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Why New Age is a Challenge for Christianity
http://www.zenit.org/english/visualizza.phtml?sid=56135
Father Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi Responds

VATICAN CITY, June 30, 2004 (Zenit.org) The spread of New Age and its use and abuse of Christian elements make of the movement a challenge for the baptized, says a specialist at the Lateran University.
Father Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, a professor at the Mater Ecclesiae Higher Institute of Religious Sciences of the Lateran, gave that warning in an interview with us.
An international consultation on New Age, held by the Holy See from June 14-16, emphasized the need to know this phenomenon better in order to provide more appropriate Christian answers.

Q: Why does the spread of New Age represent a challenge for Christians?
Father Olivieri Pennesi: New Age constitutes a great challenge for Christianity. Not only because it is spreading on a global level, but especially because it incorporates elements of Christianity, altering its original meaning. For example, Jesus Christ is no longer recognized as Son of God and only savior of the world.
There is the loss of the concept of truth; we are living in an age of pure subjectivism. God has a thousand facets: cosmic energy, extra-cosmic energy, a Mind, the All, we ourselves are God, etc.
If Jesus Christ is no longer the savior, people go in search of other salvations which become "self-oriented salvation" through methods, meditations, different practices, including magic. The eschatological expectation is devoid of meaning, insofar as salvation is attainable after some or many reincarnations.
Perhaps the greatest obstacle that must be addressed is, undoubtedly, the loss of awareness of truth, which vitiates every attempt to use the paradigms of reason.

Q: Is it true that "weak thought" and a particularly emotional approach to New Age spirituality are quite widespread phenomena in the Catholic world?
Father Olivieri Pennesi: Some have said that New Age is "a phenomenon that is typical of the postmodern culture, based on weak reasoning, ethical relativism and consumerism." I cannot but agree with this statement.
New Age philosophy is spread in many forms and by many ways in a subtle and almost imperceptible manner, says the Secretariat for Ecumenism and Dialogue of the Italian bishops, and it is presented by highlighting its features of universal love and defense of nature.
This proposal can lead to deceit insofar as it presents some objectives on which it is easy to agree: harmony between man and nature, awareness and commitment to improve the world, mobilization of all the forces for good for a new unitary plan of life.
New Age empties the salvific event of Christ from its truth, singularity and fullness. In fact, according to this line of thought, man can make himself capable, through specific techniques, of experiencing the divine without the aid of divine grace, effecting by his own strength his salvation, on which universal harmony depends. The 1989 document of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, a Letter to the bishops of the Catholic Church on certain aspects of Christian meditation, is a reference text on the attention that must be given to updating the ancient Gnosis, in which salvation takes place through the conscience, [and is] esoteric, for the few. 
In regard to New Age -- or Gnostic, which is to say more or less the same thing -- practices, there are at the basic level, numerous examples.
To mention one: the last Vatican text on New Age refers to the use -- expanding alarmingly -- of the enneagram: a symbol originally of an initiation character developed in an esoteric context, syncretist, which has subsequently been transformed to a system of classification of the personality of nine psychological types, which serves for the search for self-fulfillment by an esoteric or magical way.

This is pure Gnosis. In Anglo-American Christian environments, such a method gains ground in the area of spiritual direction and guidance, so the U.S. bishops have created an appropriate commission to discern this phenomenon.

Q: What are the conceptual characteristics that describe New Age? And what are the main differences that characterize Christian doctrine?
Father Olivieri Pennesi: Douglas R. Groothuis, an American author, has identified six characteristics of New Age thought: Everything is one; everything is God; humanity is God; we must transform our conscience; all religions are one; optimism in regard to cosmic evolution.
We can summarize in the following points what those of New Age generally affirm:
One, there is no source of external authority -- only that of the interior -- "the god within us." Truth as objective reality does not exist, says one of the best-known spokespersons of New Age: actress Shirley MacLaine.
Two, the Creator is confused with his creation, believing that God is part of creation and is not separated from the latter. They adopt the belief in monism from the Eastern religions -- that "everything is One" -- only one essence of the universe, everyone and everything forms part of this essence.
Three, Christ, more than an individual, is a type of energy. This idea of "Christ-like awareness" states that Jesus was not the only Christ, but that he was predisposed to receive the "awareness of Christ," as were Buddha, Krishna and Mohammed. This is a well-known teaching of Gnostic occultism which has its roots in the Babylonian mystery religions.
Four, insofar as sin is concerned, while reference to Adam's sin is silenced, it is affirmed, as "A Course in Miracles" states, that man's principal problem is his ignorance of his divinity. Every perceptible fault that man thinks he has is more an absence of knowledge; with this is eliminated the need for salvation and for a savior.
Five, the New Age follower considers his good where he finds it. His morality is in his criteria, trusting in what he feels is good.
Six, the traditional way of seeing the personification of evil as the devil or Satan is clearly absent from New Age literature. In regard to history and Lucifer's task, Benjamin Creme, a known speaker of the movement, states that "Lucifer came from the planet Venus 18.5 million years ago. He is the director of the evolution of our planet; he is the sacrificial lamb and the prodigal son. Lucifer made an incredible sacrifice, a supreme sacrifice for our planet."
Seven, New Agers take up again the old doctrine of the Eastern religions on reincarnation, modifying it substantially in order to attain a perfection through innumerable cycles of death and rebirth. Together with this is the practice of so-called channeling through which disincarnated entities will direct humanity's spiritual evolution.
Eight, in the document written by the Pontifical Councils for Culture and for Interreligious Dialogue "Jesus Christ, Bearer of Living Water. A Christian Reflection on the New Age", one reads: "New Age has a marked preference for the Eastern and pre-Christian religions, which are reckoned to be uncontaminated by Judeo-Christian distortions. Hence great respect is given to ancient agricultural rites and to fertility cults." Somewhat later "Gaia," Mother Earth, is criticized. I think a denunciation is obvious of certain animalistic and environmental ideologies which tend to re-propose a modern form of neo-pagan pantheism.

Q: What is your opinion?
Father Olivieri Pennesi: The divinization of nature, also known as "Gaia hypothesis," in homage to Greek mythology, is the result of the move from a correct safeguarding of the environment to forms of protection which I believe remind one of the sacred cows of the Hindus. The latter marks the influence of New Age ideas in the ecological movement beginning with the first Earth Day in 1970, when the planet was recognized as a living being, worthy of adoration. The incompatibility of this veneration with Christian teachings is obvious and is stressed by those who favor Gaia. Many esoteric publications see biblical teachings as the cause of great ecological problems. In an issue of Time magazine relating to environmental problems, the Bible, and in particular the Book of Genesis -- where man is given dominion over the earth and its inhabitants -- is mentioned as one of the reasons for the mistreatment of nature by man. According to some environmentalists, the spread of Christianity led to a negative development of a technology that would damage the earth. In line with this attribution of guilt, the worship of Mother Earth and the environmental ideology are also accompanied by the devaluation of the human being, placed at the same level as the other "species" and even accused of excessive and harmful fecundity.
It is symptomatic, in fact, that none of the many environmental organizations present in the world equate the defense of nature and the defense of human life; [hence they are not] pronouncing themselves against abortion.

Q: Cardinal Georges Cottier has said that New Age is "incompatible with Catholic doctrine." What are the reasons for such an explicit condemnation?
Father Olivieri Pennesi: It's true. The cardinal says that "the main theses of New Age are incompatible with Christianity; what is more, they are antithetical."
According to the Vatican document "Jesus Christ, Bearer of Living Water. A Christian Reflection on the New Age," "It is difficult to separate the individual elements of New Age religiosity -– innocent though they may appear -– from the overarching framework which permeates the whole thought-world on the New Age movement.
"The gnostic nature of this movement calls us to judge it in its entirety. From the point of view of Christian faith, it is not possible to isolate some elements of New Age religiosity as acceptable to Christians, while rejecting others. Since the New Age movement makes much of a communication with nature, of cosmic knowledge of a universal good -– thereby negating the revealed contents of Christian faith -– it cannot be viewed as positive or innocuous." 

Father Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi is cited in "Jesus Christ, Bearer of Living Water. A Christian Reflection on the New Age", February 3, 2003
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html 
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Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, Il Cristo del New Age. Indagine critica, Vatican City (Libreria Editrice Vaticana) 1999.
(19)Cf. Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, Il Cristo del New Age. Indagine critica, Vatican City (Libreria Editrice Vaticana) 1999, passim, but especially pp. 11-34. See Also section 4 below. 

(68)Cf. Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, Il Cristo del New Age. Indagine Critica, Vatican City (Libreria Editrice Vaticana) 1999, especially pages 13-34. The list of common points is on p. 33. 

The 2010 International Conference “Changing Gods. Between Religion and Everyday Life” -
International Conference organized by CESNUR, Italian Association of Sociology (AIS) - Sociology of Religions Section, and the School of Political Science - University of Torino, Torino, Italy, 9-11 September 2010 at the Università di Torino - Facoltà di Scienze Politiche - Via G. Plana 10
http://www.sosabusipsicologici.it/wp-content/uploads/cesnur_session2010.doc EXTRACT
Christianity and Alternative Medicine - Dott. Alessandro Pennesi
This communication will focus on the reactions of Christian communities and churches when they face the challenge of alternative and complementary medicine and therapies spread by new religious and magical movements. Official statements, mainly by the Anglican Communion, Roman Catholic Church and Russian Orthodox Church, will be examined. Particular attention will be focused on TM, Bruno Groening spiritual healing, Reiki, Yoga, and enneagram.
Alessandro Pennesi will discuss how the Catholic Church and other Christian denominations have addressed the challenges posed by cultic and other forms of alternative medicine.

Fr. Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, Ph.D. 
With degrees in philosophy from l’Università La Sapienza di Roma and in theology from the la Pontificia Università Gregoriana, Dr. Pennesi is a teacher of philosophy, psychology and the science of education in high schools and various pontifical universities. A registered psychologists in Lazio, he is a national advisor of GRIS (Gruppo di Ricerca e Informazione Socio-religiosa), a member of ONAP (Osservatorio Nazionale Abusi Psicologici), member of ICSA and a member of the Association of Christian Therapists (ACT ). He is the author of various studies on the New Age and has participated in conferences and seminars on the new religiosity. Among his publications are: "The Cross of Christ in the New Age," in E. Fizzoti (editor), The sweet seduction of Acquarius (Las, Rome, 1996) and The Christ of the New Age: Critical Investigations (Lev, Vatican City, 1999). 
Sixty-eight, mysticism, Satanism 
http://www.30giorni.it/us/articolo.asp?id=910
Published in 30 Giorni, May 2003, Rome The relevance of the ancient Gnosticism and its perversions insinuate themselves into Catholic thought even at higher-levels. 
An interview with Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, Lecturer at the Lateran Pontifical University by Giovanni Cubeddu
The question of the New Age and the relevance of Gnostic beliefs has recently led two pontifical councils, Culture and Inter-religious Dialogue, to present a common document in the form of a "provisional report", that is at the same time a «guide for Catholics involved in the preaching of the Gospel and in the teaching of the faith at every level in the Church» and an «invitation to understand this cultural current».
The sole Italian writer quoted in the Christian studies taken as reference by the drafters of the report is Alessandro Olivieri Pennesi, a priest from Rome and lecturer at the Lateran University, thanks to his The Christ of the New Age, published by Libreria Editrice Vaticana. 
An exhaustive coverage that opens immediately with a chapter on Christ in contemporary Gnosticism (which, just like the ancient variety, lives by «devaluation of the present», eliding already beforehand any possibility of historical salvation for mankind) and bringing out the «common esoteric-occultist background» of those who, having «access to the same sources» as Christians, have interpreted them with the ambition of going beyond them, looking forward to a new age, and to affirm a "Christ of always", an abstract and disincarnate principle.

We began our conversation with Don Olivieri Pennesi starting from the Vatican document.
ALESSANDRO OLIVIERI PENNESI: Scholarly circles were awaiting the Vatican report. And some people pointed out that publication was considerably delayed, though it had been in preparation for some time. It should, nevertheless, be noted that already in 1993 the Pope had warned of the spread of the New Age when meeting the North American bishops, though the more watchful of them were already aware and had written pastoral letters on the spread of infection in some local communities. The Italian Bishops’ Conference did the same with the document of 1993: The pastoral commitment of the Church in the face of the new religious movements and the sects. Now the drafters of the Vatican document have made an appreciable effort to provide a tool that can be used a bit everywhere, given that the New Age phenomenon exists from Latin America to Japan. 
Such attitudes and beliefs have by now spread to all classes.
OLIVIERI PENNESI: The document of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of 1989, Letter to the bishops of the Catholic Church on certain aspects of Christian meditation, was already a reference text on the attention to be given to the reappearance of ancient Gnosticisms, in which salvation came through the esoteric awareness for few. There are countless examples of New Age practice (or Gnostic, which is to say more or less the same) at grass-roots level. To offer just one, the last Vatican text on the New Age mentions the use, in alarming expansion, of the enneagram: a symbol originally connected with initiation that developed in the esoteric-syncretist sphere, later become system of personality classification into nine psychological types, that serves in the quest of self-realization by esoteric and/or magical means. In the latter case, self-divinization is functional to the acquisition of the power that becomes concrete also through the extreme form of Satanism. We’re plumb in Gnosticism. In Anglo-American Christian circles the method is given room in the field of spiritual guidance and direction (and the American bishops have set up a commission on the phenomenon).

What have you noticed in theological thinking? 
OLIVIERI PENNESI: In the field of inter-religious dialogue I know writers who, by looking for points of contact with the eastern religions, end up accepting Gnostic ideas. Let me add that there is an ecological Catholic spirituality that almost accepts the divinization of the created world in the figure of Mother Earth (and one doesn’t then see why the universal archetype of the Virgin Mother shouldn’t be raised up in place of the Virgin Mary). These are themes promoted in some of their writings by Leonardo Boff and by now ex-Dominican Matthew Fox, who has founded in Oklahoma the University of Creation Spirituality. In general, those who agree to these theses also eliminate original sin, replacing it with the "original blessing". Hence mankind, being good and not in need of any grace, must busy itself in recovering the spark of God set in it ab initio. The dialectic between nature and grace is obliterated. There is even a theology of energy, that recalls the comic fluxes beloved of the New Age, and that in the field of Catholic inculturation seem to have citizenship particularly in the Far East.

As you see it, what ways lead to denaturing the faith?
OLIVIERI PENNESI: Simplifying, people want, no doubt with the best intentions, to be à la page, go towards the man of today, at bottom, however, degrading themselves and believing that the religious sense is the factor of the encounter. And then New Age Gnosticism claims it can transform mankind painlessly, it cancels the very idea of sin. While in the Christian life the mystery of the cross is present, the pain that Jesus himself suffered. If it isn’t Jesus who saves, it’s a non-Catholic idea of self-salvation that ends by seducing certain ecclesial circles. As in the Celestine Prophecy by James Redfield, the contemporary Gnostic bible, where after nine steps one gets to perfect enlightenment. Or, as in what is known as the Catholic theology of the process, always in the North America circles, which is in danger of opening the door to self-salvation.
There are writings by the American religious Maloney on New Age and Christian mysticism that seem to take sides with the New Age taking on some of its principles such as "Christic awareness": something that, from a certain point of view, has no difficulty insinuating itself into even higher-level Catholic thinking. 

So even in the Church non-Catholic thinking can spread...
OLIVIERI PENNESI: The distorted interpretations of the pastorality of the Vatican II Council have some responsibility in that, such as the misunderstanding about what attention to the "signs of the times" meant. Certainly the New Age is a sign of the times, that has to be faced, agreed… but not so as go beyond the tradition, concreteness, as Gnosticism always induces. Aldo Natale Terrin, investigating Post-modernism, maintains that the Church today lives in the acceptance of a double adherence: being able to be Catholic (but in what way?) and other at the same moment, presuming that one can by this time go into other sources at no risk. Not only would double adherence be accepted within the Church at various levels, but it is part of the very proposal the Church makes to contemporary man. It’s a tacit agreement, inside and outside. Aldo Natale Terrin adds that Christianity reduced to religion can in no way protect itself from the New Age; it can’t defend itself because it bears within itself the spirit of an age that does not intend to stand against a defined religious world (cf. Terrin, New Age. The religiosity of the Post-modern, Bologna 1993, p. 247). There is, furthermore, a serious danger connected to the New Age; the review Jesus (March 2003) claims it should be contextualized within the ambit of the esoterism and occultism. I find myself in agreement, because the New Age is only a label for similar contents, and it’s a phenomenon that simply makes plain how wide the spread of esoterism and occultism now is.

How widespread?
OLIVIERI PENNESI: There’s a saying attributed to Malraux, troubling and prophetic from a certain point of view, according to which the 21st century would either be mystical or it wouldn’t be at all. That, joined to the loss of the experience of the faith within Europe that was believed Christian, makes one understand how common can be adherence to a faith whether pagan, pre-Christian (the original creation is overlaid with a "re-enchantment" of the world, rescuing a mythic vision that the first evangelization had set aside), magical. And here we come back to the double adherence of which I was speaking. 
And there is, for that matter, the presence in nuce of a sort of Satanism at the very root of the New Age, that is to say in Theosophy, in which devil worship is allowed. Lucifer is alleged not to be evil, but the other face of God. The cultural foundation to which Alice Bailey, the first herald of the new age, referred back was called the Lucis Trust (Lucis being an abbreviation for Lucifer). You have written a lot on Jacob Frank, Frankism… and on purification sought through evil (given that for them evil itself comes from God).
The attempt at divinizing man that the New Age propagates, through a transformation that can be brought about by working on oneself, comes with a retrieval of the idea of alchemy. In the Celestine Prophecy there is the metaphor of the spiritualization of the man who becomes pure energy: a Gnostic attempt to get back to the divine spark. That also comes in another of the sacred texts of the New Age, Course in Miracles. It’s a book that came out of academic circles in the United States, the work of Helen Schucman, who is Jewish. She claimed to enter in contact with her deep self, receiving from it the "revelation" of Christ…
Quite definitely almost nothing remains of the historical figure of Jesus Christ, in the New Age.
OLIVIERI PENNESI: But without historical hope what becomes of Christianity? New Age scholars talk, among other things, of a "Christosophy" that goes against history, that makes recourse to alternative or apocryphal texts to "fill in the time" between the presentation in the Temple and the public life of Jesus, by introducing in underhand fashion – as did the students of "Sixty-eight" – the esoteric journeys of Jesus, initiation among the Essenes of the Qumran community, or his visits to Buddhist India… And symptomatic is the example of a publication like Re Nudo, in which people who experienced and participated in Sixty-eight, after long wandering from their original Marxism have now found a stance of a Gnostic kind. And – in a period in which eschatology would like to lead us all into the final world war – an interpretation in political terms of the outcome of the new stance would be interesting.
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