 

 DON  DIVO  BARSOTTI  &  EASTERN  SPIRITUALITY

PREAMBLE

THE  COMMUNITY  OF  THE  SONS  &  DAUGHTERS  OF  GOD

La Comunita` dei Figli di Dio

IN 1946, a little-known monk Don Divo Barsotti took over direction of a ‘religious movement’, which was begun in 1944, in Florence, and in that short time, it was first directed by a Dominican Priest and then a Carmelite Priest. At the time Don Divo Barsotti took direction of the movement, it ‘lacked a definite character’

The new monk, Don Divo Barsotti, soon gave it a well-defined character, in its structure, and above all in its spirituality. He also established firm guidelines for everyone to follow. These included Prayer, Cultural preparation (recommended at least an hour of study each week), Monthly Retreats, Gatherings and Common Prayer.

In April 1947, the movement was turning towards a form of universal brotherhood and growing intimacy among its members, of an indirect apostolate through love, of the imitation of Jesus as Son of God and Son of Man. Therefore the movement took the name ‘la Comunita` dei Figli di Dio’ – ‘the Community of the Sons and Daughters of God’

In September 1947, the first groups were formed and the meetings were established. At that time also began the daily recitation of the set prayers. On Saturday, May 27, 1950, cardinal Elia dalla Costa of Florence gave his approval ‘ad experimentum’ to the Community of the Sons & Daughters of God. Cardinal Silvano Piovanelli, Archbishop of Florence, approved the Community as a Public Association on 6 August 1984.

It was received into Australia in 1997 in the Archdiocese of Melbourne by Archbishop Dr. George Pell. Soon after, it spread to the Diocese’s of Wagga Wagga, Sandhurst, Perth and Bunbury. The Community is committed to a Contemplative life, with particular devotion to the reverent celebration of the Mass, fidelity to the teachings of the Church, prayer (including Divine Office) and study of the Bible and the Early Fathers of the Church.

This one Community, consists of four branches: 
First branch – brothers and sisters live their consecration individually, in the family, or as spouses. Second branch – they live their consecration within the Sacrament of matrimony, with vows of poverty, conjugal chastity and obedience. 
Third branch – they live their consecration with vows of poverty, perfect chastity and obedience. Fourth branch – they live their consecration with religious vows in houses of common life.

The Community commits its own members to live in the world the mystery of adoption as sons and daughters of God, in the perfection of charity. The Community’s ideal is to renew for today the miracle of the early Church.

The Community motto which summarises this vocation and which suggests the particular response of each member, is the words of Jesus: “Ut sitis filii Patris vestri” (Mt 5:45) – ‘So that you may be children of your Heavenly Father in Heaven’. These words conclude Jesus’ sermon on the mountain of the Beatitudes.

The Community’s character is Contemplative: the Christian calling is essentially contemplative. If this life finds its perfection in the vision of God, it is to this vision that the soul must constantly turn to, in an ordered pilgrimage, in continual progression.
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To live a contemplative life today implies that we live in the heart of situations that are not only ecclesiastic but also worldly. The contemplative should not be closed to himself, because the solitude of a contemplative soul is the bosom of God, in which we ought to bring the whole universe.

The Community is inspired by monastic spirituality, including that of the East, and especially by that of the early Church. It means to open itself, in the spirit of true ecumenism, to the understanding, respect and love of the authentic religious values of all peoples and cultures. Even before Vatican II the monastic character of the Community has always been insisted, because the members of the Community have recognized and emphasized the prophetic and Charismatic character of our religious movement.

It seems that the Community should return to the conception of Early Christianity which, while not dividing holiness from hierarchy, yet recognizes the distinction between these two orders, so as to recall to those who wish to consecrate themselves to the Lord, the duty of sanctity, as independent from the duty of preaching, of action, but that duty of personal sanctity, through which the holiness of the person bears witness. For this reason, the Community does not consider any particular charity or work as its end.

The Community has adopted as its logo, the image of St Sergius of Radonez  praying in the ‘orans’ position, his hands and arms full of Pentecostal flames. It comes from a story of a disciple in the desert asking a monk how to pray. ‘Pray’, said the monk ‘until your fingers become flames’. And the disciple looked and saw each finger of the old monk’s hand in flames. “From the Desert fathers”.

PRAYER  LIFE

ECUMENICAL  IN  NATURE
Those members of the Community who are consecrated are obliged to recite daily the four prayers of the Community (Hear O Israel, the Our Father, St Francis’s Praises of God and the Beatitudes). The prayers themselves are ecumenical in nature: The Shema: “Hear, O Israel”, is the central prayer of the Jewish prayer book and is indeed ecumenical.  

The second prayer formula is the Lord’s Prayer. ‘Hear, O Israel, Listen, Israel’, God says to the soul. And the soul says to God, ‘Our Father’. If the ‘Hear, O Israel’ is the formula which distinguishes Hebraism (and which can be ours because we are the new Israel and that is what essentially distinguishes all the Chosen People of the Old and New Testament), the ‘Our Father’ instead is the formula which distinguishes only the new Israel, Jesus’ disciples. 

The third prayer: The Praises, The Lauds of St Francis, suggest to us a constant disposition of the heart which should be fundamental to our religious soul. Which disposition?. That of prayer which expresses admiration of the Lord, which is praise, which is the vision of God; namely living in the Divine Presence, contemplating God.

The Beatitudes, the final prayer is our program of life. We always have this program in front of us, because each day we recite the Beatitudes.  Not only are these words of Jesus the core of the whole Gospel; but in a particular way, they define what our life ought to be, our task and the very purpose of the Community.

The “Matins of the Resurrection” (From the Byzantine Liturgy) is recited by the Community on the following Feasts and Solemnities: Christmas, Epiphany, Easter, Ascension, Pentecost, Holy Trinity, the Transfiguration, the Exaltation of the Holy Cross.
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If the Community makes its own the ‘Matins of the Resurrection’ from the Orthodox liturgy, it is because this prayer corresponds to its spirit, through the character of spirituality, above all through its joy for the Resurrection.

The “Acathistos” Hymn (A Byzantium hymn in praise of Blessed Virgin) is recited by the Community on the following Solemnities or Feasts: the Immaculate Conception, Mary the Mother of God, the Annunciation, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. The ‘Acathistos’ celebrates not only Her glory, Her holiness, Her purity, but also the glory, the holiness of all creation.

ECUMENICAL  OPENNESS

An essential element of the Community vocation is the element of ecumenism. To feel that we are united to all men and in union with them. This ecumenism requires the members to realize a Christianity that, while conscious of specific differences of religious mentalities, traditions and experiences between East and West, would nevertheless always be a witness to their unity too.

Not for anything are we called to live certain prayers in order to be aware of certain elements of the religious experience of Eastern Christianity. To realize, if we wish to respond to God, is precisely the sense of this unity which transcends the limits of a culture of a purely Western mentality. These premises should be kept in mind in our Christianity which has become incarnate by assuming the human values of the West and cannot forsake them, however it can somehow transcend these values and thereby assume the ones which are proper of the Orthodox tradition as well.

As the first Fathers showed us, we fulfill the continuity between the old and the new Israel. The first prayer we say each day, ‘Hear, O Israel’ is, so to say, the symbol of Judaism, but it is also the affirmation of its faithfulness to the Word of God, manifested by Our Lord Himself: St Mark’s Gospel puts the ‘Shema’ into Jesus’ mouth. Now this recalls us to live our relation with Israel.

We must consider what it means for us to use the Bible; it is not just being nourished by the Word of God, but it is also accepting a culture, a tradition that is not Greco-Roman, but the religious experience, the culture of the Semitic people.

After all, as individuals (not as Church), we are all journeying in search of God, and we ought to feel ourselves united to all those souls who share the same passion which in the Gospel is proclaimed as the beatitude of those who hunger and thirst after justice; because those who so hunger and thirst are promised the satiety which is love.

Our Community has a universal ecumenical character because it turns to all, because each of us feels responsible for all and in solidarity with all.

After the Consecration of Community members, at the end of Mass, the Icon of the Nikopeia is blessed and given by the celebrating Priest to the newly Consecrated members. From among all the images of the Virgin, this Icon has been chosen as our patron the Nikopeia from Venice. That we may feel ourselves brothers of all men, this image has been chosen, comes from the East and is venerated in Venice, the gateway to Eastern Christianity.

The Nikopeia is the sign in which the Eastern and Western Christian world recognize each other as one, in as much as East and West recognizes themselves as sons of Mary.
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DON  DIVO  BARSOTTI  &  ORIENTAL  THEOLOGY

By “Oriental Theology” is meant the theology of the Orthodox Churches, which is the Oriental Churches of                the Byzantine tradition.

Let us consider, how important Don Divo Barsotti was for the introduction of the Russian Orthodox world to Italy and the world – so that one may, consequently, shed some light on an insight which has had, from the very beginning, relevance to the Orthodox spiritual life, an insight which perhaps has been not without deep influence on the very development of Don Divo Barsotti’s spiritual experience.

Writers agree that Don Divo Barsotti was first and foremost in spreading the knowledge of “the treasures of Oriental spirituality and, in particular, of the Russian tradition” in Italy. Nevertheless, we have, today, even on the basis of testimonials of Don Divo Barsotti himself, the ingredients for a more thorough understanding of the path through which he became the promoter of Russian Spirituality, both in and outside Italy  

It is well-known that Don Divo Barsotti’s encounter with Dostoyevsky had been decisive for him as a young man. It was this great Russian writer whose “passion for Christ awoke Don Divo Barsotti from sleep”. In a certain sense, Dostoyevsky was for Don Divo Barsotti the gateway to Russian spirituality.

There had been signs of this event even before he moved to Florence, in October 1945. He writes that he had heard of Russian Saints, such as Sergio of Radonez and Seraphim of Sarov and that he had began writing about Russian Christianity even before moving to Florence.

In the Spring of 1945, something happened which was sensed by Don Divo Barsotti as the formation of an unbreakable bond between himself and “Russia”, her poets and her saints. The inspiration came to him in a dream in which he saw St Serge of Radonez who opened a gate, with a glycine plant in full bloom; as their eyes met, a song was heard coming from the back of the house: the Canticle of St Serge.

Don Divo Barsotti recounts, “It was two o’clock in the morning. I sat down at a table and dictated what I had heard word for word”. Don Divo Barsotti would identify this house ten years later as the villa of Settignano where he would eventually end up living.

Living in Florence gave Don Divo Barsotti the chance to form a direct rapport with the Russian religious world: he knew the Archbishop of the Russian Church, Prince Kurakin, he knew the Burvikov family. Don Divo Barsotti received as a gift a precious text from Prince Kurakin, which was a rare Italian edition of the dialogue between Seraphim of Sarov with Motvilov. It was of great importance because according to the testimony of Don Divo Barsotti himself, this dialogue introduced to him “the most popular Saint of Russia” and from this “perhaps” he got the idea of an interior monasticism, of a monasticism in the world.

Thus living in Florence, Don Divo Barsotti received confirmation and further stimulus to spread knowledge of the Russian spiritual world. In 1948, he published a book devoted precisely to Russian Christianity. The book ‘Cristianesimo Russo’ (Russian Christianity) was a dense and impassioned book, introducing to both priests and lay faithful engaged in the world.

It is not by chance that even today the commonly accepted interpretation of Russian spirituality in Italian theology is based on this work of Don Divo Barsotti, on the power of his language and clarity of his vision. It was defined by Y. Congar as the language of the “two lungs”, that is the idea that the Latin West and Greek Orient were like “two civilizations, two distinct mindsets destined to complete one another in the Church”.  
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Don Divo Barsotti, would now no longer write general books on Russian Christianity; he would however continue to introduce spiritual Russians. He wrote the first Italian anthology on Russian mystics; he published articles on the life of St Tichon of Zadonsk. He is also recognized for putting together the first Italian edition of the texts of Silouan of Mount Athos. 

There can be no doubt about the importance of Don Divo Barsotti in spreading knowledge of the Russian spiritual world in Italy and elsewhere. There is however, another aspect of his relationship with Russian Christianity, in addition to the fact that he was a pioneer in this field.

He seized upon the essentialities of the liturgy in oriental spirituality: the liturgy is, according to oriental spirituality, an objective communication of the divine life and the divinization of the created order. The spiritual, mystical and sacramental life, are all objectively inseparable in the oriental liturgy. He was able to see several ambiguities connected to this.

But it is evident that it struck him deeply. He writes in ‘Cristianesimo Russo’, quoting Verbe Incarne’ of Bulgakov. “The Church possess the divine life because Christ lives in the Church, because Christ Himself is the Church; through the Sacraments and especially through the Eucharist. Christ effects the divinization of the Christian and the world”. 

And again: “Oriental mysticism does not accept the divorce of the spiritual from the sacramental life: in oriental mysticism, all of Christian life is immersed in the liturgy. All of Christian life depends on the objective action of Christ in the sacraments. At the heart of Eastern Orthodoxy is the Christ of the liturgy, the Christ of the resurrection who lives in the Church and continues in the Church and extends through her, the mystery of the incarnation.

The Paschal mystery is at the centre of Eastern Orthodoxy. Christ, having become the “vivifying spirit”, penetrates the entire universe with His light and transfigures and draws it in the flow of His charismatic and divine life. One passes not brusquely from the ascetic motivation of the return of Paradise, a return which unfolds as a painful search, to the mystical return to the paradisal life characterized by the inmost feeling of the divine presence realized in prayer, and especially in liturgical prayer.

His prayer, (that is the prayer of the Eastern Christian) is much more a liturgy than the prayer of the Western Church; the prayer of the former is in fact exclusively the liturgical service to which Eastern Orthodox monks  devote large parts of the day and night – and, during certain solemnities, these monks may devote up to eighteen hours per day to the liturgy. In fact, the liturgy of the Eastern Orthodox Church is always more solemn and longer than that of the Western Church – it is always an end in itself and puts the soul in the presence of God, before His throne.

The cult has a clearly theophanic (meaning, permitting to the manifestation of God) character; the sacred rites are not a simple commemoration or symbol of great dogmatic or historical truths of Christianity but rather the appearance, the direct, even transparent vision of God.”

Don Divo Barsotti not only appears as someone who has introduced in Italy the Russian spiritual world but also one of the greatest fruits of the oriental spiral fecundation in Italy. Certainly, in Don Divo Barsotti’s thought, there is more than this; that in his thought, the heritage of Eastern Orthodox Christianity is happily appropriated, a heritage which Don Divo Barsotti, precisely in his book ‘Cristianesimo Russo’, held to be a legitimate move on the part of the Catholic Church.

“The Catholic Church not only never renounced that part of truth and that spiritual experience which form the most solid and sacred heritage of Oriental Christianity…but also, through the study of the Fathers common to both traditions, the Catholic Church seems to have become increasingly aware of a heritage which was also hers”.
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This is a re-appropriation which has taken the form of a true “spiritual” blood tie with spiritual men, with the Russian saints to be sure, but in a particular and in unique way, with St Sergius of Radonez. Russian mysticism has become part of Don Divo Barsotti’s blood and of the innermost part of his identity and spiritual legacy; he has begun an inner dialogue with this spiritual world brining to it, all at once, his typically Western unrest, his intuitions nurtured by his infinite readings and inner dialogues, and his originality.

In this sense ‘Cristianesimo Russo’ is a precious document in which he assimilates Russian Spirituality and defines the limits and extensions of such an assimilation.  For this reason, Don Divo Barsotti’s bond with the spiritual legacy of Russia cannot be broken even by certain bitter and unexpected experiences he had in his real-life contact with Orthodox Russia of today. 

He makes note of this explicitly in his travel diary: “I pray that my esteem, veneration and love for the Eastern Orthodox Church might not dwindle. I feel that already now my communion with Russian Saints, with Sergius of Radonez, Seraphim of Sarov and Tychon of Zadonsk, is perfect.  

With these words, I would like to conclude the considerations of this Paper, because these words bear powerful witness to what has been attempted to be said. Don Divo Barsotti not only introduced Russian spirituality in Italy; he is also the first Italian spiritual author – if not the first Catholic author – to live and interpret one’s own experience in full communion with the spiritual lifeblood of Russian Christianity, and to do so in a harmonious way and with inexhaustible fecundity. In this sense, Don Divo Barsotti was perhaps the first to have represented – and he still represents – conscious spirituality of “the two lungs”, or said in a better way, “a conscious spirituality of the one Church, which breathes anew with full lungs”.

(Paper read by Mr Victor Melder of the Community of the Sons and Daughters of God at the Orientale Lumen : Oceania III Conference held at the Australian Catholic University, St Patrick’s Campus Melbourne, Australia on Friday 28 September 2007)

