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Nicholas of Cusa and the Neoplatonic road to 
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Enrico Peroli
1. Itinerarium mentis in deum

The task I take in hand in this paper is to analyse the complex issue concerning the relationship between Cusanus’ thought and the Neoplatonic tradition. Among the many spheres of inquiry that could be taken into consideration, I would like to focus, in particular, on the Neoplatonic view of the ascent of the soul to the contemplation of the divine Intellect and of the One. In the first part of my paper, I will deal with the Neoplatonic ‚itinerarium mentis in deum‘; in the second part, I intend to show how Cusanus transforms the Neoplatonic view and inserts it into a new and different context, despite the central role that Neoplatonism plays in his thought, either directly or indirectly.

As for my first point, I would like to start from the opening treatise of Plotinus’ Enneads. Its title is: „What is the living being and what is man?“. This treatise, however, is one of the last written by Plotinus, shortly before his death. It was placed as first by Porphyry, the editor of Enneads; he didn’t arrange Plotinus’ writings according to the chronological order of their composition, but according to a succession corresponding to the different stages the reader has to go through in order to attain the goal of Plotinus’ philosophy, the contemplation of the divine Principles.
 This editorial program was in conformity with a central idea of Neoplatonism: the idea that philosophical activity doesn’t consist only in formulating a body of doctrines, but, first of all, in leading man to a peculiar form of existence, the final goal of which is to bring him back ‚home‘, according to the famous image of Ulysses (often occurring also in the Christian tradition): to bring man back to the ‚land‘ that conforms to his true essence, that is to the divine Intellect and to the One.
 

Now, according to Plotinus, this road to the divine Principles doesn’t go only through the kosmos; first of all, it goes through the inside of man, because the divine Principles don’t exist only in themselves, separated (χωριστά) from the whole universe, but, at the same time, they are also present ἐν τῷ εἴσω ἀνθρώπῳ according to the Platonic locution, making man possible to carry out all his cognitive activities. As Plotinus writes: „Just as in nature there are these Principles [the Nous and the One], so we ought to think that they are present in ourselves, that is in the ‚inner man‘, according to Plato’s words.“
 For this reason, for Plotinus the issue of ‚self-knowledge‘, and, together with it, the ‚modern‘ issue of subject and ‚cogito‘, are the starting-point for every philosophical activity.
 In this sense, the preliminary and central task of philosophy is to investigate the various powers of the soul, by analysing their cognitive capabilities and their conditions of possibility. For, it is through such an investigation that we can become aware of the Nous and of the One as actively present in us, in spite of their transcendence. And this is why, in his edition of Plotinus’ Enneads, Porphyry placed as first the treatise entitled „What is the living being and what is man?“: this treatise is indeed concerned with the question of man’s ‚self-knowledge‘ discussed by Plato in the First Alcibiades, the dialogue regarded by Neoplatonic tradition as the introductory reading of the ‚curriculum‘ of philosophical studies. This central idea of Neoplatonism often occurs also in Proclus’ writings; it is expounded, for example, in a text discussed by Cusanus in De venatione sapientiae.
 The passage commented on by Cusanus is contained in the first book of Proclus’ The theology of Plato: 
„Indeed Socrates in the [First] Alcibiades rightly observes, that the soul entering into himself will behold all other things and deity itself. For verging to her own union, and to the centre of all life, laying aside multitude and the variety of all manifold powers which she contains, she ascends to the highest watchtower of beings […]. For the soul when looking at the things posterior to herself, beholds the shadows and images of beings, but when she converts herself to herself (εἰς ἑαυτὴν ἐπιστρεφομένην) she evolves her own essence, and the reasons she contains. And at first indeed, she only as it were beholds herself; but, when she penetrates more profoundly into the knowledge of herself, she finds in herself both Intellect and the orders of beings. When however, she proceeds into her interior recesses and into the adytum as it were of the soul (εἰς τὸ ἐντὸς αὑτῆς καὶ τὸ οἷον ἄδυτον τῆς ψυχῆς), she perceives with her eye closed the genus of the Gods and the unities of beings.“

This Neoplatonic ‚itinerarium mentis in deum‘ starts from the analysis of aisthesis, the power characteristic of our empirical Self, connected with body and world. For aisthesis is that form of knowledge by which we are turned to the outside: „to external things“.
 The first step of philosophical investigation is to show that this our looking outward is actually possible only by an act arising from the inside of our soul. In these
 sense, Plotinus explains that sense-perceptions cannot be reduced to a mere passive receiving of affections coming from external things: „we say – Plotinus writes – that sense-perceptions are not affections (πάθη), but activities (ἐνεργείας) and judgments (κρίσεις) concerned with affections.“
 Such an active feature of sense-perceptions comes out from two points of view: firstly, in sense-organs a ‚vis discretiva‘ is present, as Cusanus call it in De mente, or a dynamis diakritiké, according to Plotinus’ words;
 sense-organs, in fact, are able to make a discrimination of the external-data, so that each of them can perceive its respective quality and distinguish its differences.
 Moreover, single sense-data are then synthesized in the unitary image of the thing, so that this latter can be identified by the judgment of perception. This unifying activity of the soul is performed by our dia-noia, by our discursive reason, which is actively present in the sense-per​cep​tions. According to the Neoplatonic view, however, what makes such a unifying activity of reason possible are the intelligible Forms of things it receives from the divine Intellect. They are, as Plotinus says, „the letters written in us by Intellect like laws of our thought“, like kanónes or ‚a priori‘ rules of our judgment, by means of which we unify the sense-data.
 It is only this activity of our dianoia, mediating between aisthesis and Nous, that makes the external objects visible, making them appear in the sphere of our experience as something distinct from perceiving subject: it is the rational soul — Plotinus writes — which „makes the objects of sense shine out by its power and brings them before its eyes“.

By this first step of philosophical analysis, a turning of the soul towards itself takes place; through it, our empirical Self finds out that it lives the life of Intellect; finds out that it is properly ‚dia-noetic‘, namely that it thinks „through the Nous and from the Nous“, according to Plotinus’ words.
 In this way, the conversion of soul towards itself (εἰς τὸ εἴσω ἐπιστρέφειν) acquires the meaning of an ascent through the different levels of the mind (εἰς τὸ ἄνω βλέπειν), along which the soul becomes aware that Intellect is its true ‚Self‘, is the ‚inner man‘, according to Platonic locution.
 This kind of knowledge, however, is only the starting-point of the spiritual ascent of the soul: in order to know itself, the soul must rise to that divine and transcendent Principle which is actively present in our reason: „The man who knows himself is double, one knowing the nature of the reasoning which belongs to soul, and one up above this man, who knows himself according to Intellect because he has become that Intellect.“
 Our self-knowledge is double, because the Intellect is present in us in a double way: on the one hand, as we have just seen, it is present through the ideal Forms by means of which we unify sense-data and identify single things. On the other hand, however, we connect single things in unities which follow one another and which are related to each other in a causal way. This activity of discursive reason, closely associated with kinesis and diastasis, with movement and time, doesn’t presuppose only the single ideal Forms: it presupposes, as a condition of unity and continuity (συνέχεια) of its temporal movement, the original unity in which all ideal Forms are included in the absolute thought of the divine Intellect. This is why in our rational activity we are always connected with the „partless completion“ (τέλος ἀμερές) of divine Nous — as Plotinus says-

Nevertheless, we are not usually aware of this connection with the divine Intellect, or we don’t always use Nous, as Plotinus says taking up a main question of the Aristotelian tradition.
 This is because of the structure of our discursive reason: as a power of judgment, our reason has a double movement, a movement of dihairesis and of synthesis at the same time. This means that, in order to unify, our reason must first divide, so that, if the divine Intellect is described as νοῦς ἀμερής, rational soul can be typified as νοῦς μερίζων, or νοῦς διέξοδος.
 As we have just seen, the soul receives from the Intellect the ideal Forms as ‚a priori‘ rules of its judgment. Within the divine Intellect, however, the ideal Forms exist in a mutual and total interpenetration: in every ideal Form, in fact, the Intellect thinks itself as a whole without any possible division, so that in each ideal Form the whole noetic system is present.
 Our reason, however, can represent to itself the ideal Forms it receives from Nous only by separating them from the dynamic unity that they have in the divine Intellect: in this way, reason splits up the ideal Forms into single ‚parts‘, into single conceptual unities,
 by means of which reason can unify what it receives from aisthesis. According to the Neoplatonic view, it is only through this movement of ‚explicatio‘ that the rational soul can have a comprehension of the Principle from which it derives and with which it remains connected: by separating the ideal Forms from the unity of the Intellect and using them as synthetic forms of experience, reason objectifies them on the outside, it puts them in front of itself as if in a mirror, so that it can have an apprehension (ἀντίληψις) of them: „The act of Intellect is without parts and remains unobserved within [unobserved by our reason] until it has come out into open“; thus, reason „unfolds its content and brings it out of the intellectual act and shows its [that] content as if in a mirror, and this is how there is apprehension of it.“

Through our reason, therefore, we cannot be completely aware of our connection with the divine Intellect. Therefore, the Intellect can be paradoxically defined as „ours and not ours at the same time“
: it is ours because its transcendence doesn’t mean that it is separated from us, or that it comes to us from the outside, as in the Aristotelian view (νοῦς θύραθεν).
 On the contrary, the Intellect is present in us as a unifying principle of our reason, and without it we could not have any kind of knowledge, including aisthesis („the sense-perceptions here — as Plotinus writes — are dim intellections — ἀμυδρὰ νόησις—, and the intellections there are clear sense-perceptions“: VI 7, 7, 20-22). The divine Intellect is not ours because it is present in us without being a part of ourselves, remaining ἐπάνω, above our reason, so that we are not normally aware of it (V 3, 3, 22-26). We can grasp the active presence of Nous in us by means of an other power (ἄλλῃ δυνάμει: 3, 19), surpassing the activity of rational soul and becoming therefore „another man“, as Plotinus says.
 This means that with „the better part of the soul“ (τὸ τῆς ψυχῆς ἄμεινον: 4, 10-13), that is with the Nous which is present in us (νοῦς ὁ τῆς ψυχῆς), we have to contemplate the Intellect itself, the divine Intellect, so that „it belongs to us and we belong to it“ (4, 26). In this way, bringing back the intellect which is present in us to the Intellect from which it derives, we „become altogether other“, we become Intellect, and so we achieve a true self-knowledge (we „look ourselves with ourselves“, as Plotinus says): we achieve that unity or identity with ourselves, which is the aim of the spiritual ascent.

For along this ascent we overcome the division of Self which characterizes our reason, which, in order to think, must always separate a ‚subject‘ and an ‚object‘. Even when we think ourselves, we can do it only by distinguishing between a subjective side and an objective side. As Plotinus writes, „even when our soul sees itself, it sees itself as two and as another.“
 By means of our reason, we cannot therefore achieve that unity between ‚thinker‘ and ‚thought‘ which is the last end we aim at in every knowledge, that unity by virtue of which the subject can be „itself and in itself“ (αὐτὸ ἑαυτό). Therefore, in order to be fully in ourselves, we have to ascend to the contemplation of the divine Intellect. And this ascent of the soul can be also regarded as a process of getting over the time, since the origin of time is the movement of discursive reason which separates the unity of Nous:
 in its ascent to the divine Intellect, the soul surmounts the division of finite consciousness, achieves the complete unity with itself and, thus, overcomes the ‚inquietudo‘ characteristic of its temporal condition, coming back to the ‚peace‘ or to the ‚quiet‘ or ‚rest‘ (ἡσυχία) which is proper to the divine Intellect.

„Who he has learnt to know himself will know from where he comes.“
 For as I have tried to show, the road leading man to know himself is indeed an ascent bringing him to his Origin, to that supreme Unity of ‚subject‘ and ‚object‘, of ‚knowing‘ and ‚nature‘, on which every our activity
 is grounded: that Unity, therefore, that we always presuppose or postulate in every our knowledge, in our continuous inquiring.
 This is why, however, the ‚itinerarium mentis in deum‘ cannot stop at the divine Intellect. For according to the Neoplatonic view, the Unity we are looking for is not fully accomplished within the sphere of Nous. The absolute self-consciousness of the divine Intellect, in fact, is the highest form of unity between ‚thinking‘ and ‚being‘ within, however, the duality of nòesis and noetòn which is proper to every thinking act. For this reason, the nòesis noéseos of the Nous cannot be the first Principle of reality, as Aristotle believed: it presupposes a more original Principle —  the One — as the foundation of the unity of its thought.

The last end of the spiritual ascent of the soul, therefore, is to raise
 to the contemplation of the One, by overcoming every kind of knowledge, included the absolute thought of the divine Intellect. „The soul must let go of all outward things and turn altogether to what is within, and not be inclined to any outward thing, but ignoring all things (as it did formerly in sense-perceptions, but then in the realm of Forms) and even ignoring itself, come to be in contemplation of the One.“

This contemplation of the One is frequently described by Plotinus as a union in love.
 For this kind of union is indeed the original relation of the divine Intellect to the One, to the Principle from which it derives. According to Plotinus, in fact, there are two levels of the divine Intellect, corresponding to the different phases of its origin: one is the „Intellect in love“ (νοῦς ἐρῶν) and the other is „the thinking Intellect.“
 Nous eròn is the original stage of the Intellect proceeding from the One; it precedes the development of the Intellect as absolute thought, as unity of ‚thinking‘ and ‚being‘. In this original stage, Nous „was not yet Intellect“ — as Plotinus says —, since „it looked at the One, but looked unintellectually“ (VI 7, 16, 13-15). „Statu nascenti“, in fact, Nous had a direct connection with the One, without any mediation of thought; it was in a loving „touch“ with the One. Taking up the language of platonic eros, Plotinus describes „the Intellect in love“ as a νοῦς ἄφρον, as an Intellect „going out its mind“, and says that it was „drunk with the nectar“, drunk with delight and love, since it was in direct contact with the One (35, 24 s.).

These two levels of the divine Intellect (νοῦς ἔμφρωνος and νοῦς ἄφρον or νοῦς ἐρῶν), however, are also two grades of our Self and of our spiritual life, so that it is also within ourselves that the generation of the Intellect from the One happens. In its spiritual ascent, therefore, the soul has to attain „the thinking Intellect“ and then it has to rise to the Nous eròn, so that it can be united in love with the One. This way, soul comes back to its first Origin, which is also the Origin of the Intellect and of all things: „and it has become that which it was before when it was happy“. Like the lovers described in Plato’s Symposium, the Plotinian soul comes now to find out that the One is „what it desired“ and what, from the beginning, moved the soul in its spiritual ascent („for our love from the beginning was love of this great light“).
 For if the Intellect, as unity of ‚thinking‘ and ‚being‘, is the original sphere of the truth, the soul comes now to realize that, without the ‚light‘ coming from the One, the truth by itself would not be something desirable, something which could move it along its spiritual ascent; so, the soul finds out that what moved it was something ‚more‘ than its ‚desiderium veritatis‘: something of which the truth is only a manifestation. Plotinus sometimes describes this ‚more‘, coming from the One, as a ‚grace‘:
„When anyone sees this light (coming from the One and playing upon the Intellect), he is also moved to the Forms, and longs for the light which plays upon them and delights in it. For, before this, he is not moved even towards Intellect for all its truth and beauty; the truth of Intellect is inactive till it catches a light from the One; but it becomes desirable when the One colours it, giving a kind of grace (ὣσπερ χάριτας δόντος  αὐτοῖς), and passionate love to the desirers.“

As I have just said, Plotinus frequently uses the language of Platonic love, the language of Phaedrus and Symposium. The Plotinian eros, however, is different from the platonic one. This latter is restless and possessive: Platonic love wants to have a spiritual offspring, and is strictly connected with the philosophical education and the organization of the city. The Neoplatonic love, on the contrary, is characterized by the ‚waiting‘: arrived at the end of its spiritual ascent, the soul „waits quietly“ (ἡσύχῃ μένειν) for the appearing of the One, „as the eyes awaits 
the raising of the sun“: what the soul has to do is „to prepare itself to contemplate the One“.
 This means that it has to give up every activity and put at rest all its powers (ἐν ἠρεμίᾳ τῶν δυνάμεων πρὸς αὐτὸ τὸ θεῖον ἀνατείνεισθαι, according to Proclus’ words
): it has to „take away everything“ (ἄφελε πάντα), so that it can be at the disposal of the arriving of the One. For 
„it is not possible for one who has anything else and is actually occupied about it to see or to be fitted in. But one must not have evil, or any other good neither ready to hand, that soul alone may receive it (μόνη μόνον). But when it comes to it, or rather, being there already, appears, when that soul turns away from the things that are there, and has preparing by making itself as beautiful as possible and has come to likeness, it sees it in itself suddenly appearing (ἰδοῦσα ἐν αὐτῇ ἐξαίφνης φανέντα), for there is nothing between.“

2. Desiderium veritatis
The Plotinian distinction between two grades of the spiritual ascent of the soul, described as νοῦς ἔμφρωνος and νοῦς ἐρῶν, will play a great role in the following tradition. For such a distinction is the origin of that long discussion about the nature of the mystical knowledge of God which will arrive until Cusanus
.
 However, as I have already said at the beginning, I don’t want to investigate the Neoplatonic ideas received by Cusanus, whether directly, or indirectly. This issue has been examined many times and from different points of view. For example, the relationship between Cusanus and Plotinus’ doctrine of the two levels of intellect has already been pointed out by Gerda von Bredow in an essay published in 1976.

 In the second point of my paper, I would rather like to point out how Cusanus follows a different path from the Neoplatonic ‚itinerarium mentis in deum‘. To this end, I would like to start from the first pages of De pace fidei.

The main purpose of this work is to lead the different historical religions to reflect on the basic ‚praesuppositum‘ of every religious consciousness. De pace fidei, in fact, starts with these words addressed by God to the representatives from various religions: „You will find that you should not change your faith, sed ‚eandem unicam undique praesupponi‘.“
 There has been a long discussion about the meaning of this „una religio“ presupposed „in rituum varietate“. I don’t want to go into this discussion, but I intend to consider the question of ‚presuppositum‘ in its more wide meaning which often occurs in Cusanus’ writings. In this sense, ‚praesuppositum‘ means,
 first of all, that, within the structure of every consciousness, there is an original reference to an ‚Unconditioned‘, to a ‚Maximum‘, as condition of every activity of the consciousness itself. In this sense, the issue of ‚praesuppositum‘ is a leit-motif of Neoplatonism, as I tried to stress in my first point. Starting from this leit-motif, I want now to show how the road to contemplation is understood by Cusanus in a different way from Neoplatonism, and this from two points of view: the road to contemplation cannot be understood either according to the Neoplatonic ideal of the „via remotionis“ (ἄφελε πάντα), or according to the Plotinian φυγὴ μόνου πρὸς μόνον: „this is the life of godlike and blessed man (ἀνθρώπον θείων καὶ εὐδαιμόνων βίος): escape in solitude to the solitary.“

Eudaimonia is also the starting-point of De pace fidei. At the beginning, the language of De pace fidei is Augustinian. In the tenth book of Confessiones, in fact, developing an investigation influenced in many aspects by Neoplatonism, Augustine stressed that the first and main „notitia innata“ inherent in all men is the idea of „vita beata“, understood as „gaudium de veritate“.
 According to Cusanus too, this „notitia innata“ is the first ‚praesuppositum‘ of every consciousness. In this sense, Cusanus starts from the Neoplatonic and Augustinian distinction between ‚the inner man‘ and the ‚outer man‘, and points out that the ‚homo interior‘ has an original desire for ‚perfectio‘, for a full completion of his life. This is the inner man’s „ultimum desiderium“.
 The ‚inner man‘, however, is the man endowed with ‚intellectus‘, and therefore his ‚ultimum desiderium‘ is for the ‚truth‘ (veritas), since the truth is ‚the food of intellect‘, according to a locution which often occurs in Cusanus and goes back to Augustine’s Confessiones.
 This means that the search after truth is the way by means of which beings provided with intellect preserve and perfect themselves, just as all natural beings seek for nutriment suiting their nature in order to grow and to conserve themselves. A bit later, this view is shared by the Arab too:
„I think it altogether true that all men by nature desire the truth. For the truth is the life of Intellect, which cannot be sustained in its own vitality by any other food. For, just as every thing desires whatever it cannot exist without, so the intellectual life desires the truth
.“

The parallel between spiritual and natural self-preservation introduced here by Cusanus would become a main topic in the first modern age.
 This topic often occurs in Cusanus and it is already present in De docta ignorantia. From the first pages of this work, Cusanus points out the ‚desiderium veritatis‘ as that form of existence through which beings provided with intellect develop an original and universal tendency belonging to all living beings: appetitus or nisus driving all creatures to preserve and to perfect their own being.
 In this way, Cusanus’ intention is to point out that the ‚desiderium veritatis‘ is not a mere ‚regulative idea‘ of reason; on the contrary, this specific activity of human intellect is included within a natural order in which, according to a law disposed by God, all natural beings are provided with an original attitude to preserve and to accomplish their own being in the best possible way (meliori modo) and are provided with the most appropriate powers to achieve this aim.

Now, what I want to point out is the connection made by Cusanus between the appetitus to natural self-preservation, the ‚desiderium veritatis‘ and the idea of ‚communio‘. This connection comes clearly out in De docta ignorantia, but is already present in De concordantia catholica. As I said, the parallel between natural and spiritual self-preservation would become a main topic in the first modern age and it will be conveyed by authors (Cicero, Seneca) who prove the Stoic origin of this view: its origin from the Stoic doctrine of oikeiosis, «self-conciliation», understood as the natural striving of every living creature:
 «Every living creature – it is said in Cicero’s De finibus – loves itself, and from the moment of birth strives to secure its own preservation; because the earliest impulse bestowed on it by nature for its life-long protection is the instinct of self-preservation and for maintenance of itself in the best conditions possible to it in accordance with its nature».
 Nicholas of Cusa probably had direct knowledge of this Stoic doctrine only during the last years of his life, when he could read the Latin translation of Diogenes Laërtius’s Lives of the Philosophers made by Ambrogio Traversari (whom Cusanus knew since Basel). However, Cusanus already deals with this important subject in De concordantia catholica, where he refers to the Stoic views expounded in Cicero’s De finibus, but interprets them in a peculiar way. For in the Preface of the third book, the specific human expression of the natural drive to self-preservation is seen by Cusanus in the fact that man develops the principles of ‚consodalitas‘ and ‚communio‘, and thus the principles of civic and state society, and these are the origins of ‚civitates‘ organized in accordance with the right: 

„That ‚divina super admiranda lex‘ [that is, the natural law according to which all beings strive to conserve themselves] was infused in the human heart, so that man understood, ‚rationabili discursu‘, that ‚consodalitatem ac communionem‘ are neccessary ‚suae conservationi ac etiam fini propter quem quisque est‘, and so that man understood that ‚consodalitas et communio‘ can be preserved only through ‚consensus omnium‘.“

Also in this case, as at the beginning of De docta ignorantia, Cusanus’ intention is to point out that in human ‚praxis‘ a fundamental structure of reality which is peculiar to all creatures appears, because of the creating action of God. This structure of reality is characterized by the essential connection between the original relation of every creature with itself (according to the Stoic doctrine of oikeiosis) and the relation with the others, between the natural impulse (appetitus, nisus) driving every creature to preserve itself and to search for all that increases and promotes its own good and ‚communio‘: in the case of man, this connection consciously shows in cultural and spiritual productions of the right, but it is infused in the nature of every creature as a ‚munus‘ given by God. For this reason, in De docta ignorantia, dealing with the world, Cusanus takes the remarks on the social factor of self-preservation again and applies them to all creatures: „Deus benedictus omnia creavit, ut dum quodlibet studet esse suum conservare quasi quoddam munus divinum, hoc agat in communione cum aliis.“

As in the social-political sphere, so in the world taken as a whole there is a real ‚communio‘ which connects all creatures with each other and which is deep-rooted in their ontological constitution, namely in that original drive to preserve and to perfect their own being which is peculiar to each living creature. As we have seen, in man’s ontological constitution this original ‚appetitus‘ or ‚nisus‘ displays in man’s ‚studium veritatis‘ and ‚desiderium veritatis‘, through which man performs his drive to ‚perfectio‘ and ‚beatitudo‘. Becoming aware of this ‚inner man’s ultimate desire‘ means therefore to understand the ‚conexio‘ which links together ‚perfectio‘ and ‚communio‘ in all creatures. It is such a ‚conexio‘ that the philosophical and theological reflection has to attend to; only in this way, in fact, (1) it can rightly look at that ‚Maximum‘ which is the ‚presuppositum
‘ of every consciousness, and (2) it can clarify man’s relation to that ‚veritas‘ which man’s ‚desiderium beatitudinis‘ aims at.

3. Veritas, perfectio, communio

The first point comes out at the beginning of the second book of De docta ignorantia: here Cusanus is concerned with the problem regarded by Plotinus as the ‚vexata quaestio‘ of all philosophical tradition, that is as the basic problem of every rational consciousness. Plotinus formulated it in this way: „How from the One did come into existence such a great multiplicity, as that which is seen to exist in beings and which we think it is right to refer back to One?“
 That is: how must we look at the variety of things existing in our world if we suppose that there is a unitary principle from which they derive? Cusanus formulates this question starting from the famous passage of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (1, 20): „How is it that – Cusanus asks – God can be made manifest to us through visible creatures“, if creatures have various and different forms, while God is „the one infinite Form“?

‚Communio‘ is the answer to this Neoplatonic question. ‚Communio‘ shows ‚where‘ it is possible to meet the divine dimension in the comprehensive structure of reality. We cannot realize the relationship binding creatures to God until we consider the variety of things and of natural phenomena only as a multiplicity of autonomous and independent entities, which ‚then‘ would also have a relation to each other. If we want to understand the universe in its own nature, that is in its connection with God, we have to overcome this view grounded, according to Cusanus, on the scholastic metaphysics of substance: „Considera attentius — it is said in De docta ignorantia — et videbis quomodo quiescunt omnia in quolibet, quoniam non posset unus gradus esse sine alio.“

„Non posset unus gradus esse sine alio“: in this way, Cusanus follows a different path from the scholastic one, not only from the ‚via antiqua‘, but also from the ‚via moderna‘ of the scholastic theology. A different path, for example, from Duns Scotus’ view, according to which the ontological actuality of every individual consists in his „aptitudo ad subsistentem in se“, and thus in what Duns Scotus calls his „ultima solitudo“.
 .
 Or, a different path from Ockham’s nominalistic view, according to which there are only single and discrete entities, devoid of any intrinsic relationship with each other;
 it is only our language which puts connections between things, each of which can exist without the others: „omnis res absoluta, distincta loco et subiecto ab alia re absoluta, potest existere alia re absoluta dextructa“, or „toto mundo destructo“.
 In De docta ignorantia, on the contrary, Cusanus replies to the ‚vexata quaestio‘ asked by Plotinus explaining that God created, in only one act, the single things and the world, that is the relational web in which all creatures are included. In this way God manifests and conserves in the creation that original ‚complicatio‘ in which all creatures are included in God, in that relational unity of the divine Principle stated by the Christian doctrine of Trinity.

Understanding this ‚conexio‘ between esse, perfectio et communio characterizing all creatures means, for man, reconsidering his relation to the truth, and so clarifying his ‚desiderium veritatis‘, through which man carries out the universal tendency to ‚perfectio‘. In his work on Categories, Aristotle pointed out that the metaphysics of ousia is the basic ‚grammar‘, on which our language is organized and, together with it, our experience of the world and the ways of life mediated by the language. Reconsidering the traditional metaphysics of ousia in terms of a ‚communio‘-ontology means reconsidering this grammar, which has exerted a strong influence on the western tradition. An effect of such a revision is the introduction of a ‚decentralizing‘ dynamic: it doesn’t lead only to a new view of the universe, transforming the old hierarchical image of kosmos; it also confers a new ‚dignitas‘ on the single things. For within the mutual relation connecting all beings of the world, no creature can be regarded as a „pars proportionalis sive aliquota mundi“,
 nor can it be reduced to a mere element of the whole. Within the mutual relation connecting all the creatures, each particular thing becomes a ‚point‘ on which all the others depend, a ‚point‘ in which the whole condition of universe appears.
 For this reason, the world cannot be regarded as a mere juxtaposition of ‚parts‘; the universe is rather a ‚whole of wholes‘, where each single part is a centre: it is a ‚gravitational centre of being‘, but only according to its specific form, to its particular perspective. Reconsidering the ‚grammar‘ of ousia means therefore understanding the dynamic structure of the world as this connection between ‚centrality‘ and ‚relativity‘ —connection which is proper to every true form of communio. 

Now, man is the only creature who can become aware of this structure of reality, because only man, as provided with intellectus, can go beyond his horizon without transcending it. So
, man can realize that there is no creature which can escape its constitutive relationship connecting it with the others and which can offer an absolute and complete view of the world. In this way, man also becomes aware of his relation to the truth; he becomes aware that such a relation is always a „partecipatio veritatis in alteritate“, as it is said in De coniecturis.
 This expression describes the paradoxical condition of human consciousness: it always acts in the sphere of what is finite, conditioned, relative and thus ‚maius et minus‘;
 however, it could not know what is conditioned and ‚maius et minus‘ if it didn’t have an original reference to an ‚Unconditioned‘, to an absolute ‚Maximum‘. Nevertheless, this ‚presuppositum‘ of every consciousness, by virtue of which difference and ‚alteritas‘ can be known, is always expressed ‚in alteritate‘, that is within the language and the conditioned perspective of a consciousness bound to its empirical condition. 

What I want to point out, however, is that such a ‚perspective‘ feature of consciousness is not a mere limit, an obstacle we should overcome in order to see better and more clearly: on the contrary, without it, the basic ‚praesuppositum‘ of each consciousness, its original reference to a ‚Maximum‘, would remain completely undetermined and empty. For this reason, for Cusanus the road to the achievement of human ‚desiderium veritatis‘, and thus to teleiosis or perfectio, cannot be any more the ‚via remotionis‘ showed by Neoplatonism (ἄφελε πάντα). For this reason, unlike Neoplatonism, Cusanus can frequently praise ‚multitudo‘, ‚alteritas‘, ‚varietas‘, with an emphasis which sometimes foreshadows modern thought. He can do this, because ‚varietas‘, ‚multitudo‘ and ‚alteritas‘ are no more regarded as a ‚regio dissimilitudinis‘, turning us away from the One: they don’t hide the reality of the One, but make it visible, since what makes it visible is the ‚communio‘ connecting the various and different things each other. This is true for man too: ‚alteritas‘ is not an obstacle, but a positive way through which man can really achieve his ‚partecipatio veritatis‘ only when the ‚alteritas‘ is aware of itself; that is, when it is aware of being an ‚otherness of identity‘, a contracted and finite manifestation of the Infinite: a manifestation, therefore, which is by itself referred to and related to the other determined and contracted manifestations of the same Absolute.

Therefore, the Neoplatonic road to the divine Principles is not the right one because our original reference to a ‚Maximum‘, which transcends every human words, can occur only within the various and different words of our historical languages: without these latter, our original ‚desiderium veritatis‘ would remain undetermined or empty. On the other hand, however, the historical languages must preserve within their words the ‚un-namability‘ of what exceeds every language, so that they have to express the experience of a ‚partecipatio veritatis‘ without understanding it as a closed event, as an absolute and exclusive definition. ‚Meliori modo‘ or ‚perfectiori modo‘, ‚the best possible way‘ by which such a dialectic can be actually performed is ‚communio‘; therefore, ‚communio‘ is what preserves our ‚ultimum desiderium‘. 

This is pointed out by Cusanus also in the latest pages of De visione dei. The subject of this work is no longer how the historical religious traditions have to look at God, as in De pace fidei, from which I started; in De visione Dei, written some months later, the subject is how the single individuals have to look at God. Therefore, while De pace fidei was an international congress located in Jerusalem, De visione Dei is placed inside a monastery, where a community of ‚brothers‘ looks at a painting. In this painting, Christ’s face is so portrayed that the painted eyes seem look directly into every viewer’s eyes at the same time. This portrait of Christ’s face serves as central symbol to illustrate the dialectical relation between God and human beings. This dialectical relation has two sides. The first side could be described as ‚Neoplatonic‘: reflecting on their visual experience, the viewers find out that the 
God’s seeing is the basic ‚presuppositum‘ of their seeing, is what makes their vision of God possible: „Nemo te videre potest nisi inquantum tu das ut videaris. Nec est aliud te videre, quam quod tu videas videntem te.“
 This awareness, however, doesn’t lead to give up the initial experience of God’s gaze as directed to each viewer in his own ‚singularitas‘:
  „visum noster semper per angulum quantum videt“.
 We don’t have to remove this particular, individual ‚angulus oculi‘, in order to see better and more clearly: the ‚angle of our eye‘, with its restricted personal perspective, is rather the ‚place‘, where I make the experience of God’s gaze, where I become aware of his presence. By this ‚itinerarium mentis in deum‘ what is removed is not the ‚singularitas‘ of our ‚visual angles‘, but its their pretention to exclusiveness and absoluteness; for each sight sees in God’s face something which only that individual, with his own ‚singularitas‘, can see, but no sight can exhaust the infinite face of God. So, reflecting on his own visual experience, every ‚intellectual spirit‘ realizes that his seeing, like the whole creation of God, lives on this dynamic of ‚centrality‘ and ‚relativity‘, which I have spoken about: that dynamic which is proper to a true ‚communio‘. In this way, in fact, the sights of the single viewers, initially fixed into their respective ‚visual angles‘, open to a common space, to a mutual communication of their respective visual experiences. And this is the conclusion of De visione Dei: the book, which started with each monk looking separately at the painting sent by Cusanus, ends with this reference to ‚communio‘ as ‚perfectio‘ of man’s ‚desiderium veritatis‘. In this sense, Cusanus first compares the whole world to a self-portrait of God, in which the divine artist used various and different colours „in order to be able to paint himself“, „quia virtus suae infinitae similitudo non potest nisi in multis perfectiori modo explicari“. Then Cusanus adds:

„All intellectual spirits are useful to each intellectual spirit. Now, unless they were countless, you, o infinite God, could not be known in the best possible way (meliori modo). For each intellectual spirit sees in you my God something without which the others could not in the best possible way (meliori modo) attain unto you, their God. Full of love, the spirits reveal to one another their respective secrets; and as a result, their knowledge of the one who is loved and their desire for him is increased; and the sweetness of their joy is aflame.“

I believe that this view of Cusanus’ could be expressed by the words written some years ago by Charles Taylor about the Augustinian doctrine of the Trinity: „When you get to the point of seeing that what is important in human life is what passes between us, then you are coming close to God.“
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