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Chapter I: Overview
A Brief Summary of “Paradise” From the “Divine Comedy”
The Roman poet Virgil had guided Dante through the sinister regions of hell. Then they had climbed the slopes of Mount Purgatory. At its summit, Dante had encountered Beatrice, who was to serve as his guide as he visited the ten heavens of the celestial realm.
Dante and Beatrice did not need any space suits or rockets. Since they were drawn upward toward God, they rose heavenward without the help of any vehicle. They traveled faster than lightning.
The Sphere of the Moon
They first visited the sphere of the moon. In this heavenly realm, Dante conversed with the spirit of Piccarda Donati. She had become a nun, but her brother Corso Donati had removed her from her convent and forced her to marry. He also saw other spirits who had been forced to break their vows of celibacy, such as Constance, who had become the wife of Henry VI, an emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.
The Sphere of Mercury
After spending time on the moon, Dante and Beatrice ascended to the sphere of Mercury. Here he met the spirit of the Roman emperor Justinian, who spoke at length about the history of the Roman Empire and its sequel, the Holy Roman Empire.
The Sphere of Venus
Their next stop was the sphere of Venus, where he conversed with Charles Martel. This was not the famous Charles Martel whose descendants became Carolingian emperors, but a contemporary of Dante who died young.
In the same sphere, Dante also conversed with two other spirits: Cunizza da Romano, the sister of a notorious Italian prince named Ezzelino da Romano, and a poet named Folco, who had lived in Marseilles.
The Sphere of the Sun
Their fourth stop was the sphere of the sun. Here Dante encountered the spirits of various theologians, especially St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Bonaventure. The spirit of King Solomon was also present.
Although St. Thomas Aquinas was a Dominican, he eulogized St. Francis of Assisi, the founder of the rival Franciscan order. St. Bonaventure, a Franciscan, returned the compliment by eulogizing St. Dominic.
The spirits also explained other things about which Dante was puzzled. For example, St. Thomas Aquinas explained the nature of King Solomon's wisdom and its limitations. God had given Solomon the wisdom he needed to rule well. He was the wisest of the kings. However, this did not mean that his wisdom was preeminent in other areas also. In particular, he probably would have had trouble trying to solve the problems with which scholastic theologians concerned themselves.
The Sphere of Mars
The fifth heaven was the sphere of Mars. Here Dante saw a huge cross on which spirits were moving from top to bottom and from side to side. One of these spirits was Dante's ancestor Cacciaguida, who imparted some unpleasant personal information to Dante.
Florence was Dante's home, but he was living in exile when he wrote The Divine Comedy. However, Dante's epic journey was supposed to take place in the year 1300, which was before Dante suffered exile. Therefore, when Dante visited Mars, he did not know about his misfortune until Cacciaguida told Dante what would happen.
The Sphere of Jupiter
In the sixth heaven, the sphere of Jupiter, a large number of spirits organized themselves to form letters. They spelled out the message: "DILIGATE JUSTITIAM, QUI JUDICATIS TERRAM," which means; "Love justice, ye who judge the earth."
Most of the spirits that appeared on the planet Jupiter had been monarchs, so they naturally concerned themselves with justice.
After spelling out this sentence, the spirits reorganized themselves to form an eagle. The eagle was the standard of ancient Rome, as well as the Holy Roman Empire.
In the lower spheres, individual spirits had conversed with Dante. Here all the spirits spoke with one voice through the mouth of the eagle. At Dante's request, it offered a discourse on divine justice.
One of the spirits that Dante beheld in this marvelous eagle was the spirit of the Roman emperor Trajan. He had died as a heathen. However, as a result of a prayer of Pope Gregory I, Trajan had been raised from the dead. His new life did not last long, but Pope Gregory quickly converted him to Christianity before he died a second time.
The Sphere of Saturn
The seventh heaven was the sphere of Saturn. Here he saw a ladder that extended upward to the higher realms. A host of spirits used this ladder to descend to the sphere of Saturn. One of them was Peter Damian, who had been active in church reform. He approached Dante and welcomed him.
The spirits who appeared to Dante in the sphere of Saturn were contemplative spirits. Dante also spoke with Benedict of Nursia, the founder of the Benedictine order.
Some aspects of the Saturnian environment puzzled Dante. In the lower spheres, Dante always enjoyed the smiles of Beatrice, but here she kept a straight face. Moreover, in the lower spheres, he heard a lot of celestial music, but the sphere of Saturn was strangely silent. He learned that his own weakness was causing these phenomena. If Dante had heard celestial music in the sphere of Saturn, he would have been overwhelmed; and if Beatrice had smiled, he would have been reduced to ashes.
The Sphere of the Fixed Stars
In the eighth heaven, the sphere of the fixed stars, Christ briefly appeared to Dante as a brilliant light. Dante's eyes were temporarily overwhelmed, but he received increased strength as a result. He could now see the smile of Beatrice without suffering harm.
He also saw Mary, the mother of Jesus, as well as the apostles Peter, James, and John.
Dante submitted to a theological examination. Peter examined Dante on the topic of faith. James examined him on hope. John examined him on love.
The Primum Mobile
The Primum Mobile was the outermost sphere of the created universe. It was just below the Empyrean.
The spheres that were closer to the earth moved more slowly than the spheres that were farther away. Therefore, the Primum Mobile was the fastest moving sphere.
The nine orders of angels appeared to Dante in the Primum Mobile. They appeared as nine concentric circles moving about a point of light. The point of light represented God.
The Empyrean
While the nine created spheres moved, the Empyrean was at rest. The Empyrean was the eternal home of God, the blessed angels, and the souls who enjoyed everlasting life. All the spirits that had appeared to Dante in the nine created celestial spheres really lived in the Empyrean.
In order to see all that the Empyrean had to offer, the eyes of Dante had to receive further strength, not only once, but on three different occasions.
He saw a Celestial Rose in which each blessed spirit was assigned a seat. Beatrice left Dante and returned to her seat, while Saint Bernard came to assist Dante as he completed his celestial experience. He pointed out some prominent spirits, such as Mary, John the Baptist, Adam, Eve, and Peter.
Dante's final sight was a vision of the Holy Trinity. He viewed God's unity, as well as the three persons in the Godhead. He also noticed the human nature of Christ.
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Chapter II: Dante Visits the Moon and the Inner Planets
Dante Rises toward Heaven
"The Divine Comedy" is based on medieval conceptions. Hell is thought to lie beneath the surface of the earth. Dante believed in purgatory, and thought that it was located on a mountain here on earth. Its presumed location was in the southern hemisphere directly opposite the city of Jerusalem and surrounded by water on all sides. Dante also thought that there were ten heavens, nine of which were located in the created universe. The first seven were occupied by the sun, the moon, and the five planets known in Dante's time. The eighth heaven was occupied by the fixed stars. The ninth was a rapidly moving sphere called the Primum Mobile. The tenth was the Empyrean, the place where God dwelt.
Needless to say, I do not believe in purgatory, since it is not mentioned in the Holy Scriptures. Moreover, heaven and hell are not located in space and time, but in eternity. Science fiction and even legitimate science speak of other dimensions besides length, width, and height. Are heaven and hell located in one of these other dimensions? I personally do not think so, since these extra dimensions, if they really exist, would still lie within the created universe. Nevertheless, this scientific concept shows that it is not unreasonable to believe that heaven and hell exist in regions where the prying eye of science cannot find them.
In the first two sections of "The Divine Comedy," the Latin poet Virgil conducted Dante through the regions of hell and purgatory. On the top of Mt. Purgatorio, they entered the earthly paradise in which Adam and Eve had originally lived. Here Dante met Beatrice, a deceased girl whom Dante admired. He treats her as a personification of Christian theology. She was to be Dante's guide as he visited the ten heavens.
At the beginning of the first canto of "Paradiso," Dante points out that his attempted description of heaven will be very difficult to write. In the highest heaven, he saw things that it is impossible to remember perfectly. However, he promises to reveal whatever he was able to treasure up in his mind.
He invokes the aid of Apollo as he attempts this difficult work. For his previous works on hell and purgatory, the muses alone gave him all the inspiration he needed; but now he needs both Apollo and the muses for the difficult task that he is about to undertake. If Apollo helps him describe what he remembers of the heavenly kingdom, Dante feels that he shall have earned a crown of laurel foliage, which Apollo was accustomed to give emperors and poets after they had achieved a signal triumph.
Some Christian critics question the propriety of inserting pagan deities in Christian works. They may be correct, but Dante uses the deities as mere poetic ornaments. Anyway, I myself cannot throw stones because I've done similar things in my own poetic works. These features need not keep us from enjoying the beauty of Dante's poetry.
As Dante is about to embark on his celestial journey, he seems to say that the sun rose from the spot in the heavens where “four circles join with three crosses.” (The translation is my own.) This spot is the vernal equinox. Three of the circles that pass through this point are familiar to us: the horizon, the celestial equator (the projection of the earth’s equator on the celestial sphere), and the ecliptic (the apparent path of the sun across the sky). The angles between these three circles are small. However, the fourth circle forms a steep angle with each of the other three, so that this fourth circle forms a cross with each of the other three circles as it passes through the vernal equinox. This fourth circle is called a colure. It connects the vernal and autumnal equinoxes with the celestial poles (the projection of the north and south poles of the earth on the celestial sphere).
I am troubled by the position that Dante apparently ascribes to the sun at this time. Dante's descent into hell was supposed to have begun on Good Friday of the year 1300. This would place the beginning of his celestial journey after the time when the sun occupied the vernal equinox, even if we take into consideration the difference between the Julian calendar and the true astronomical year.  Perhaps Dante is merely giving the approximate position of the sun, or he may be altering astronomical data for poetical reasons, just as Shakespeare distorts history when it suits his purposes.
Several hours had passed since the time when the equinoctial sun had first shed its propitious rays on Mt. Purgatorio. It was now noon. Suddenly Beatrice turned and looked at the sun. Dante followed her example, and to his surprise, he found that he could look directly at this brilliant orb, at least for a while. He had acquired this unusual power because he was standing in the earthly paradise originally created for man.
Dante's eyes soon got tired, and he decided to look at Beatrice instead of the sun. Suddenly Dante noticed that the heavens were far more brilliant than they usually were and he heard a wondrous sound (undoubtedly the music of the spheres).
Beatrice could read Dante's mind, and she knew that he wanted to know the reason for these strange phenomena. So she pointed out that he was no longer on earth but was rising upward toward the heavens. He was, in fact, moving faster than lightning.
Dante's curiosity was satisfied when he heard this reply. However, he wondered how he could rise higher than the light bodies that he observed round about. The text does not tell us what these light bodies were. According to the note in my book, the light bodies were air and fire, and this is probably a correct interpretation. According to medieval thought, a sphere of fire surrounded the earth, and Dante would have to pass through this sphere before he reached the heaven of the moon.
In a lengthy discourse that occupies the rest of the first canto, Beatrice explains why he is able to rise toward heaven.
She explains that every created thing has a rank determined by its form. This rank or form places some creatures nearer to the Source of their being and others farther away. Each creature has an instinctive inclination to its own place in the order of things, so that they naturally move to the place where they belong. As a result, fire moves upward toward the moon, while the earth remains down here where God intended it to be.
These principles apply not only to creatures that lack intelligence, but also those who are endowed with intellect and love. Providence, who has ordered the universe in this wondrous way, calms the Empyrean with His light. Since Dante's proper place is near God, he is rising upward and will eventually reach the Empyrean.
It often happens that creatures do not seek out their proper place. Lightning streaks downward, even though it should rise. In the same way, a person influenced by false pleasures may deviate from his true course.
Beatrice tells Dante that his ascension should not surprise him any more than the movement of water downward from the top of the mountain. In fact, since Dante has been bereft of all impediments, it would be surprising if he remained on earth.
After finishing her discourse, Beatrice again raised her eyes toward the heavens.
A comment is in order on the statement that the ascension of Dante was facilitated by a removal of impediments. According to a note in my book, Dante’s impediments were removed by his passage through purgatory. In reality, expiatory sufferings cannot remove the impediment of sin. Only the work of Jesus Christ can accomplish this feat.
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