it is destined to provoke an increase in life.

	Additional notes

	744 In this poem Di Martino says twice “it is an art thinking”. This expression can be understood in different ways. It can be understood as a warning saying: be careful! In order for thinking to be fruitful, it must be an art, we must be aware that it is an art, otherwise it becomes a thought almost of mere mathematics, the typical reasoning of logic, which deludes itself, because mathematics is an art as well and therefore, even when we think we are reasoning, we must remember that we ourselves are always art, because our subjective being intervenes anyway. In this context we can also keep in mind that, probably, the fall of ideologies, the distrust in thinking because everything is in a crisis, everything can be criticized, can also be attributed to this, that is, to a way of thinking that has forgotten that it is an art and therefore it has been no longer able to gain trust, because it turned out to be hypocritical, because it tried to hide from itself that it is art, subjectivity. It claimed, instead, that what it said was certain, sure, clear, mathematical, rational, precise.

	745 Now, keeping in mind that thought is also art, when we say “art”, however, we must not only think of works of art as works of art, such as Leonardo’s Mona Lisa or Michelangelo’s Pietà. In a context of spirituality, art is something that involves the whole existence, the sense of living, and therefore it exists not for the pure pleasure of producing or enjoying a work of art that has its own beauty, but to live our existence in the world.

	746 In this context there is an exchange of help in interpreting oneself: my spiritual life guides me to better interpret works of art, to see them not only as works of beauty, but also as works of walking, works of spirituality, which affect our entire existence, our entire life. If I look at Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, I can also think that Leonardo placed his spirituality, his sense of existence there, perhaps unconsciously. This is a way of looking at works of art, a specific way that looks at them as works of spirituality.

	747 We can notice that every work of art is, to a certain degree, an attempt to break away from rules, to redefine what art is. This aspect may be less prominent in classical works of art, which we call classical exactly because they fall within certain fairly definable canons. More contemporary works show, instead, in their rebellion against rules, their will to go outside from the boundaries of a work of art. Actually we can find this aspect in classical works of art as well, that is, an attempt to even create the meaning of what art is, rather than sticking to an already preconceived meaning.

	748 There is also the problem that not all existence is art, not all the world, not all life is art. However, since spirituality means art as well and thinking is an art, this can also mean trying to forgive the non-artistic nature of certain life contexts. This is what in the Bible the desert is as a symbol. The desert in life is death, absence of spirituality, absence of content. When life is death and absence of contents, I can try to forgive it by continuing to introduce my part into it, my contents, my creative subjectivity. This can be done first of all with a fundamental activity of “receiving”. A desert is a silence able to touch my intimate being. I can experience this, but I can also introduce my own physiognomy, which is a work of art, into the desert.

	749 This can be expressed as dying while walking. I live death by walking. This means that I am living it while continuing to insert my artistic physiognomy into it. Dying does not exist in the abstract: rather, every dying has its own exclusive specificity, its own uniqueness. There are only infinite ways of dying and therefore I can consider that in the universe I have this vocation: to make my very personal way exist, my typical physiognomy of my dying while walking and my living while walking. This means bringing life where otherwise there would be only desert and death. It is creation of a physiognomy. When I put my physiognomy into dying, into living, into this world, I am actually continuing to create my physiognomy and also contributing to create the physiognomy of this world. This can be connected to the concept of non-universality of the universe. Life is physiognomies, particularities, our particular ways of dying and living while walking, that each of us expresses. In this context we all need each other, because I need not only to introduce my physiognomy, but also to enrich myself with the physiognomic living and dying of other people.
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Mirroring

	750 Companion of every good morning,
arrogant behind tears of condensation,
who’ve always dared to reproach me
to believe to understand without knowing,
let me love,
now that, sad, I see
dying the flame
in a stormy sunset,
more certain than in a faint serene,
that poor shadow
that, about me,
with tarnished feeling,
you reflected, troubled soup.

	751 Because I am sure, in my heart,
that the fruits of the mind,
kept against oblivion or inheritance,
have now the right maturity.

	752 Because I am sure, it remains for me,
for the time that from now on I will press,
the human Value of my failures,
Phoenix from the shadow of your reflections.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Commentary

	753 This poem can be fully said to be daring, because it dares to present failure as a value: the heart of his thought is all in the penultimate line:

	754 the human Value of my failures

	755 This is not a totally new idea. In history it is possible to find for example Socrates, or the martyrs of the mafia, or the peak reached in the death of Jesus. In this poem, however, we have an even stronger daring. If we think of the examples I have indicated, the relative failures are considered worthy of being crossed in view of a value; it can be the value of honesty, consistency or divine love. Here, however, failures are not presented as serving a value, but are themselves a value; the Phoenix that rises is a symbol of failures; it is like saying that what is risen in the story of Jesus is death itself; in other words, we can also say that Jesus himself is death that has risen. Jesus would never have accepted such an idea, because evil is bad for him, death is enemy number one, failure is a very hateful suffering. In all of this we can find the Greek mentality of coherence, while instead Di Martino’s poetry proposes something different, a different way of thinking, another philosophy. We could speak of redemption of the universe. But let’s go to the text.

	756 Right from the title, the central protagonist is the mirror, with its reflection, its sending back an image that causes our reflection. The good morning company introduces to a friendly atmosphere, that dampens, but also contrasts, the immediate arrogance referred in the next verse. It is therefore an experience of betrayal from the start: it is an arrogant companion. This arrogance is made even heavier by an accusation of falsehood and hypocrisy: mirror tears seems to have empathy, the mirror seems to live your sufferings within itself, to put itself in your shoes, but it is only arrogance.

	757 In this poem, therefore, the mirror is an interlocutor with whom there is contention, controversy. But why is the mirror arrogant, why is there controversy with it? The mirror is arrogant because it claims to reflect, to know how to reflect and reflection is philosophy. The mirror is arrogant because it pretends to be a philosopher and, as a philosopher, it claims to be able to reproach, to be able to dictate what is good and what is bad. This reproach hurts the poet, because reflection has a power to convince. This poem is a struggle against the convictions that the mirror claims to communicate, it is a struggle against philosophy, which had managed to convince the poet of being guilty; turning against the mirror is thus an act of rebellion against a slavery, a Freudian killing the father, who would like to dictate moral rules. The reproach that the philosopher mirror had managed to inculcate to the poet was

	758 to believe to understand without knowing

	759 But now the poet has understood that the mirror, in reproaching the poet for believing he understands, falls precisely into the same hypocrisy: it is the mirror that believes to understand (understand in the sense of being able to catch, to get the image) and, what is even more serious, the mirror wants us to believe that he can understand.

	760 The poet’s rebellion is an effort to turn attention into something else: it is a rebellion to be carried out internally, because that is where philosophy produces its deceptions. Therefore the expression

	761 leave me

	762 is an invitation addressed above all to himself, because the mirror manages to imprison the poet’s mind. He makes the effort to shake himself off from this virus that entered the mind and finds the alternative to the reflecting of the philosopher mirror: to love. It is a question about loving what the mirror had instead commanded to hate:

	763 that poor shadow

	764 shadow to be hated because drenched in disturbance. Philosophy does not like disturbance, philosophy is a reflection that wants us to believe that we are always serene, like stars that are not disturbed by what happens on earth. This is the tarnished feeling: the claim of philosophy to appear better, even attractive, because it shows things misted up, suffused, like altered romantic photos, otherwise its own hypocrisy would be revealed, as well as what the photos actually alter is not the represented object, but themselves.

	765 In this context of ideas the flame that is fading is the mixture of arrogance, reproaches, enthusiasms and struggles about believing, understanding, knowing, saying good morning, is the straw fire of the hypocrisies that the mirror had always aroused in the poet, with its hypocrisy. This flame is now about to be replaced by another flame, which is more authentic, it is not as exuberant and exhibitionist as that of straw, but has the robust calm of the flame that instead springs from the wood; this flame that possesses true heat is love:

	766 let me love

	767 The stormy sunset, needless to say, is the sunset of ideologies. In this storm, however, the poet begins to see higher certainties, superior not because of some philosophy or religion, but because they are part of a growth. In this sense the faint serene was the hypocritical serenity offered by the philosophical certainties reflected by the mirror, faint like the straw flame that is now finally fading to give way to more authentic and consistent experiences.

	768 In next verse our attention is redirected to certainty: the word “certain” animates each of the three verses and represents the mood that the poet is managing to acquire; the question is not about the certainties boasted by the mirror, that is, by philosophy, but about certainties matured in a path of growth; a growth that is well advanced, because now the poet speaks of fruits. They are fruits of the mind, therefore still born from reflection, but a reflection that has now managed to make controversy against itself and to reserve a suitable place for the component that philosophy had neglected: love, love for the poor shadow.

	769 There is still an effort to break free from the philosophical links when the poet tells himself that it does not matter to exist forever, to resurrect to a new life, to continue living in the minds of others or to be forgotten: all this does not matter, it is only old philosophy. What matters is loving now. This is what the poet tastes as the good maturity, as a fruit that deserves to be savored.

	770 This fruit is a human value, but it is not a value exposed to any crisis of values: this danger does not exist, because the world does not even notice this value, it is blind to it: the value of failures. This value

	771 remains

	772 Remaining is an important verb, because it indicates something that enters and becomes part of us, constitutes our identity, in the same way as before, instead, what entered inside and constituted our identity was reflection, reflecting, pretended by the mirror.

	773 The future is subject to pressure, pursuit. This pressure was previously dictated by reflection, now it is dictated by love, love for the poor shadow, now again remembered as a Phoenix: this is the human value of failures.

	774 The Phoenix is the mystery of the new existence, but it is not too a mysterious mystery, which would lend its side to an accusation of emptiness, indefiniteness. The Phoenix is the whole journey lived by the poet and still being implemented; it is not a resurrection that took place once and for all, but a continuous, ever new resurgence, experienced with all the richness of soul that only love can give.

	775 It is a love that has yet to grow further, because in this poem there is no mention of love for the other; however, it is in any case a process of growth, therefore it is a matter of authentic love, which will certainly have no qualms about adding the joy of growing also towards one’s neighbor.

	Additional notes

	776 I have interpreted the reference to failure in the poem as failure of the Western way of thinking, Western philosophy, which perceives itself as a failure to the extent that it tries to practice self-criticism.

	777 A specific aspect of this failure is a way of thinking that proceeds by reasoning, tries to understand things “as they are”. This is about seeking the causes, the “why” of everything. We can also think of children who, at a certain age, ask their parents the reason of everything, often causing embarrassment and difficulty, especially because we don’t know how to explain such things in simple and easy words, understandable for a child, suited to their mentality.

	778 In the search for whys and causes, what happens is that we find causes and reasons. This has the consequence that, if we extend this way of thinking to all of our knowledge, then the whole universe, life, ourselves, all reality, everything, will appear to us as composed of causes, motives, whys and this will lead us to a deterministic thinking. “Determinism” means almost “mechanism”, as in a clock. “Determinism” basically means absence of freedom. In a watch gears are not free to do what they want, but each gear is “determined” by other movements, hence the idea of “determinism”. The whole world can be conceived this way, by basing on this mentality. If I go and look for the determination of everything, for the cause of everything, I will see that the world is nothing more than a set of causes. “A set of causes” means “a whole mechanism” and then the whole world will appear to me as deterministic. The reason of this is that I decided to look exactly for those things. Similarly, if I try to understand the world with a calculator, the whole world will appear to me as made of numbers.

	779 This means that actually many conclusions about how the world is made depend on the mental tool we have chosen to understand it, to know it. This way we can understand that the truth is not that the world is made like this, but that it appears that way to us because of the way we have chosen to know it.

	780 The search for causes, together with this way of seeing the world, concluding that the world is deterministic, made of nothing but mechanisms, without any freedom, can also make the world appear to us as a cage, because the search of the causes, of the whys, is motivated by a will to understand, to grasp, to catch, to cage with our mind. Then, as a consequence, the whole world will appear to me like a prison, like a cage, because that’s what I was looking for.

	781 The same goes for the search for meaning, which means search for causes and reasons. Maybe I am happy when I have found the meaning of something, but, in the search for the meaning of life, we will find the same mechanism that occurs in the search for causes. That is, whenever we find any fact, or concept, or idea, we go backwards, looking for its cause, but at a certain point we cannot go backwards infinitely. We end up being unable to understand what the primary, the original cause is. Even if we find it in God, then what is the cause, the meaning of God? If we find a meaning, then what is the meaning of that meaning? Both search for causes and search for meaning lead us to conclude that the world is just a mechanism without freedom and that the world does not have any sense. This way we can understand that the truth is not that the world doesn’t make sense, or the world is a cage. The truth is that it’s me who, by reasoning with this way of thinking, which is the search for causes, would inevitably end up to these conclusions.

	782 This means is that, ultimately, we cannot understand anything, we understand nothing. Everything we think we have understood depends, almost entirely, not on what we understood, on how the world is made, on the objects we wanted to understand, but on the tool we used to understand, so what dictates the conclusion is the tool, not reality.

	783 The tool is like colored glasses: if we wear red glasses, everything will appear red to us, because we tried to see things with red glasses. But our topic now is not just hermeneutics. It is a question of the fundamental way of thinking that exists throughout Western culture, which has been present in us for ages, until now.

	784 Now, faced with this feeling of failure in knowing, it is also worth acknowledging that we cannot give up, we cannot just abandon our search for causes and whys. Rather than thinking of canceling these efforts, demolishing them, it is more convenient to acknowledge them and try to adopt not a methodology of liberation from ways of thinking, which is not possible, but multiple ways of thinking, making them dialogue together, which is dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity, between art and reflection, or we could also say narratives and reasoning. The concept can be expressed in many ways, the idea is that it is worth to acknowledge the limitations of the tools we use. This way we do not throw away the tools, but try to use many different tools, with the awareness that each tool has its limits and also makes us see things somehow distorted. Therefore, to see them better, it is a good idea to take advantage of other deformations, which at least are different, created by different tools. This way, instead of getting pessimistic, we approach everything with humility or as a game, knowing that every quest, rather than letting us catch, cage reality, can simply help us to live, even in pleasant ways, precisely because of this humility regarding ways of understanding.
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I’d like

	785 I who was firm at a hanging rope,
out of need, I had to breathe
that last breath soaked
than between four doors
was closed.

	786 If I could, now, since I know,
give a number to the weight of my biggest fault,
it’s just testing
the free will of the wicked,
or the apathy of the wealthy,
or the arrogance of the proud,
that I would have bigger weight of relief,
making true that wish
that has always amused my days,
putting a purpose
to the usual lowest torment
of this death that breaks the ferment.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Commentary

	787 To better understand the explanation that follows, I recommend to read it while keeping the text of the poem visible, if possible.

	788 This poem is quite complex, it has a load of meanings, but it deserves to be studied because it is really able to enrich your spirit, it is a valuable contribution to growth in this world.

	789 Let’s analyze it in order not to get confused in the forest of echoes that it can create in us.

	790 To orient ourselves we must first identify a core, a center around which the poem gravitates. It is not so difficult to find it: there is the expression of a desire that acts as a skeleton for all the poem:

	791 If I could…

	792 … give a number

	793 This is the backbone of the poem: an expressed desire, only expressed, which has no answer. As if to say: “If I only could…”. But could what? Give a number. Giving a number means being able to quantify, measure, specify, define, give a name to things, being able to master, understand, grasp them.

	794 Let’s keep this point: the poet manifests a desire that has no way of realizing: being able to master, understand, grasp.

	795 Now we notice that other terms are linked to this idea of specifying, defining, grasping: he speaks twice of weight: weighing means really giving a number, establishing how much something is worth, basing on how much it weighs; when an object is weighed on the scale, an end is set, that is, there is finally a basis for establishing, for example, at what price we can sell it. There is also the verb “to test” which expresses the same thing: testing means weighing, checking, evaluating. The expression “making true” indicates the same tendency: making something true means making it concrete, making it visible, understandable, measuring it and showing its dimensions. “Putting a purpose” indicates as well the desire to reach something stable, secure, conclusive, defined. Putting an end means putting an aim, something that presents itself as precise, defined, capable of giving orientation.

	796 At this point we are going to understand that the poet feels the need for clarification, definition, concretization. In this sense the phrase “making true what I would like” expresses the same idea of “if I could give a number“. “If I could” is equivalent to “I would like“; “giving a number” is equivalent to “making true“, that is, being able to specify. “Making true what I wish” means “being able to define well (= making true) my deep aspirations (= that wish)”.

	797 Now we can proceed with another question: at a certain point the poet speaks “of my biggest fault“. Fault for what? He himself does not know it, he says that he would like to give a number to the weight of this fault, that is, he would like to understand it, specify it, establish what it is.

	798 At this point I try to intervene by trying to read behind words. The poet does not seem to be aware of it, but it seems that he actually has a very hidden suspicion on what this fault is. This guilt can be identified precisely in wanting to give a number, wanting to define, weigh, understand, grasp. This is the fault of Western culture, which has oppressed entire peoples with their pride, based on the pretense of having understood, of being intelligent, of being superior to other peoples. The poet perhaps suspects that this is the fault, but he is not aware of it. He is distracted from this awareness by the fact that weighing, defining, giving a number, are also our right, they are our needs to live: we cannot live if we never get to specify anything. Here is the confusion: to live it is necessary to grasp, give a number, weigh, but this weighing is also the origin of pride, oppression, arrogance, pride in having understood. This is why the poet cannot understand what his guilt is: because it is a destructive act which, however, is also a human right and necessity.

	799 Now that we have gained the essential coordinates, we can move more easily through the rest of the poem.

	800 What is this being firm at a hanging rope in the first verse? The hanging rope can represent an anchor point, something to cling to, to support, but the poet has now understood that clinging to anything also means making that thing the cause of our death. We cling to a rope to escape suffering, but life has now shown us abundantly that any rope to which we cling is ultimately death; it seems to us a lifesaver to escape pain, but that lifesaver soon proves impossibility of giving space to all our movements. It is a contradiction, a deception of life: sometimes we run away from suffering, but we run away to meet death. This is the same contradiction expressed later: “between four doors I was closed“. Let’s pay attention: he does not say “closed between four walls”, which would have been more logical. The doors should not serve to remain closed, but the poet unmasks this falsehood: it is the doors that close us, just as it is the rope that kills us, that rope that seemed to us a way out, just as doors seem to be.

	801 Now we can understand the meaning of this contradiction: it is about weighing, giving a number, which we talked about above: giving a number gives the feeling of mastering, but world history has shown us that giving a number means killing, suffocating, oppressing, as a hanging rope does while seeming to allow us to escape.

	802 Now we can understand what the poet says below: his guilt consisted in the desire for justice, which he has now understood that turns into guilt. This is what all courts do continuously: courts exist to do justice, but in reality they perpetrate continuous injustice in all their actions because they do nothing but giving guilts. Here is another form of the ambiguity in which the poet feels tangled: justice would be a right, but in reality it kills, because it makes people consider it from the point of view of guilt. So here is his temptation to enter people’s hearts, including his own soul, to see where free will is, where apathy is, where arrogance is, in a word: where fault is. But by now he has understood that this search is itself guilty and even, to put it better, giving people guilt.

	803 All poem therefore expresses this feeling of the poet about feeling tangled, intricate, cheated, enveloped. This corresponds to the sentiment expressed in first verses: he feels suffocated, would like to untie these knots and feels that there has been a breath. But what he breathed is not the pure of the open air; what he breathed is his own breath, not at all pure, a “soaked” breath; soaked in what? Soaked in himself. Here too there is an ambiguity that lets us see a light, but also hides it: the poet has now understood that what seems to us to be open air, fresh air in the morning, is nothing more than having given a number, having weighed, having dominated, and therefore has nothing fresh, is only the pleasure of having affirmed ourselves. So he suspects that true opening, true freshness, lies in breathing one’s breath, that is, knowing oneself, exploring one’s own depths: this is where the real opening lies, rather than in the illusion of going outside to breathe fresh air. But it is only his suspicion: in fact he breathed his breath not by choice, but because he had to do it: “I had to breathe”.

	804 At this point we can go to the other expression that would seem to contrast with the rest: at a certain point he says “now, since I know“. But what does he know, since his feeling is all about feeling tangled, feeling in the impossibility or, if anything, temptation, to give a number, in the impossibility of making his wish come true? It cannot be intellectual knowledge, it cannot be the knowledge of who managed to give a number. Therefore his knowledge can only be a knowledge of experience that goes beyond what can be said in numbers, beyond what can be expressed in words. His knowledge is the experience of himself, indicated by having breathed his own breath. The experience of oneself is not the experience of someone who has managed to create exact and precise ideas: that one is the knowledge of the number. The experience of himself is instead the one which is expressed in the totality of all the poem, which is in discovering himself as a poet, which as such is like having felt himself crossed by the muse, by art, by this spirit that moves within him and prompted him to write these verses.

	805 At this point, a curious thing happens, which contributes to the poet’s feeling of being cheated: the experience of himself leads him to want to weigh, to number, to grasp, to do justice. In short, he sees the road, he expresses it in the form of a wish, but he is fears it, because of what we have said above regarding Western arrogance. He fears it because he fears falling again into the error of universalising, imposing knowledge of the number that oppresses him. How to act then? We try not to forget that we are particular beings and that therefore every weight we give a number to is still questionable, it is tied to the person. What kills, oppresses, is saying that mathematics is not an opinion. The poet, on the other hand, suggests that even mathematics is nothing more than breathing your own breath, it is not being out in the open air. So, numbering acquires the right of citizenship, as humble, aware of its own particularism.

	806 This particularism is life, it is the ferment about which the poet speaks at the end, which opposes the “firm” expressed in the first verse instead: the poem moves in this tension between firm and ferment, that is between illusions of the arrogant West and the authentic life of the individual who reads his own breath.

	807 After what has been said, there is almost no need to explain the rest: the fact that the torment is said to be “lowest“, the “would” considered a plaything: they are as well signs of the tension in which the poet sees himself pulled from both sides.

	808 It is interesting that the poem does not have a conclusion, it does not have an answer to its problems and this can be considered a fundamental message of it: attention must be paid against conclusions, answers, because they hide the temptation of arrogance. In the depths of the spirit it is better to go by questions, desires and aspirations, as this poem does, rather than by answers, conclusions, numbers.

	Additional notes

	809 What we call “objectivity” can be considered, in a drastic way, as “evil”. Objectivity is anything that imposes itself and which I am unable to oppose with my subjectivity. For example, if a stone is falling on my head, that fact is an objectivity that imposes itself: I am not certain that it cannot be a dream, but, despite being unable to impose its certainty, this situation imposes itself all the same: even if it might be a dream, in the meantime I have to get out of the way, otherwise that stone will fall on my head. This is violence, the self-imposition of objectivity.

	810 Objectivity has this characteristic of forcing us to react with another objectivity, that is, to take some steps that are equally objective. In the case of the stone, the objective measure is getting out of the way. The problem, in this situation, is that objectivity, by forcing me to adopt objective remedies, leads me to reduce myself to a machine, to a mechanism, to having to obey by force and, above all, it leads me to forget my subjectivity, my being, my spirituality.

	811 To try to compensate this problem we can consider three ways.

	812 The first way is that of dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity. Objectivity cannot be eliminated, but I can make it dialogue with my subjectivity. An example of this dialogue is theological language. In theological language we reason, reflect, but we also listen to our own faith, our own spiritual experience, therefore there is a dialogue between objectivity and subjectivity.

	813 A second way is trying to react directly with subjectivity, therefore trying to raise not reflections, such as “Let’s see what I can do”, but rather directly contrasting with attention towards subjectivity. An example is the episode of Jesus and the adulteress. When they wanted to stone her, they asked him “What should we do?” and at first he doesn’t answer anything, he starts writing on the ground, as if to say “I don’t offer you a reflection, a reasoning, but a spiritual experience that refers to my being. You brought me an experience, I contrast you with another experience”. We can even just sit down and meditate to contrast experience with another experience.

	814 A third way, which can possibly be considered a subsection of the second, is attention to the self, experienced above all in the awareness of one’s own uniqueness, in the sense that I am the only existing person perceiving my specific self and I cannot make anyone else perceive it the way I perceive it. This reveals itself as a unique, exclusive and, in this uniqueness, even incommunicable experience, to the extent that there is nothing common to refer to in order to make others understand it the way I perceive it.

	815 In the background of this discussion there is the problem of the finger and the moon, that is, the finger that points toward the moon and sometimes, instead of looking at the moon, which is indicated by the finger, we start looking at the finger and lose sight of the moon. The same question is sometimes called the question of distinguishing between the map and the territory. It’s the same problem, that is, the territory is the real reference point, but the map is just a piece of paper, so we need to be careful when we look at the map: on it we are not seeing reality, but a representation of reality. We can also interpret this as the relationship between signifier and signified. The signifier can be a word, its meaning is the object that that word makes me think of.

	816 In the relationship between the finger and the moon, actually the moon is a finger as well, because, when I say that I am thinking of the moon, actually I am still thinking of my idea of the moon and therefore I am still in direct contact with my thoughts, not with the moon. This way the moon takes the role of the signifier, orienting me towards my thoughts.

	817 The opposite aspect could also be noted. That is to say, even the finger is a moon, in the sense that even the finger is already an experience, even the signifier is itself an experience, a contact with an experience. So, between the finger and the moon, the map and the territory, the signifier and the signified, each one can be the signifier, but also a the signified, because each one can be an experience and each one can also be considered just a pointer towards something else.

	818 In this context we have the opportunity of trying to exploit these elements in the awareness that they are multiple, each one has many values, many ways of use. Meanings can be considered mega-structures, but still structures. That is, the signified is not the object, but still a structure that refers to an object and, even when I say “object”, that too is a signifier. I cannot say, by saying “object”, that I have been able to refer to the object in an ultimately direct way.

	819 This effort to go, as far as possible, as close as possible, to the object, can be noticed in art. When I think about art, I can think about the artist, about the depicted object, but, in particular, I can keep in mind that that work of art aims to make me think about myself, about my inner experience, and so it is as if the artist told me “I know that I can’t let you enter into my experience and I also know that what matters is not my painting: what matters is what you can find in yourself”. That way the work of art becomes a reference to something particularly objective, that is, the objectivity of my internal experience. In this context “objectivity” coincides with “subjectivity”, that is, the work of art tries to refer me to the truest and most authentic subjectivity. It is as to say “Don’t look at the painting, at the artist, think about what that experience is arousing within you”. This applies, for example, to music as well. I can look at the composer, the performer, the instrument, the melody, but I can also imagine music telling me “Now forget everything and go think about what the music has aroused in you and that was there already before you listened to that song; that piece of music has tried to direct you to that experience that already exists in you”.

	820 This can also apply to the experience of silence. In silence we can be careful not to get caught up in reflecting, being tormented by problems, having to find solutions. This is what alienates us, makes us objects, machines that obey the search for objective solutions. In silence I can try to react to this problem, trying to let go of all reflection and trying to follow the conscience of my interiority, that silence itself that is there, without any content, nothing, silence as it is, as it presents itself to me.

	821 Even all these things I am saying may risk, in turn, continuing to refer back to contents made of words, so that the best reminder, the best reference to experience, is not a note that I can take, an explanation, but experience itself. That is, to remind myself to have an experience, the best reminder is not writing it down, but trying to go directly to the experience. This is a difficulty, because there is always the risk of never going to the experience, but going to something that actually points towards it and therefore with the risk that, rather than pointing towards it, distracts from it. In this context the third point, when I was talking about the self, is important. That is, precisely because we are unable to communicate the “I” in all that is unique in each of us, then precisely that can be considered the maximum of the subject’s objectivity, that is, the maximum of direct experience, no longer letting oneself be taken from words, precisely because we cannot put that “I”, as a unique experience, into words. Then, if in silence I am thinking, meditating, on that experience, there is high probability that I am really going to the true experience, which goes beyond the finger, the map, the signifier, goes directly to the experience. So, the best response to the risk of becoming victims of objectivity is this one: cultivating the awareness of our being “I” as a unique experience, which each of us is unable to express to other people and even to themselves, precisely because it is unique and therefore there are no common, shared words to say it.

	822 This way we discover a great universe. Sometimes I have called it a microuniverse, but we can also think that the microuniverse is what you look at with a telescope and the great universe is instead the “I”, that we can explore, the spirituality that each of us can explore within themselves. This can be the best response to the world that tries to alienate us, to the evil that objectivity is.
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Level 4

	
What is spirituality?

	Abstract

	823 The essential problem in defining spirituality is tension between narrowness and broadness. Critical analysis of dictionaries, history and problems shows that the best definition of spirituality is “inner life”.

	Introduction

	824 Spirituality is widely studied and explored today, but an agreed definition is still lacking, which arguably impedes research. This article builds on previous research to redress this problem, at the same time trying to determine a definition that also works as a thinking method to guide the study of spirituality.

	825 The absence of an agreed definition has been critically addressed by a number of recent authors. For example, Bregman’s article (2004)1 highlights the multiplicity of definitions while examining Principe’s article on the history of the word “spirituality” (Principe, 1983)2, the mass media, Paul Tillich’s theology; however, it does not undertake a systematic analysis and does not present a method to deal with the problem. The problem of the lack of an agreed definition is also discussed in King (2014)3, who refers to Tanyi’s (2002)4 articulate definition of spirituality, in the essential frame of a tension between narrow and broad definitions; King is afraid that “…with such a broad definition … almost anything can be called spiritual”. The same frame is focused on by Swinton (2014)5, when he says “It seems that, to an extent, spirituality means whatever the person asked thinks it should mean”, and by Gatmon (2015)6 who notes that “There seem to be as many definitions of spirituality as there are scholars attempting to define the concept” and gives some examples “… to illustrate both the commonality and lack of consensus in defining spirituality”. Narrow definitions have the advantage of clarity and precision, but exclude too many things or people that we intuitively perceive as undoubtedly spiritual; on the other hand, broad definitions are able to include everybody, but leave the perception of making spirituality something without a precise identity, so that it becomes difficult to realize how it differs from other things. This impacts research: Oman (2013)7, for example, falls in the problem of narrowness: his study doesn’t reach a conclusive definition and is quite conditioned by a concept of spirituality too limited to specific areas like religion, sacred, supernatural, so that other important fields, such as art conceived as a form of spirituality, fall outside its scope. The problem of narrowness and broadness of definitions of spirituality is a consequence of the complex history that is behind the word and the concepts it can refer to. I examine this history briefly later in this essay.

	826 As a consequence of the problem of narrowness and broadness, which is the essential origin of the other difficulties, we might predict that a definition of spirituality is most likely bound to failure today, because the ideas in circulation are not only different from each other, but often reciprocally exclusive, besides being uncritically assumed by people. As we know, for some people true spirituality must be religious, or even referred to one specific religious denomination; for others, religions, with their mental structures and institutions, are instead obstacles to the development of an authentic spirituality. Many connect the idea of spirituality with belief in supernatural forces, energies, powers, or astral influences, while instead others claim true spirituality also exists in contexts like scepticism, atheism, materialism or science. In this situation, finding a precise enough definition of spirituality, able to meet such opposing expectations of people and mentalities, looks nearly impossible. One solution, adopted by Swinton (20118, 2014) for example, is to leave aside the problem of a definition and carry on, relying on the practical and common usage of the word; this criterion could be considered itself a method of interpreting what spirituality is, especially if we consider that, from certain points of view, spirituality shouldn’t have a definition, because one of its essential aspects is the tendency to break boundaries, frames, schemes, rules, laws, to allow humanity to reach higher and deeper levels in every direction of positive progress. Nonetheless, this criterion, if used without connections with other perspectives, leaves everything undefined and problems easily arise: for example, anybody talking about spirituality without adequately clarifying the context of their mind, might be suspected of implicitly imposing their own culture and conception of spirituality, although unintentionally, unwittingly, as Hornborg has observed (Hornborg, 20119). Even the clarification of one’s own context can be tricky if it assumes a definition of spirituality without properly expressing the criticism that the adopted definition is exposed to.

	827 We may notice that other well-established fields of human culture, such as philosophy, religion, psychology, art, or even science, face problems of a lack of a satisfying definition, without going into crisis. However, this does not mean that we don’t need researches about definitions; a workable definition is an instrument tremendously helpful to research and indeed to agreement on any aspect of any field. It is also good, however, to note that definitions are misunderstood and become counterproductive if they are treated as conclusive, definitive, ultimate points, that, as such, would discourage criticism and expansion of horizons. For this reason, what I am proposing in this article is not meant as a final, static answer aimed at closing further discussions, but rather as an instrument for further development of general and critical research in spirituality.

	828 We also need to consider the importance of adopting a methodology. This can be understood to be a difficult task, considering the confused present-day situation outlined above and the fact that research on the topic is young and fresh; as a consequence, we find ourselves in the condition of facing a rather new field that needs, to some extent, new appropriate methodologies. For this reason, our methodology is somewhat forced to be dictated by the question itself, in addition to the methods commonly used in academic research. The present article aims to determine a thinking methodology alongside the attempt to find a working definition of spirituality.

	829 The fundamental method to determine a definition of spirituality consists in examining its history where, by saying “history”, we are including our present as well. For this objective, Principe’s article (1983) is a key work to understand the historical difficulties of the word “spirituality”. However, before examining history, I am going to start from a survey of some dictionaries because, when we examine history, we are already conditioned by our present culture. We want to approach history with awareness of the cultural preconceptions that condition our mind; these preconceptions are mirrored by dictionaries and they will be examined critically, considering the description that I have already given about our present situation, essentially framed in the tension between narrowness and broadness. After a survey of some dictionaries, followed by a brief history of the word “spirituality”, I will examine some philosophical aspects of our problem, to deeply understand which mental frames we are using in our research and, finally, I will give some concise reasons and perspectives about my proposal for a working definition.

	Dictionaries

	830 The first thing that comes out when we look at the meaning of “spirituality” given by English dictionaries is the reference to “spiritual”, which in turn sends us to “spirit”. This is what we find, for example, in the Oxford English Dictionary: it defines spirituality as “The fact or condition of being spiritual, esp. in nature, outlook, or behaviour; attachment to or concern for spiritual (as opposed to worldly or material) matters or pursuits; spiritual quality or character”. The entry “spirit”, in turn, makes use of words that would open wide and complex philosophical and cultural discussions, such as the meaning of “immaterial”, “supernatural”, “being”. Obviously, this happens with any word in all dictionaries, but normally we are sent to words that we perceive familiar, well known, not needing further deep study and details. This is not the case for the word “spirit”, considering the confused situation that I have described at the beginning. This way some definitions open even more questions and problems rather than giving a concluding, simple and clear idea. For example, the definition of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, in an attempt to be simple and clear at the same time, by saying “The quality of being connected with religion or the human spirit”, sends us to “spirit”, which is defined  as “The part of a person that includes their mind, feelings and character rather than their body”. There would be a lot to object about the opposition of the spirit in contrast to the body: does an authentic spirituality need to be perceived in contrast with the body, or perhaps exactly the opposite is true? Don’t actually many spiritualities deserve great positive attention to the importance of our body?

	831 A definition of spirituality that left me quite astonished for being so much and easily exposed to criticism is that of the Cambridge Dictionary: “The quality that involves deep feelings and beliefs of a religious nature, rather than the physical parts of life”. The immediate spontaneous objections are obvious: is spirituality always religious? What about the work of André Comte-Sponville, The Book of Atheist Spirituality (2009), for example, or Spirituality for the Skeptic by R. C. Solomon (2002)? How do we evaluate if a feeling is deep or not? How deep does it need to be, in order to belong to the extent of spirituality? Is religious nature something opposed to the physical parts of life?

	832 We see that the essential problem we face by consulting dictionaries for the word “spirituality” is that they have ultimately explained obscura per obscuriora, an ironic Latin expression meaning “obscure things through more obscure ones”. Fortunately, we can also find in dictionaries alternative expressions that give the idea of spirituality without making use of words coming from its same Latin root spirit-. These alternative expressions too fall in the difficulty I have said before, if we look in turn at their single words and then further at the words used to define them. However, there is a difference, because they connect to different roots: working out the meaning of “spirituality” by examining the meaning of “spiritual” and “spirit” keeps us in the circular horizon of the Latin root spirit-; instead, if a definition sends us to words coming from different roots, it is definitely more fruitful, because it makes possible to realize interconnections that enlighten each other and help us to build a rich mental context to figure the meaning of spirituality. At this point, we just need to find the best alternative expressions given by dictionaries to mean “spirituality”.

	833 This research has been limited to a few dictionaries and their definitions connected to the Latin root spirit-. I am not going to consider, for example, the semantic field of the German word “Geist”, that is etymologically connected to the English “ghost”, nor am I going to consider even more distant languages, like Arabic, Chinese, Hindi: such a wide study would need a complex team collaboration to produce a whole book, rather than just an article like the present one.

	834 Among the alternative expressions given by dictionaries, “inner life” proves the most effective: it is used like a synonym because of its shortness, is relatively frequent, rich in meaning, intuitively easy to understand, useful for further research and, most of all, it expresses what is essential in the original concept of spirituality, as I am going to notice below in reference to the prophets in the Old Testament. It is able to work as a hermenutics, which means an instrument for research, able to work as a method.

	835 Now I am going to show how the expression “inner life” is fairly used in the dictionaries I consulted and then I will highlight the semantic field of its components “inner” and “life”.

	836 The online English dictionary vocabulary.com explains the meaning of “spirituality” by saying that “Spirituality has to do with the spirit, not as in ghosts, but as in the essence of being human – your soul or your inner life”.

	837 The definition of “spiritualità” (spirituality) in the Italian dictionary Zingarelli 2026 refers to the word “spirituale” (spiritual), which has the difficulties I noticed up here, but gives also an interesting example of the use of this word: it reports the expression “Padre, direttore spirituale” (“Father, spiritual director”), defined as “Il sacerdote che assume la cura personale della vita religiosa di un fedele; nella vita monastica e regolare, chi è preposto alla direzione della vita interiore dei novizi, dei postulanti e degli studenti” (“The priest who takes on the personal care of the religious life of a faithful; in monastic and regular life, whoever is in charge of directing the inner life of novices, of postulants and students”). The first part of this definition makes reference to the religious life and, as such, is not useful to us, because it is too exclusive, but the second part tries the alternative expression inner life to refer to spirituality, that actually proves crucial. The Italian dictionary De Mauro, among other definitions of the word “spirituale” (“spiritual”), has these ones, containing a reference to inner life as well: “che riguarda l’interiorità dell’uomo” (“Pertaining man’s interiority”), “che ha una profonda vita interiore” (“Who has a profound inner life”) and  “che ha autorità in materia di religione e, in genere, ha competenza sulla vita interiore dell’uomo” (“who has authority in matters of religion and, generally, has competence on the inner life of man”).

	838 The German dictionary Digitales Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, at the entry “Spiritualität” (“Spirituality”), says as a definition “Geistigkeit; inneres Leben, geistiges Wesen” (“Spirituality; inner life, spiritual being”).

	839 We can also find connections between “spirituality” and “inner life” by proceeding in the other direction, that is, looking up “inner” in some dictionaries and seeing how the expression “inner life” is used in direct connection with the range of words connected to “spirit”.

	840 The Collins dictionary, as well as Encyclopedia.com and The Free Dictionary give the following as meaning of “inner”: “Mental or spiritual”. More example sentences given under the definition of “inner” make use of the word “spiritual”.

	841 The Merriam-Webster dictionary has as meaning 2a of the word “inner” “of or relating to the mind or spirit” and gives as an example the expression “the inner life”.

	842 The definition of “inner” given by the Cambridge Dictionary contains this example sentence in the section “American Dictionary”: “She met life’s challenges with courage and inner strength (= the strength of her character or spirit)”. The explanation in brackets is part to the example sentence.

	843 The Italian dictionary Zingarelli 2026 defines “interiore” (“inner”) as “Che appartiene alla sfera dello spirito, della coscienza, dei sentimenti” (“Belonging to the sphere of spirit, of conscience, of feelings”). The Italian dictionary Devoto-Oli defines “interiore” as “Pertinente alla sfera della vita spirituale e della coscienza individuale” (“Pertaining to the sphere of spiritual life and individual consciousness”). This same dictionary gives the following definition of the term “interiorità” (“inwardness, interiority”): “La consistenza o la prevalenza, nell’ambito individuale, dei fatti spirituali” (“The consistency or prevalence, in the individual sphere, of spiritual facts”). The De Mauro Italian dictionary, under the heading “interiore”, gives the definition “Che è proprio o si riferisce all’animo, allo spirito, alla coscienza dell’uomo” (“That is proper or refers to the soul, to the spirit, to the conscience of man”). This same dictionary, under “interiorità”, says “Complesso di pensieri, sentimenti e interessi che costituiscono la vita spirituale di un individuo” (“A complex of thoughts, feelings and interests that constitute the spiritual life of an individual”). In the Italian to English section of the Ragazzini 2026 dictionary, the meaning no. 2 of the Italian word “interiorità” (“interiority, inwardness”) is preceded in brackets by the specification “vita spirituale” (“spiritual life”) and is translated in English “inner life”.

	844 This shows that not only the word “spirituality” is not infrequently expressed as “inner life”, but also the semantic field of “inner” and “inward” is commonly meant as connected to the concept of “spiritual”.

	Is “inner life” different from “spirituality”?

	845 This brief survey of some dictionaries has shown that “inner life” is used today as an alternative expression to mean “spirituality”. Besides the dictionaries, others, like Hill (2013)10 and Bianchi (2012)11, make use of “inner life” as a synonym of spirituality.

	846 In opposition to the equivalence between “spirituality” and “inner life”, some works mention them together in a way that seems to imply a difference, but actually this is not clarified. We have, for example, Wadhawan’s article (2014) “Spirituality and “Inner” Life”, but the body of the article doesn’t give hints about what is supposed to be specific of “inner life” in comparison to “spirituality”. The same happens in Wink’s12 and Baker’s13 articles: both of them mention “inner life” and “spirituality” in the title, but then the expression “inner life” is never mentioned in their content. In Rayburn and Comas-Diaz’s book The Inner Life of Women’s Spirituality (2008), there is only one occurrence of the expression “inner life”, other than in the title, which is at the end of chapter 5, as part of a quoted text remarking that spirituality is not just about inner life, in opposition to the “outer life”, but involves the whole existence. Heelas (2008)14 makes an extensive use of the combined expression “inner-life spirituality” in his book and even a whole paragraph is dedicated to it at p. 5, but he doesn’t give an explanation of it.

	847 After these notes, we might still ask what the difference between “spirituality” and “inner life” is: are they 100% interchangeable? The answer is not difficult if we consider their respective history: “spirituality” has a precise history, connected with its past context in Christianity and expansions toward Oriental religions and inner experiences, followed by further expansion in the context of last Western philosophy, while “inner life” is a generic expression meaning what we humanly perceive as an experience of the activities of our mind more connected with important aspects of our life.

	A history of the word “spirituality”

	848 The survey of dictionaries, in giving us a first elementary idea of the word and the concept of “spirituality”, has shown our contemporary situation. In order to get a fully grounded and critical awareness of our context, we need now to consider the history that has originated our present. I am going to give a few essential notes on the history of the word “spirituality”, based on Walter Principe’s research (1983).

	849 The noun “spiritus” and the adjective “spiritualis” are at the root of the Latin word “spiritualitas”. The use of these two terms has a background in saint Paul’s theology: he makes a distinction between the spiritual and the carnal person. A spiritual person is one who adapts their life to the Spirit of God; carnal is the way of life that opposes it. The word “spiritualitas” is met for the first time in a letter by an anonymous author of the V century, urging the recipient “to act as to advance in spirituality”. The context enables us to detect, in the use of the term, the Pauline background we have said about.

	850 In the ninth century Candidus, a German monk, uses the term in a generic sense, not related to St. Paul, but rather referred to a confrontation with what is corporal, material. This way of using the word will spread in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Meanwhile it will be used even in a completely different sense, meaning “spiritualitas” the material property owned by the Church, as opposed to “temporalitas”, indicating the property of the king.

	851 In the seventeenth century a more philosophical use of the term begins to appear: Descartes, for example, talks about “spirituality of soul” as opposed to extension of matter. The term is also used to refer to the devout life conducted by the religious.

	852 In 1932 the Catholic Institute of Paris establishes a chair of “History of spirituality”. Between the nineteenth and twentieth century, on the occasion of an increased interest in Hinduism, the word “spirituality” is used to express the depth of Indian religion as well, against Western materialism.

	853 In an attempt to define the term “spirituality”, Principe distinguishes three levels of meaning. The first one is real or existential: spirituality indicates the way in which somebody has understood the religious ideal that they will follow.

	854 At this point Walter Principe wonders if we can formulate a definition of spirituality that can be attributed more universally, that is, to non-Christians. However, he quickly abandons the question, after having admitted its possibility. Probably, this way Principe proves conditioned by his mentality of a Catholic scholar, which makes him feel natural the meaning of the term as just referred to the context of Catholicism.

	855 The second level that Principe states is the formulation of a teaching about the lived reality, often under the influence of an outstanding spiritual person. The third one is the study, done by scholars, of the first and especially the second level of spirituality.

	856 At this point the author considers the issue about relationships of spirituality with its context, i.e. whether and to what extent spirituality should take into account other side subjects, such as philosophy, theology, history, psychology, sociology, anthropology, etc., at risk of reducing its specificity to them; finally, he mentions the problem of the subjectivity of these disciplines and of the specific study of spirituality.

	857 I find that, even for Principe, despite his historical research, the meaning of the term “spirituality” is still somewhat confused, as well as having the limit of keeping in the restricted area of religious experience. On the other hand, his research remains a reference point to be well aware of the necessary historical ground for a definition of the term.

	858 Principe’s research is on the word “spirituality”, but Pierre Hadot’s studies (198115, 200116) have given evidence that spiritual exercises were already practiced in the context of classical Greek philosophers and their schools before the existence of the Latin word spiritualitas. This tells us that we need to consider not only the word “spirituality”, but also the concept of it, that might have been expressed by different words and practices. This creates a circular problem, considering that the concept of spirituality is based on the definition of the term, but the definition of the term is what we are trying to determine, so that we are in the situation of needing a definition to reach the goal of formulating a definition. However, the problem is not an impossible one, because the definition I suggest is broad and flexible. Considering that what Hadot’s studies suggest leads towards a broadening of the concept, this means that the definition I suggest contains already what is needed to include his perspective. Besides, this doesn’t mean that we are going to study just everything, because the broadening and flexibility I am referring to is not infinite or out of control; on the contrary, it gains precision in the context of the history of the word offered by Principe and the history of the philosophical experience given by Hadot.

	859 Principe’s history of the word “spirituality” lets us realize that it was born in the context of Christian religion, that is to say in a context of narrow meaning, but it has evolved to a much broader horizon, as a consequence of contacts with other religions, practices, philosophies and cultures. The widening of the horizon of the word “spirituality” in last decades has been produced especially by the contact of Western culture with Oriental religions and spiritualities, so that today many people make a spontaneous connection of the word with experiences like Yoga, Hinduism, Buddhism, Zen, etc. Western mentality, largely influenced by Christianity and philosophy, has added reference to abstract concepts like awareness, mindfulness, compassion, generosity, meaningfulness, peace, humanism, positivity. Dictionaries mirror our present uncertain situation, but they also contain, among their definitions and examples, the expression “inner life”, that is an optimal candidate for a solution to the basic problem of narrowness and broadness. In the tension between broadness and narrowness, when we talk about spirituality today, art and pessimism are an important example of what is at risk of being left aside. In comparison to the amount of references we find to religions, meditation, supernatural, there are very little references to art. The possible perspectives of pessimism are in an even worse situation, because they are commonly considered somewhat the opposite of spirituality, which instead is normally assumed as oriented towards love for life and nature, encouragement, well being, positivity, optimism. Should we think, for example, that a strongly pessimist philosopher like Emil Cioran has to be considered extraneous to what we call “spirituality”?

	Narrowness and broadness

	860 An essential frame helping us to focus the problem of our definition is the opposition between broadness and narrowness: most definitions of spirituality are not commonly agreed or shared, because they are too narrow, they make us worried about leaving outside something important that should be included. It is worth to consider an extreme example of this problem, that can be found in Clifford’s article (Clifford 201517) about his effort to find a scientific definition of spirituality, no less. He finds “… six unique facets of the quintessence of Homo sapiens that are essential to spiritual and religious experience: (1) self-awareness, (2) linguistic capacity, (3) limited autonomy, (4) creativity, (5) aesthetic sense, and (6) loving and being loved”. After describing each facet, he considers himself able to conclude that “Every healthy, well-developed human spirit includes all six facets. Actual as well as potential expressions of each facet vary greatly among individuals, suggesting the possibility of identifying differing degrees or levels of spiritual development. A lack of significant capacity with respect to one or more facets of spirit generally indicates that the person either is very young or has some medical problem, such as traumatic brain injury, autism, a personality disorder, or dementia. A deficient or impaired facet may diminish that human’s spirit; nevertheless, the individual remains a human being”. He thinks he can even add that “Indeed, all six facets are observable and measurable…”. The core of the problem in this article is that it lays itself open to move from description to prescription. A description can be discussed, criticized, amended, but, if it becomes a prescription, that means that it claims to have a strongly proved and agreed basis, like, for example, the science of medicine has. As I said, Clifford’s article in an extreme example of the problem, but, actually, in their effort to be precise and definite, all not so broad definitions of spirituality meet, more or less, this problem. In other words, they are open to make a more or less remote basis for racism, prejudice and even dictatorship. Even definitions that don’t claim to be scientific, such as those making a more generic reference to meaningfulness, love, commitment, awareness, are open to this difficulty: if we say, for example, that spirituality means the mental activity of referring to meanings of existence, shall we conclude that those who don’t cultivate a research about meaning of life are less or not at all spiritual? What makes the difference between spirituality and non-spirituality? In the context of these questions we can sense spirituality as a human component that we must recognize to everybody in this world and nobody should be excluded from it. However, we also sense that spirituality cannot be just identified with humanity, because this way it would lose any specific meaning: this happens, for example, in Sessanna’s statement “all humans are spiritual” (Sessanna et al. 201118). We can ask what makes spirituality different from humanity. A possible answer is that spirituality is an aspect of humanity mostly related to what we perceive “inner” in humanity, as opposed to “outer”. I will resume this question later on.

	861 The definition of spirituality as “inner life” might look like exceeding in broadness: if we consider that inner life is never totally disconnected from any outer aspect of life, we can see that it is at risk of denoting nothing less than life in its entirety, or even just everything. This consideration is a good starting point to check in more detail aspects and potentialities of the definition “inner life”, together with methodological ideas that can work as criterions for further research.

	Thinking methodology contained in the definition “inner life”

	862 If we consider the word “life”, we might feel lost in the vastness of the concept, but we can realize that its semantic field can actually work as a thinking methodology. As opposed to what is not life, the word “life” leads us to the semantic context of dynamism, becoming, movement, as opposed to objects conceived as static, unchangeable, fixed. This aspect can be connected to the philosopher Heraclitus, who conceived existence as a becoming world. This context tells us that we should avoid talking about spirituality as “something”, as an object having certain properties, an entity detached from time. Spirituality should rather be conceived as an event, an experience, a story able to be told, narrated, more than described or defined. This implies the personal involvement of those who want to talk about spirituality: spirituality is not, let’s say, “that thing out there”, but a level of experience in progress of the human world, where each of us is involved, of which I must consider myself, in my present time, part of.

	863 From the point of view of our instinctive human perception, life appears to us as an evolution, a progress, a next step, compared to inanimate objects. On the contrary, from a materialistic point of view, the difference between matter and living beings consists not in a jump, a sudden step to a next level, but in some modifications without gaps, so that they belong to a continuum where there is not a moment when matter definitely ceases to be inactive and becomes a living being. We might ask, for example: can a virus be considered a living organism? Can a computer be instructed to imitate at 100% the behaviour of an organism made of DNA? It depends on the perspective we want to adopt. If we want to study the human inner life in a generic sense, we don’t need to specify the instinctive human perspective, because “inner life”, as dictionaries have shown, is already commonly perceived as a human activity. This way the expression “inner life” is narrow and easy enough not to need further explanations at first. Previously I have made some reference to materialistic philosophy to show that, by saying “life”, we automatically put ourselves in the perspective of an advanced stage of the evolution of the world, so that we want to leave aside what is commonly meant without life. This does not prevent us, in another moment, to widen the horizon embraced by the word “spirituality”, to include even stones and atoms: since the materialistic perspective is not excluded by spirituality, neither necessary to it, this widening is possible. This way, for example, we aren’t surprised by philosophies conceiving the world as a big spirit, or a big mind, or just a big collection of atoms: the mental operation of extreme generalizing is a normal one, both in science and in philosophy, to try to figure how things are and how they work. Today we can find writings about the spirituality of animals, or even of plants; why not of stones? It is up to us, depending on how much we want to use generalization as an instrument of research. This means that the definition “inner life” is flexible enough to embrace anything simply by adding further specifications, according to the perspective we want to adopt in our discussions.

	864 Another aspect implied in the word “life”, if we consider it in the human context suggested by the expression “inner life”, is attention to subjectivity. This means that the study of spirituality should pay attention to the problem of managing objective and subjective ways of dealing with its topics. An objective way will try to be as scientific as possible, precise, defined; a subjective way gives more space to ideas that are very difficult to grasp by science, but are undoubtedly important for the study of spirituality, such as love, self perception, inspiration, emotions, symbols, sensitivity, intuition. This way, the word “life” as a thinking methodology reminds us to pay attention to a necessary dialectic and work of harmonization between materialism and idealism, objectivity and subjectivity, science and art.

	865 Now, the same way we have considered the word “life”, we can consider some deeper details about the adjective “inner”. We can ask: how can we determine what is inner and what is outer? What is their relationship? The etymology of “spirit” can be helpful in this question. Like the almost equivalent words “pneuma” in Greek and “ruah” in Hebrew, “spirit” comes from the idea of blowing, wind, breathing. This can be connected to the fact that not rarely we can deduce the emotions of people by their way of breathing; we do instinctively the same in reference to the heart: a fast and strong beating of the heart is commonly associated with the presence of strong and deep emotions. For that reason, we commonly refer to what is happening inside somebody as “spirit” or “heart”. In this context, spirituality is an activity that is not immediately visible in people, but we infer its presence from external signs. We can define the idea more precisely with reference on how much the rest of the person is involved. For example, if we need to make a simple maths calculation, like 2+2, we realize that it is some kind of “inner life”, but it is not so strongly connected with emotions, meaning of life, relationships with other people, responsibility, psychological maturity, etc. So, humanly, instinctively, we perceive what is “inner” as something invisible, happening in our mind and having important connections with our emotions and our life considered as a whole and, in turn, connected to other people’s emotions and lives considered as a whole. We can notice that, especially about the semantic horizon opened by the word “inner”, we are not moving in a strictly scientific area; nonetheless, this horizon is open to a fruitful dialogue with science.

	866 We can gain a better awareness about the value of the definition “inner” by considering in more detail, although very concisely, what the concept of spirit implies in the Biblical context. This concept is typically opposed to the exteriority of law and institutions. The law, although given by God, is considered also a source of problems because it can make people slave of the rules and distracted from focusing on their direct relationship with God, to which the law is just an instrument. Similarly, the institutions like the priests and the temple were considered critically by prophetism. The underlying idea was that both law and institutions risked focusing attention to external behaviour and action, while an opposite focus on morality, heart, intention, was introduced as the way to compensate that risk. This dialectic enables us to infer that the concept of inner life was in the Bible an essential way to understand what the concept of spirit is about. We can extend this dialectic to the later stage of the history of spirituality, when the Western world started to be interested in Indian and Oriental spirituality: Indian and Oriental spirituality were perceived as strongly connected with what is inner in our human experience of life, in opposition to the Western style, more influenced by industrial criterions of speed, efficiency, success, economic power, technology. This can help us to realize that the definition “inner life” is not all that generic and broad, but brings a context of rather precise connotations and dialectics.

	867 As a result of this analysis, we can gain a synthetic thinking methodology by the compound expression “inner life”: spirituality studied as inner life means studying what happens in the mental activity of humans in proportion to the connections of this activity with emotions and life meant as a whole, by exploiting both scientific and intuitive instruments, including a reciprocal critical dialogue between them. These considerations make us aware that the meaning of spirituality is worked out in a productive dialectic between scientific, philosophical and intuitive concepts.

	868 We can notice that this way we really determine degrees and exclusions, that would produce risk of racism and dictatorship if applied with other definitions instead. For example, we can perceive that Clifford’s six facets of his idea of spirituality (Clifford 2015) make us worried about racism: how can we think, for example, that those who don’t cultivate self-awareness are less spiritual, or even mentally impaired? Instead of the highly problematic concept of self-awareness, that of life is a much more essential element of spirituality: we can easily agree that a mental activity that doesn’t care about life, either in a positive or in a negative way, or doesn’t have connections with the emotions that make us perceive alive, cannot be considered really spiritual. As such, the definition “inner life”, besides being a definition and a mindset, is even able to be prescriptive for those who would like to find effective ways to be more spiritual or to effectively approach the world of spirituality.

	869 The definition “inner life” helps also to give seriousness to any content about spirituality if we consider that a lot of marketed, industrial, so called “spirituality”, can exist today precisely because many people isolate what they prefer from the meanings of this word, cancelling the other necessary connections, to make possible the production of distorted and shallow products. If we consider that spirituality, in order to be really spirituality, needs to be inner human activity involving connections with emotions, life as a whole, people, philosophy, religions, the critical mind typical of science, it will be much more difficult to advertise so-called spiritualities that guarantee success in life, special, superior, exotic and mysterious emotions, or exploitation of magic powers imprisoned in stones, amulets and constellations. Rather, a humanistic and scientific mentality interested in culture, antropology, archaeology, is able to give real value to superstitions as deep testimonies able to reveal a lot about human psychology, mental structures, connections between cultures, emotions and even art.

	Conclusive notes

	870 If we put our minds in the critical context I have described, we can notice that the definition “inner life” is challenging also for practices of spirituality that are commonly taken for granted as good, correct, legitimate. I am referring to spirituality meant as a practice of compassion, love, generosity, peace. What about the spirituality of Hitler, for example? How can we pretend to understand such things if we choose ready-made pre-comprehensions that they are basically wrong things as a starting point to build a concept of them? If any human experience can fall under the umbrella definition “inner life”, this means, provocatively, that anything we don’t like needs to be reinterpreted, if we want to produce serious studies about spirituality. This does not mean inhuman neutrality, indifference to human suffering, forgetfulness about injustice. On the contrary, “inner life” means consideration of all connections in order to gain richer ideas and experiences. We can think of Jesus’ scandalous forgiveness of sinners as a provocative case in this context of ideas.

	871 These considerations are very similar to the ones needed in practicing psychology. Psychologists need to be free from personal judgements about the life, behaviours and opinions of their patients, otherwise their work would be seriously distorted by their pre-comprehensions. At the same time, they need to employ the most exquisitely human resources of their personality: a computer will never be able to be a psychologist because it is not able to elaborate perceptions that are possible only to an experienced person made by human DNA.

	872 Talking about psychology, we might wonder if there is a difference between spirituality and psychology, considering that both are involved in working on “inner life”. The answer to this question would take us too far from the specific topic of this article. Here we can limit ourselves to noticing that spirituality is mainly inspired by contexts connected to the worlds of religions and philosophy; psychology is rather mainly inspired by the mentality of science and medicine. As such, psychology is much more interested in people’s well being and diseases, while instead spirituality is interested in the inner experience created by relating ourselves with lives, emotions and reflection. This gives further help to make a critical idea about spiritualities that are too oriented towards guaranteeing well being and health: well being and health are purposes of psychology and the connected scientific disciplines, rather than of spirituality, although they are not excluded.

	873 These notes about humanity and analysis, spirituality and psychology, suggest us one last consideration. The activity of studying spirituality by applying methods based on generalization, analysis and criticism is typical of the Western mentality, keen on examining things with rationality. As such, it can be critically considered just another perspective in the world of perspectives: it cannot claim to be the highest, or the most general, or the most accurate. This means that, if we consider that any spirituality can be just a particular perspective, what we call “spirituality” as such is actually another single perspective on something that we cannot think we have been able to grasp, to embrace, just because we have been able to give it a name, a definition and accurate studies. Researchers in spirituality can’t think about themselves as the ones who have the privileged and best perspective on spirituality. Giving spirituality a name, a definition, some studies, can be considered just another spirituality together with the other ones. This, rather than lowering the importance of methodical study of spirituality, can suggest that the serious activity of study and research is itself able to give researchers a real, authentic spiritual experience, worthy to cultivate with infinite passion. Studying spirituality is itself a specific spirituality.

	Towards future development

	874 The definition of spirituality as “inner life” can be considered a middle-level definition, in a range of degrees from the most comprehensive to the narrowest. Its level is not exaggeratedly broad, because the common perception we have of the expression “inner life” doesn’t make us immediately think of animals and plants: when we think of inner life we think most instinctively of human inner life. In this context, we can think about even narrower horizons of meaning, that as such can create more debate because they exclude more things and people; however, they can be helpful to gain better awareness of what we are doing when we try to intentionally cultivate spirituality. “Hermeneutic” and “existentialism” are two examples of narrower perspectives or definitions of spirituality, considering that an important characteristic of spirituality is an interest in the meaning of existence. Hermeneutics is study of interpretation and interpretation means giving a meaning. Existentialism is the specific field of studying the meaning of existence. Both hermeneutics and existentialism come from philosophy and we can consider that spirituality as a practice has solid origins in philosophy, as Pierre Hadot has shown us. Besides, hermeneutics and existentialism don’t exclude religions or any other human activity commonly considered as spiritual; they can be used as interpretative instruments to highlight why and how certain practices can be considered spiritual. These are possible fields for further studies.
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Structures of spirituality – I – Word search

	The word search model

	881 To gain a functional idea of the experience of spirituality, I find very useful to take as a reference the “word search” puzzle, often found in newspapers and puzzle magazines. As a fundamental reference for understanding spirituality, this game can be compared to The Glass Bead Game by Hermann Hesse, though I will not go into detail about the novel here.

	882 A word search puzzle consists of a grid filled with letters of the alphabet, within which we are asked to find specific words from a given list. These words may appear horizontally, vertically, diagonally or even backwards, in any direction.

	883 Here is an example of a word search puzzle:
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	884 When we find a word in the grid that appears in the list on the right, we mark it with a pencil, both in the grid and in the list itself. The aim of the game is to locate all the listed words and then read the remaining letters, which will form a new word or phrase, often something like a proverb. For instance, in the fourth row from the bottom, reading backwards, you can find the word “AVIDLY.”

	885 At this point we might imagine creating a word search without planning the words in advance, simply filling the grid with random letters. Looking at such a grid, we might begin to notice words that appear purely by chance. This raises an interesting question: are those words really present in the grid or is it our mind that chooses to perceive them?

	886 Clearly, as combinations of letters, they are physically there. However, it is the mind that determines whether or not to recognize them as words. For example, the sequence “NODNOL” might appear accidentally; read backwards, it forms “London.” One person might say “There is the word London”. Another might object “No, there is only a sequence of letters; it is you who choose to interpret it as London”

	887 In essence, we are dealing with a combination of an objective fact and a subjective one. Objectively the letters do form the word “London” when read in a certain way. Subjectively, however, they are perceived as that word only by someone who already knows it and therefore is inclined to recognize it; to another person the same sequence might mean nothing.

	888 This observation can be understood as a blend of material and spiritual aspects. The arrangement of letters is a material fact, but is the word “London” itself material or spiritual, given that only certain people are able to perceive it as such? At this point different answers are possible. Some may adopt a more skeptical or “atheistic” perspective, while others may take a “believer’s” view, accepting that, in a spiritual sense, the word exists for those who are willing to perceive it.

	889 This reflects the longstanding debate between metaphysical and anti-metaphysical viewpoints. The discussion can be extended indefinitely, as it is always possible to counter any claim with an opposing argument, without reaching a definitive conclusion. The structures of spirituality we are trying to understand are deeply entangled in these questions.

	Additional notes

	890 The endless debate between metaphysicians and postmodern thinkers can be redirected in a more fruitful way. We may begin with the classical definition of truth as the correspondence between things, which means external reality, the world external to our mind, and understanding. However, it is important to recognize that the intellect does not grasp reality directly; rather, it interprets the signals received through the senses.

	891 From this perspective, the correspondence we must attend to is not only between reality and the senses, but more importantly between the senses and the intellect. In addition, we must consider the coherence among the various components of the intellect itself, all of which contribute to forming our overall understanding. This leads us to realize that the most significant work takes place within us.

	892 Moreover, because this inner work is largely shaped by subjectivity, it is inherently ongoing. Any conclusion we reach remains influenced by subjective conditions and is therefore never final. As a result, truth should not be seen as a fixed endpoint, a perfect correspondence between reality and intellect, but rather as a continuous activity that we cultivate within ourselves.

	893 In this light, instead of engaging in endless debates about reality and subjectivity, a more productive approach is to reflect continually on the spiritual experience that unfolds within us. This inner process can be understood as the true meaning and nature of truth.

	
Structures of spirituality – II

	Dynamic structures of spirituality

	894 The structural model of spirituality exemplified by the word search, described in the previous chapter Structures of spirituality – I – Word search, can be deepened and expanded.

	895 Let’s imagine that the letters inside it are not still, but moving: they mix and remix continuously.
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	896 This makes it possible to detect different words that may form randomly at various times. In some cases we might find not only individual words but also phrases or even entire speeches. The criteria by which we identify words need not be limited to straightforward patterns: we might recognize a word by selecting alternating letters, tracing a zigzag path or combining ordered and random geometric patterns. As a result, anything can be found among the letters, since each person can invent new ways of selecting them on the spot.

	897 Now imagine that the word search is our brain, the place where our structures of spirituality reside. The neurons are the letters and our ideas are the words we discover. Just as we can question whether words truly exist in a word search or are simply perceived by our imagination, we can also wonder whether ideas genuinely exist in the brain or whether they emerge from neurons connected more or less randomly, in ways that prompt us to recognize patterns we call ideas.

	898 Not only our inner structures of spirituality, but the entire world, the whole universe, can be viewed as a kind of word search. Atoms can be thought of as the letters of an alphabet and each person perceives different patterns depending on how they organize their thoughts and interpret what they encounter.

	899 Just as letters differ from one another, atoms also vary: some attract each other, others repel, and some combine to form objects and structures.

	900 It is also worth noting that non-living entities can exhibit behaviors similar to those of living beings. Viruses provide a clear example. Computer viruses, for instance, can behave in ways that resemble life: they can attack, defend, replicate and adapt strategies. Biological viruses, which cause disease in the body, are scientifically considered to lie between simple chemical compounds and living organisms. They are difficult to classify as truly alive because they lack cellular organization and the complex internal functions found in organisms such as bacteria.

	901 Even an idea within the brain, a network of connected neurons, can behave in ways analogous to a living being or a virus. It can try to dominate our thoughts (as when a melody becomes stuck in the mind), spread to others, replicate, evolve, defend itself or compete with other ideas.

	902 From a strictly theoretical, materialistic and objectivist perspective, this leads to the conclusion that there is no fundamental difference between living and non-living entities. A living being can be understood simply as a collection of atoms arranged in a structure of sufficient complexity. Likewise, our DNA is nothing more than a set of molecules organized in a particular way.

	Additional notes

	903 Viewing spirituality as a set of structures may seem like a rationalistic, schematic approach, one that risks confining or “caging” something often associated with spontaneity, surrender and deeply personal, inexpressible experience. At first glance, such a structural perspective might appear out of place. Yet a proper understanding of structure, rationality and critical thinking does not exclude freedom, spontaneity or imagination.

	904 To speak of structures, even of “cages”, is essentially to speak of criticism: of adopting a critical attitude, an attitude of inquiry. When pursued seriously and thoroughly, criticism inevitably includes self-criticism, the ability to retrace one’s steps and even to question or overturn one’s own assumptions. In this sense a critical approach is more comprehensive. It has the capacity to make room for its own opposite, something less evident in the stance of those who insist that spirituality must speak only to the heart and cannot be rationalized. In my experience such positions often fall, perhaps unknowingly, into rigid patterns or structures that they neither recognize nor wish to acknowledge.

	905 If we seek a complete exploration of spirituality, we must engage all our faculties, both critical reasoning and intuitive openness, including what may seem irrational. The most effective way to do this is not by settling for a simple middle ground or blending everything into a vague mixture. Rather, a helpful analogy is that of riding a bicycle: balance is maintained not by remaining perfectly centered, but by continuously shifting slightly from one side to the other. It is through these small, alternating imbalances that we are able to move forward.

	906 Similarly, in navigating the relationship between rationality and spontaneity, it can be useful to exaggerate, at times, in one direction and then in the other, taking advantage of each exaggeration. Those who emphasize the irrational may overlook the patterns that shape their thinking, while critical reasoning, on the other hand, may be incapable of seeing anything falling outside the horizon of what it is able to criticize. At times, what lies outside the reach of criticism is simply ignored or treated as if it did not exist.

	907 Spirituality can benefit from both perspectives, working also to recognize, balance and correct their respective excesses.

	
Structures of spirituality – III

	The whole and its parts in the structures of spirituality

	908 Let us complete this analysis of spiritual structures by considering a minimal word search:

	909 B U T T E R F L Y

	910 Within this simple sequence, we can identify at least two words: “BUTTER” and “FLY”, as well as a third that encompasses the whole: “BUTTERFLY”. It is important to note that there is no fundamental difference between the entire word search and the words contained within it. The word search itself is simply a longer word, perhaps arranged in a grid, within which smaller words can be identified.

	911 If we apply this idea to the brain, conceived as a kind of word search, it suggests that there is no essential difference between the brain and the ideas it contains. The brain can be understood as a larger structure, an idea, within which smaller ideas exist. It is a network of neurons forming a complex whole, inside which we can distinguish smaller networks and substructures. What changes is only scale and complexity. In this sense we might even say that the brain is composed of many smaller brains within it.

	912 Earlier we considered the universe as a vast word search or a kind of immense brain. From this perspective every object within it can in turn be seen as a smaller word search or a smaller idea. Thus, the distinction between ideas and objects begins to dissolve: both can be understood as structures that we recognize or interpret. A stone, for example, is a structure and on its surface we may perceive shapes, just as we sometimes do in clouds. In this sense the stone becomes like a brain in which we discern the accidental presence of an idea.

	913 Following this line of thought, it becomes easier to entertain the notion that not only do we think about ideas, but that ideas themselves think. The difference between these two perspectives lies only in the level of complexity and in the types of structures involved, much like the difference between the overall word search and the individual words within it.

	914 From this viewpoint anything can be considered an idea, since everything consists of structures and any structure may be interpreted as such.

	915 This should not, however, be taken as a metaphysical doctrine. Philosophical idealism as a metaphysical system was already developed by thinkers such as Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. What has been proposed here is rather a hermeneutic suggestion, a framework that may prove useful, in certain contexts, to interpret the world of spirituality.
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Our perception of being I

	We are limited Is

	916 Among the spiritual experiences available to us there is the perception of ourselves as “I”. It is as though we inhabit a room into which we cannot let anyone else enter. This room is our “I”. One of the feelings associated with it is freedom: I can decide what to think and what to do with my “I”. For example, I may choose a number and keep it entirely to myself, no one can access it or penetrate my thoughts. Even if a machine could somehow identify that number, it could never reproduce the experience of thinking it in exactly the same way I do, replicating all the aspects involved in my inner awareness of it.

	917 Within this situation, several problems arise. The first concerns limitation: there are things, both within and outside me, over which my freedom has no power. My freedom, therefore, is not absolute but constrained. A second problem is that of indecision: even where I do possess some freedom within my “I”, how should I use it? What can guide my choices? It is like having a blank sheet of paper and not knowing what to write.

	918 A third and deeper problem is our inability to be certain that this freedom truly exists. Suppose, for a moment, that it does not. In that case, all my thoughts would be determined by external or prior causes. My sense of freedom, the concept I have formed of it, my awareness of it, even the very question of whether freedom exists, could all be mental phenomena produced by forces that determine my thinking. If so, we would have no reliable way of knowing whether freedom is real, since the question itself might simply be the result of those same determining factors.

	919 In this context the perception of our “I” and the perception of freedom are closely connected. If my sense of freedom is open to the suspicion of being nothing more than the product of deterministic processes, then my belief that I can deliberately turn my attention to my “I” becomes questionable. If my freedom to think of my “I” at will is illusory, then my sense of being a distinct self, different from others and irreducible to them, also becomes uncertain or at least subject to an unsolvable doubt. I can no longer confidently assert that I possess a unique perception of myself, accessible only to me.

	920 All of this points to a kind of failure of understanding, one that invites a shift from explanation toward lived spiritual experience. It is a failure similar to that encountered when we attempt to fully comprehend God or the world. From this perspective, any limitation on our freedom may be interpreted as an expression of the universal evil, as a limit that the non-human of the universe imposes to my humanity. On the opposite side, our “I” may be reckoned as a non-metaphysical plan of humanity in a process of permanent investigation and experimentation. In other words, it is better to consider the self not more and not less than an aspect of the walking that life has given us and as one of the dynamic spiritual experiences that are a result of this walking.

	921 These limitations in our subjective experience of feeling “I” can, in fact, create the conditions for love rather than egoism or competition. They encourage forms of relationship grounded in modesty, respect, and growth, rather than in a desire for domination or in rigid, objective, metaphysical claims about our “I” or other people’s “I”.
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Spirituality as a subject

	Spirituality as a subject is part of our lives

	922 To consider spirituality as a subject is to entertain the possibility that it thinks of us, rather than being merely something we think about. This perspective helps us recognize the limits of our freedom: in many respects, we are not only thinkers but also beings that are thought. One might even say that spirituality, understood as a subject, thinks our thoughts, or that it constitutes the origin and essence of the world. Such a view offers a way of interpreting the asymmetries of the universe without invoking a God who is both all-powerful and wholly good yet allows evil to exist. Instead, it points to a principle that is not a deity, but simply a being, an object, that is the constitution of being.

	923 From this standpoint, the idea that we might be like objects within someone’s dream, or characters in a novel being written, is not entirely far-fetched. However, this “someone” does not possess intentions or plans; it can instead be understood as an impersonal reality, acting without purpose or design. Within this broader context, amidst this evil, we attempt to realize our micro-subjectivity, micro-spirituality, that is distinctly human, in contrast to universal spirituality.

	924 For this reason, my use of the term “spirituality” may sometimes be ambiguous. At times I refer to human spirituality, what, from our perspective, we associate with goodness. At other times, I refer to a universal spirituality, and thus evil. The context must therefore clarify the intended meaning.

	925 This way of approaching spirituality concerns not only the ideas we form about it, but above all the way we practice it. Practices such as meditation and silence become central, as they cultivate a form of attentive listening, a receptive awareness, and possibly an interaction between our individual subjectivity and a more impersonal, overarching form of subjectivity.

	926 Finally, this perspective should not be understood as a metaphysical doctrine, but rather as a hermeneutic approach, an interpretive framework that can serve as a useful tool for spiritual life.
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Spirituality as weak experience

	Spirituality is weak

	927 Spirituality is, by its very nature, weak; it neither can nor should be “convincing”. I place “convincing” in quotation marks to emphasize its original, etymological sense, which means to conquer, win, overcome, defeat. Spirituality does not assert itself through argument, both because any argument can be countered by equally valid objections and because our reasoning is deeply shaped by psychological and other impulses. Even the most rigorous, seemingly irrefutable, mathematical argument cannot prevail against a person’s inner need to defend their own desires or follow their instincts.

	928 Spirituality flourishes through experience rather than through abstract reflection. Reflection itself can become a form of experience, but this only reinforces the idea that what matters is living something as an experience, rather than accepting it through theoretical persuasion. In this sense even confrontation, debating, discussing, have their value and main sense in the experience that protagonists, through them, carry forward, rather than in the content of the debating.

	929 The persuasive power of spirituality is therefore necessarily limited. This notion of weakness recalls how Gianni Vattimo developed the idea of “weak thought”. However, while Vattimo’s concept belongs to philosophy, in the realm of human spirituality we can speak instead of a “weak experience.”

	930 In our relationships with others, especially those who think differently, spirituality defines itself modestly and essentially as the act of making an experience exist in the world. That experience will then find its own path. Our role is primarily to listen to it as it unfolds within us, helping to shape it, and to practice forms of fidelity and loyalty, insofar as these resonate with our sensitivity and our capacity for appreciation.

	931 Even fidelity and loyalty, however, are not values that can be imposed or argued into acceptance. They are simply ways of navigating our humanity, amid instincts, varying degrees of rationality, self-criticism and our fundamental impulse to live and walk.

	Additional notes

	932 “Weak spirituality” can be understood, in practical terms, as the acceptance of meaninglessness, of having no fixed plan or ultimate purpose. This is difficult for the human mind, since we are naturally inclined to seek patterns, reasons and meanings: we ask why things happen, where they come from and where they are going, especially in an existential sense. “Weakness”, as a deliberate distancing from a traditional mode of thought rooted in ancient Greek philosophy, involves learning, practicing, training, rather than relying on expectations based on logic and meaning, because logic and meaning can be questioned and, ultimately, cannot provide any definitive foundation.

	933 Spirituality, as a lived experience, can be understood as a local experience. By “local” we mean limited to a particular time and place, so much so that outside this context it may amount to nothing, even cease to exist entirely. This, however, should not be taken as a necessary truth, but as a possibility: spirituality might be like this. In temporal terms, this means that when life ends, when I die, it may be as if I had never existed, leaving no trace or memory at all, just nothing, total zero. From this perspective, what we call “hope” can be seen as something beautiful, but not something necessary. Our difficulty in accepting this idea often stems from our enduring habit of thinking in metaphysical terms. Yet nothing in this view excludes alternatives; every perspective remains open.

	934 The issue, then, is to avoid divinizing, deifying, turning anything into an absolute. Even hope can become a kind of god if we treat it as indispensable, as something without which life or thought would be impossible. Likewise, our desire for meaning risks becoming absolute if we insist that meaning must exist independently of us. We shouldn’t either absolutize the denial of all such ideas. The goal is not to establish certainties, whether affirming or denying, but to remain open to possibilities, including the possibility of complete meaninglessness.

	935 Spirituality is historical: it belongs to history and is inseparable from it, it is history. From a classical Greek perspective, which seeks certainty and universality, history itself may appear as a form of weakness, something unstable and contingent and therefore unacceptable to those who demand absolute truths.

	936 To say that spirituality is historical also means that it depends on events, on concrete occurrences. It requires content; it unfolds through what happens. As a human phenomenon, it arises with us, with the world, and takes shape through events in which we are both participants and creators.

	937 In spirituality, even more important than events is the way we relate to them, the style with which we experience, interpret and respond to them. What ultimately matters is how we live. Given that suffering and evil are unavoidable, the crucial question is how we face them. We are not only living beings but also dying ones; we are beings oriented toward death. What matters is not only how we live, but also how we die.
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Metaphysics and relativism today

	938 I have added the word “today” in the title because discussions of relativism can be easily misunderstood, due to the often naive or oversimplified ways it has been conceived in the past. The most common mistake is the assumption that relativism claims that everything is relative. This conception is, at best, naive. We all know the standard objection: if everything is relative, then even the statement “everything is relative” must itself be considered relative, and therefore cannot be assumed true. A non-naive form of relativism avoids this trap: it does not assert categorically that everything is relative.

	939 To clarify this issue, we need to approach it from another context, namely the context of development, whether historical or logical. The error in the naive view of relativism stems from framing it as a static position, a fully formed system of thought with principles and axioms, including the axiom “everything is relative”. This is a mistaken approach because it ignores the dynamic, historical and developmental nature of relativism. Relativism is not a fixed system; it is the outcome of a process. To understand it properly, we must focus not on its alleged statements or theoretical structure, but on the development that produces it. We need to trace the history, the process, the narrative, not the static system.

	940 This development begins not with relativism, but with the opposite assumption: the belief that truth is accessible. For instance, I look at a tree and think “There is a tree there”. I regard this as true. This truth is experienced as independent of me, as something that asserts itself forcefully, possibly even with violence. I cannot afford not to believe that there is a tree there, because the practical consequences of this could be disastrous.

	941 From this experience emerges an abstract notion: universality. That tree exists and, just as I cannot ignore it, others should recognize it as well. Its existence can be considered universal, that is, valid for everyone. This concept moves us toward the metaphysical level, beyond the limits of sensory perception. While my senses may deceive me, I can mentally conceive of truths that transcend sensory error and, in principle, are universal.

	942 A key feature of universality is its ability to withstand scrutiny. If a truth is universal, it must be able to confront any criticism and provide robust responses. For example, the principle of non-contradiction can be considered universal from the perspective of metaphysicians, because any objection to it relies on the principle itself, thus confirming its universality. This way any objection against the principle of non-contradiction is instantly its opposite, i.e. its confirmation.

	943 Here we reach a decisive moment. We have established trust in truth first empirically (“There is a tree”) and then through abstract metaphysical reasoning (the principle of non-contradiction). The next step in this developmental process is to test the notion of universality against the existence of subjectivity. This is the crucial point: if universality is truly universal and irrefutable, it must also withstand comparison with the presence of subjective experience. This point is crucial, because it is what, on the contrary, is systematically ignored by metaphysicians, that is by those who consider irrefutable a strong idea of truth.

	944 Here subjectivity refers not to abstract or objectified entities, but to the active, present subject, the person thinking now, in the present moment. It should be clear that here we intend to talk about the phenomenon of subjectivity that takes place in the present of the subjects involved in the discussion. It is not a question of examining the subjects as objective entities, as other beings that can be considered remotely, with detachment, but rather the subjects that we are, the subject that I am, in the present; not the present of when these words were written, or the present of other people, but always the present of those who are considering this discussion, when they are considering it. For this reason I say not objectified subjectivity, but subjectivity in action in those who think in their present while considering this question.

	945 The disruptive, demolishing power that emanates from this taking subjectivity seriously into account becomes immediately clear: universality, if it must take into account subjectivity, can no longer claim itself as universal, because it is always undermined by the involvement of the subjectivity of those who think about it; its non-universality is immediately exposed, revealed.

	946 Objections may arise. One is the relativism of doubt: subjectivity is relative, but does that prevent the existence of certainty as a possibility? This objection merely postpones the issue. Even a certainty framed as hypothetical is still assumed to be universal and must therefore still contend with subjectivity. As a result the problem persists, even in hypothetical terms.

	947 Another objection involves the principle of non-contradiction. One might argue that relativizing subjectivity requires the principle itself as a foundation and therefore cannot question it. Yet, precisely the assumption of universality forces us into confrontation with subjectivity. We are left asking: how can I be sure that I am truly respecting the principle? How can I know it is not, in itself, contradictory? These doubts arise because we assumed the principle to be universally valid and that assumption leads directly to the encounter with subjectivity.

	948 To summarize the development: if a truth claims universality, it asserts the ability to withstand comparison with subjectivity. Yet this comparison inevitably reveals its limitations: subjectivity compromises universality irreparably. Hypothetical universality does not resolve the issue, because even in a virtual, hypothetical context, subjectivity remains. Consequently, any assertion of universality contains within it the seeds of its denial. In short: if something is universal, it is not; if something is certain, it is not; if something is true, it is not; if truth exists, the very premise implies it does not; if being is, then it is not.

	949 The relativism that emerges from this critique of metaphysics does not claim that everything is relative. Rather, it is an acknowledgment of the developmental process I have outlined, a recognition that we must seek alternative approaches based on doubt, becoming, development and continual exploration, as bases for alternative ways of thinking and being.

	Additional notes

	950 You might think that this is very theoretical, intellectual, very distant from life.

	951 To make things clearer, let’s clarify once again what metaphysics is.

	952 It feels like an unknown word, a confusing word. Actually, if you feel confused, you are in the right way, because today philosophers have very confused ideas about what metaphysics is. What I am going to do now is not to clarify something that is unclear to everybody, but try to recover its value, because, in the middle of this confusion, we are wasting a treasure. It’s the same that is happening about spirituality. A lot of people talk about it, but nobody has clear ideas about what it is. This is another treasure that is being wasted.

	953 Now I want to concentrate about this point: metaphysics. I will try to make it easy as much as possible, so you don’t need to have a PhD in Philosophy or to be highly educated to understand what I am going to explain. I want to be simple, clear and short as possible, although, you can understand, something like this cannot be explained in just a few lines; let’s say a bit more than a few lines.

	954 What is metaphysics? What we call “metaphysics” is normally considered first started by Aristotle. This philosopher tried to understand how we know reality, how we know objects, things: what is that thing, what is this, how can I work out an idea of things that are under my nose? He tried to reflect a lot about this, especially considering that our senses, that is our eyes, our ears, our body, are so easy to be deceived in knowing the objects, that I can even think that something is distorted, when actually it is straight and vice versa. How can we gain some good understanding of how things are?

	955 Another philosopher who came much later embraced this big problem. He realized that we can doubt about everything. This is like not having a stable ground to walk on. This philosopher was Descartes. He tried to be very clever, he tried something that is used in philosophy, which is turning problems into resources. He thought something like “I am doubting, I have no certainties. Is there really nothing I can rely on?” He made a reasoning. The reasoning is: if I am doubting, that is if I am thinking, if there is this doubt, this means that there is somebody who is doubting, somebody who is thinking, otherwise there is no doubt, no thinking, no uncertainty. This way he turned uncertainty, the problem of doubting, into a resource, into a ground: if there is doubt, this is evidence that there is somebody who is doubting, otherwise it is impossible for doubt to exist. There is this famous phrase, this famous statement of Descartes, that is “I think, therefore I am”. He thought that this was a strong certainty, a certainty that nobody can attack, because it is very logical, powerfully evident: are you doubting? Then you exist! Am I doubting? Then I exist! Here is the strong certainty, the undeniable certainty.

	956 After Descartes, this reasoning of him actually was criticized strongly, but now I am not going to go deeply into all the complex questions that arouse from this reasoning of him. I want just to point out two things, because I want to maintain our topic into metaphysics, as we said.

	957 Metaphysics is when we try to understand how things are, how things really are, how they work, as to ask “What is the existence of this object? What is the existence of me? What is the existence of doubt, of reality?” This is a good idea of thinking about what metaphysics is. Metaphysics are normally understood as the problem of reality, the problem of what exists. When I say “Is this object here or not?”, this is metaphysics. If I say “You are there”, this is metaphysics. We will explain this a bit better while going on.

	958 When Descartes tried to establish this truth, that is “I think, therefore I am”, there are two things that he did not realize.

	959 One thing is about dictatorship. Wanting to reach certainty, a solid ground to develop our reasoning, is a sincere desire, because it is a need to make clear, understandable and reliable discussions, but actually, since his intention was to be free from doubt, free from uncertainty, to reach something that must be solid, sure, free from discussions, we can reflect a bit. Who is the person who is free from uncertainty, free from doubt, a person who doesn’t make discussions, but just says “This is what it is, no discussion, no doubt”? This is the dictator. It happens that, when we sincerely try to reach certainty, we don’t realize that this search for certainty makes us, unintentionally, all dictators. I don’t want to be a dictator, but it happens, it is something that makes me a dictator against my will, while I am unaware of what is going to happen. I am not saying that, whenever we say that this object is here for sure, every one is a Hitler, but the root, the essential root, the essential mechanism is there. You are not Hitler, but you are starting, without being aware of it, to be a very little Hitler, because you are trying to avoid any doubt, any uncertainty, any discussion, any dialogue, to reach something that is free from dialogue. This creates some comfort, some feeling with a solid ground, but we should realize that this creates the ground, actually, for dictatorship. This is a huge problem that is is mostly ignored.

	960 The second problem that Descartes didn’t realize is the problem of inaccuracy, that is: when I say something, my idea is like a mirror, that tries to give a picture of reality. When I say “There is a tree there”, my statement works like a mirror that shows to every people the truth: if there is really a tree there, saying that there is a tree there is true, is the truth. However, we should realize another thing. A mirror, exactly because it is a mirror and it is not the original object, cannot ever be true, because it is not the object. A mirror pictures, shows a tree that is there, but the tree that I see in the mirror is not the tree. The real, the true plant, the true tree, is the one in front of the mirror, not the one that I see in the mirror. This is the problem of whenever we say something: we think “truth”, but every truth is never true, because it is never the object, it is a copy of the object and a copy of the object cannot ever be that object, the image in the mirror will never be able to be the tree. This means that what I say, what I think, will never be able to be the tree. A copy, exactly because it is a copy, is not true, it is not the object, it is a copy, an imitation, we should not forget that a copy is always wrong, always different from the original object. This means that, when you think that you have reached the truth, like Descartes says “...therefore I am”, when you say “I am” you are expressing your perception of something and your perception of something is like the mirror and as such is different from what is real. So what is the truth, since every truth is never the reality that it mirrors? This is the problem.

	961 Let’s go back to metaphysics now. What is metaphysics? I said that metaphysics is whenever we say “This is that, this is a tree, I am here”. We can say that metaphysics is whenever we build a system of ideas. When I say “There is a tree there” I am building a system of ideas, because there is the system of being, being there, the idea of a tree, the connection between me and the tree. This is a system of ideas, a building made of ideas. This means that, whenever we use the verb “to be”, we are always building a system of ideas, but every system of ideas has the problems of making us think that we reached a solid ground, while actually it makes us little dictators, makes us far from reality, because we forget reality and we follow the mirror, instead of following reality.

	962 Since, whenever we use the verb “to be”, we are going towards all of these problems, how can we escape, considering that we use the verb “to be” almost everywhere, almost in everything we say and think of?

	963 There are certain things that are not metaphysics, not strongly pretending to be true, so that they escape the problems of metaphysics, they don’t make us dictators. What are these things?

	964 Let’s consider four of them.

	965 One is telling. When I tell a story, I am not saying “This is true”. It is just a story, for fun. This is not metaphysics, I am not building a stable system of objective ideas, so I am not a dictator, because the story can be easily discussed and I am not saying that my story is  reality. It is just my idea. This shows that building stories, telling stories, doesn’t fall into the problems of metaphysics.

	966 Another way for being not metaphysical is telling emotions. If I say “Ah, this is so beautiful!”, this is not a system of ideas that I build as a strong truth, something that must work, that must be solid. Rather, I am just expressing my emotions. Expressing emotions is another way that avoids the problems of metaphysics.

	967 Another way is art. I can draw a tree, the sun, the sea, not because I want to show how they are, but because I want to show how I perceive them. It is a different way to express emotions. When I paint a tree, I am not saying “This is the truth”, so I am not being a dictator. Rather, I am open to discussions, it is just my perception, it is just my idea. This way we have another instrument to be away from dictatorship, away from the problems of claiming reality.

	968 Another way is everyday language. When I say “Hello, how are you?”, or when I say “Oh, this thing is here”, I am not necessarily doing deep philosophy, deep reasoning, deep analyzing, examining all the structures of my thoughts. I am saying it in a quick way, involving just my everyday life, not my deep reasoning. Everyday life, even when we use the verb “to be”, is free from metaphysics. What is dependent on metaphysics is when we want to make strong statements, we insist and we say “This is true, this is out of discussions”. When we say this, we are meeting the two problems of becoming dictators and inaccuracy, that is being just mirrors that, as such, make us forget reality and look at the mirror instead.

	969 As a synthesis, we can say that what is opposite to metaphysics is subjectivity. When something is subjective, then it is not something strong, it is just my opinion. This is the essential way to avoid being metaphysical.

	970 Understanding the difference between being metaphysical or not is important in spirituality. Deep reflection on reality, on metaphysics, started at a time near Aristotle, that is a few hundred years before Christ. A lot of religious texts, like the Bible, were written in periods when there was not this analytical way of wanting to understand certainty, reality, such a systematic philosophical way of understanding things. For example, when the Bible says that God created the earth, the skies, the heaven, those who wrote those words were not philosophers, not metaphysicians like Aristotle. This means that there is no point in making efforts to claim that scientifically the world was not created by God and was not created in seven days. This is pointless discussions, nonsense, because this means debating about a metaphysical understanding of something, against ancient authors who wrote those things completely outside a metaphysical mentality.

	971 Another good example to understand this question is when a child is happy to hug their mom, they are smiling, joyful. We might think that the baby is absolutely sure that their mom is there, then they are implicitly thinking in a metaphysical way. Actually they are not, this is us projecting in the mind of the child this mentality. The child is just expressing their happiness, their emotions, their life, they are not reflecting philosophically. We need not to make confusion about ways of behaving that are not metaphysical. Even if they in our reasoning imply the existence of something, actually they are not making a philosophical reasoning. This creates a lot of misunderstanding. I have seen a lot of atheists debating against the Bible, against faith, but they just project into that text or that religion a way of thinking that is not actually there. This happens to believers as well. Coming from the Christian context, I have seen that a lot of believers conceive what is said in the Bible in a metaphysical way. They think that, if there is God who is in heaven, then there must be heaven somewhere, there must be God somewhere. This is a metaphysical way of thinking, but the text, the Gospel, the Bible, do say these things with a metaphysical mind. The alternative is a subjective mentality, emotional mentality, we can also say existential mentality, that wants to reflect about our experience of life. Thinking that something we are talking about must exist is the same reasoning made by Descartes, does not mean that people who wrote the Bible thought with a metaphysical mentality. We must be careful not to project into them our scientific or metaphysical mentality.

	972 A similar misunderstanding is in certain so called “humanist” groups. They call themselves “humanists”, but they adopt a dogmatic mentality, grounded on rationality, which they do not criticize. How can you be humanist if you turn rationality into a dogma, something that cannot be discussed? This is not so rational actually.

	973 A contradiction is in spiritualities that claim not to be dogmatic, while they actually believe in the existence of forces, energies or gods. These things cause great misunderstandings and infinite debates, not only between atheists and spiritualities, but between religions, between spiritualities, between different ways of conceiving things. They just don’t consider the difference between conceiving things in metaphysical and in non-metaphysical ways.

	974 It is worth noticing that actually the boundary between metaphysical and non-metaphysical way of thinking is not so hard. When we say “God created the world”, this is not 100% non-metaphysical or 100% metaphysical, because we are humans. There is some mixture in this and it contributes to make things even more difficult to understand. If we are aware of the problems of distinction between metaphysics and non-metaphysics, we are more confident in moving in this problem. In some religions certain questions are just ignored or, alternatively, they say that they are mysteries of God that cannot be explained. Actually, frequently it is just confusion between a metaphysical and a non-metaphysical way of thinking. It depends how we want to deal with a problem, like the problem of the existence of God, or the problem of God who is supposed to be good but there is evil in the world, which is the problem of theodicy, and so on.

	975 It is good to be aware that every kind of spirituality can be practiced either in a metaphysical or in a non-metaphysical way. Being aware of this solves a lot of problems and avoids a lot of useless discussions.

	976 At this point we can identify a problem that happens in spirituality once we don’t want to be metaphysical. The alternative is being subjective, artistic, that is equivalent to being generic, approximate or relativistic. At this point it happens something like a contradiction because, when we talk in the context of spiritualities or religions, we know that spirituality and religions are supposed to deal with the most essential and important things of our life, the fundamentals of our existence. If we want to be non-metaphysical, which implies being approximate, generic, how can something be fundamental, be the most important thing of my life, if it has to be approximate and generic? A good way in this situation is trying intentionally to build a kind of spirituality that works to elaborate a kind of thought that tries to be non-metaphysical, and instead is based on humanity, humbleness, subjectivity, fragility, vulnerability, respect, pluralism. All these things are the opposite of being dictators, of having strong certainties or pretending that the mirror is reality. The way that I said, of telling stories, emotions, making art, the everyday language, all of this can become part of a conscious and intentional project, to build an authentic spirituality that is non-metaphysical. We might feel some nostalgia about certainty that is able to give feelings of comfort, reassurance, protection. We need to have the courage, take the challenge, of building something that is based on vulnerability.

	977 I think that the metaphysical question is an essential problem of all spiritualities and, if we manage it, it solves a lot of problems and helps to create good spiritualities. Today a lot of spiritualities are getting built, alternative spiritualities that try to be free from God, free from dogmatism, but they are very confused, very unclear. I think the fundamental reason is that they are not aware that the essential point is being non-metaphysics. They try implicitly something like being non-metaphysical, but they are not aware that this is the point to work on, the point to develop, to understand and to explore in all directions.

	978 In trying to build non-metaphysical spiritualities we can try to build

	979 - new rituals, based not on certainties, dogmas, but on our freedom;

	980 - new meanings of art, art not just to enjoy it, but meant to be the essential ground of our life, as a replacement of what was certain and strong;

	981 - the idea of visiting religions. We can visit and share another religion without need of agreeing with their beliefs. I can say “I want to visit your religion, I want to pray with you, I want to pray your God. Even if don’t believe in your God, I’d like to share your experience, because I appreciate your practice, your emotions”. This is a non-metaphysical way of sharing spiritualities. You don’t even need to choose between being a believer or a non-believer: there are non-metaphysical ways of believing in God.
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Is everything relative?

	982 A common way of understanding relativism is to say that everything is relative. This idea is easy to grasp both in thought and in experience: any idea is related to other ideas and any object we encounter in life is connected to other objects. These connections make things interrelated, relative, in the sense of being dependent on or linked to each other.

	983 A common objection to this view is that, if everything is relative, then the statement itself must also be relative. Since the statement belongs to “everything”, it follows that it, too, must be considered relative. Consequently, it seems impossible to assert that everything is relative, because the statement makes automatically itself relative.

	984 However, this conclusion involves a subtle trick. It implicitly adopts a logic that must itself be considered relative and therefore unreliable. Let us examine more closely how this reasoning unfolds. At first glance, the argument appears correct and complete:

	985 1) We claim that everything is relative.

	986 2) We apply the content of this statement to itself.

	987 2) We conclude that the statement itself is relative.

	988 Now let us uncover the steps that are actually hidden or ignored in this reasoning:

	989 1) We claim that everything is relative.

	990 1a) Hidden step: We accept and adopt the logic that allows us to formulate this statement in order to deduce its consequences.

	991 2) We apply the content of the statement to itself.

	992 3) We conclude that the statement itself is relative.

	993 3a) Ignored step: If the statement is relative, since relative means unreliable, then its underlying logic cannot be adopted. This invalidates step 1a.

	994 3b) Ignored step: If its logic cannot be adopted, then step 2 must be invalidated. In other words, invalidating step 1a means invalidating also what follows from it, which is step 2.

	995 3c) Ignored step: As a result, the statement “everything is relative” cannot be refuted. Refuting it relies on the very logic that is rendered unreliable by the claim itself.

	996 As this analysis shows, once we accept that everything is relative, we cannot consistently proceed by applying the statement to itself. To move forward, we would need to adopt different logics, structures, languages or modes of reasoning.

	
Freedom, knowledge, awareness

	997 If we are just mechanisms, then we have no way to determine if any truth gets recognized as such just because some mechanisms of our brain produce this result in us. All the same applies to the concepts of awareness and freedom. In our subjectivity we feel knowledge and awareness, based not only on the objective existence of beings, but also as connected to intentionality, a possibility of us to decide if, when and how to think of them. If freedom of these decisions does not exist, then we instinctively perceive that awareness does not exist, we as subjects do not exist, we are just objects, machines. The same way, we are ultimately unable to explain the concepts of cause and effect because actually they are structures of our subjectivity. As a result of all of this, the very concept of determinism is just another structure of our subjective experiences, because it depends on our concepts of cause and effect, which are subjective.

	998 This takes us to the beginning of this reflection, where we were hypothesizing that we were just machines. Now we see that even this hypothesis is based on a subjective concept, because being machines is just another way of expressing determinism. As a final result, any discussion about freedom, determinism, cause and effect, awareness, truth and knowledge should be done considering that they are all subjective feelings, emotions, naive concepts, that have no way to be hypothesized in any objectively structured way. Questioning about the existence of freedom doesn’t make any sense, because such questioning is based on the wrong assumption that freedom can be imagined as an objective structure, a kind of metaphysics. In conclusion, questioning about the existence of freedom is just another naive attempt to build some metaphysics. The same applies to the other concepts that I have mentioned.

	
Solution to the hard problem of consciousness

	999 David Chalmers’ “hard problem of consciousness” is called “hard” because we don’t know how to approach it; the easy one is so because it is all about the amount of work we need to do; it is easy because, even if it implies a huge and hard work, we know what it consists of, we know what we need to do. About the hard one, we don’t even have an idea of what to do, how to effectively conceive it, how to “attack” the problem with clarity.
The solution I am going to explain is based on being aware of a limit, we might even say a flaw, in the scientific way of dealing with problems and concepts. The scientific way is based on abstraction, which consists in getting what is common to several elements. For example, we can talk about the red color because it, or components that we are able to identify in it, is shared by several objects. Science is able to talk about repeatable phenomenons only: shared means repeated. If something is absolutely, completely unique, science is totally unable to talk about it; it can talk about it only by making use of other known references, which means already shared concepts. This means that science, in the case of a unique event, tries to determine in it components that can be described by using known reference concepts.

	1000 This happens not only in science, but in everything; we can say it simply happens in language. The problem is that this way language and science make us forget or ignore that actually, from a different perspective, nothing is totally repeatable: we are the ones who take the repeatable, the shared part, in order to deal with descriptions and ideas, and this makes us forget that every experience is actually unique. This seems to be the basic structure how our brain works to get knowledge of things: it works on shared elements and elaborates them.

	1001 The hard problem of consciousness arises because, when each of us considers consciousness, there are some probabilities that we are giving special consideration to our own single specific experience of consciousness. Other people, instead, are distracted by their instinct to organize knowledge by making abstractions, the way I described before. These people are those who can’t even see the existence of a hard problem of consciousness. They objectify the concept of consciousness, forgetting, ignoring, not paying attention to the fact that their single specific own experience of consciousness cannot be reduced to a general idea of consciousness. Now let’s consider why it cannot be reduced.

	1002 My own specific experience of consciousness is like being inside my car: I can realize how being in my car gives me my experience of the world, my perspective, my tastes, the way colors are experienced by me. By considering this, I can realize that I can figure other people’s experience of being inside their car by assuming that it must be somewhat the same, at least very similar. But I can also realize that me is me and nobody else will ever be able to be me, to get my experience of being inside my car. This perception is connected to an instinctive experience of feeling free: I can feel that I can move my arm, if I want, so I assume that other people must feel something similar. However, my arm is my arm only, it exists only in me and nobody in the world will ever be able to experience what I exactly feel in moving my arm. This is not about fine details that may differ between bodies. About this it is important to realize that the difference of experience that I can figure between two friends of mine is totally different from the difference I can feel by comparing them to me. The two friends of mine are different from each other, but I perceive both of them as external to me. In this perspective they are very similar. They are both external to me, while instead I am internal to me: this is the real huge difference. The essence of my own experience of being me is that I cannot escape from feeling it as absolutely unique, impossible to repeat, also because I feel that, when I die, it is equivalent to the whole world stopping to exist, while when other people die I can see that the world continues to exist. This experience of uniqueness of myself is also quite disturbed by the tendency of our brain to organize knowledge through abstraction. This means that there is in me something like a force that continuously tries to make me forget the uniqueness of my experience. I need to concentrate, to leave aside for a moment a lot of thoughts, to remember again my experience of myself, to re-enter in myself and re-realize that the “me” is here, I am inside my car, I am experiencing my unique experience of mastery on my body, my thoughts, my perspectives.

	1003 Here is the core, the solution, of what makes the hard problem of consciousness hard: it is the fact that science is not at all organized to deal with anything unique. It is not its job, it is outside its being. The unique experience that each of us can feel when we concentrate on the existence of our mastery over our body and thoughts is something completely outside the domain of science. This cannot but to appear to us quite weird, because each of us can perceive their own perspective from the inside in a way so evident, so clear, so undeniable, that we cannot but wonder how it is possible that science cannot deal with it. Now we have the reason: it is because science is based on repeatability, while instead my own exclusive experience of my consciousness has to me a side, an angle, a perspective, from the inside of me, that is impossible to repeat. We get confused also because we see that science is able to deal with a lot of aspects of the experience of conscience; we get even more confused because this ability of science can even make us forget the uniqueness of our experience from the inside of us.

	1004 I think that this discussion is related to the intuition that made St. Augustine say, in his Confessions, book XI, chap. XIV: “What then is time? If no one asks me, I know what it is. If I wish to explain it to him who asks, I do not know”.

	
A synthesis

	1005 In the chapter Our perception of being I I said that our “I” can be conveniently regarded as a spiritual experience. I think we can push beyond this language and say that the “I” is spirituality, I am spirituality, what essentially is valid in me is the spiritual experience of this “me” that I can carry on. This so important experience risks always vanishing, being attacked by everything that in and out of me conspires and militates against it, including our temptation of absolutizing it, with the result of depriving it of what different it needs to get rich of the most profitable balances. Therefore, before worrying about making spirituality exist in this world, I should make it existing in me, in order not to talk about something that I myself do not know. For this purpose, the obvious necessary practice is silence, however it is organized and managed.

	1006 This warning against the world of distractions and our call to silence lead us to think of a way of hermitage, but today it can no longer be guided by peaceful images of a monastery or hermitage. It has necessarily to be a suffered hermitage, a cross, a living never pleased with itself, a hermitage that will never give up seeking the other person, because the other’s conscience, no matter how flawed it is, even with all its being evil, its being universal and not human spirituality, is still necessary so that my spirituality doesn’t get reduced just to complacency.

	1007 Our need to exist in the consciousness of others should be exploited and managed as an opportunity for enrichment that is such even in the midst of the deadly imbalances of others. The other person kills me all the time, but without her killing me, or if I react to her killing me without a critical and self-critical walk, I can only exist as a spiritual vacuum. This comes out as a response to Sartre, who  said that “Hell is other people”.

	1008 Once in this world there is the deadliness of the existence of others, somebody like Jesus could not make to exist in the world any worth considering spirituality but by addressing face to face this deadliness. Here emerges a sense of the story of Jesus not as a victim but as a “I-that-is-spirituality”, that couldn’t have realized itself without the spirituality of others, although these others killed him.

	1009 Jesus’ death was not last word, but it is only part of a dialogue, albeit dramatic, where the culpability of those who killed him is still waiting for more answers; we wonder not only why Jesus had to die, but also why his killers could not escape their own decision to kill him. That means taking seriously the exclamation “forgive them for they do not know what they do” (Luke 23:34), a forgiveness that does not solve the problem, but uncovers it.

	1010 We understand that a discussion of this kind is for advanced people, people who have had the opportunity to experience the greatness, the critical consistency and the attractiveness of a human spiritual experience. I disagree with Levinas’ approach, who instead considers the other in a too optimistic perspective, after all visionary about good in people, not putting due emphasis to deadliness, from which murderers cannot escape and that the drama of Jesus laid bare.

	1011 In the course of our being dying people (which means that our walking is not only continuously killed, but also we ourselves go in search of our killers), our response should be to continue, in any way, to facilitate walking and make it to exist, along with the spirituality that through it makes its way in us. When Jesus goes to Calvary to be crucified, he carries his cross by walking, showing, among other things, that the standard of walking is limping, falling, recovering, failing, having a poor show with others and with ourselves.

	1012 In this context we find ourselves in a situation of feeling a deep and infinite refreshment, attraction, even seduction, when we dwell on the experience of spirituality, so that we feel that it is worth any sacrifice. However, in our path we also experience the infinite suffering caused by the violence of metaphysics, an experience that we feel infinitely overwhelming, infinitely superior to our strength. In this condition we can realize that exactly the Christian category of sacrifice is able to arouse in us a sense of meaning of all of that. Obviously it is not the same category based on faith in the existence of God. Rather, it is a category that suggests us that we can live all of this as an offering to the world, as our action of doing our part at our best, an action that we can feel as embodying a profound existential logic that lies as a fundamental ground of our practice of spirituality.
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The problem of theodicy

	1013 Around 2018 I had a conversation with Philosophy professor Diego Bermejo, from the University of Deusto, in Spain, who had come to Cambridge for some research. I said that the problem of theodicy is an important problem in theology and he answered that theodicy is not a problem of theology, but the problem of theology. That moment was to me like a flash of illumination. Perhaps I have exaggerated about that statement, but it fits well in my identification of evil with metaphysics. In this context the problem of theodicy puts in check not only God, but the world itself. The question “why is there evil?” questions not only the existence of God, but even the existence of this world. The existence of this world is impossible to conceive if we take seriously into consideration all evil that is in it. Metaphysics, with its certainty about the existence of being, becomes a decision to ignore this radical difficulty, it becomes an acceptance and a legitimation of the existence of evil. I conclude that metaphysics, which is any way of thinking and perceiving that relies on its own structures as something inescapable, is evil itself. As a consequence, the concept of “understanding”, which needs the objective existence of what gets understood, is metaphysical and evil as well, because it looks for grasping power, control, framing, caging, structuring.

	1014 I am not referring to the efforts of understanding that are carried on in science. In science, understanding has a limited horizon, because science doesn’t claim the same a-priori universality that is claimed by metaphysics. Science is based on metaphysics as well, but in science, as Dario Antiseri says in his book Perché la metafisica è necessaria per la scienza e dannosa per la fede (1980), metaphysics works just as hypotheses that never turn into final universal conclusions; in philosophy the problem of metaphysics is that it considers itself not as hypotheses, but as sets of structures that are taken for granted.

	1015 Now we can consider that the question “why is there evil?” is aimed at some fundamental understanding of something. This means that the question is suggested by some metaphysical tendency that is into us, a desire to find a solution to the problem of evil by getting the understanding of something. The question about evil is suggested and guided by evil itself, it is evil that is still trying to control us by driving us into its style of questioning and reasoning, a style that looks for control, for metaphysical conclusions.

	1016 This does not mean that, for example, scientific research about cancer is a bad thing. Science works in the limited horizon of experience and experiments. Metaphysics in philosophy, instead, wants to work in a horizon that is supposed to be theoretically universal, infinitely more universal than science.

	1017 Once this mechanism gets revealed, destructured, it comes out that the way we have to escape from this entanglement in metaphysics, in objectivity, is subjectivity, which means art, emotions, contemplation, listening, as our primary and essential instruments to manage and interiorize our relationship to existence. Secondarily, we need metaphysics all the same, because our humanity, in this present history, cannot do without using the verb “to be”. We can make a synthesis by saying that we want to cultivate a permanent dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity. This criterion applies also to our relationships with other subjectivities, because they can be as well a metaphysical presence, which matches Sartre’s ideas “Hell is other people”.

	
The paradox

	1018 Thousands of useless thoughts
chasing a future that was not,
unbecoming, uneducated,
ready to bow
in the presence of their King
that, slimy
unclean snake,
devours them.

	1019 Day and time of His birth I know.

	1020 Hated comrade,
unwanted,
to suppress with each weapon,
and if this is me,
now, off and
led to the paradox,
I will win the King
at the death of my thoughts.

	Pietro Di Martino

	Comment

	1021 Thoughts are the framework of this poem, forming, together with the figure of the King, a concentric structure whose center is self-awareness, a self identified through the date of birth.

	1022 These thoughts are useless and must die, so that the author can proclaim his victory against the King, this alter ego to suppress. It seems to be the mission to kill God, which Nietzsche assumed had been completed, but in reality to be completely redone because in the beyond-man he had found the substitute: once God has been killed, now we have to kill the substitute; it seems that afterwards the mission was completed by Heidegger – Di Martino.

	1023 The poem does not offer the recipe for killing this new God, the King; on the contrary, we get the impression of having to kill continuously, similar to the woman who must continually crush the head of the snake; and here the King is really a snake.

	1024 If thoughts must die, together with their King, it is precisely this poem that must die, that must be forgotten. But what has to be forgotten is not the poem itself, but its words, so that the unsaid, the ineffable, finally wins. In short, the poet finds the ineffable within himself, he wants to express it, but he realizes that the words with which he is expressing it betray it. More than words, thoughts themselves betray it, so these thoughts must first be expressed in words and then killed: simple silence would not have been enough.

	1025 The conflictual style of the poem indicates that the silence of the word cannot occur peacefully: in the midst of it it is not possible to avoid hatred for that very word which was its vehicle.

	1026 Death of thoughts is not death of the poet or of man in general, but death of memory. The King will finally be killed when the reader, having finished listening to the poem, will return to their business, will forget it, then thoughts will be dead, and it is then that finally the poem will begin its true life in the reader: it will act in him no longer hampered by the memory of words. This is similar to the fact that we read so many books not to remember them, but so that they mold our soul, after being forgotten. Thus we can explain the meaning of the thoughts that pursue the future that was not: thoughts undermine the reader, after he has read the poem, undermine what is about to be realized in the reader, that is, the future without memory, our getting finally shaped by the poem when words will be no longer remembered.

	1027 Obviously this is not an anti-memory poem, but it reminds us that we need to make memory of our being molded, rather than of the memorized words. Jesus's words “Do this in memory of me” do not mean “Repeat these words in the future by heart”, but “Be aware of the fact that I am shaping you”. At this point the scholastic practice of learning poems by heart comes to be extremely bizarre and deadly: it means becoming complicit of thoughts to prevent the birth of the future that was not.

	
Cogito ergo sum

	1028 I think therefore I am
A free man with a plan
Trying to do the best I can
Connecting the written to the spoken word
Understanding the literally absurd
This rhyme of mine flowing like time
Connecting the body to the mind
Shining a bright light for the spiritually blind
Meditating on the meaning of time
An all-inclusive reality
Where everything is a possibility
Digging deep for a sense of self
Accumulating spiritual wealth

	by Richard Golah-Ebue, published by Philosophy Now

	1029  This poem is in line with the concept of spirituality as an experience based, to a great extent, on philosophy.

	1030 It is obviously based on the famous Descartes’ achievement about his struggle to find a strong basis to defeat doubt. Now we know that his achievement is highly exposed to criticism, to objections such as: what does it mean exactly “I think”? What does it mean exactly “I am”? What is the criterion that made you move from “I think” to “I am”? How can you guarantee that you reasoning is correct?

	1031 All these objections are able to demolish the stability that Descartes thought he was able to reach, but, after demolition, we remain with nothing, we are just moved back to our starting point, to a situation of invincible doubt. This poem goes further, it shows us that there is a way to move beyond, without remaining stuck in the condition of doubting about everything.

	1032 The answer is in next lines:

	1033 A free man with a plan
Trying to do the best I can

	1034 A free man with a plan is a bit contradictory: making plans is considered by many people a system that encloses us inside a frame, a cage, which the plan is, because a plan prevents us from spontaneity, fantasy, dreaming, instinct. This is exactly what Descartes tried to do, because his doubt was meant to be “methodic”, which means transforming the problem into a resource, a system, an instrument. But Richard’s plan is different from Descartes’ one. Descartes imagined his method as something strong, hard, in order to reach a solid basis, able to withstand the attacks of doubt. Richard’s planning is not aimed to be something strong, nor to reach a hard point. Richard’s plan is humble, aware of its limits, and this is exactly what makes it work as an opening door, a new level, the move from the condition of being stuck: he wants to do just

	1035 the best I can

	1036 nothing more. This modesty is already present when he says

	1037 A free man

	1038 The essential of our condition is our humanity, it is not the fact that we think. Thinking is human and this makes it weak, vulnerable, while Descartes tried instead to use it as a strong point. We could say “I think, therefore I win, therefore I am powerful”, but this was exactly the approach that made Descartes method not working for his purpose.

	1039 In this context, even the adjective

	1040 free

	1041 is not to be interpreted in any strong, fundamental way. Rather, we are here in the human experience of freedom, which means the feeling of freedom, rather than theoretical reasoning about it.

	1042 Richards’ work, rather than on methodology, is based on exploring connections: this is the human plan that was introduced in first line. Here the activity of connecting is not reasoning, working with logic, with syllogisms. The context of the poem, set up in second line, is a human one. So, connections are explored, contemplated, enjoyed, rather than elaborated. This explains the sense of linking

	1043 to the spoken word

	1044 The written word is the logic one, the one that remains and drives us towards the rein of reasoning and logic; the spoken word is instead the human one, the one that disappears, but also contains our voice, carries our emotions, betrays our vulnerability. This shows that Richard does not want to demolish, to forget Descartes’ work: he appreciates it, he just wants to bring it forward, to make it really, which is in the human rather than in a powerful sense, productive.

	1045 I think that next line is provocative:

	1046 the literally

	1047 is what in the preceding line was

	1048 the written

	1049 which means, reasoning, logic, maths. Now he says that actually these things reveal absurdity. Logic is not logical, logic is absurd. When we say that 2+2 equals 4, we have been brought up to consider it as normality, the reasonable, what is correct. After we have realized not only the problems of Descartes’ reasoning, but also the new world that actually is worth to follow, which is, the world of humanity, we realize that what is actually normal and correct is our humanity. As a consequence, the world of logic, being the non-human, the world of computers, is the world of absurdity. 2+2=4 is absurd, Parmenides law of non contradiction is another example of absurdity, logic is a method to build absurdity. We don’t need paradoxes, like Zenon thought, to realize the absurdity of logic: logic is absurd in itself. So, saying that Achilles will reach and overtake the tortoise is already absurd in itself, just because it is logic. This is the window that is being opened to Richard’s eyes by entering the way of humanity and makes him

	1050 understanding the literally absurd.

	1051 In the context of what I have said, next line

	1052 Connecting the body to the mind

	1053 is almost a repetition of the other previous verse having the same beginning “Connecting”. We could perceive that now we are one step forward: mind is now enlightened by connection with the body, with humanity, that is being performed. This way the poet perceived that, leaving aside any false modesty, he is able to shine light. Descartes thought as well that he was able to shine light in the darkness of doubt, but now we have been made aware of the kind of his blindness: he lost sight of spirituality, that is almost a synonym of humanity. In the context of this poem, the two references to spirituality, in this line and in last one, have no reference to anything supernatural. Next line explains it: shining spirituality means meditating on the meaning of time. Not reflecting, but meditating, which means something more towards contemplation. The meaning of time is not explored now to grasp it with the weapons of rational thinking, but as something that contributes to make us human: it is Heidegger’s concept of time. We can recall Heidegger in the other line as well

	1054 Where everything is a possibility

	1055 This means that

	1056 An all-inclusive reality

	1057 is not meant, again, in a metaphysical, objective, physical, realistic way. Here “all-inclusive” means that time makes us be history, human history; as such, time becomes here another synonym of humanity. Time is not here that thing that is measured by clocks and physics; rather, we need to imagine it the way Salvador Dalí painted his famous soft clocks.

	1058 Last lines of the poem bring us to the final, highest levels of spirituality.

	1059 If the ultimate direction of “I think” should have been not “therefore I am”, but “therefore I am human”, then, the ultimate step is something like “then I see the infinite mystery of perceiving myself as a self, as an I”. What gives us the magics of destroying any doubt is not some rational conclusion, which Descartes tried to reach, but the mysterious perception of our feeling “I”. A lot of philosophers and scientists are making giant efforts to defeat this mystery, but they are all making the same mistake of Descartes: they want to dominate, to master it, so that they are all exposed to the same demolition of Descartes’ conclusion. What gives us the strongest, indestructible perception of certainty is our perception of our subjectivity: it cannot be destroyed because it is not the conclusion of any syllogism, it is not logic, not reasoning; it is just a humble spiritual experience.

	1060 This makes

	1061 wealth

	1062 because, once we discover our humanity, our “self”, our sweet weakness, our “I”, we are attracted towards discovering the humanity, the self, the “I” of other people. This is the true richness, the true wealth, that enables us to build a world of appreciation and respect, rather than one of conquest and aggressiveness.

	
The essence of spirituality

	1063 When we move and proceed in the dimension, the style, everything, of our spiritual path, we can feel deeply, covertly, intimately, delicately, an experience that is not exactly the kind of love or personal presence we can experience with humans, but has a resemblance of it and is related to it. It is spirituality that is delicately, secretly, in the darkness of the secret, of the hidden and vulnerable feeling, even an experience in our heart, although in the midst of all its admitted limits and its exposition to criticism. We should not forget that the essence of the intimate spiritual experience lies behind the coarseness of materiality. Our temptation to concentrate on the search for specific resources, activities, sources, nourishments, rituals, is counterproductive: we can search for them, but what matters most is the internal organization of the spiritual experience, of the word-search game, that lies behind materialities.

	1064 God orders “You shall not make for yourself an image” (Deuteronomy 5:8) not so much because he is invisible, but because the experience to which we should cling to is the inner one.
In this context no totem, no heirloom, necklace, medal, pendant, will ever be able to give us the presence of spirituality. Material things can be used, but only to refer, to continuously point towards interiority.

	1065 Our cultivation of attention to this inner experience, that is permanently at risk of being reduced to invisibility in our consciousness, can counterbalance our experiences of oppression that the world imposes on us and can orient our daily life.
The value of our walking and growing, as well as the vattimian stepping back, lies in the direction towards our inner experience.

	1066 If we consider the definition of spirituality, given in the article What is spirituality?, as “inner life”, we can deepen our research by asking what inner life is made of. Exploring this question with a metaphysical mentality would be the worst method. I have described in previous chapters the fundamental problems that metaphysics has. This means that the most appropriate way to dive into the question is the opposite: the core of spirituality is subjectivity, which, expressed in a clearer way, is the feeling “I” that everybody is able to experience in their here and now, in the personal present perceived by those who are reading these words. Then, around this central core, we can add what we perceive, experience, from the inside of our subjectivity, as metaphysics that is able to impose itself on us; this includes other people as well. As a synthesis, we can say that spirituality is our path in this world, in our dialectic relationship, dialogue, between each of us as a central “I” and peripheral metaphysics, which is the rest of the world. This synthesis constitutes a frame that continuously embraces and shapes whatever we do and experience.

	1067 This existential dimension can be considered a liturgy, which is a cultivation of memory and consciousness, an intentional or passive celebration that happens day by day, moment by moment, in the development of our life in this world. This happens in the monastery of the intimacy of our heart, where we continuously elaborate our living and our always indirect relationships.

	
Visiting

	1068 A criterion of sharing experiences, that can solve a lot of problems and difficulties, but also creates some, is that of visiting.

	1069 I can visit a religion that is not mine, even if I am an atheist; I can even share their prayers, their rituals, while making clear that I am not doing that as a believer, but because I highly appreciate and respect those people, I am even sure that their religious experience has a lot to teach me.

	1070 The most obvious objection is: isn’t it quite strange, even hypocritical, to invoke, for example, Jesus Christ, or Allah, after having clearly said that I don’t believe at all in their divine existence and I have absolutely no intention to convert myself to those religions? Isn’t even an offence to that religion and to the dignity of those believers?

	1071 The answer to these questions has to consider how and how much those people would like to be visited with this attitude of mine. If they feel offended, I cannot force them to be visited by me. But there are other people who are open to this mentality. Religions are not composed exclusively of radical believers; there is a wide range of different attitudes and mentalities inside each religion and a lot of believers are passionate about exchanging experiences, exploring different mentalities, even experimenting contaminations and mixtures of rituals and ideas.

	1072 Obviously, these things cannot be done with shallowness and lack of commitment; on the contrary, they are serious experiences where we want to make exploration and research in a mental context where we acknowledge that what we are exploring is always greater than our thoughts and comprehension.

	1073 This kind of visiting can be practiced in the opposite direction as well, that is, for example, believers visiting the experience, philosophy, life, friendship, of atheists.

	1074 This criterion, this mental category of visiting, can be further generalized, until we realize that everything is a visit to somebody or something that is, to a certain degree, a stranger. This happens, for example, even when believers experience their own religion or when I try to explore my own thoughts. This implies respect and humility. This way an atheist who visits a religious ritual, can work as a reminder, for believers, that every believer, to a certain degree, is always somehow a stranger in their own religion. We can think, for example, of how frequently and severely God criticizes his followers in the Bible.

	1075 Another aspect of the topic of visiting is when we adopt songs, taken from various religions or cultures, in contexts that are very different from the original one. Obviously, in this discussion, we are not taking at all into any consideration contexts of lack of respect. What we consider here is a complain that those belonging to a religion or a cultural tradition make against those using their songs in different contexts. This can happen, for example, when we would like to sing Spirituals just because we like them. Descendants of ancient Black slaves could complain, saying that we have no idea of their suffering, of the weight and depth of the words of those songs, their cultural, spiritual and religious significance, because we don’t have a lived inner experience of that cultural context. About this problem, being here in a context of spirituality, any answer needs to be discussed in a context of subjectivity. My desire to sing is subjective, my understanding of Spirituals is subjective, Black slaves’ understanding of their own Spirituals is subjective as well. Here “subjective” does not mean “meaningless” or “open to any wild interpretation”. We are trying to move here in a context of the best of humanity that we are able to adopt in our mentality. Once we have clarified this context, I think that we can openly say that everyone has the right to use any song, provided, as I said, that this happens in a context of total seriousness and respect.

	1076 A good background to understand this position is the mentality of humbleness, self-criticism, that is already implied in what I said about believers being anyway, at any time, strangers, at least to some degree, in their own religion. When I sing a song that belongs to a tradition that is stranger to me, I am not pretending at all to have any adequate understanding of everything. This concept of adequate understanding makes everything killing, destroying, pretentious, hypocritical. Adequate understanding of something does not exist, it never existed. Even those who where directly involved in the Black slavery cannot claim an adequate understanding of it. We are all humble searchers in this world, trying to grow, to communicate, to enrich each other, to learn and self-criticize endlessly. This way we can say that, in a context of humble acknowledgement of our human fundamental inability to have any adequate understanding of anything, everything not only can, but even has to be shared, adopted and used. On the contrary, in a pretentious context of claiming that one, who directly suffered, has the proper and adequate understanding of something, we can say that even those people should be aware of their humble state of being human and should understand that their claim is just wrong.

	1077 On the contrary, the same way I am endlessly interested in a better understanding of things from those who more directly have experienced them, they as well should be interested in the interpretation that can come from those who are strangers to those traditions. All interpretations, even those coming from ignorant people, have something to teach. What makes us unable to teach is considering ourselves owners, adequate experts or even contemptuous, which is the worst position. The author of a work of art has always to learn from those who interpret his production and viceversa: we are all learners. Gadamer has taught us that a work, once produced, gets a degree of independence from the author. Those who are affected by an illness cannot say that a doctor cannot understand them because he has never had that illness. Vice-versa, a doctor cannot claim to have full understanding of that illness just because he has studied everything. The concept of adequate understanding, forgetting our situation of permanent learners who need self-criticism, is what has always turned revolutionists into the new tyrants, as Orwell’s novel “Animal Farm” teaches us.

	
Subjectivity as the indescribable self

	1078 I find interesting and fruitful thinking that the root of the best of our being human is when one perceives to be that feeling oneself that is unique in the world and no one else has, the feeling “I”, which, if is cultivated properly, should also lead to always keeping in mind that the other, like me, feels as well themselves being an I that, as being exclusive, is ultimately impossible to express. Precisely because it is impossible to express, it is impossible to treat it as an object, therefore it is in itself protected, immune from this danger. This would therefore be the root, the starting point, to treat people not as objects, but as subjects, each one having their own dignity, freedom, creativity.

	1079 Obviously this cannot mean that, if one does not show this philosophical feeling of being an I, then they are not a person. The philosophical concept should serve to make me realize what is already in people, regardless of how aware they are of it. A child, for example, may not be able to demonstrate an awareness of being an I, but I can recognize in them that this ability is already present. It could even be recognized in animals, according to their different ways. This could help to find a reason why we should have respect for animals, people, plants, while there is no need to have any respect for objects, except for the consequences that may be on living beings. This means that the best reason for not using violence, for having respect, is not that of not causing suffering. Suffering can be objectified as well, conceived as nothing more than a set of mechanisms and impulses with which nature has equipped us to react and survive. Even a computer can be designed in such a way to react as if it were suffering. The difference is that, if I do violence to a computer, there is not a “someone” who is suffering inside that computer, while, if I do violence to a plant, I feel vaguely that there are not only mechanisms that react, but a principle, even if very elementary, of being “someone”.

	1080 The point is to establish what this being “someone” or being a “person” means. It seems to me that the best point of reference for this question is our ability, which everyone, in different ways, can find in themselves, to feel like I, that unique and exclusive I that only you have in this world and no one else has, nor will anyone ever be able to understand, because it is yours and yours alone.

	1081 This thing can also be a spiritual practice, an exercise, a subject of prolonged meditation in silence, because having understood is not enough. We need to continually impress it in our soul, our behavior, also practicing to see if and how it can change our behavior, our life, otherwise it risks being just theory, an abstract thought that we can betray at any moment, the same way in the Bible there are continuous reproaches against hypocrisy, that is the betrayal of one’s own faith, one’s own religion, one’s own principles. Precisely because we discover it deeply in meditation, the I also clearly reveals itself to be selfish. I discover several times that even my dreams are rather selfish. On the other hand, it is impossible to live in this world without at least a minimum of self-affirmation. In the midst of all of this, we can make more and more complete our meditation on the self to the degree it becomes a tool to give importance to other selves as well, otherwise it remains an exercise closed in self-contemplation, a navel-gazing.

	1082 At this point, a consideration on language is useful. Our language, I am referring to language in general, which includes all the languages of the world, forces us to form a wrong idea of the self and prevents us from being aware of its most important aspect. Let’s think of any object, for example an orange. How can I describe it in such a way as to refer specifically to that orange and not to others that exist in the world? Normally we solve this problem by saying “That one, that one there”. Saying “That one there”, however, is not scientific. For example, if you want to publish a scientific research on that specific orange, you cannot write that your research is about “that orange, that one there”. How then can we be scientifically precise, to indicate a specific object without the risk of confusing it with others? At this point it is clear that the references we need are those of space and time. For example, we could say: my scientific research concerns the orange that was on planet Earth, at satellite coordinates 123445677 897765445, at 13:37, 3 seconds and 4 thousandths of a second, solar time in Italy. Ultimately, what is implied when we say “That one” is precisely this: the orange that is there (= space) at this moment (= time). Space only or time only are not enough, because tomorrow there could be another orange in the same place, or at the same moment there could be another orange 10 centimeters to the right. Instead, by combining both together, we can obtain a precision that leaves no margin for error. Ultimately, this is what we also do when we write news or history books: what we say to identify precisely who or what we are talking about can always be traced back to the combination of space and time. For example, if we say that Garibaldi was the one who led the Expedition of the Thousand, the reference works because we know where (= space) and when (= time) the Expedition of the Thousand took place, or at least we have some idea of it, which can still be traced back to a space and a time. Even when there may be a lot of uncertainty about both, in any case what our mind thinks of is always some spatial and temporal reference.

	1083 Science deals with what is objective, that is, measurable, experimental, factual data independent of the subject, that is, the observer. What is subjective is instead an opinion. In order to study something, science needs to objectify it, that is to reduce it to an object, to something measurable. Even in order to study people, science needs to reduce them to objects, otherwise it has no material to study. In order to study the self, science needs to reduce it to quantifiable, measurable mechanisms, it needs to objectify it, which means to treat it as an object external to the observer, an object as unconditioned as possible by the observer, the scholar, the scientist, otherwise it cannot study it scientifically.

	1084 Every time we talk about objects, there is always a subject who is talking about them. This means that absolute, pure objectivity cannot exist. Even in science the effort to be objective is limited, because where is science there is always a scientist, an observer, a subject, who conditions its objectivity. It is the classic problem of relativism: we cannot be sure of anything, because, whatever we say, there is always someone who is saying it. At this point we might ask ourselves: were dinosaurs a perfect objectivity, since there was no one to observe them? We cannot answer yes, because both the concept of dinosaurs and that of perfect objectivity are now thought by a subject. So even in this case we cannot escape the presence of a subject who limits objectivity. We might ask ourselves whether a flower that is not looked at by anyone exists. The problem is that the very concept of a flower that is not looked at by anyone is already conditioned now by whoever is thinking about it, so it is not possible to know with perfect objectivity whether it exists or not and what the meaning of to exist is.

	1085 What happens with science happens actually every time we speak: as soon as we give a name to an object, or even to a person, we have automatically objectified them, reduced them to thinkable objects. Instinctively we try to solve this problem by introducing our emotions, expressiveness, art, moods into language: they are ways of forcing language to say things that it cannot say in itself. The philosopher Wittgenstein said that “whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent”. I do not agree: when faced with things that one cannot speak of, one can try to force language to say them anyway, even if this way language loses its objectivity. This is what we do when we speak in poetry, we express emotions, exclamations, art, smiles, paradoxes, contradictions: they are all ways of forcing language to express what it cannot say in itself, which is nothing but expressing subjectivity.

	1086 Another problem that we find both in science and language in general, in addition to our need to objectify, is the lack of references to what is unique. For example, when we say “this is an orange”, we are referring to that specific orange a term that refers to all the oranges in the world and therefore completely ignores the exclusive uniqueness of that specific orange. We instinctively try to resolve this difficulty when we give proper names. For example, if I see John, it is one thing to say “This is a man”, ignoring his uniqueness, and another to say “This is John”. Both philosophers and scientists have normally been highly disinterested in the uniqueness of individual objects or individuals. This has led to enormous confusion, ambiguity, claims, illusions, I would frankly say stupidity.

	1087 From what I have said, we can realize that it is possible to distinguish two types of constitutive elements of the self. A first type is all those elements that can be objectified. For example, character, personality, all psychological aspects. The other type is my unique sensation of feeling myself, the impression of being inside this body, which leads me to ask myself why this self of mine is the result of this body instead of another body, why I ended up here, why I was born in this period of world history instead of another.

	1088 The first type is easy to describe, to name, to objectify. The second type is entirely subjective, impossible to describe and objectify, it does not and cannot have a name, it is entirely subject to doubt whether it really exists. It corresponds to the “hard problem of consciousness” described by David Chalmers, while the first type is the “easy problem of consciousness”.

	1089 Someone might ask me: if the second type is impossible to describe, isn’t the very fact that you are talking about it, describing it, a contradiction?

	1090 There are two answers.

	1091 One is that my attempt to talk about it exploits some forcing of language, the forcing I mentioned before, which allows for the production of art, but loses the consistency and strength of objectivity.

	1092 Another answer is that, however I describe it, I base myself on the hope that those who listen to me will notice this sensation of feeling “I” in their own personal intimate experience. If those who listen to me tell me that they cannot do it, that they have the impression that this second artistic I is just hot air, words made up of empty air, I have nothing to say, precisely because it is the aspect of the I that is entirely subjective. I can only find support in the fact that many authors, whether of philosophy, literature or art, have spoken in these terms, making one think that this phenomenon of feeling “I” is not something that is unique to me; on the contrary, many have already dedicated and are dedicating time and study to it, in an effort to talk about it, just as there are philosophers and scholars who say that instead they are only illusory concepts, devoid of any meaning.

	1093 In my opinion, therefore, the indescribable self is the basis of the meaning of life, of the possibility of perceiving a freedom within oneself, the basis of what makes us truly human, capable of empathy, the deepest sensitivity we should try to arouse in our children, the primary content of any meditation.

	1094 The great stupidities of scientists and philosophers to whom I referred are the enormous efforts, studies, books and debates, which they have made and still make, to analyze the indescribable self, which can also be called “subjectivity”, “consciousness”, “self-consciousness”, trying to understand how this sensation is produced in our brain, by our neurons – someones try even to refer to quantum physics – without realizing that, by proceeding in this way, what they are talking about is no longer the indescribable self, but automatically becomes the describable and measurable one. The only way to stay within the realm of the indescribable self, which I call true subjectivity, is to stick to communication methods that force language, such as art, emotions, impressions, perceptions.

	1095 The two aspects of the self, describable and indescribable, are obviously connected, in a continuous dialogue with each other.

	
Meeting spirituality

	1096 We enter, at moments and continuously, our monastic liturgy and contemplation to meet and re-meet, in silence and meditation, spirituality, that gets experienced dynamically, in permanently more and more evolved ways, as a subjectivity, a person, a friend, a companion, who lives and walks her path, with her characteristics and limits, in the dynamic path of feelings behind and beyond every contact and experience.

	1097 It is an experience permanently tempted to land, to find strength and distraction, in metaphysical things, which are also, to a certain extent, indispensable, but spirituality is a permanent, continuous movement of going further. It doesn′t replace any gap and has a price in terms of time; it is a help and a “more”. When we need to go back to metaphysical life, we bring with us the memory, the experience, the silence, the shaping we have got from the monastery, the tent.

	1098 Metaphysics try to take us away from the walking world, the experienced dimension of subjectivity, which can get more and more intense. Any relationship, either with spirituality, or with people, or with anything else, will never be able to completely satisfy our need for deeper relationships, because spirituality is an always going beyond experiences, towards the inner, the more dynamic, the less metaphysical that we sense they seem or could hint to.

	1099 We live because existence attracts, takes, shapes and continuously creates, makes us, objectively (forcing) or subjectively (beauty, fulfillment, path). Our answer is our cultivation of a dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity, our overhuman relationship with spirituality, which is mysticism. This way we experience a value that we make exist in this world. Contexts of meditation and evocation are the door to meet and benefit of spirituality as a subject. In spirituality as a subject we get the best of relating to, in a smiling that walks towards non competition. Exploration is an essential aspect, value and experience of spirituality and is connected to faith in its ability to endlessly give new life, new positivity, against the ways of finding new life and positivity adopted by nature in a context of competition.

	1100 We try to cultivate the best helping conditions for all of this. Our research, our work of deepening, is on how to live, how to experience, how to relate to, how to have and cultivate a dialogue with spirituality as a subject. The first essential criterion about this is letting her guide this, listening to her, a friend whose always new experience we explore continuously.

	1101 Science, objectivity, analysis, will always have degrees of shallowness, roughness and blindness in understanding subjectivity, because of the ultimate inability of science to catch, to exhaust the infinite amount of dynamic structures and relationships that not only happen, but are also continuously created in subjectivity and in everything.

	
Society and the world versus spirituality

	1102 Society in based on communication, there cannot be any society without some kind of communication. Communication means objectification. If we want to communicate a subjective experience in any society, we need translate it into some language, which means transpose it into an objective vehicle that carries objects. This is the only way to make communication possible: no communication is possible without some kind of language. Language, communication, transposition, means some level of betrayal, infidelity. All of these things make society and spirituality not very helpful to each other, we can even say enemies to each other. Spirituality keeps a permanent orientation to what cannot be expressed, that is the original source of what finally comes out in expressions and understanding. Society instead needs understanding, clarity. This does not mean that any kind of social spirituality is impossible. The world has plenty of religions, spiritualities and artistic experiences witnessing that social spirituality is not only possible, but also a great experience. However, even in any religion, in any social experience of any kind of spirituality, the ultimate reference point is still the inexpressible. A musical band or a sport team is able to give a spiritual experience because what is visible and communicable in them refers to other things that are beyond communication. Without this reference even a football game is pointless, meaningless, tasteless.

	1103 Between society and spirituality some kind of pulling happens. Society has spirituality, but society in general pulls us towards objectivity, with a tendency to make us lose sight of the inexpressible. Society will never recommend us to pay attention to the inexpressible. A member of a society could, but society won’t. On the opposite side, spirituality has a tendency to pull us towards solitude, where we are be able to perceive much more easily the universe of inexpressible things and experiences.

	1104 Obviously we can cultivate a dialogue and harmony between spirituality and society, but what I have said shows that their respective nature makes them not very compatible with each other and even enemies. We can verify this situation in the life of several spiritual people, for example in Jesus. Society welcomed Jesus when he entered Jerusalem, but then society killed him. Nothing and nobody can be blamed about this: it is just their natures that makes them enemies.

	1105 In this situation, when problems become quite harsh, it ends up society being quite unable to help or give protection to certain individuals .

	1106 An instinct to society is in our DNA, so that this conflict will ever be inside each of us. Our evolution has developed in us a survival instinct that looks for society, but at the same time we cannot help feeling, at times at least, some need for retreat from society and dwell in the warm and comforting home that is our inner life, spirituality, listening. Sometimes it is society, or a partner, a friend, a parent, who makes us feel the strongest warmth of being at home. This is a spiritual experience as well, but spirituality as such has its ultimate core in solitude, subjectivity, the exclusivity of each one’s self. Compared to these things, any other experience of warmth comes out as being good, but inevitably lower, passive or just part of the objective side that is in each of us.

	1107 Positivity, which comes from subjectivity, needs and has to be cultivated, but it cannot exist without competition. Society rejects and discourages individuals who don’t show enough competition and, at the same time, drives them to lower the quality of their inner life to the level of that society. Society, with its guide to competition in your living environment, automatically discourages deep thinking, which is related to indirect connections. We need to work continuously for best ways of practicing positivity with its implied competition.

	
Subjectivity as a contradiction inside objectivity

	1108 In the conflict between subjectivity and objectivity, the logical outcome for subjectivity is to succumb, because success itself, any kind of success, is by its very nature metaphysical, belonging to the realm of objectivity. Subjectivity exists as an internal contradiction of objectivity. On one side, subjectivity is a logical result of the metaphysical existence of single objects, because, the moment a single object exists, a single perspective, and even a degree of self-consciousness, exists as well. But objectivity is contradictory because it is also unique. Objectivity continuously solves its contradiction by killing subjectivity and subjectivities. The concept of a peaceful dialogue with objectivity belongs to the logic of subjectivity only, not of objectivity, and therefore cannot be accepted, nor understood, by objectivity.

	1109 Both metaphysics and subjectivity can say that they have won, but finally who has really won is who hasn't stewed in their own juice.

	1110 Even this reflection itself cannot be interpreted as an understanding that exorcises the tragedy, because understanding and exorcising belong to objectivity. The authentic approach to this reflection lies only in the perspective of the particularity of subjectivity. Its intellectual understanding, which as such belongs to objectivity, can only touch subjectivity as a contradiction of objectivity, which, as I said above, is the meaning of subjectivity in the context of objectivity.

	1111 This can explain my unique sense of feeling I, my intuition that other Is must exist and my perception of objectivity: the very concept of explanation belongs to objectivity, therefore the explanation of my own and others’ subjectivity is possible only as an internal contradiction of objectivity. I am a product of objectivity’s internal contradictions; I am a contradiction of objectivity, with the consequent reactions of objectivity mentioned above. Any other attempt to understand subjectivity in non-contradictory ways is just another product of objectivity, that continuously tries to resolve its internal contradictions by killing the manifestations of subjectivity. Trying to understand subjectivity means trying to kill it, unless it is an understanding of it as a contradiction.

	1112 After that, in the detail of each single existence, each person tries to manage themselves in their own specific daily contradictions, until death. As a consequence, in the lived experience of spirituality, contradiction must first be accepted, welcomed, as a natural constitution of our condition, and then managed, until our death.

	1113 Communication of subjectivity between subjects is done within contradiction, because on one hand it would be impossible, on the other hand it occurs due to the uniqueness of this world and the omnipresence of subjectivity. The exclusive "I" of a person is unexpressible in an abstract mentality of language made of shared meanings, as Wittgenstein has explained, but, if we consider that every communication event in this world is a unique event, then what I am receiving in that moment is also, somehow, to some degree, the exclusive subjectivity of that person. One reason why our exclusive experience of feeling “I” cannot be understood is because it represents our direct experience of the uniqueness of this world, of this history, of ourselves, of each moment and aspect of everything.

	1114 I will never be able to understand anything about my own I, about why, in this world, besides all others, there is precisely me, about the fact that others will never be able to understand it as they don’t have this particular I that I feel I have, the fact that they will never be able to get in contact with it, because the categories to understand it would always be borrowed from common experiences. Questions and statements about my I always seem applicable to other Is as well, because they always arise from the outset as metaphysical questions and statements, which therefore lose sight of their supposed addressee as soon as they are formulated. It is logically impossible to define solutions for communication between the Is, because, the moment they were defined, they would automatically be a metaphysics and therefore a negation of themselves. We can instead rely on the fact that subjectivity anyway passes through every communication and every subject has the potential to identify within themselves their own exclusive experience of their own being I. This confirms the fact that an essence of every spiritual path should be dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity.

	1115 Contact, experience with my own I and the Is of others, as well as the relationship with the I of spirituality and discussions on consciousness, are not a yes or no, but realize themselves in a history of awareness, which as a history is also linked to histories of metaphysical violence. Language, with its metaphysical tendency to staticity, continually draws us toward thinking in categories and ideas falsely static, conclusive.

	1116 If the experience of the I remains closed in itself, without growing towards attention to others, it remains deeply metaphysical.

	
Subjectivity as our ultimate life experience

	1117 Subjectivity is the highest level of being we can experience and we can think of. As such, it cannot be a function of anything else. This means that our experience of our subjectivity has to be cultivated primarily for its own sake and secondarily, which is necessary as well, but as a second step, in its permanent attempt to be in a dialogue with objectivity. The same applies to contemplation and spirituality as a person: they are as well experiences based primarily on themselves and secondarily, although still necessarily, in connection to objectivity. Sometimes, when I think of my unique experience of being myself, I wonder what I can do with this consciousness, what the good of this awareness is. In this context it becomes clear that the purpose of experiencing our subjectivity is subjectivity itself.

	1118 Moreover, it has to be lived in all of its limits, because subjectivity would not be subjectivity without its limits, it would be an object. If we existed forever, we would be no longer subjectivity, we would be objects, because subjectivity is a synonym of relativism and something that exists for ever, at least for ever the same, is not relative. We can only, and must, bring continuously the limits of subjectivity into the best possible ways of dialogue with objectivity.

	1119 We also need to cultivate positivity, but the possible positive must be identified continuously within the context of these limits, which are essential for subjectivity to be subjectivity rather than objectivity.

	1120 One way how we can relate with subjectivity is some consideration of language, including those aspects of language which reach our inner self with our full awareness. The self cannot be reduced entirely to language, but language shapes its ways, being, awareness and expressions. Language is therefore an essential place both for dialogue with my own self and for conceiving, interpreting and valorizing the self of others and dialoguing with it. We can nourish ourselves with the best languages of humanity, with a dialogue between subjectivity and objectivity, with all signs of human presence with which we can relate, all languages we can attempt to glimpse and listen to, even passively, moment by moment.

	
Subjectivity and society

	1121 One can wonder “How is it that precisely I, rather than anybody else, feel being in my body? Why am I not in another body?” Answering that your self consciousness is just a product of your physical and biological mechanisms doesn’t explain why precisely you, rather than someone else, are in your body. You can answer that precisely you are there because you are precisely the result of those precise unique atoms and molecules that compose your body in a specific space and a specific time. However, this is still a general explanation for all selves. As such, it doesn’t catch any singular specificity. A true proper explanation, in order to give a really proper account of each singularity, should be a different explanation for each single different self that is existing, existed or will exist, in this world. The problem is not how much work making all these explanations would need. The problem is that language, science and metaphysics, being able to describe things exclusively by making reference to shared elements and shared abstractions, actually have absolutely no real idea about what singularity means.

	1122 Moreover, we can observe that metaphysical answers contain two flaws. Both of them are due to their nature of being metaphysical.

	1123 The first flaw is the following one. If you say that metaphysics is able to explain the uniqueness of your self, this way you confirm explicitly that it is a metaphysical answer, which, as such, objectifies whatever it talks about. This means that actually that answer is talking not about your subjectivity, but about an objectified concept of it.

	1124 The second flaw emerges if you admit that metaphysics is unable to deal with this unexpressible topic. In this case you are saying that metaphysics, whatever it says about this topic, just misses the point all the time.

	1125 The final result of both flaws is that metaphysics, whenever it tries to speak about subjectivity, always misses the point.

	1126 Once we realize that metaphysics, or we can even say the universe, is completely unable to tell us anything helpful to any understanding of each of our exclusive I, we can’t help but feel loneliness. We can try to make some compensation to this loneliness by expressing subjectivity or reflecting on it. In other words, we try to make connections with subjectivity, to make it, somehow, social, in relation with other things.

	1127 From a social perspective, expressing subjectivity, compared to philosophical reflection on it, helps communication, but does not help awareness and vice versa. Most people don’t cultivate either. Since our babyhood we get educated to the objectifying mentality contained in language and this way we are led to forget and be blind about the consciousness of our I.

	1128 Reflection and consciousness about the I are fundamental for spirituality and there are a lot of people and academics who cultivate this. However, the opposite is true as well: spirituality is fundamental for a non objectified or not purely expressive reflection and consciousness about the I, otherwise, even if you find people who study or express their feeling the I, it remains in them something too neutral, abstract, detached, or, on the expressive side, just purely artistic, emotional, but in both cases void of interest in cultivating this in a context of growth, of engagement in paths.

	
Living one’s I

	1129 In the episodes of the storm (Mark 4:35-41) and of the adulteress (John 8:1-11) Jesus does something intentionally distracting, as a rebellion against those who wanted to drive his attention according to their mentality. He suggests that there is something more important to think about, without which it is not possible to find really productive ways for the problems of those moments. This criterion can be applied to the dialogue subjectivity - objectivity.

	1130 The sense of living should be to explore endlessly the infinite universe of subjectivity and its possible dialogue with objectivity, not looking for solutions, but for best ways of these explorations. Even about explorations, we should concentrate not on things to find, but primarily in exploring the experience of exploration itself. This means that the essence is contemplation, exploring my feeling I, spirituality as a subject and relations with objectivity. This represents an existential attempt to live a difference. A connection between subjectivity and objectivity is that subjectivity can induce habits able to introduce different styles, inspiration and motivations in objective activities.

	1131 In all of these attempts it is worth noting that we feel the I empty without  connection with objectivity. This is why we can find ourselves in the ambiguity of being interested on it, but also bored of it, feeling it intensely, but also totally unable to determine anything about it. This happens not just because it is unexpressible unique subjectivity, but also because the I itself is empty in our experience. We might compare it to number zero, which alone is something empty, is nothing, but is able to multiply the meaning of other digits when is put after them, forming numbers like 10, 800, 7000 and so on. Another possible comparison is with intensively studying a musical instrument, which can make us tired and bored, but is able to show off all of its richness when, after our study, we play it with other instruments and players. Asking “What is then this I, since I feel it as something empty?” would be just another metaphysical question. This means that a non empty experience of the I, that tries to elaborate connections with objectivity, can be built only by taking itself as a starting point, starting from one’s inexpressible experience of feeling I in one’s present moment. Other perspectives are worth exploring as well, but the starting one is the perspective that starts from the I and then proceeds towards objectivity and other Is.
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