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Abstract

This short essay provides a general overview of Lanza del Vasto’s philosophy. On
the 40th anniversary of his death, his teachings about nonviolence and
interreligious dialogue are still positively provocative for the promotion of peace
and justice in an international context of disquiet, turmoil and uncertainty.
Keywords: Contemporary Philosophy, Interreligious Dialogue, Philosophy of
Religion, Peace and Nonviolence Studies.
Discretion will protect you and understanding will guard you.
Proverbs, 2:11

Introduction

At the beginning of 1981, in a small town between the mountains of the
Sierra de Segura and the Sierra de Alcaraz in Spain, LanzadelVasto(1901-
1981)died. The day after, the main Spanish newspaper traced his life and
intellectual parabola,defining him as the “apostle of no-violence.” After
almost 40 years, his philosophy and teachings are still positively
provocative for the promotion of a peaceful co-existence in an international
context of disquiet, turmoil and uncertainty.

Born in Southern Italy, he spent his childhood and youth in Paris with all
its intellectual vibrancy. During the years after the October Revolution in
Russia (1917), the French capital was one of the major driving centers of
the Russian religious diaspora that would deeply mark European culture *
where the recurring themes of psychological and metaphysical
introspection of Slavic literature were settled and revisited. ’

In the period after the First World War a number of people belonged to
his cultural circuit who — in the wake of phenomenology — introduced the
Eastern European Hasidism and the contemporary Jewish philosophy,
which had its point of reference in Martin Buber. * In receiving these
different perspectives — as through a prism of diversity — Lanzadel Vasto
artfully weaves all these different voices and experiences in a harmonic
synthesis.’

Trivium, 2020, 4.1 : 23-32 23 ISSN : 2583-0422, E-ISSN : 2583-0120



At the Service of Peace
An Introduction to Lanza delVasto

In this context and at some time of these turbulent years, Lanza del Vasto
changed completely his approach to life so that the ascetic trip from the
Ganges’s sources to the Holy Land and Mount Athos can be considered as a
keystone in his cultural formation; his journey may be configured as a
bridge to the East, capturing its spiritual essence and making a modern
synthesis of the various steps to this discovery. * The earnest desire to
discover the unexplored depths of human nature — and its indissoluble bond
with Transcendence — was the primary stimulus to visit distant places that
the fame of Mahatma Gandhi had made intensely meaningful.’

If the influence of Indian traditions is undeniable — especially of
Upanicad, Bhagavadgita and Dhammapada — the role of Byzantine
Christianity” is no less important in understanding his work as an anchorite
of modernity.” In his personal research, Lanzadel Vasto attempts to propose
aperspective that, while recognizing human limitations, is capable of silent
listening and of a bright proposal in the path of justice and peace. Itisnot a
circumstance that Gandhi gave him the name of Shantidas (Servant of
peace). In the period immediately after the disastrous consequences of the
Second World War, his search for a “symphonic language” is in a world that
was, even while expanding through globalism, shrinking. "’

An Inner Discovery

This desire to understand the meaning of existence leads him to the study of
philosophy. The in-depth reading of Thomas Aquinas and his “angelic
logic” contributes to LanzadelVasto’s intellectual formation and reopens
the doors of an uncertain faith. Through the influence of Romain Rolland, "
his charismatic sensibility accepts the “prophecy of the Other” and the
refusal of violence as a means of resolving disputes: “The same thirst for
possessing things and subjugating others has, as a counterpart, the inability
to possess and dominate themselves.”

In this thought — as dense as it is short — the essence of the doctrine of
LanzadelVasto is enclosed. His simple words express that tension between
the exterior and the interior, between the ephemeral and the permanent:

Do not trust the hurry, escape it, fight it, because it is one of the
great destroyers of inner life. [...] Do not lose our time to hurry.
[...] let’s voluntarily resist not to be overwhelmed by this
common inclination. Let’s deliberately slow down our gestures
and our steps, the expression of the words and the course of our
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thoughts. Let’s suspend our acts and especially our reactions,
the explosion in anger, the response in dialogue to practice, even
just for the time of a blink of lashes, the call of conscience."

In asociety obsessed by a sort of perennial state of agitation and apparently
condemned to an infinite and fruitless series of interferences” the
constraint of time seems to have diverted the gaze of the humanity away
from the fundamental necessity of a “constructive dialogue” to which a
deeper attention, common sense, comprehension, silence and patient
listening are essential.

Such a “praise of slowness” is nothing else than return to the roots of
the human essence in which time is measured not only through scientific
instruments but also by the natural passage of the seasons as well as the
common and providential sharing of history. This aspect is clearly evident
in everyday life — perhaps, too burdened with imposed rhythms and
paralysed by repetitiveness of unnecessary rituals — that it is not more able
to control or successfully manage a never-ending series of events.

Introspection and Prayer

In this vortex of anxiety, LanzadelVasto’s teaching can trace a new way.
Through his particularly human and spiritual experience, he calls for a
return to an intimate and introspective reflection, expressed in poetic
language and lyrical tones:

The distracted man searches for his whole life not to reflect,

not to turn his attention to himself. But it happens that, at a

certain point, he stumbles on the thing that obliges him to the

reflection. And every effort he makes to avoid this moment,

every man, at one turn, will meet himself! And that’s exactly

what he does not want to meet, he does not want to know, he

does not want to hear about it. Stay closed with herself, nose

to nose, for long hours, especially at night, is a kind of

disaster for the man who has been distracted all day."

In this approach, prayer is a movement towards a necessary and
indispensable kenosis for a truly lived spiritual life.” It does not seem to be
secondary to his philosophy the praying method of hesychasm(from the
Greek hesychia (moviia) 5. “quiet, stillness, rest, silence”) that, in addition
to the constant repetition of a simple or deeply inspired prayer, is a daily
and methodical exercise of the breath with the consequent limbs’ rule and
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the possession of oneself:
Like in music, you must achieve in the breathing the precision,
the exact measure, the sharpness, the intensity, the delicacy of
the touch. Finally, you can make sense of your breath, like the
musician at his song."”

The symbiotic activation of the mind and body together in this mystical
form of prayer, in fact, corresponds to the emptying of all that is considered
superfluous or supra-structural in a temporal process of continuous
renewal.” Understanding your emptiness is first and foremost the sharing
of pain and suffering. This is the common denominator of humanity and
leads toacall to serve.”

Such a sympatheia (ovuma@elo-simpathy) is the ontological
foundation of a silent approach to the Other in the mutual belonging to
human nature. Otherness is not a distance, but a motive for a common
engagement in an ethical perspective:a shared proposal within a humanity
torn by the voluntary condemnation to an inner blindness that covers the
beauty with ash and sneaks with jealousy and misunderstanding. Even evil
and pain become instruments of a regeneration that goes beyond any
closure:

They accuse us of going against the times; We do it deliberately
and with all our strength; Time is like water: it flows down. Time
is the current that drags toward death. Going against time means
to bring back the desires, the abandonment, the collective lice.
Nothing is more appropriate than going against “the times that
run” to fill gaps, warn souls in danger of being submerged while
they are sleeping or having fun.”

Humbleness and Transformation

This renewed attention to the signs of the time and its manifestations
through human experience is a service offered to reason which becomes
“formative”, opening itself to the outside and realizing the person in a
“revelatory” process. The reason, however, needs dialogue that develops in
a daily personal encounterbecause “living with the other as a form of
knowing is justice. Living with the other as form of being is love.””” In this
way, they form a deep relationship and a purposeful perception without the
risk of getting lost among the world’s appearances.

It is enlightening to understand that such a vision is the basis not of a
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personal but also political and social renewal. Inspired by Nicholas of Cusa,
*Lanza delVasto makes a remarkable attempt at reconciliation of opposites
and reveals where that point of contact between the human and the divine —
the “unity of the contraries” — becomes the pedagogical architrave in the
perennial search for a constructive synthesis.” Such a search for unity is
generated — as claimed by Simone Weil® — by a leading “soul
transformation.”” This is not a retreat from the world but a purification or,
as we would say with a language understandable to the contemporary
audience, a decontamination of the being from unnecessary and dangerous
toxins. **

This journey back to the “original questions” — that are strictly
correlated with the “last things” — is a “pilgrimage to the sources” in a
process in which we are also able to partially annihilate ourselves to be
daily reborn through compassion and mercy. It deals with an “infinite
relationship” between the I and the Being, which — while distinct —
complement each other.

In this framework, a metaphysical union bonds individuals in a
transcendent perspective and makes them partakers of a common destiny.
This interdependence is based on a responsible sharing, temperance and
sobriety. * The beauty of simplicity is renewed in the encounter with those
we daily meet with their personal experience and with which we share our
time in wise and discreet humility.”" There is a desire for a return to
something lost by humanity:

They will never know what beauty is, those who seek it with
ease and take it for a greater pleasure. But this hunger, this thirst,
this extreme abandonment, this burning vigil at the feet of the
naked night, make it shine in the blood most present to me of
myself, it [is] “the truth of the forms”, “the splendor of the
true.””

This modern via sanctae simplicitatis is not only a process of self-
rediscovery but appears — also as an invitation to the praise of creation as a
gift to share and protect. Such visionary spirit brings Lanza delVasto to
propose to contemporary men — now addicted to evil, careless and
indifferent — the fundamental questions in an eschatological and salvific
way:

Every now and then the Vain is frightened of his inconsistency
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and, taken up by dizziness, says “All is useless. God is not
there.” Every now and then the Dark is irritated, goes to shake
the Vain, blushes with madness or crime, or at least, nightmare
and bad thoughts.™

The classic use of negative theology is linked to an inseparable mystical
experience, shared by various faiths in the search for Transcendence. In the
moment of silence and contemplation, we are able to “recognize the error
[...] because you cannot go farther than anything and you can not dwell in
the black.” In the horror of extreme solitude — even covered by false
distractions — the voice of an appeal to the High becomes stronger, leading
to the beginning of a new horizon:

The son does all this to forget his father, and to escape from him,

and that’s why he sticks with agony to the outer objects and all

the distractions, and clings to his alike futile and fluctuating like

him. But his business, the unremitting necessities of his work,

the multiple duties are the strongest bastion he can build

between him and himself, protection and support against the

truth. The Father is doing everything he can to attract the

attention of the distracted person. It stirs it up, prevents it, makes

it stagger. Traps of temptation very often are not the bad

intentions of inner life, the effort of the powers of the soul [...].

Conversion begins when the man is disconnected from things

and people to turn to their own shadow side and substance,

towards their own soul to bring the light of intelligence, the

power of attention, the heat of life and love.”

A Conclusion

In our historical contingency of disquiet and insecurity, the thought of
Lanza delVasto and his nonviolent ethics are still positively challenging.®
Inafamousreview in La Civilta Cattolica, Fr F. Lombardi affirmed that:
Through the living and hard experiences of the road, through the
encounters with the school of ascetics, wise and religious men,
the pilgrim knows the stages and the trials of every path to the
truth (and as Gandhi says, “Truth is God”).”

Through a trustworthy witness and its transformative values, we — in our
pilgrimage in the world — can create the required conditions to cultivate a
culture of encounter” and — as through a prism of diversity” — weave all
these different voices in the harmonic synthesis of dialogue. The
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philosophy of Lanza delVasto is —undoubtedly —a starting point of an inner

and societal transformation.
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