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Mario Pomilio was a novelist, editor, and literary critic, releasing 8 novels, a book of short stories,
and various books of criticism over his career. The Fifth Gospel is Pomilio’s most important work;
it marks the culmination of the complex thematic evolution of his work as a whole. It was
originally published in Italy in 1975 and won the Napoli Prize and the Maria Cristina Prize.
Umberto C. Mariani and Alice J. Mariani have translated it into English for the first time.While for
Mario Pomilio the essential condition of man in our time is markedly our solitude, our alienation,
and our sense of having lost control of both the physical universe and of human history (even as
science and technology assure us we are gaining it), The Fifth Gospel tells the story of a search
for a message of hope and salvation that is presented as realizable. Although the search almost
always ends tragically, it is constantly reborn; if its failure can be cause for alienation and
despair, its constant revival throughout the centuries is a harbinger of hope.
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INTRODUCTIONMario Pomilio was born in 1921 in Orsogna, a small town in Abruzzo. His father
was a militant socialist, his mother a fervent Catholic, and therein, possibly, lie the contrasting
sources of the writer’s inspiration and the oppositions of his very soul. His family eventually
moved to Avezzano, a larger town in the region, where Pomilio received the typical classical
education of students preparing for the difficult university entrance examination. He completed
his university studies in the humanities during the difficult years of World War Two, 1939-1945,
and taught for a time in Abruzzo, while actively engaged in socialist politics. Moving to Naples in
1949 to accept a teaching post, he soon received a grant to study in Brussels and Paris for two
years. Thereafter Pomilio continued to teach only intermittently; writing was to be his major
occupation.His first novel, L’uccello nella cupola (1954) received the Marzotto Prize, the first of
many in an illustrious career. His second novel was II testimone (1956), followed by II nuovo
corso in 1959. Another major novel, La compromissione (1965) won the prestigious Campiello
Prize. In 1969 II cimitero cinese brought together in a single volume the first three novels and the
long short story of the title, first published in 1958. II quinto evangelio (1975) was the result of a
major creative effort, and earned the author a series of literary awards including the Napoli Prize,
the Quenau Prix du Meilleur Livre Étranger, the Warsaw Pax Prize. Three years later II cane
sulVEtna appeared, a volume of stories written during the long gestation of The Fifth Gospel The
author’s last book, II Natale del 1833, was published in 1983 and received the prestigious Strega
Prize. Pomilio’s works have been translated into several languages. The present volume is not
the first to appear in English; Archibald Colquhoun translated The Witness [II testimone] in 1959
and The New Line [II nuovo corso] in 1961 for the London publisher Hutchinson &Co. who



published them in association with Harper & Brothers of New York.Pomilio was also a fine editor
and literary critic, who produced very valuable essays on Cellini, Verga, and Pirandello, and
discussed literary theory with vigor and authority: in an extremely interesting volume of essays,
Contestazioni (1967), he gave final shape to ideas developed earlier in Le ragioni narrative, a
literary journal he and a group of other prominent Neapolitan writers founded and collaborated
on in the 1960s. Scritti cristiani (1979), another volume of essays, brings together reflections
occasioned by the writing of The Fifth Gospel.I have chosen The Fifth Gospel to re-introduce
Pomilio to the English-reading public because, while not necessarily most representative of his
entire opus, it is certainly his most important book. It also marks the culmination of the complex
thematic evolution of his work as a whole.All the preceding works deal with problems that face
humanity today: the paradox of our inexorably increasing frustration and alienation, and the
negation of our ideals, the more the spread of technological progress and of education
increases our aspirations toward those ideals; the tension and insecurity caused by the rapidity
of the changes taking place in all aspects of human life, including the disintegration of all
absolutes, ethical as well as epistemological; the increasing hunger for political, economic, and
religious freedoms in a world still very loathe to concede them. Pomilio’s stories had always
centered on the development of an inner crisis in contemporary people, judges and the accused
before them, priests and their most troubled parishioners, intellectuals and political activists
struggling with their intellectual and practical frustrations.The essential condition of man in the
twentieth century, for Pomilio, is markedly our solitude, our alienation, our sense of having lost
control of both the physical universe and of human history (even as science and technology
assure us we are gaining it), our confrontation of a world from which the absence of God is
predicated by modern science as absolutely as ancient religions proclaimed His constant
presence.The Fifth Gospel develops previous themes, but it is also a breakaway, for it tells the
story of a search for a message of hope and salvation which is presented as realizable. Although
the search almost always ends tragically, it is constantly reborn; if its unsuccess can be cause
for alienation and despair, its constant revival throughout the centuries is a harbinger of hope, for
it must have its roots in a connection between the human and the divine, in a metaphysical
presence in the human spirit and in the world itself. In this perspective, the alienation and
loneliness of contemporary man yields to a message of hope and the evangelical call to human
solidarity.The figure of Christ as the aspect of God that changes His “infinite distance” into
“infinite closeness,” that replaces the innumerable prescriptions of the Law with the individual’s
freely chosen dedication to human well-being, is at the center of the narration’s adventure of
discovery; in the end Christ turns out to be the fifth evangelist, but as a hidden figure, hidden like
the evangelist by his hood in the last chapter. For what symbolizes Him and His message
throughout the story is the Word, which in turn is symbolized by the book, the elusive fifth
gospel. And the book is in turn the symbol for the call to freedom, to a perennial involvement with
the message, to a renewal of the spirit of hope and love; a symbol of the presence of the divine
Spirit in the world and particularly in the human soul, calling each individual to live an



exhilarating adventure of knowledge and action: not the passive acceptance of a set of truths,
but the exploration of truth. The spring of the work’s timeless adventure is the inexhaustibility of
the Word on the one hand and the inexhaustibility of man’s thirst for truth on the other.The
timeless adventure is actually a series of adventures, all the same and all different, from the
early Christian era to our time. The first one, hidden, underlying all the others and on which they
are modeled, is Christ’s, who experienced the solitude, the doubts, the suffering unto death, but
also the search, the hope, the giving of hope and healing. The adventures of all His followers,
touched by the same Spirit, trace the same pattern though all in different ways, in accord with
the modes of their time and their chosen form of rebellion against its mores, in accord with their
fidelity to their call—down to an unlikely present-day searcher after fifth gospels, an ex G.I. and
his students and collaborators who at the end choose to continue the search at which their
teacher has seemingly failed. But the failure, like Christ’s, is only apparent, external, for it is not
the visible results that count, but the adventure itself, which exists more in the searching than in
the finding; its reward lies in the spiritual intensity, in the hope, faith, and love the experience
engenders.The search for the Word, for the essence of the Christian message, ultimately for
Christ, becomes also a search for oneself from a richly rewarding perspective, a questioning of
one’s origins and final end, and of one’s contribution to the events of history, even an inquiry into
whether man may be the only agent of the realization of a possible divine plan for human
history.Clearly writing was for Pomilio from the very beginning of his career an exercise in inner
exploration and clarification. Of this process The Fifth Gospel constitutes a remarkable instance,
especially as it explores the human striving for the metaphysical, the absolute, and reaches not
so much certitudes as insights into the possibilities offered by the evangelical message, favoring
an open vision of the message and of its meaning over an institutional dogmatization of it,
seeing it as a message of liberation, particularly from the feeling of exclusion, isolation, and
helplessness that plagues humanity today, as well as from the terrors of religious ideologies of
the past, like the doctrine of predestination, of a grudging God who is difficult to reach, and then
only by the chosen few.The Fifth Gospel thus also represents the final formulation and
clarification of the inquiry that underlies Pomilio’s entire creative career. But with regard to its
narrative techniques and structure, the work represents a completely new departure. The author
had not before created a work of such thematic richness and chronological scope. However in
his previous works he had been a successful narrator, an explorer of intricate psychologies, an
essayist, a polemicist, a creator of rich metaphors, a student of complex contemporary and
classical literary figures. The complexity of The Fifth Gospel called for a composite narrative
approach for which Pomilio had more than adequately trained. He chose a pluralistic, polyphonic
approach and created a freely experimental form: linear, logical, even chronological, in structure,
it is also circular and cyclical, and at the same time open-ended and free in its suggestion of a
future.Each block of experience in The Fifth Gospel logically connects with the previous and the
following one; each section makes use of the literary form that was most prevalent in its era and
best serves its narrative purpose, from the epistolary exchange of “The Vivario Manuscript” and



“The Greek Monk,” to the documentary chronicles of “The Minorite” and “The Christ of Guardia,”
the moral apologues of the Renaissance period, the biographical and autobiographical writings
of the period of the proliferation of memoirs for Du Breuil and De Lellis; each section presents a
cycle that rekindles and renews a previous one; two long letters, one by Peter Bergin at the
beginning and another by his secretary at the end, serve as a “frame” for the many “stories”
inside the book; the final play brings the reader back to the Cologne priest who started it all in
the first chapter, recapitulates the issues and problems debated throughout the work, and ends
with a repetition of the arrest of the fifth evangelist-Christ.At the same time the story is open-
ended. The ambiguity regarding the nature of the central symbol, the fifth gospel—a real book or
a meaningful myth—remains unresolved; the meaning of the fifth gospel, its openness to
multiple interpretations remains unresolved; the search, which Peter Bergin’s disciples promise
to continue, in spite of the apparent failure of their teacher and their skepticism about the
existence of the book as a real object, remains unfinished. The fifth evangelist of the final
section, while recapitulating the nodes of the discussion, also reshuffles the deck and reopens
every question with his proclamation of the freedom of the individual conscience. The re-arrest
of Christ twenty centuries later implies that the arrest of all those Christ figures throughout the
centuries was a cyclical recurrence of a historical event that is going to continue: thus, each
section ends with a conclusive defeat that looks like a final checkmate for the cause, leaves a
kind of expectant atmosphere which translates into the resurgence of the cause at the beginning
of the next section; thus, the message that aroused the spirit of so many different personalities
throughout the centuries, at once persistent yet flexible, available to so many different
interpreters, with so many different perspectives, will not be repressed because the fifth
evangelist has been put behind barbed wire.Among the many elements that make up the
richness of Pomilio’s work is certainly its language, which is also pluralistic and polyphonic as it
moves through the centuries, attempting to capture the tone and a general sense of the literary
modes particular to each century: not archeologically reconstructing the written or spoken
language of each, but suggesting in contemporary Italian the flavor, the spirit of the language of
the time and the mentality of those who used it. This aspect of the language of The Fifth Gospel
presents the greatest challenge to the translator and may well be the reason it has not been
translated earlier. “Commercial” translators perceive these difficulties at first glance and set the
book aside as unsuitable for their hurried occupation. I hope our translation has been able to
suggest the subtle differences of each section, from the old Latin rhetorician trying religiously,
though not very successfully, to curb his old flair for eloquence, to the perfectly modern prose of
Peter Bergin and his followers.Another interesting feature of the book’s narrative technique is the
adaption of the narrative strategies of the detective story to a historical and philological search,
and the focus on the “scientific” reconstruction of historical events or literary texts, instead of a
crime: following up every possible clue yielded by a careful examination of a remark (rather than
a fingerprint), casually left behind in one text, in order to get to the next one; collating,
comparing, evaluating different sources in the effort to reach a final conclusion.This aspect of



the book must have been the one that fascinated most an avowed enthusiast of detective stories
like Umberto Eco, whose immensely popular The Name of the Rose (1978) took many clues
from this book. A voracious reader of detective stories, according to his own repeated
statements, Eco frequently analyzed the structure, aims, and nature of the detective novel, a
type of story in which the hypotheses of the protagonist regarding a possible reality are usually
proved right in the end. True, William’s hypotheses do not always turn out to be correct; and
neither do Peter Bergin’s. Eco might have found the best model for a detective story structure
with a denouement very foreign to the genre, in one of Pirandello’s best known plays, Right You
Are, if You Think You Are, where the searchers who believe in the existence of an objective
reality and therefore in the existence of one absolute truth, are befuddled in the end when two
different views of reality are found to be equally true, and truth itself, therefore, subjective,
relative, multiple. (“William in my novel [is not rational but reasonable. That is why he] believes in
no single truth,” Stefano Rosso, “Correspondence with Umberto Eco,” Boundary, 2, 12 [Fall
1983]: 4). But the detective story structure with an uncharacteristic ending, where the
hypotheses of the searchers remain unproven in the end, was a vital element of The Fifth
Gospel, which Eco had read more recently and had evidently been impressed by.In addition, at
the center of the search in Pomilio’s work is a book, a mysterious volume or manuscript pursued
with the focussed intelligence and the dogged persistence of an ideal sleuth. And in some of the
stories (Friar Albert of “The Reappearances,” Section 7; De Lellis), the search is frustrated by a
librarian who acts as a Cerberus, jealous custodian of his treasures, especially those he
considers “dangerous.” Some stories, like the Minorite’s and Du Breuil’s, may have suggested to
Eco the idea of using a minor character, a follower, a spectator, a survivor, as a narrator, a
historiographer in the aftermath of the tragic conclusion of the story. Pomilio’s text may also have
given him the idea of patterning the story on an archetype, like the passion of Christ, or on a
cycle of liturgical celebrations or religious practices, like the hours of the holy office.But above all
Eco appears to follow Pomilio in recreating a fictional but historically accurate world, medieval or
otherwise, peopled by fictional but historically correct characters, immersing the reader in the
atmosphere of that world, not least by a language subtly suggestive of the style and mannerisms
of that age, and in setting the action in a context of religious disputes and contentions, of
enmities, rivalries, partisan strife among different religious orders and factions, including the
more or less formal argumentations in trials and inquisitions focused on religious concepts and
beliefs.Other writers as well have been influenced by Pomilio’s extraordinary work. Giuseppe
Berto’s La gloria (1978) was directly inspired by the concluding chapter, “The Fifth Evangelist,” in
which Judas, during a mock retrial of Jesus, mounts a strenuous defense of his innocence of his
master’s death on the grounds that he could not have eluded his role as Christ’s betrayer,
because he had been destined to play it ab aeterno. Berto’s La Gloria is a long defense by Judas
of his despairing vision of reality and of his actions from when he first met Christ to when he ran
from Calvary to hang himself, and a condemnation of the vision of Christ patterned on the one
presented in Pomilio by his fifth evangelist.Pomilio himself was to build on the philosophical



premises of The Fifth Gospel in his next work, which unfortunately was to be his last major one,
11 Natale del 1833 (1983). Here he explores a question not directly confronted in The Fifth
Gospel nor in previous works like L’uccello nella cupola and II testimone, all of which had
dramatized many instances of it: the theme of human suffering. As The Fifth Gospel had implied
the need for the Christian’s continuous interrogation of the message of Christ, here a prominent
Catholic writer of the nineteenth century is driven by the subject matter of his own works and the
events of his life to search for an explanation for the suffering of the just and the innocent despite
the passion of Christ, which evidently had not eliminated evil from human history or suffering
from the world; if anything, it has drawn Christ’s most faithful followers into the same tragedy.
Although his protagonist searches persistently and passionately for an answer, Pomilio
essentially leaves us without one.Rutgers UniversityUMBERTO MARIANI

A LETTERRev. M. G., Secretary,Vatican Commission for Biblical Studies,Rome.Dear
Sir:Probably the best way to introduce myself (my name, for what it is worth, can be found at the
end of this letter) is to tell you my story from the beginning.Of course, a man’s story may begin in
various ways: it may begin in any small town on the Eastern seaboard of the United States,
where an American boy, neither acquiescent nor rebellious, diligent enough and lively enough,
earnestly devotes himself to study and play. It may begin when a young man falls in love for the
first time and experiences for the first time his own introverted nature and the bitter sense of
feeling different, cut off (it is a common experience, I believe—it was stronger in me); or the day
in which a war he knows nothing about uproots him from the university where he is peacefully
working in the hope of getting a professorship in history and throws him on a torn and darkened
Europe. My story, however—the one that really counts—began a few short months before the
end of the war, when suddenly I was pulled from the small unit I had commanded till then and
called to Cologne, where they needed an officer capable of handling German, and able
therefore to deal with our relations with the Germans.I arrived in Cologne toward evening, one of
those northern evenings that are suggestive of old age. But imagine how my feelings of
depression, and the sense of unreality we feel when we are once again severed from our
attachments (I had just bidden my old comrades farewell), were intensified by the sight of what
had been a city, and was now little more than a pile of torn walls, bathed in a deserted light,
giving off a sort of disinterred sadness.Well: after the customary formalities at headquarters and
the usual instructions from a headquarters officer (it is incredible how punctilious behind-the-
lines officers can be), they walked me over—since it was nearby—to what was to be my office
and my lodgings. They told me on the way that it was a place that must be kept in good order.
They also told me that it was a good place to do anything in, except make love, and laughed
when they saw that I did not catch on.It was night; and a night in wartime always means
darkness in its purest state. Thus, only after I was inside, and the dim, lifeless light produced by
a generator gave things relief and outline, did I begin to realize how odd, or rather, how different
the place was. Only the next day was I to become sure that I was in a rectory. But please try to



imagine the wonder I still felt: expecting nothing more than a pallet, I found myself in two rooms
with vaults curving upward and converging to create a cross, and adorned with windows which
were no ordinary ones, but ogival, mullioned windows of graceful design. And everywhere a
sense of things intact or undisturbed, as if they had been arranged there not to be used but to
last. This much, at least, I remember feeling. And I also remember feeling curiously intrusive,
with my duffle bag, my uniform, my person, next to the huge wardrobes with their thick, locked
doors, to the shelves, the lectern, the brief Latin motto, “Peace abideth here,” that I was able to
decipher among the carving of the lectern. But I also remember that I did not dwell on that
thought. In the second of the two rooms there was a bed, a real bed, and I was too young, and,
that night, too tired. A short time later I was again dreaming that I was sleeping under a truck, at
the edge of a night crisscrossed by dark fears, a dream I had been having for months.The next
day I woke up soon after dawn and right away, in spite of the hesitations of the previous night, I
moved around cheerfully exploring my new lodgings. Soon after I was already busy getting
acquainted with the books—an old vice of mine—and even leafing through that vaguely taboo
object, a priest’s breviary. I opened one of the wardrobes and found it full of church vestments. In
another there was a cassock, some underwear, shoes. Some pencils and a pen were lying on
the desk. And everywhere in the two rooms there were signs of a life just interrupted, as if the
owner had left them quietly one morning, a few days earlier, and I was to expect his return at any
moment. But I was not thinking of him in those moments; rather, I was intent on savoring the
novelty of my impressions. I liked the place, with its archaic look and hard to define mixture of
austerity and intimacy. I was discovering, among other things, the patience of things, their ability
to be submissive to us, and indifferent. But above all there was the imprint of a collective way of
being, as in some ancient or noble home which, more than projecting the image of an individual,
seems the quintessence of a social condition. Instinctively one thought of a sequence of lives
flowing one into the other and settling there as in a shell, without altering it. The funny thing was
that I was not overwhelmed by it; on the contrary, I was taking possession of it in a very natural
way, with the feeling of one who enjoys, rather idly, the idea of entering that shell, or even of
being allowed to enjoy (temporarily, of course, and only in order to take a vacation from one’s
usual mode of existence) a small, unexpected inheritance. Then something intervened to
change my response or, rather, thinking of it now, to determine it once and for all. There was, in a
comer, a small door, partly hidden by a wardrobe. Forcing it slightly I suddenly found myself in
what undoubtedly had been a sacristy and now was just a repository of scorched choir stalls,
broken window panes and slabs of marble, decapitated statues, hacked pieces of wood. And
further on, beyond the partially collapsed arch of another door, lay a church, with the vault open
to the sky like a wound, and only the columns lifting upward the remains of their ravished beauty.
I no longer remember whether I stopped on the threshold or moved a few steps in the direction
of the altar. I do remember that I reflected with an intensity I had never experienced before on the
meaning of death. For I was well acquainted by now, through experience, with the death of men
and the anguish that accompanies it, but I was not as well acquainted with the anguish and the



loss of things made by men (or rather, things they believe were created by them once and for all
and were intended to survive), for in that case it is not just the anguish and the bereavement of a
loss, it is the bewilderment of being in the world without the things that are meant to protect us.
And I also remember the relief I felt as I reentered the two rooms of the rectory: beautiful, of
course, not just because of the way I saw them and felt at the moment, but because among all
the ruins they were the only things that revealed the remnants of a certain harmony, or at least
suggested the idea that something had survived.I shall not talk about my work as an officer,
especially since back then, not only did we not yet have a German policy, we did not even know
what to do with the Germans. The few times I had to talk to one of them, we instinctively avoided
looking into each other’s eyes, knowing that if we were to try to do it, we would find ourselves
staring at each other from an unbridgeable distance. It was, after all, the thankless season of
hatred and reprisal, when the news of the extermination camps made us more reluctant to
fraternize, and when even the women who sold us their love preserved something stubbornly
hostile, undefeated, arrogant, in the depths of their captured eyes.I suppose you would even
less be interested in reading about my poor pastimes: our meeting-places were what they were—
smoky cellars where we took refuge to drown loneliness and homesickness by drinking. After we
drank, both doubled. Later, in the streets, some of my comrades would try to get a song or a
laugh going. But I looked at the city the way one looks at a corpse. I was young. And I was
inexperienced. I had never been taught that one can laugh at a wake.So it happened that the
rectory, to which I had been assigned by chance, became for me a small, separate universe,
jealously guarded, where I was allowed not only to be shielded from the sadness of war, but,
after years of barracks and tents, of forced life in common with so many comrades, to be
restored to my quiet and retiring nature and to my old love of books and reading. And, as I said,
there were enough books there to satisfy at least my curiosity. In fact, I cannot say how often I
spent entire evenings reading a work of some ascetic or a treatise on dogma, maybe just
because the Latin they were written in attracted me, or climbing to the top shelves to explore the
old volumes I saw lined up there. Bewildered, of course: who could imagine that so much had
been written on the theme of the Trinity, or that to define a need so immediate, to my mind, as
that of believing or not in God, thousand-page manuals had been composed? To me, almost
agnostic in matters of religion, and brought up, after all, in a largely Protestant world, it was like
finding myself holding a railway schedule of a hundred years earlier and thinking that there were
still people that claimed to travel by it; or like watching a play in a dead language, where, instead
of characters, abstractions like soul, faith, grace, charity, were acting, and discovering that there
was someone still willing to let himself be moved by it. Yet they attracted me, if only through that
element of the exotic that is always present in an anachronism. It was a whole cultural
landscape, still unexplored, coming my way unexpectedly; and I was moving to explore it with
the caution and the reservations of the casual visitor, but also with the impression of having
crossed it a few times before, maybe in a dream; or with the impression that a previous life was
awakening in me, stirring certain heretofore slumbering zones of my conscience. No dramatics,



of course, not endangering my agnosticism, just restricting its borders slightly, to the point, for
instance, of making myself available to consider worthy of reflection the fact that there were still
men convinced that God continues to look at us from his inaccessible heavens.I must say that
undoubtedly the priest who had lived before me in those rooms—my priest, as I have been in the
habit of calling him since—contributed to my new willingness too. Apart from his name, I never
came to know anything about him, not even how he died—or was killed. Yet I ended up, I believe,
knowing him much better than many persons with whom I lived. For one thing, we somehow
survive in our possessions, and a man does not leave the house where he has lived practically
intact without leaving impressed on it a thousand marks of his temperament, even of his moral
character. Even of his looks I have a sufficiently precise idea, thanks to the pictures that I found
in a small album. In one he appeared wearing knee-length knickers, as was the fashion for
children at the turn of the century, on his face the wonder children of that time experienced when
they were dressed up and made to pose for their first portrait. In another I found the boy again, at
the center of a high school group, in the second row, and his face stood out because of a
different kind of intensity, characteristic of young men whose personality has already developed,
not just the features of their faces. In a third one he wore the cassock of a theology student; here
his personality appeared already defined, with a sort of inner resoluteness that mysteriously
marked an adolescent smile still open to the quiet arrogance of joy. If he had decided to wear
that habit, he must have done it not because he connected any idea of escape or renunciation
with it, but on the contrary to satisfy a secret vitality, and because of something that I would call
the instinct of courage, the need for a choice and for risk in the choice.There were also some of
those pictures that serve to safeguard our affections and yet tell so much about the kind of
person one is. In one he appeared, still in a seminarian’s cassock, in the company of his parents;
his way of smiling was striking, like that of a person returning from a distance or an absence and
rousing himself for a while with furtive joy to feelings that he has neglected or even restrained. In
another, already a priest, he was standing next to an officer, who, from the resemblance, could
have been his brother: same forehead, same lips, same gaze. And yet, upon further scrutiny of
their young faces, I seemed to recognize—thanks to whatever distinguishes courage from
energy and bravery from spiritual strength—the effect of two different vocations, the stamp, that
is, of two disciplines and two different types of obedience. And finally there were various other,
more recent pictures. And it was as if, lining them up properly, I would be able to trace, through
imperceptible mutations, the entire curve of a life story: the evolution of spiritual strength into
patience of will, while the face is etched and comes to know its first wrinkles; the transformation
of intelligence into intellectual sharpness, while one’s smile fades and is more often withheld; the
passage from resoluteness to an inner steadiness; the experience of human beings which
matures into irony and perhaps by that route achieves compassion. His must have been an
intense nature, but not really a serene one, given to meditation, yet impelled by strong drives,
one of those natures that achieve their balance not by repressing their exuberance, but by
working to recognize it in order to keep better watch over it. If his “giving oneself a goal each



day,” which I was to find later in one of his notebooks, had had any meaning, it must have had
something to do, in part at least with the efforts he had made to impress a direction on his own
enthusiasm and perhaps a corrective on his own vitality.A priest, let us remember, is always
suspect. And he can become even more so if a sketch of his character begins to reveal that
touch of commonplace idealizing that seems to be the inevitable rule when one speaks of
priests. But you must remember that I had special means at my disposal to get to know him,
surrounded as I was by what had belonged to him: beginning with some objects cherished, one
could see, with that sort of jealous possessiveness which is usually united with lasting affections
and faithfulness to one’s inclinations. A violin, for instance, that lay in an armoire together with a
heap of scores variously worn and very often well-marked in the margins, told me, I believe, a lot
about him and his tastes, if it is true, after all, that love for music can be the recipient and
beneficiary of many other passions. And perhaps a small collection of minerals, certainly begun
in high school, told me as much about him: and not only because it seemed to me indicative of
his feeling for order and his love for things—of that tendency to love oneself in things to which I
would later see allusions in his notebooks—but also because the things on which he has
exercised the gentle patience of his hands tell us a great deal about a man. It must have been,
after all—that patience, I mean—his innermost, or most strongly cultivated virtue, if I found it
even in his way of annotating books in the margins or of inserting, between pages, strips full of
notes that, from the way they were compiled, with a meticulousness worthy of an ancient scribe,
implicitly revealed another tendency of his, which I would often see emerge from his notebooks:
something like an avocation to remain in the shade, and a penchant for the anachronistic.I told
you that I had a thousand leads to get to know him. But above all I had his library: and you know
how much the books he has owned help us to understand a man. There you find his choices and
the criteria of his choices, his tastes as a reader and his human passions themselves. There are
the books he acquired, but then leafed through indifferently, and there are the indications of
those persistent, daily visitations that are established with a text loved or strongly contested. In
his library there was, moreover, a section of old and even antique volumes which certainly
belonged to his predecessors and which he had inherited together with the furnishings of the
rectory: various bibles, many classics of Christian thought, manuals of ethics, of sacred history,
of sacred eloquence, handbooks of catechesis and even casuistry, in a word the typical
paraphernalia of the well-informed priest of the past, that I would later find in half the
ecclesiastical bookshelves of Europe. But perhaps not so typical was the use he made of it;
according to whether they had the air of having been uses or left curled up in their dust, they
signalled the line of his interests and his rejections. He did not like certain books and he did not
understand them, that was certain, while he ventured forth with fervor to the discovery of others.
In fact, studying the way he had annotated them, I could see the difficult, troubled situation of a
priest who, without rejecting tradition, avoided the kind of conformity of assent that especially in
those years was very common among priests. On the contrary, to judge from the other books in
his possession, the section of the library that had been exclusively his own, he had, I



discovered, a zone of curiosity and restlessness allowed to ferment rather freely in contact with
not quite orthodox texts, often of either Protestant or lay inspiration. But it is understandable: in a
city that with respect to its religious profile was virtually a frontier, how could one simply plant
oneself in one’s orthodoxy and avoid confrontation, risk, exploration? It was the usual dilemma,
greatly increased for him by the fact that he lived it in that region of trouble and moral darkness
that was Germany during the period after W.W.I and the time of Nazism. I could even, within
limits, distinguish the phases of his struggle by seeing how his collection had grown: as if he had
been searching for an enduring balance between the duty to doubt and the vigilance over doubt,
between the temptations of a culture in which the divine was no longer present, not even as
nostalgia, and an immovable inner steadiness that impelled him to a constant scrutiny of his
faith, to the denial of denial, to the verification, at all costs, as it is written in his notebooks, of “the
presence of an absent God.” He must have done it (but this I was to understand much better
later on) starting his journey again from the beginning, at the source, Gospel in hand, judging
from the volumes of New Testament exegesis and discussion of the sources lined up on his
shelves: two entire shelves, a library within a library that had all the signs of having been for
years a point of reference and almost a daily preoccupation. To these I was myself by now
turning more and more frequently, attracted not least by the annotations I found everywhere in
them. I was certainly not tempted to push myself into the tangle of his problems, and even less
into the trap of faith, but I was already willing to consider his beliefs an anachronism entirely
worthy of respect, and even a system of subtruths, emblems, so to speak, of rather noble values,
that unfortunately had fallen out of use. I was establishing my distance. I was protecting myself,
of course. But I dreamed a lot at night. The letters I wrote then are full of dreams, and my priest’s
books were in those dreams too.As you see, I was living with him in many ways. I went out into a
city abandoned to its destruction, where men walked alone among the stones averting their eyes
from each other out of a kind of shame, and coming home I found the singular peace of the
rectory and that comer of concentration that had been his working place, with the old-fashioned
chair and the walnut desk— heavy, spacious, with a good feel to it, maybe a little too
monumental for my taste—behind which I holed up for long hours of reading. Those hours were
marked by the surprise of discovering the extent to which objects condition us, since, even while
I found the desk highly reassuring, with its solid sides close to my legs, it imposed on me a
composure I was not accustomed to, and in the long run intimidated me, making me very
hesitant, for instance, to rummage through the papers I knew were piled up in its drawers. Those
papers were to be so important for me! They were in fact to be at the origin of the long adventure
of my life. Yet for quite a while I delayed getting involved in them; from reserve, as I said, and also
because of the little German I knew, after all, which at my first attempt had given me the
impression that those papers were even more retiring and inaccessible than some archeological
finds that stare at us from the depth of their fossil eyes. But even more, as I think back now,
because it had to occur at the right time. First, I mean, I had to become familiar with the cultural
background of the man who had written them, and with his problems, his soul, even his



handwriting. And in fact, when it happened, it happened almost naturally, following up on a note
found in a book, that sent me back to one of his notebooks.Thus a new phase of our life together
began, the exploration of his notebooks, my moving from one to the other, impressed first of all
by what they were not: because they were not, even in draft form, a diary, a confession, or any of
those typical journals of the soul through which the Christian self weighs, probes, scrutinizes,
studies, even fictionalizes itself There was, I mean, no trace of any of the usual rituals of
conscience which form such a great part of Christian writings and which, among mystical
tensions and mythologies of the inner self, so often evolve into complacency and narcissism. On
the contrary the “I” was almost banned, and certainly all that usually accompanies it was
banished: the taste for introverted and exacting reflection, the casuistry of doubt, the moralistic
tone, the tendency to feel oneself at the center of a drama, and the cautious, subtle tendency to
exhibit it. Yet I was all the same entering the territory of a conscience, reading its dry and
somehow impersonal notes, and, more than notes, signs or emblems of a secret, jealously
guarded life, where, even if something autobiographical was present, it was present as a
sediment rather than as new growth, it surfaced, that is, distanced and spent, as if it had been
lived in another time by somebody else. He too, in fact, seemed to have sensed it: “Among the
most frequent temptations of a Christian,” he wrote, “is that of thinking he is the protagonist of a
privileged experience. We must instead reject any connivance with, and any submission to, the
self, in order to know of ourselves not what distinguishes us as individuals, but what defines us
as persons.”The person; it was one of the words that recurred most often in his notebooks; and it
was a way of designating the individual in his relationship to the transcendent and in his moral
and metaphysical aspects. But to him it represented also a node, a convergence, a dimension,
that is, that included man as an individual and as being rooted in a community and in solidarity
with other men. His need for a church—and to enter the Church—must have originated from this,
his need not to distinguish himself but to belong, his vocation as a parish priest who accepts
immersing himself in a community and spending himself for it.I said that a priest is always
suspect. Everyone expects to find him conforming to a role, and wants to ask him if he is what he
is supposed to be and if he believes in what he says. Everyone wants him to be in accord with
the idea he has of him, in constant contact with the absolute and the sublime. Everyone is awed
by the courage of a choice that by its irreversibility has transformed itself into a destiny. But,
indifferent as I was then to matters of religion, as far as I was concerned I had nothing specific to
ask him. Thus I was in no position to be surprised by anything, not even by the absence of that
certain dose of “literature” that is usually present in the writings of priests; nor by a certain
dangerous skirting of what I think are the borders of orthodoxy (“For us,” he wrote, “a creating
God is less incomprehensible than a crucified Christ; and perhaps the fundamental paradox for
the Christian lies in the fact that the absolute distance between us and God is better brought
home to us by the love of Christ the man than by the unfolding of God’s omnipotence”); nor by
certain outbursts, half bitter, half sarcastic, incised on the paper the way a seismograph
registers, in a few lines, an underground earthquake. Look at this sentence, for instance: “Start



anew from humble truths and be wary of the beggars of absolutes.” Or: “We are at the farthest
level from God, at the extreme limit: at the point where we should ask ourselves whether it is still
possible to go back to Him. Yet they say the State is an ethical being conscious of itself. Yet they
say the State is the living Spirit.” Or these thoughts, probably written during the war years: “In
threatening times, in a nation where nobody any longer dares to be a conscience, you must feel
guilty yourself and in need of remorse. But, in the end, among the many dead that you see
around you, don’t you think it is irrelevant to waste your time on just one little soul?” Or, finally,
these, marshalled with such peremptory sadness: “I come back to visit myself; I am not expected
anywhere else. And to think that I have always tried to figure out how one lives in an abandoned
home!”Just words, of course, but words whose meaning went beyond the connections they
established or the spiritual heights they outlined for me. Their strength—attraction even—was
due, for me at least, to their being posthumous words, messages from beyond the grave. They
were reaching me like the tolling of a bell, from death’s farther shore, so that I could detect only
their necessity. Of course, this was not all; there was more in his notebooks. And I kept reading,
and became involved, partly because, while en entire generation was burying its dead along half
the roads of Europe, his pages not only compelled me to ask myself why people die, but in a
kind of proud anachronism, they posed for me the theme of survival. That is, in a time when the
earth seemed to have become exclusively our grave, they summoned me to learn the alphabet
of the stars.
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