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JULIÁN CARRÓN
Let us ask the Spirit to re-awaken in us such an affection

for Christ, such an attachment to Him that we can testify
to Him in all the aspects of our life.

Come Holy Spirit

La mente torna [The Mind Returns]
I wonder as I wander

DAVIDE PROSPERI
Welcome to this gesture with which we begin a new year

together. I would also like to greet the friends who are
joining us by satellite link-up in various cities of Italy and
abroad. 

“The most beautiful day of the week is Monday, because
on Monday you start again, you start again the journey, the
design, you begin again the actuation of
beauty, of affection” (L. Giussani, Dal tem-
peramento un metodo [From Temperament:
A Method], Bur, Milan, 2002, p. 31). This
line by Fr. Giussani explains why we never
tire of starting again, because we are more
attached to this beauty than any other interest,
and so we ask our great companionship to
help us not lose heart, so that day after day,
year after year, our affection for the source
of beauty may grow.

At the 1964 Spiritual Exercises in Varigotti
Fr. Giussani said, “We have to fight for
beauty, because you can’t live without
beauty. This fight must embrace every detail,
because otherwise how will we fill Saint
Peter’s Square one day?” (the reference is
in L. Amicone, “Il 25 aprile di Rimini,”
[The 25th of April in Rimini], Tempi, n.
18/2004, p. 20). Last March 7th we filled
that Square. We had requested an encounter with the
Pope to ask him how to maintain the freshness of the be-
ginning that is crucial for our Movement’s ability to
continue to be useful to the Church and the world. I
think we are all here today because we think this experience
is valid for our own life. But how can we be increasingly
useful to the Church and thus serve the glory of Christ in
the world? The Pope responded by entrusting us with a
task, as we remember well: “Centered in Christ and in the
Gospel, you can be the arms, hands, feet, mind and heart
of an ‘outward bound’ Church” (Francis, Speech to the

Movement of Communion and Liberation, March 7, 2015).
And Carrón took this up again at the Spiritual Exercises

of the Fraternity. “How can we recognize this presence? By
the fact that it decenters us from our reductions, from our
distractions, and brings us back to the center, Christ....
Christianity is always an event” (A Presence Within the
Gaze, p. 34. Available at: http://english.clonline.org ). We
have to realize that this indicates a direction, that is, that we
must re-center on the primacy of the event, continue again
and again to open ourselves to Christ as an event who hap-
pened in the past in history, who happens in the present in
ever-new ways, and who we are called to follow. We saw it
at the last Meeting. The method God uses to enter into
history is that of a free choice: the choice of a man,
Abraham. In the midst of the multitude of people who
tried to give a name to the Mystery, one man alone was
chosen and called by name by the Mystery, “Abraham...,”

so he could speak with Him familiarly, as a
son with his father. This same method de-
scribes our history.

In fact, one of the things that strikes me
about the Movement is how it all began.
You can read about it in Savorana’s book
(Vita di don Giussani [Life of Fr. Giussani],
Bur, Milan, 2014). Years ago a boy began to
feel a yearning that his life not be useless. He
did not know, could not imagine how he
might end up being useful, but the one thing
he knew for certain was that he did not
want to live in vain, that whatever the Lord
would ask of him, he would give himself en-
tirely to do, so that his life would be useful to
the world, useful to His design. And you
know, I recognize myself in this: I, too, feel
this yearning! But most of the time we do
not take seriously this thing we all have
inside, to the point of saying: “I will spend

my life, all my life for this.” Instead, we are here today
because this boy became a man and then grew old, and re-
mained faithful all his life to this yearning, or rather, faithful
to He who indicated the road for fulfilling this desire. The
charism that seized this man, and generated a people
within the life of the Church, seized him for the world. We
who have been preferred–because nobody owed it to us
that we should have encountered what we have encountered
and that many do not know–we who have seen, we who
have been chosen, who have, so to speak, seen the unmis-
takable features of the face of Christ through the persuasive
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testimony of a companionship that is humanly decisive
and brings peace to life, we to whom it has been granted to
experience Christ as an invincible attraction, we have been
chosen for the world. We have been given this experience
of knowledge so that we would communicate the beauty
to everyone. If not, what meaning would this preference
have? It would be an injustice.

I never cease to be moved by the story of the man born
blind. This poor wretch looked at himself the way everyone
looked at him: he was his “affliction.” His was a life without
hope. There were many like him and they all looked upon
themselves in the same way, according to a certain perception
widespread in the Judaism of the time: they were punished
physically because they were bad, impure within, sinners!
But that man chose him that day and the blind man
acquired his sight. Questioned by the teachers and wise
men, he answered: “I only know that before I couldn’t see
and now I see. I see reality, not only physical reality, but I
see the truth of myself, of what I am. I am not what you say
I am. I am what I saw shining in the gaze of that man as he
looked intently at me, looked at me, the nothing I am,
looked at me with friendship.” Precisely that day, that man
born blind was chosen so that the glory of Christ could
shine through his change, so that the others like him could
also know that truth of themselves and of the world, of
everything, and would be free. From Abraham onwards,
God has always used this method, and we are of the same

lineage. Thus, our life becomes useful if it is lived for the
purpose for which we have been chosen, as a father said at
the funeral of his 3 year old son who had died of cancer:
“For the remembrance card we chose this line that describes
him well: ‘The important thing in life is not to do something,
but to be born and to let yourself be loved.’”

Thinking back on the year that has gone by, starting
with the judgment on Europe and the collapse of evi-
dences–we remember it well–today’s initiative centers on
Fr. Giussani’s question: in the current situation in which
we find ourselves, is it still possible to communicate Christ
with that fascination, with that persuasiveness of reason
and affection that bowled us over?

At the Meeting, we had numerous encounters with wit-
nesses to the faith, as well as other surprising and perhaps
unexpected encounters, as you find well documented in
the September issue of Traces.

I wondered what strikes a person who encounters
something like this; why is one struck? Why can one say,
as Pietro Modiano did, that “just [by] the fact that a
place exists where questions of this kind can be asked,”
that is, true questions, “coming from far away, I no long
feel far away” (Tracce, n. 8/2015, p. 12)? This describes
the basis of wonder.

What one encounters is a subject who is different, a
people with a rich identity and history, and thus one en-
counters a proposal. Those who meet it may like it or »
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not, but the fascination of an original presence is in the
proposal of that living experience that tries to relate to all
the aspects and interests of the human. We saw this, for ex-
ample, when we distributed the flyer “A Call to Build
Anew,” about the Italian administrative elections in May,
and the crisis of ideals that characterizes Italy, in which we
proposed the rediscovery of the other as a good, and not as
an obstacle to be overcome, through the fullness of our “I,”
both in politics and in human and social relations.

And so you understand that the limitless openness that
characterizes Christian dialogue brings an unavoidable im-
plication: there cannot be true dialogue unless I bring
awareness of my identity. This is the method with which
we enter into the comparison with everything. True dialogue
requires that I have mature self-awareness. In The Risk of
Education,Fr. Giussani tells us that without this maturation
in the awareness of self, my “I” will remain
blocked by the other person’s influence or
my rejection of the other will make my po-
sition unreasonably rigid. Therefore, it is
true that a dialogue implies openness toward
the other... but... it also requires maturity on
my part and a critical awareness of what I
am.” (The Risk of Education, The Crossroad
Publishing Company, New York, 2001, pp.
94-95). Therefore, on many occasions in
these years we have returned to two founda-
tional concerns, offered as hypotheses to
everyone, for constructing  a new society: 1)
the Christian community, inasmuch as it is
guided, is the place where you gradually dis-
cover how Christ responds to the questions
of life, and grow in familiarity with the truth,
to which today it would seem almost impos-
sible to aspire; 2) over time, this sure familiarity
with the truth you have encountered makes you capable of
vital engagement in society, and also total openness, a
freedom that allows you to express the newness of life given
by the Christian experience in a persuasive and fascinating
way, free from “immutable” frameworks that do not always
respond to the needs of our time. I was able to see this
clearly three weeks ago, participating in an meeting with
five hundred GS teenagers and teachers. What helps to
make us certain and solid in the awareness of our Christian
identity, is what makes us grow in the journey toward
destiny. We will have the opportunity to return to these
things this year, reading the book Carrón has just published,
La bellezza disarmata [Unarmed Beauty].

In all this, let me say, we recognize God’s irony. Against
the apparently incontestable advance of the powers that
be, Christ does not counter with another power, but with a

rag-tag human companionship, “a companionship of
women and men” chosen by Him, so that His presence
will never be lacking in space and time, and with it, as
Giussani once said with a stupendous image, “From the
mystery of Christ’s resurrection a new light floods the
world, fighting for territory, inch by inch, pushing back the
night.” (L. Giussani, Tutta la terra desidera il Tuo volto [The
entire world desires Your face], San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo,
2015, p. 116). We have had many witnesses to this, first
among them Father Ibrahim, a parish priest of the Latin
Rite community of Aleppo, who together with the family
of Myriam and others like them are the hope of a people
struggling to find a reason for continued hope. They
continue a history, begun at the dawn of the Church, of
Christianity, and are aware that for this reason the Lord
wants them there in the Middle East, to be fruitful there.

We must support our Christian brothers
and sisters in this task, because they are a
seed, and the seed must be protected.

Similarly, when I see some of our young
people who love each other in a way you
would not think possible, in such a pure, in-
tense and at the same time transparent way,
thrown wide open to everyone, I see in them
the most convincing and contagious answer
to the problems that fill the discussions
about the morality of our times. Let me
read you what a 24 year old CL member
wrote to a friend: “I love her. And I love
Christ. Yes, I can finally say that I love Him!
I love Him and I want to give Him every-
thing... I want to give everything for His
Kingdom. I want to spend the rest of my life
for His Kingdom, because I am happy,
because I am grateful. He has conquered

me.... And this happened through her. I love Him through
her and I love her so much, because I understand that He
gave her to me. The world has changed for me; I am
changed. Everything is similar to what it was before and yet
everything is new.... You know well, I lived for so long tor-
mented by the desire to see Him Present in the flesh, a flesh
that I could see and touch... and then a flower budded.
Suddenly. The Love of the Father blazed into my heart and
my life. Now I love life. I love it so much, and I even love
what I suffered. Yes, I love it. I love my suffering because it
was suffering worthy of being lived: my suffering was the
torment of the desire to see the Incarnation, to see Christ
become incarnate in my life. This is living. This is Life.”
The beauty of a sacramental companionship like ours, the
greatness of the Movement, is what makes this kind of
loving possible, because a young man could not talk about
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his love for a young woman in this way without Christ,
without the experience of the human that is born through
our companionship: Christ truly “fulfills the human.”
God’s response to the “crises” of our times is not a discourse
but the event of a beauty, an unarmed beauty. What beauty?
The fact that the Infinite, the Divine, can enter into the
flesh of the relationship between a man and a woman in
flesh and blood, transfiguring it and strengthening the
affective capacity to the point of making it an image of
Himself, His glory. Within and through the sign, here and
now, the Mystery enables us to really experience Him to
the point that, through the reciprocal love between a man
and a woman, as in true friendship, in Christian communion,
it is truly the Infinite who makes Himself present. This
Beauty can be encountered in a sign, in a human reality,
fragile and “rag-tag” as it may be, and yet in which a
Presence shines that is not of this world. This sign is the
Church, which the Movement has taught us
to love. Those who live the relationship with
this Presence tend to fill all of reality with
positivity and hope.

For this reason, we ask: how can the
Christian witness respond today to the empti-
ness and fear that threaten to destroy the
gusto of living?

CARRÓN
1. THE CIRCUMSTANCES AND THE FORM OF

TESTIMONY

“The circumstances through which God
has us pass,” said Fr. Giussani, “are the
essential and not secondary factors of our
vocation, of the mission to which He calls
us. If Christianity is the announcement of
the fact that the Mystery became incarnate
in a man, the circumstance in which you take position on
this, before the whole world, is important for the very def-
inition of your testimony” (L’uomo e il suo destino [Man
and His Destiny], Marietti, Genova, 1999, p. 63).

It seems to me that after the journey we have made this
year, as Davide just said, we can better understand these
words of Fr. Giussani’s. The more you want to live the faith
in reality, the more you are interested in understanding the
context in which you find yourself, not out of simple soci-
ological interest, but precisely to comprehend the nature of
the witness we are called to give.

In order to grasp the importance of circumstances in
identifying the form of testimony to which we are called,
perhaps it can be useful to re-read the story of the clown
and the burning village, found at the beginning of Cardinal
Ratzinger’s book, Introduction to Christianity, published in

1968. “Anyone who tries today to talk about the question
of Christian faith.... soon comes to sense the alien–and
alienating–nature of such an enterprise. He will probably
soon have the feeling that his position is only too well
summed up in Kierkegaard’s famous story of the clown
and the burning village.... According to this story a travelling
circus in Denmark had caught fire. The manager thereupon
sent the clown, who was already dressed and made-up for
the performance, into the neighboring village to fetch help,
especially as there was a danger that the fire would spread
across the fields of dry stubble and engulf the village itself.
The clown hurried into the village and requested the in-
habitants to come as quickly as possible to the blazing
circus and help to put the fire out. But the villagers took
the clown’s shouts simply for an excellent piece of advertising,
meant to attract as many people as possible to the per-
formance; they applauded the clown and laughed till they

cried. The clown felt more like weeping than
laughing; he tried in vain to get the people to
be serious, to make it clear to them that it
was no trick but bitter earnest, that there
really was a fire. His supplications only in-
creased the laughter; people thought he was
playing his part splendidly–until finally the
fire did engulf the village, it was too late for
help and both circus and village were burned
to the ground.... It is certainly true that
anyone who tries to preach the faith amid
people involved in modern life and thought
can really feel like a clown, or rather perhaps
like someone who... walks into the midst of
the world of today dressed and thinking in
the ancient fashion and can neither understand
nor be understood by this world of ours”
(Introduction to Christianity, Ignatius Press,
San Francisco, 1990, pp. 15-17). 

For this reason, certain forms of communication of the
faith today appear so strange that they cannot be taken se-
riously, and rather, evoke laughter.

Now we can understand better Fr. Giussani’s concern
since the beginning of our history, since it began; when
nobody could have imagined what would happen, when
churches were still full to overflowing and the faith seemed
to be having great success, when all the Catholic associations
had a large number of members, Fr. Giussani–like a
prophet–identified the problem. And in order not to appear
like a clown himself, from the very beginning, he sought to
show the pertinence of faith to the needs of life. It was not
that in the 1950s faith was not preached–the Church con-
tinued to do so–but already back then many no longer
perceived it as pertinent to the needs of life. For this very
reason, many students who Fr. Giussani encountered at »
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the Berchet High School had abandoned the faith, even
though they came from Christian families. Fr. Giussani ex-
perienced first-hand the importance of the historical cir-
cumstances for defining his witness. He, someone who
knew Catholic doctrine very well, had to reflect on the best
way to communicate the truth, the same unchanged truth,
in a context that was rapidly changing. 

The world in which we are called to live the faith is totally
different from that of the past, even the recent past. It is
one where secularization advances, along with the collapse
of evidences before us. As a consequence we can add to this
a seemingly invincible passivity, numbness, and boredom
that gravely cloud recognition of reality. This situation is
the greatest challenge to faith and the Christian announcement
today. It is a challenge that concerns us first of all. If we, too,
consider faith as a clown’s act, if we fail to perceive it as
pertinent for life, we too will begin to lose interest in it. So
just imagine the others!

Each of us is forced to respond to this sit-
uation that we are confronted with and that
provokes us. In fact, as Fr. Giussani said,
“experience is the impact of a subject with
reality, a reality that, as a presence, invites
and questions him (‘makes him a problem’).
The human drama lies in the answer to this
problemization (‘responsibility’) and the re-
sponse is evidently generated in the subject.
The strength of a subject lies in the intensity
of his self-awareness, that is, of the perception
he has of the values that define his personality
[what he holds dearest]. Now, these values
flow in the ‘I’ from the lived history to which
the ‘I’ itself belongs.... The radical genius of
a subject lies in the strength of the awareness
of belonging. For this reason the people of
God becomes a new cultural horizon for
each subject who belongs to it” (Il senso di Dio e l’uomo
moderno [The Sense of God and Modern Man], Bur, Milan,
2010, pp. 131-132). By the way we respond to the challenges
of the present, “you understand whether and how much
we live belonging, which is the deep root of all cultural ex-
pression” (L. Giussani, L’uomo e il suo destino [Man and his
Destiny], op. cit., p. 63). 

Fr. Giussani identified two ways we live belonging, from
which flow the two cultural faces with which the Christian
engages in the world: faith and ethics, the event of faith
and ethical values. The Church–he said in 1997–on many
occasions “faces the world, I won’t say forgetting, but
taking for granted and as obvious... the dogmatic content
of Christianity,” that is, “the event of faith” (ibid. pp. 63-
64), that is reduced “to an a priori abstract in one’s head”
(ibid. p. 67), and thus she becomes entrenched on ethics,

on values. It is as if we said, “I already know what the faith
is, so now I have to think about what to do.” Thus almost
unconsciously, considering the content of the faith obvious,
we shift to ethics. Consequently, the cultural face of
Christianity is no longer the event of faith, but values.

In responding to the challenges of living, none of us can
avoid saying what we hold dearest, what the essence of our
self-awareness is: the event of faith or moral values. I am
amazed how much this attitude we often discover in
ourselves, that is, taking the event of faith for granted, does
not correspond. In fact, it is in contrast with the elementary
experience of living that we constantly find, for example, in
certain songs like the one by Mina to which we just listened,
La mente torna [My Mind Returns] (words by G. Mogol,
music by L. Battisti). What does it say? That when you
arrive, when the you arrives, “my mind returns”; that when
“you speak to me” I am I. Remember when we quoted

Guccini? “I do not exist when you are not
there” (Vorrei [I would like], words and music
by F. Guccini). Only when you are there,
you rip me away from my thoughts. That is,
the “you” of the other is so much a part of
the definition of the “I” that it awakens the
self awareness with which one faces everything.
Therefore the relationship with a certain
“you” is what enables a way of staying in
reality that is entirely different, truer, deter-
mined by the new self-awareness that it
awakens in us. Consequently, belonging to
the “you” defines one’s cultural position.
Anyone listening to the song understands
immediately what the composer holds dearest:
the you that makes the “I” truly “I,” finally
“I.”

The elementary experience of living shows
how deeply I need a you in order to be

myself, to be “I.” The Lord who made us knows well how
much His You is indispensible for our “I.” In His attempt
to make Himself known to man, the Mystery “bent” to this
elementary experience. In fact, to enter into relation with
us, He made Himself experienceable according to the form
of experience that characterizes us, the relationship with a
you, so that through Him everyone could understand the
importance of the You of the Mystery for oneself, for one’s
own life. Bending Himself to the human way of relating,
God entered into reality and called Abraham to generate
an “I” entirely interwoven with His presence, a presence
that his Mesopotamian contemporaries could not even
imagine, as our friend Professor Giorgio Buccellati said at
the Meeting. They could not conceive of an intimate,
familial relationship with fate, with destiny. 

What does all this mean? That Abraham’s choice introduced

»
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a newness into history, such that faith is not just an
accessory, a rite or devotional practice, but that which con-
stitutes our “I,” our staying in reality. The reason everything
began with Abraham is the desire of God: “Let us make a
man live the experience of Ourselves in the innermost
depths of his ‘I,’ so that he can see the nature of the ‘I’ that
I have created. But if the experience of My Presence does
not vibrate in the innermost being of a man like Abraham,
people will not be able to understand who they are and will
not be able to understand who I am.” Imagine what an ex-
perience the prophet Hosea must have had to be able to
say, “My heart is overwhelmed, my pity is stirred” (Hosea
11:8).  This God, this You, has such intensity of life that He
cannot look at us, relate with us, without this surge of
emotion, without this vibration, without this compassion
for our destiny. In this way, He showed women and men
what they are, because nothing can re-awaken the “I” like
seeing a You moved with compassion for your destiny. So
then, it is not surprising that one who has been re-awakened
by this You can say, like the prophet Isaiah: “Your name
and Your title are the desire of our souls” (Is 26:8). This
means not excluding from the perception of self the content
of the experience of faith. If we exclude it from the way we
say “I,” our belonging will be to everything, but not to the
Mystery that entered into our life, and therefore we will
give witness only to what we manage to do, what we will be
able to imagine, our attempts, but we will not be able to

communicate our belonging to the Mystery, as instead
happened to a person who, arriving at work, was asked by
a colleague, “What happened to you? Why do you have
that expression?” She had not done anything yet, but her
colleague saw something different in her.

This is why when we gave ourselves the question for the
summer vacation, “When have we discovered and recognized
in our experience a presence in the gaze?” we were not
asking a question for visionaries, for people searching for
some kind of mystical experience, but we were calling into
play those who have found themselves looking at reality
with a newness within, those for whom the content of the
experience of faith is not taken for granted. Without this
newness, without this impact on our gaze, faith is reduced
to something devotional that does not define our way of
staying in reality, does not define life. 

In order to reach His purpose, Fr. Giussani explains,
“God... does not intervene from outside like a suffocating
clause, like barriers of laws, a prison to be caged in, but
emerges from within, the source, the deep companionship
without whom we can do nothing. He emerges from
within our existence, because He constitutes us and it is
necessary to bring Him inside the things of which life is
made, because otherwise [life] would not be life. It is
necessary to discover Him and follow Him within the
realities of existence, because He is the God of the living,
and without Him the realities of existence would be »
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semblances of things, schematic and formal. In this
way, we are called to experience the sense of the human
that the modality of His self revelation, His presence within
historic existence, reminds us of and produces” (Alla ricerca
del volto umano [In Search of the Human Face], Bur, Milan,
2007, p. 31).

Re-reading the history of the people of Israel, like re-
reading the history of the Church, heir of that people,
Fr. Giussani constantly sets us in front of two possibilities.
Today, just as it was then, each of us is placed in front of
a clear alternative: “Barriers of laws” or “a presence
within existence.”

But if the event of faith, its dogmatic content, is accepted
as obvious, and everything is reduced just to explanations
or dialectics or ethics, what interest can it evoke in us? It
will not hold our attention, not even for a minute. None of
our attempts can produce the human newness through
which Christ fascinates us and makes us interested in Him.
Abraham could never have produced an “I” like his if the
Mystery had not taken the initiative, attracting him to
Himself. In the same way, John and Andrew would never
have been able to produce that human newness that entered
their lives through the encounter with Christ. Today, more
and more, every person, each of us and those we encounter,
all find ourselves in the same dizzying position: in this
nihilism that surrounds us, in this situation of spreading
emptiness where everything is equal to everything, is there
something that manages to seize us, to attract us to the
point of determining all of our “I”?

Pope Francis identified the issue in his message to the
Meeting: in the face of this strange anesthesia, “in the face
of our numbness in life, how can one’s conscience be

awakened again?” (Francis, Message for the 36th Meeting for
Friendship Among Peoples, August 17, 2015).

This is the crucial question against which all visions, all
proposals must measure themselves, ours included. In fact,
each of us, in every one of our actions, takes a position in
front of this radical challenge. Each one responds, implicitly
or explicitly, to this question in the way we get up in the
morning, how we go to work, how we look at our children,
etc. So then, what can awaken us again from the numbness
of life?

2. THE ATTRACTION OF BEAUTY

As we have said, a suitable provocation is needed to
reawaken the person’s elementary experience. In the same
way, such a provocation is needed in order to emerge from
numbness. As Fr. Giussani underlines, “original human
experience,” that is, the religious sense, that set of evidences
and needs that makes me human, “does not exist actively,
if not within the form of a provocation.... In other words,
within a modality in which it is stirred” (Dall’utopia alla
presenza 1975-1978 [From Utopia to Presence], Bur, Milan,
2006, p. 193). Thus, the truly radical issue is the existence
and communication of a suitable provocation that can
favor the true redemption of a perception of oneself. In
fact, certain encounters, because of the provocation they
represent, set fully into action the original consciousness of
ourselves, and cause our “I” to emerge from the ashes of
our forgetfulness and reductions. 

This enables us to understand why the Pope, referring to
those who are discouraged by the current situation, wrote
to the Meeting, “For the Church, this opens up a fascinating
journey, as was the case at the beginning of Christianity.”
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Precisely this situation was for him a “fascinating” opportunity.
What persuaded Zacchaeus, Matthew, the Samaritan woman,
and the woman taken in adultery? A list of laws, imposed
from outside, or His difference? We discover the answer
from their reactions. In fact, they said, “We have never seen
anything like this” (Mk2:12). Or: “Never before has anyone
spoken like this one” (Jn 7:46). They were swept up by the
experience they were living with Christ–“the dogmatic
content of Christianity, its ontology” to use Giussani’s ex-
pression–which communicated the mystery of His person,
not the values, which not even His disciples understood:
“If that is the case between a man and his wife” they said in
response to His words on the indissolubility of marriage,
“it is better not to marry” (Mt 19:10). Why did they
continue to follow Him? Why didn’t they find Jesus’
strangeness to be like that of a clown? Just read the Gospel
with this question, and you will rediscover it all anew.

Could it perhaps be, as Fr. Giussani said, that others
perceive Christians as clowns because we have taken for
granted the event of the faith and have
shifted over to ethics? We can defend the
correctness of our doctrine, shout it out to
everyone, but they will not be struck in the
least, and their way of looking at us will not
change an iota. We can cry out about all
our sacrosanct reasons, we can point to our
ethical values, legitimate as they may be,
without succeeding in shifting the others
even a hairsbreadth. Instead, they will see
us as a bunch of clowns. Christianity reduced
to a set of values or laws to be respected
seems like a clown’s act to them, and we
Christians seem like clowns, part of the cir-
cus.

Is there anything that can disrupt this sit-
uation? Is there anything that can grasp us
and the others deep down, grab them in the core of their
being so they stop thinking of Christianity as a clown act?
Yes, there is. Today, as in the times of Jesus, Christians stop
being identified as clowns and “force” those they encounter
to begin a process whose point of arrival is unknown. A
priest friend who lives in England told me: “I saw a  mother
with a small child, a year and a half, as I was leaving Mass,
and she said to me, ‘I’d like to talk to you about Baptism.’ I
had never seen her before. A couple of weeks later I went to
her home and we began chatting. As often happens in
England, the parents were not married. The child had been
conceived in vitro and I also found out they have another
frozen embryo [this is the situation: a child in the freezer!].
I said to myself, ‘with this couple, I certainly can’t make a
shopping list of all the things they haven’t done right. Yet
this woman evidently sought me out because there was

some glimmer of interest.’ So I asked her, ‘Why did you
come?’ And she answered, ‘Actually, I was baptized as a
child, and lived as a Christian. It was beautiful–school,
church–but then I drifted off. And yet, I want this for my
children.’ As I was about to leave, I stopped and told her, ‘I
understand that your husband was sick, that you have had
many problems, but I wanted to tell you one thing: actually,
God has never lost sight of you. It’s not that He made a
mistake and forgot you, and didn’t look at you, as happens
with you and your child. Many times your child doesn’t
understand the things you do, the things you allow, but in
reality you see a good within him, and it is the same with
God, who has always looked at you, has always had you
present, and wants to do something great with your life
and in the life of your family through the pain and the
things that have happened to you.’ That woman started
crying. Afterwards she began coming to Mass every Sunday.
I understood that I couldn’t simply look at the list of
ethical issues she hadn’t respected, because the point was

for her to find a possibility for her own life,
and this is what happened. The rest, slowly
but surely, would be worked out.” 

I think this is an example of starting from
the content of faith and not from ethics in
the relationship with the other.

This priest friend then told me about an-
other episode. “A woman wrote me an email
saying, ‘I would like to become a member
of the parish.’ I went to visit her and asked,
‘Why do you want to belong to the parish?’
‘Because I want this thing for myself and
my children.’ ‘What does it mean, that you
want to belong to the parish? Are you
Catholic?’ ‘No.’ ‘Are you Anglican?’ ‘No, ac-
tually, I’m not even baptized.’ ‘Ah, okay, so
[as often happens] your husband must be

Christian and you are coming closer to faith through him.’
‘No, no, my husband isn’t Catholic, or Anglican; he isn’t
baptized either.’ ‘So your parents are? There must be some
connection with the Church. Why do you want to come?’
[full of curiosity]. ‘I’ll tell you the truth. I am a professional
babysitter and so is my mother. Every day we put together
eight, ten children in my mother’s house, which is big, and
we take care of them while their parents are at work. In
these years of work I have seen that the children from your
school and parish are different, and their parents are
different too; and so I want this thing for myself. What do I
have to do?’ I told her, ‘I’ll introduce you to some mothers,
and then if you want to come to School of Community,
there are also people who are preparing for Baptism, and
in this way we can see a bit. You can also come to Mass if
you want.’ ‘Actually, I thought I wasn’t allowed to go to »
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Mass, that it was prohibited because I’m not Catholic,
but to tell you the truth, I’ve snuck in twice now.’ ‘And
what happened?’ ‘My week was different because those
songs, those things.... So many things I don’t understand,
but maybe there is one thing I do understand and it
nourishes me all week long.’ It’s true that there are people
who are returning to the faith because they no longer are
prejudiced and faith is no longer taken for granted, but this
is different, because these people who I encounter can’t
even take it for granted, simply because they don’t even
know what it is, and so they can’t even have prejudices.”

When people see this different life, they are amazed, as
we have just heard. Like the story Fr. Ibrahim told us, of a
Muslim who went to the well of the Franciscan convent of
Aleppo and said to him, “Father, when I see how people
come to get water, with a smile and a great peace in their
hearts, without fighting, without yelling... I, who’ve been
all around Aleppo and seen how they’re killing each other
to get to wells, am amazed. You are full of peace and joy....
There’s something different about all of you.” (The Fragrance
of Christ Amidst the Bombs, Traces, n. 8/2015, p. 13).

A friend who works in California told us about the same
kind of amazement. “I work with people with congenital
disabilities and with veterans who have serious traumas
from their war experiences. Every day I deal with human
limits, both physical and mental. There is a woman in her
forties who has spent her life in the military; she suffered

physical violence that has caused her to experience the last
fifteen years of her life as if anesthetized. These traumas
have made it impossible for her to live a positive relationship
with reality. She can’t go shopping at the supermarket
because when she’s in the midst of the aisles she’s afraid
someone will attack her. She hasn’t been able to keep a job.
She would wake up at three in the morning hearing birds
singing, ‘I went crazy, I wanted to kill them all! It was un-
bearable!’ A few months ago, after a year of working with
this woman (in the sense of teaching her a job) and living
life with her, she told us, ‘I still wake up at three, and I still
can’t sleep, but now I’m beginning to love, even to look
with love at the singing birds. Why? Because there was a
gaze upon me that re-awakened all the expectant awaiting
in my heart.’” Our friend in California added, “This woman
is not in the Movement, but she used these words: ‘My
heart is alive now.’ Why? ‘Because I saw someone and
something that re-awakened in me all the possibility of
being myself.’ The beauty of this year, above all the encounter
with the Pope, have made me understand that my one re-
sponsibility is to live life inside that attraction that reached
me. He’ll take care of the rest, because He is the one who
changes the life of the other. A few weeks ago, a colleague
and I were invited to a conference to talk about our activity.
Normally, when they are introducing you, they say what
you have done, what you do and the degrees you’ve earned.
So the person began by describing who we are, the company
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for which we work, but at a certain point he stopped and
said, ‘Guido and Nancy are the heart of what we are doing.’
I was moved by this, in the sense that I have simply lived–
and this is striking–without giving speeches, and someone
who didn’t know anything about me could say, ‘I look at
you for the heart you express, which is the root of what we,
too, are doing.’ That, seeing you, someone should say, ‘I
identify with the heart you express,’ I think is the greatest
testimony you can give; it comes from living inside the at-
traction of the encounter with Christ.”

What changed this woman who had been condemned
to live her relationship with reality in such a distorted
way? The newness that entered into history with Abraham,
and that has reached us and communicates itself through
us, almost without doing anything in particular. We give
it to her simply by living alongside her. The outcome is
simple: “I’m even beginning to love the
birds,” those she wanted to kill before.
This means that the Presence that passes
through us is able to change life: it is so
crucial that without it, as another song by
Mina says, everything is lost: “And if to-
morrow... I were to suddenly lose you / I
would have lost the whole world, not just
you” (E se domani [And if tomorrow]words
by G. Calabrese, music by C.A. Rossi).
Without this You, the “I” loses the whole
world. It loses everything. But, Fr. Giussani
says, we think this is like a fairy tale! “When
you wake up in the morning, when you
have difficulties or disappointments, anxiety
or obstacles, the image of an Other who
accompanies [your life], who reaches all
the way down to you [just as you are] to
restore you to yourself, is like a dream” (L.
Giussani, Alla ricerca del volto umano, op.
cit., p. 27). Therefore in every moment, each of us runs
the test: the gesture you do reveals whether for you the
dogmatic content of faith is a real fact or a fairy tale, a
dream. This defines what we belong to. We can be
distracted, can remain with all our limits, but the Fact
passes through us, if we are defined by the content of the
faith. We bear it in us to such a degree that it re-awakens
in others affection for reality. 

So then, when we do not live a relationship filled with
affection for reality, when we complicate life and experience
the relationship with reality like a form of violence, it is
not because the birds are ugly or the circumstances are
against us; it is not because of illness or the boss or
whoever fails to understand us, or because everything is
mistaken or bad. No, no! The problem is that the You is
missing, that You that makes it possible for everything–

everything!–to become friend, even the birds, who that
woman previously wanted to obliterate.

What do these testimonies document? How is it that
the people encountered did not perceive Christianity as
a clown’s act, and Christians as clowns? They caught
sight of a newness of life within their existence. In the
circus of the world, with all its actors, with all its clowns,
with all the interpretations in vogue, in this world in
which everything is “liquid”–as Baumann says–in which
one thing has the same value as another, what is so pow-
erfully real, so attractive that it seizes us totally, and we
do not want to lose it?

“The human person recognizes the truth of herself,” un-
derlined Fr. Giussani, “through the experience of beauty,
through the experience of gusto, through the experience of
correspondence, through the experience of attraction that

it evokes, a total attraction and correspon-
dence, not total quantitatively, but total
qualitatively! ...The beauty of the truth is
what makes me say, ‘It is the truth!’” (Certi
di alcune grandi cose 1979-1981 [Certain of
a Few Great Things], Bur, Milan, 2007, pp.
219-220).  Attraction means “I draw you
towards,” that is, you are drawn beyond
yourself toward an other.

This is why he said that “people today,
endowed with operative possibilities as in
no other time in history, find enormous
difficulty in perceiving Christ as the clear
and certain response to the meaning of
their own ingenuity. Institutions often fail
to offer this response in a vital way. What is
missing is not so much the verbal or cultural
repetition of the announcement [a doctrine
is insufficient, no matter how fiercely insisted
upon, just as a list of things to do is insuffi-

cient]. People today perhaps unknowingly await the
experience of an encounter with people for whom the fact
of Christ is such a present reality that their life is changed.
[What dispels the circus of clowns is the reality of Christ, a
reality so present that it changes the lives of people who
you meet on your journey]. A human impact is what can
shake people today: an event that echoes the initial event,
when Jesus raised His eyes and said, ‘Zacchaeus, climb
down right away, I’m coming to your house’” (L. Giussani,
Speech at the Synod, 1987; in Id., L’avvenimento cristiano
[The Christian Event], Bur, Milan, 2003, pp. 23-24).

Where can I find this beauty that attracts and re-awakens
me? How can the “I,” lost in boredom and numbness, find
itself again? Fr. Giussani said it definitively: “The person
finds herself again in a living encounter, that is, in a presence
she runs up against and that unleashes an attraction, »

No 9 2015 XI

What persuaded
Zacchaeus, Matthew,
the Samaritan woman,
and the woman taken

in adultery? 
A list of laws, imposed
from outside, or His

difference? 
They were swept up 
by the experience they

were living 
with Christ, which
communicated the

mystery of His person.

“IN YOUR EYES SHINES THE STRANGENESS OF A SKY THAT ISN’T YOURS” PAGEONE



XII No 9 2015

that is, in a presence that is a provocation. It unleashes
an attraction, or in other words provokes us to the fact that
our heart, with all that constitutes it, with [all] the needs
that constitute it, is there, exists. That presence tells you:
‘That of which your heart is made exists; see, for example,
it exists in me.’ The attraction and provocation deep down
in us are only given by this” (L’io rinasce in un incontro
1986-1987 [The “I” is Reborn in an Encounter], Bur, Milan,
2010, p. 182).

The encounter with this presence unleashes an attraction,
sets off the spark.

3. THE SPARK

“The truth,” continues Fr. Giussani, “is like the face of a
beautiful woman; you cannot help but say she is beautiful;
you can’t do otherwise! [It imposes itself]. But, this com-
parison aside, truth is something that inevitably imposes
itself. You have a fraction of a second in
which your heart is moved. It is what I
called the spark.... That spark, the intuition
that it is true for you, can be wispy, can be
all foggy, and confused–but it is mistaken
to say confused [he corrects himself]; it
wasn’t confused; at least for a tiny bit, it was
a spark, therefore not confused–it evoked,
maybe hazily, an emotion or surge of the
heart in which, even unconsciously, ‘we
found ourselves grateful for and amazed at
what happened,’ as you said. In other words,
that spark caused poverty of spirit to emerge,
maybe just a bit, a tiny bit, like a speck of
dust, of poverty of spirit. That spark was
like a fire, an ember of fire that went down
to our bone, laid bare our bone, that is, our
heart, passed through the flesh and generated
an instant, an experience, of poverty of spirit,
simplicity of heart (‘grateful for and amazed
at what has happened’).” Fr. Giussani concludes, “The
spark, this spark, trips the switch for a new consciousness
of your origin” (Certi di alcune grandi cose 1979-1981
[Certain of a Few Great Things], op. cit., pp. 207-208,
215). When people perceive this spark in us, they stop
thinking of us as clowns.

An architecture student writes: “We were preparing the
exhibit on the Cathedral of Florence. The architect who
designed it and was to work with us during the week
before the Rimini Meeting, said to us when we reached
our stand, ‘Hi guys, I’m not in the movement of CL. I was
given the responsibility to do this exhibit and I’m here to
work with you.’ As soon as he finished saying this, he
changed into work clothes and began working with us,
painting, moving heavy things, spackling... That evening

he ate with us where the volunteers gather. For five days
he worked with us and ate with us. A lovely relationship
began. On Sunday he let us know that he was returning
to Florence for work and would not be coming back to
Rimini. However, to our great surprise, Tuesday morning
he was back, ready to work, and happy. ‘Guys, I’ve come
back because I missed it all so much! I’ve never seen
people work this way. You have something that the others
don’t have. I had a lot of prejudices against CL before
coming here, but I was concentrating on one point
without looking at all the rest.’”

Another person recounted, “In those seven days of
vacation each person had the opportunity to see that
another measure had made space among us, and when it
happens it is impossible not to realize it. Three Chinese
friends who are with us at the university for a two year
cultural exchange, and who we met a few months ago,

realized it. They were struck by all that hap-
pened. In primis, by the fact that such true
familiarity was possible among people from
such geographically distant places. They had
never been welcomed and embraced like
this. They saw in action ‘a charity that moved
them.’ Matteo said that based on what he
had seen, the difference between the Catholic
religion and Buddhism is that the Catholic
religion is a life, not a series of rites to
perform, and that he is much more attracted
by this life that he has seen in action.” 

A university friend spent the whole summer
with other companions, involved by her
professor in a project. One day she suggested
to her friends, “Guys, there is something
beautiful that you absolutely have to see.” It
was the Meeting of Rimini. Here is what
happened. “Because of the friendship that
had begun among us, they came and were

amazed, amazed also to see that I myself, who already
knew the Meeting, was amazed, because I was looking at it
through their eyes. It was an incredible day, full of en-
counters. They were very happy. In the car on the way
back, the Greek girl looked at me and asked, ‘What’s
with those people?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. What’s with
them? You tell me.’ She said, ‘They are free. They are
happy.’ And then, ‘The people you introduced me to,
have playfulness in their eyes. They have playfulness in
their eyes and they are like little children.’ She continued
to insist that I explain that liveliness in their eyes that she
saw. So I told her that I had asked myself the same
question when I met them: what is this playfulness? And
so I told her what happened to me, how I converted, and
told her that those people were Catholic. She was dumb-
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founded, and added, ‘So Christianity is an encounter! I
don’t like rules, but what you are saying is that it is an
encounter. I would follow that playfulness in their eyes
to the ends of the earth, because I want that for myself.’”

If our young friend had not accepted the unexpected
project for a summer different from the usual ones, she
would not have seen what she saw. And what did she see?
The repercussion in someone she hardly knew in front of
people who are free and happy, who have playfulness in
their eyes. The spark is in their eyes. “Where does this play-
fulness in their eyes come from?” she asked. From the fact
that they are good? In their eyes shines the strangeness of a
sky that isn’t theirs. They are “like little children.” They are
wonderstruck by that sky. What has to happen, to make an
adult so childlike? That Greek girl knew nothing about
Christianity, but she said, “I would follow that playfulness
in their eyes to the ends of the earth.” This is anything but
a clown’s act! Anything but clowns! This happens now,
exactly as it did two thousand years ago.

During his recent visit to Cuba, commenting on the
calling of Saint Matthew, Pope Francis said, “Matthew

himself, in his Gospel, tell us what it was like, this encounter
which changed his life. He shows us an ‘exchange of glances’
capable of changing history. On a day like any other, as
Matthew, the tax collector, was seated at his table, Jesus
passed by, saw him, came up to him and said: ‘Follow me.’
Matthew got up and followed Him. Jesus looked at him.
How strong was the love in that look of Jesus, which
moved Matthew to do what he did! What power must
have been in His eyes to make Matthew get up from his
table! We know that Matthew was a publican: he collected
taxes from the Jews to give to the Romans. Publicans were
looked down upon and considered sinners; for that reason
they lived apart and were despised by others. One could
hardly eat, speak or pray with the likes of these. For the
people, they were traitors: they extorted from their own to
give to others. Publicans belonged to this social class. Jesus
stopped; He did not quickly turn away. He looked at
Matthew calmly, peacefully. He looked at him with eyes of
mercy; He looked at him as no one had ever looked at him
before. And that look unlocked Matthew’s heart; it set him
free, it healed him, it gave him hope, a new life, as it did »

            



PAGEONE “IN YOUR EYES SHINES THE STRANGENESS OF A SKY THAT ISN’T YOURS”

XIV No 9 2015

to Zacchaeus, to Bartimaeus, to Mary Magdalen, to
Peter, and to each of us” (Francis, Homily, Plaza de la Rev-
olución, Holguín, Cuba, September 21, 2015).

Today, as then, there are facts, ways of living Christianity
that are not perceived by others as a clown’s act, but as the
most fascinating thing. In these facts, the content and the
method coincide. They need no type of additional power:
the attraction of that “playfulness in the eyes,” of that “ex-
change of glances” suffices. No medicine, no drug, no
guru, no power, no success, no strategy is able to produce
this playfulness in the eyes. 

This triggers the decision. “The decision is generated
only by the discovery that your ‘I’ is attracted by an
Other, that the substance of my ‘I,’ the substance of my
being, my heart, is identical to ‘being attracted by an
Other’.... This Other is the meaning of the dynamic of
my ‘I,’ of my living, of this dynamic that is my living.
When I say ‘I,’ I say a dynamic striving toward an other,
toward an Other. An Other is what consti-
tutes my life, because the Other attracts
me and I am this ‘being attracted,’ I am
constituted by this attraction... [‘I would
follow that playfulness in the eyes to the
ends of the earth’]. Therefore, the decision
is generated there, where you discover this
nature of yourself, this ‘being attracted,’
such that, like Saint Paul (always quoted):
‘I live, not I, but another thing lives in me.’
In fact, the attraction is another thing that
lives in me and that makes me live. The
decision is generated when this realization
clicks in, this awareness of being a new
person, of this newness in your self-per-
ception, in your sentiment about yourself.
This is a moment in which you truly conceive yourself–
as a man and a woman conceive a child, and they conceive
it because of an attraction. The example doesn’t run
with a hundred feet, but it’s the most profound analogy
one can make. It is truly a conception of self that comes
from this deep embrace between my ‘I’ and the Other,
whose attraction I discover, accept and acknowledge.
Without simplicity of heart, without purity of heart,
without poverty of spirit, this does not happen, because,
where there is no poverty of spirit, this attraction is felt,
but not totally acknowledged: there is a reserve, and thus
there is no ‘conception.’” (L. Giussani, Certi di alcune
grandi cose 1979-1981 [Certain of a Few Great Things],
op. cit., pp. 216-218).

This dynamic can help us understand the meaning of
following. I say this to answer a person who asked me,
“What does it mean to follow?”. Following, like deciding,
is easy: “I would follow that playfulness in their eyes to

the ends of the earth.” Why is following easy? Because it
means going after the attraction that seized me. The
problem is that often for us, following is not going after
the event that seized us, with all the awareness of what
happens. For us, following becomes a kind of voluntarism,
a kind of compliance with certain rules, a doctrine, a set
of values to defend. Instead, Fr. Giussani shows us that
following is a move, a decision, provoked by attraction,
because the problem of freedom is whether it finds some-
thing that is so fascinating that you want to adhere to it!
For this reason, it is as if in every word, in every challenge
we face, we have to constantly learn the nature of the
faith, the nature of Christianity, its ontology. Otherwise
the same Christian words become like stones that no
longer mean anything to us. Instead, to understand them
you just need to let yourself be surprised by those moments
when the event happens, when beauty happens, as we
saw so clearly happen at the Meeting, during the encounter

on Abraham and the challenges of the pres-
ent, when, as the violin piece ended, Professor
Weiler took a deep breath and added, “One
needs a minute to recover...” (“The Choice
of Abraham and the Challenges of the Pres-
ent,” Traces, n. 8/2015, p. X). It is this! This
is the moment when you start anew. From
here you start anew. Following comes from
this: that attraction of the violin provoked
that deep breath. It is easy! Following is
also an event, like the initial encounter, to
which we must consent.

So then, if it is so easy, why does it seem
so difficult for us?

The problem is that we often resist this
method, which is the method of God. This

is truly sad: even though things like the ones we just
heard happen, and others that we tell each other about
every time we gather, we resist and we do not learn from
them. This means not following. It does not mean not
following me–to what end?–but rather, not following
what He does and that I want to be the first to follow.
This is our problem with following: even though we
continually see the event, the encounter is the only
method able to set the “I” in motion. It is what God did
with Abraham and with John and Andrew. We continue
to think that there is a more incisive modality or method
for attracting the “I.” Instead it is very easy: just follow
what Christ does.

“The other evening I was talking with my classmates in
the class on the family, and a girl was having trouble un-
derstanding. She changed when I told her what happened
in my family. I had run away from home more than once;
I was violent with my father and for two years never
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spoke with him. What changed my family was not laws or
a revolution, but the encounter I had four years ago with
my friends of the Movement. Living in this relationship,
where all my sins were forgiven, living a new beauty and
gusto of life, my family blossomed again. That relationship
changes me and changes those around me, without my
even worrying about it. I told her about a cousin of mine:
she and her family live in another city and every year
come to spend their vacation with us. Last year they came
at Christmas, and we simply ate and opened presents to-
gether. After lunch my cousin came to me and said, ‘I
have the impression that my parents are together for me,
not because they love one other, and instead I see that
your family is united. I would like the same thing.’ When
she told me this, I wondered what she had seen. Just a few
years before my family was anything but united; I didn’t
even eat with my family before coming to Milan. She was
struck by how we ate. Then she told me, ‘When we were
children we used to play together, then
you became a beast, but now I see that
your eyes have returned to those of a
child.’ This really struck me, so I simply
invited her to do charitable work with my
friends. We took food packages to people
in the poorer neighborhoods. She talked
about that afternoon as the most beautiful
of her life. The day after she returned
home, she called me in tears. ‘I feel such a
strong sense of missing something; I’ve
never felt it so strongly.’ At first I thought
she seemed a bit sentimental, but then
she said, ‘This morning at seven I woke
up and went downtown to Town Hall, to
the office for young people, and asked at
the window where I could find the people from Com-
munion and Liberation.’”

But we think we have a more powerful method, one
that is more historically incisive for convincing people!
So I ask you, do any of you truly think that the method
you imagine could be more incisive than the one chosen
by God? We cannot claim to recover with our activism
what we have lost in life. This, therefore, is our responsibility:
to not resist the method of God. 

Once again Fr. Giussani enlightens us, identifying the
ultimate reason for this resistance, which is not, as we
might imagine, a lack of coherence, but rather, an affective
aridity. “Our radical lack, what leaves us with this foun-
dational indecision, is an incapacity for savoring beauty,
a total acerbic unripeness for aesthetic enjoyment, and
thus a stunning resistance to being pervaded by joy,
gladness, and therefore by vivaciousness–by vivaciousness!
Because only that which is beautiful, that seems beautiful

to you, that makes you alive, that is, that catalyzes the
energy of your life, is your life. It is this atrocious
deficiency that is noted in you, as young people of today,
this tremendous deficiency of wonder in front of beauty,
of a capacity for being receptive to beauty. Instead, the
outcome that strikes you is that which provokes pure re-
activity. The outcome with which things reach you is
that of reactivity: they provoke in you a reactivity and
they block you in yourselves, so that every thing that
comes in front of you is to be used for yourselves,
exploited. Wonder, receiving beauty is the opposite: your
eyes... wide open to listen, to look, to receive.... Yours [he
was saying this in 1980 to university students] ...is an in-
capacity for affection,” caused by obtuseness. The spark
we spoke of, continues Giussani, “is something that
happens and is received according to our affective capacity,
or in other words our aesthetic capacity, our aesthetic
enjoyment, aesthetic sense, that is, our receptive capacity

for beauty. And poverty of heart, or sim-
plicity of heart, is the ethical attitude that
permits aesthetic development. Observe
how a child looks at things: with eyes
wide open! The beauty and the vibration
of reality pour into a child, but we who
are close by, are obtuse” (Certi di alcune
grandi cose 1979-1981 [Certain of a Few
Great Things], op. cit., pp. 220, 223). This
obtuseness causes the feeling of strangeness
Pavese described: “In your eyes shines
the strangeness / of a sky that isn’t yours”
(C. Pavese, “Notturno,” [Nocturne] from
Lavorare stanca, 1936-1943 (Le poesie ag-
giunte, in Le poesie, Einaudi, Torino 1998,
p. 82). Fr. Giussani commented on these

lines in this way: “It smiles in your eyes: you are made of
the sky, of heaven, for heaven, by Another, and this
smiles at you, because your heart is a thirst for happiness
and beauty. A sky, a heaven, that is not yours: however,
you do not want it” (You Can Live Like This. 1995
Spiritual Exercises of the Fraternity of Communion and
Liberation, Notes on the Meditations by Luigi Giussani,
printed in 1996, pp. 31-32.) 

When we respond to the challenges of reality, we always
allow our belonging to show through, that is, what we
hold dearest, and this becomes our cultural position in
the world. I was stunned by how Fr. Giussani, a few days
after the 1981 defeat in the referendum on abortion,
speaking at a gathering of leaders of the Movement, iden-
tified the core content of the self-awareness of those who
were active in the referendum, that is, what they held
dearest, from which their cultural position flowed: “The
point for leading the Movement that flows from this
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vicissitude of the referendum is sadness, the sadness
of seeing that the event of Christ did not and does not
count as the value of life.” What happened during the
referendum, he says, was the expression of what happened
in the ordinary life of the communities: “In the normal
life of our community and in leading the Movement, this
transparency of the value of faith in us does not exist. It is
Jesus Christ who does not matter to our people.”

And he indicated with precision the road to follow. It
is worthwhile to listen to him, if we do not want to miss
the train again. “Jesus Christ must be evident for our
people! This is the direction. ‘I know nothing if not
Christ’ and this historic Christ, who, as outcome, has
been eliminated. Christ becomes present to the others if
He becomes presence in me! I am the presence of Christ:
He passes through this communication of the event of
His person, the mystery of His person [as shown by all
the testimonies we read]. There is a corollary to this
point: understand that the Movement will be saved by
this minority! The cornerstone of the
future is the real witness” of those who
adhere to Him. And he added, “It is ex-
tremely difficult, difficult in the statistical
sense of the term, to find people who truly
live, who gather together in companionship
for holiness, that is, for faith, in Christ, to
learn the faith, to live and testify to the
faith. This difficulty is intensified by the
fact that it will be quite difficult statistically
for our adults to find guides in this sense,
provokers in this sense. The Movement
will be carried [forward] by those who
will not listen to the minority [as happened
with the outcome of the referendum, with the fact that
those opposed to abortion stopped at 32%] minimally
as diminution, because their heart will be expanded by
the value. And there is only one value, one! Because life
is not a value, if Christ did not exist! The event of
Christ. The Movement will be brought forward by those
who have had this encounter, and the sign that they
have had this encounter is the capacity for fraternity, for
companionship.” The Movement will be brought forward
by those who, like John and Andrew, were unable to
erase the experience they had with Christ, the dogmatic
content of the faith, and stay together for this. Therefore,
Fr. Giussani insisted, “The future of the Movement is
called the witness of the adult,” adding a line of his:
“This is the moment in which it would be beautiful to
number only twelve in the whole world” (FRATERNITY OF

COMMUNION AND LIBERATION, Audiovisual documentation,
CL National Council, Milan, 30-31 May 1981). 

So then, what is testimony? “Being a presence in a

situation means being there so as to perturb it, such that,
if you were not there, everyone would realize it. Where
you are, the others will get angry or will admire you, or
they will seem indifferent, but they can not fail to recognize
your ‘differentness.’”

What is the nature of this testimony? “The true an-
nouncement comes through what Christ has perturbed
in our life; it happens through the upheaval He brings
about in us: we make Christ present through the change He
works in us. This is the concept of testimony” (L. Giussani,
March 19, 1979; “1954. Cronaca di una nascita,” Appunti
da una conversazione con un gruppo di giovani, in Un
avvenimento di vita, cioè una storia [The Account of a
Birth. Notes from a conversation with a group of young
people, in An event of life, that is, a history], EDIT-Il
Sabato, Rome, 1993, p. 346).

As we have seen, this testimony, far from being irrelevant
and making Christianity seem like a clown’s act and
Christians like clowns, arouses curiosity and interest to

the point of opening a totally unexpected
dialogue, even with people who are appar-
ently far off. This is how we can respond to
the invitation Pope Francis extended these
days to the American Bishops, which I felt
was a call for myself and us as well: “I know
that you face many challenges, and that the
field in which you sow is unyielding and
that there is always the temptation to give
in to fear, to lick one’s wounds, to think
back on bygone times and to devise harsh
responses to fierce opposition. And yet we
are promoters of the culture of encounter.
We are living sacraments of the embrace

between God’s riches and our poverty. We are witnesses
of the abasement and the condescension of God who an-
ticipates in love our every response. Dialogue is our
method, not as a shrewd strategy, but out of fidelity to the
One who never wearies of visiting the marketplace, even
at the eleventh hour, to propose his offer of love (Mt
20:1-16).... Do not be afraid to set out on that ‘exodus’
which is necessary for all authentic dialogue. Otherwise,
we fail to understand the thinking of others, or to realize
deep down that the brother or sister we wish to reach and
redeem, with the power and the closeness of love, counts
more than their positions, distant as they may be from
what we hold as true and certain. Harsh and divisive lan-
guage does not befit the tongue of a pastor, it has no place
in his heart; although it may momentarily seem to win
the day, only the enduring allure of goodness and love re-
mains truly convincing. (Meeting with the Bishops of the
United States of America, Cathedral of Saint Matthew,
Washington, D.C., September 23, 2015). 
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