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This volume is a selection of the most
significant writings by Monsignor Luigi

Giussani (1922-2005), founder of the Italian
Catholic lay movement Communion and
Liberation, which is practiced in 80
countries around the world.

Presented by Julian Carron, Giussani's
successor as head of Communion and
Liberation, Christ, God's Companionship with
Man is the most succinct introduction to the
breadth of Giussani's thought, including

memorable passages from works such as At
the Origin of the Christian Claim, The Journey
to Truth is an Experience, Why the Church?,
Generating Traces in the History of the World,
and [s It Possible to Live This Way? Many speak
of Giussani as a friendly presence, a man
who believed that it was possible to live in
faith every day and in any circumstance. As a
writer and religious scholar who was deeply
devoted to his work, Giussani's teachings and
reflections have come to generate worldwide
recognition and support.
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EDITORIAL

URPRISED BY BEAUTY

uring the recent tour presenting Disarming Beauty in the United States
and Canada, something happened that is worth looking at. In those seven
events in eight days, with three thousand miles of flights, in which many
different worlds entered into dialogue with Julidn Carrén, the author (and
leader of CL), something happened that should not be taken for granted,
that even exceeds the surprising beauty contained in certain words you
will find in the following pages.

The first fact, an evident one, is that returning to the disarming beauty of faith, to the
proposal of a Christianity that has no weapons for winning over people in a way that re-
spects their freedom other than the intrinsic strength of its attractiveness, the power that
corresponds to the heart and desire of every person, is something that can interest truly
everyone: atheist philosophers and Muslim intellectuals, Jewish sociologists and Baptist
filmmakers, and regular folks from any background. This has been seen in many other
widely varying contexts (Disarming Beauty has been presented in Italian squares, Euro-
pean universities, and the suburbs of Rio de Janeiro), but it was even more striking in the
United States, a country whose nature and history make it a true sampling of all kinds of
humanity.

And still “the heart of the empire,” albeit a weary one. It is surely the reality most similar
to the ancient empire, the one of the first Christians, though unlike two thousand years
ago, it is a post-Christian empire, a universe that has already known, assimilated, and
interpreted Christianity in different forms and ways, to the point of often reducing it to a
set of good and just values to be defended even from behind barricades, in a context that
is going in an entirely different direction.

Event or doctrine. What is Christianity? Something that happens, and in happening
changes people and their way of living, or an ethical ideal to recover by studying, for-
mation, and defending that which remains? In the “Close Up” article, this difference of
position emerges as a thin but crucial common thread. Interestingly, those most struck
by the proposal of Disarming Beauty are people who at first sight seem to be the furthest
from it, while the most resistance is met from those who are already Catholic by history
and tradition.

But these positions are not two “interpretive lines of thought.” We are continually set
before the crossroads of these alternatives, in every moment. We can look with surprise
at the beauty of Christ happening when and how He chooses (in the life of a family in
Cameroon or in the other stories you will find in these pages of Traces), letting ourselves
be attracted and converted by Him, or we can think deep down that we already know it
all, and that we just have to return to explaining it better and then waiting for people to
understand. But what does today’s empire need?
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WHERE HAVE THEY SEEN
THE “FOREVER"?

A few days ago, three guys
C’\<9from the men’s Therapeutic
Community of the Unexpected
finished their course of treatment.
During a goodbye gathering, sur-
rounded by all of his companions
on their journey, Matteo said,
“What I take with me is the moti-
vation, the reason I am here, which
is not above all drugs, but so much
more: it’s my person, the one I have
found, the call that my person re-
ceived. I know and understand the
call because once I was nothing
and belonged to no one but now I
have what I have never had.” The
second young man, Andrea, de-
clared, “Now I have great hope, I
feel within me an immense posi-
tivity. I have found something so
beautiful that makes me say that
everything, truly everything, even
the bad, will always be beautiful.
And I understand that the most
important point isn’t the beauty
but the ‘forever.” Enrico, the last,
added, “I've learned a way, a meth-
od. I know what to ask, and I know
who to ask and what struck me
most about this lived experience is
looking at the strength of the staff.
Not a day went by that I didn’t ask
myself about the energy and the
strength they have. I asked my-
self, ‘Who gives them this strength,
where does it come from, where do
they get it?” When I am full of these
questions, I realize that I am full
of a great happiness.” As I watched
them speak, I thought how really
true it is that these young people
are “not vessels to be filled, but a
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fire to be kindled,” as Plutarch said.
So that the question of life can
blaze, so that life can be life and
explode, a fire is needed, an erup-
tion of a burning, flaming new-
ness. But above all, amazed and
moved as [ watched them speak, I
asked myself when have they seen
this strength they talk about, when
have they seen the “forever” in us
educators, so poor and so small as
we are? What does it mean to be
full of a question and to be happy?
How are these guys able to think
and say this? It’s like looking over
the edge of an abyss, into the face
of a great mystery... It is God who
slips a word in between the creases
of our poor and small humanity.
Silvio Cattarina, Pesaro (Italy)

THE UNEXPECTED
GIFT OF APOLLO

Every month in Kenya we
C::@'print Traces, and we do this
also for Uganda. I have been do-
ing this for more than two years
now and with time it has become
a routine job. I receive the pdf
from Italy, check it, and forward it
to the printer guy, Apollo. Apollo
has agreed to send the copies for
Uganda directly by bus so I don’t

have to go downtown personally.
Everything has always run quite
smoothly until this past August. I
was on holidays in Europe and I re-
ceived a message from the person
in charge in Uganda telling me that
he received the 250 copies but they
had all been destroyed by the rain.
I couldn’t believe it, I thought that
since they went by bus this could
not happen, but considering the
heavy rains of that month all of
them got wet. I contacted Apollo
and told him what happened and
asked him print another 250 copies
for Uganda. Of course this was not
Apollo’s problem, so Uganda was
supposed to pay the full amount,
but it was a problem for them
because the cost is not so cheap.
Apollo contacted the bus company
that delivered the magazines and
found out that their policy is not
to give refunds. I tried to bargain
with Apollo for a cheaper price
for the re-printing, but then I got
his message telling me that he was
going to print them again for free!
I was shocked—nothing is never
free! I asked him why and he made
me understand that in addition to
the printing there was something
more. During these years a friend-
ship has grown with him and
he usually keeps some copies of
Traces for himself. His gesture has
re-awakened in me the reason why
sharing Traces with others is so im-
portant, something Apollo under-
stood more than me. His gesture
has changed my way of partici-
pating in this responsibility exactly
at the moment when I was giving
up on it because I was alone and I
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DISARMING BEAUTY

FEELING LIKE A FISH IN WATER

be honest, it didn’t come naturally to me to

feel very excited about the Disarming Beauty
presentation. Work has kept me very busy lately. I
knew that I could just motor through everything
and manage with a smile on my face, but that in the
end I would feel bitter and tired. I didn’t want this.
Before leaving for the Grand Bibliotheque, I took
out the School of Community and read it,
asking that I could be open to what was
being proposed. What helped me the most
to understand the value of the gesture
was a conversation [ had with the janitor
from my work who I invited to the event.
Although we are very different-he is an
older French Canadian man and I am a
young Anglophone woman, over the past two years
there have been a few occasions when I am work-
ing late in the evenings to have simple exchanges
on matters of faith. These conversations have often
been sparked by his noticing the CL poster on my
wall or the titles of books I have on my desk. He
appreciated so much our Christmas concert and
the Way of the Cross this year that I wanted to in-
vite him to hear Fr. Carrén. I was working late a
few days after the presentation to prepare my class

for Tuesday and he came into my office to tidy up.
It was the first time we'd seen each other since the
weekend ,and he wanted to talk about the book
presentation. He was so happy and grateful to have
been there. He said he felt “like a fish in water” be-
cause there were so many interesting people to talk
to of all ages, and everyone was so open. He told
me he had made sure to introduce himself
to each of the speakers, even to Fr. Carrén!
He also commented that he was moved
by the fact that it was free. This really
moved him... and me too, because I hadn’t
had the eyes to see this dimension of the
event. I was also moved by my friends who
brought their four young children all the
way on the metro to be there and also by a new
friend who is a professor at Concordia who came
with his wife and who wrote me on Monday to ask
how he can come to School of Community. For
me, these people are my “exceptional presence,”’
because they have the purity of heart to see what
is at the heart of our companionship and move to-
wardsit. I pray to have the eyes to see what they see,
to keep growing within this event.

Ellen Roderick, Montreal (Canada)

felt like it was an extra job, a bur-
den more than what in reality is a
great opportunity to discover more
about myself and the origin of ev-
erything. For months I have been
looking for a reason to continue
sharing Traces even though I was
disappointed and tired, and once
again Christ has shaken me up and
shown me the answer through peo-

ple you couldn’t imagine. Traces in
Kenya now has a new team to take
care of the printing process, which
is what I had wanted, but after what
happened last summer I could not
just leave the team and my friend-
ship with Apollo, so once again
I have been happily trapped by
Christ.

Vicky, Nairobi (Kenya)
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JCLOSE UP

» ticularly parents, face great dif-
ficulties in transmitting the faith in
this particular context.

They spoke about a “change of
epoch.” And they tried to analyze it,
to talk about what’s going on. They
said we are living in a new kind of
situation, a globalized world. Car-
ron refers in his book to the “col-
lapse of evidence.” I think this is
very interesting. Things which be-
fore were apparently accepted by
everybody are no longer supported
by evidence. And even those who
are supposed to offer this evidence
to young people now have doubts.

So the bishops said, “We are pas-
tors, we must announce the Gospel
in this particular world. Before, we
announced it within the dynamism
of the society, the culture, but today
no. So what should we do? We are
the Church.” What is the Church,
by the way? The Church is the place
chosen by Christ to continue His
mission of announcing the Gospel.
And we are the Church.

WE HAVE TO REINVENT the Church so
that its people can announce the
good news of the Gospel in this
particular context. This is what the
bishops tried to offer at Aparecida.

Then suddenly Pope Francis of-
fers us Evangelii Gaudium, which is
a copy of Aparecida. So now these
ides become guidelines for the
church. And what are these guide-
lines saying? That today, in this new
world, we have to offer Jesus. We
have to offer to this world the pos-
sibility of an encounter with Christ.
This encounter with Christ was in
some way provided in another
context in a different way. Today
we have to provide this encounter
anew.

And the whole book by Carrén,
and this is why I thank him for it,
the whole book is a kind of deep,
very subtle, very interesting analysis
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Reading the book | asked myself, “Have | per-
sonally encountered Christ?” And my answer

is yes. But | think it's not enough to say yes like
that, you know? How did you encounter Christ?
When? What is your actual experience of Christ?

about the necessity for us to provide
to this new world the possibility of
an encounter. And if we don’t do
it, it will not happen, because the
encounter with Christ necessari-
ly goes through the Church. And
maybe I'll leave Carrén to respond
to the question I would like to ask,
because I ask myself a lot of ques-
tions but, have I personally en-
countered Christ?

And my answer is yes, I suppose
also for you. But I think it’s not
enough to say yes like that, you
know? How did you encounter

Christ? When? What is your actual
experience of Christ? I have real-
ized that throughout my life Christ,
through the Church, my family,
my various experience of church-
es, has exerted a deep attraction for
me; the figure of Christ has come
through the church, Christ is not
an idea, it’s not a concept outside
reality, it has been offered to me
through an experience.

In facing this world, we need re-
ally to go back to the basics and
help people who have lost interest.
You know, the world today does




not help most young people today
look for the real meaning of their
lives, and this is what it’s all about.
A life devoid of meaning is dull,
and people don’t know what they
want or what they’re aiming at,
and it is our duty to offer them this
meaning. The Holy Father knows
that. He knows that very deep-
ly because he has experienced the
current situation, and he wants the
Church to be the Church, not just
an organization, not just a cultural
edifice defending values. The values
are very good, but the only way to
save the values you want is for the
Church to be the company of the
witnesses of Jesus who meet peo-
ple and help them have a personal
encounter with Jesus. Sometimes
we think we will save the world if
we keep our values, but the values
will come as a consequence of an
encounter. The priority for us as
a Church is to encounter people.
And this is what will free them, will

help them rediscover freedom and
reason, everything which is good in
life. And the Pope wants us to be in
the service of this encounter.

Tue Hory FATHER sPEAKS about the
poor and people accuse him of be-
ing a Marxist. Or maybe he speaks
about something else, and they ac-
cuse him for that too. The medicine
is precisely to go back to reality, and
the current reality is the difficulty
people face in finding meaning in
their lives. Because we have met
Christ, we have a kind of answer
which is not ideological; it’s an en-
counter that we must propose as an
encounter, and if we don’t, we have
not had the encounter. You cannot
love a person if you have not fallen
in love with them. You may mar-
ry the person, but if you have not
fallen in love with him or her, your
marriage will collapse.

So maybe there is a lack of educa-
tion, but if the educators are actual-

Carron with José Medina,
CL leader in the U.S.

ly reducing education to explaining
how something works and not why
it works, and don’t explain where
we are going, even the most beauti-
ful work of art will not be perceived
by the person, by the subject. So I
think the challenge is to touch the
heart of people, as Jesus says. Zac-
cheus was living totally outside
reality until the day he met Jesus.
The Samaritan woman was living
in a different world until suddenly
she met someone who opened her
heart and she discovered that she
was full of desire for the truth, for
beauty, a beauty that was hidden.
Fr. Giussani was a great educator
and he offered us a method for ed-
ucation. University professors are
so jealous about their own way of
educating that they don’t listen to
the ideas of others. “I think that,”
“I do that,” but in the end, the real
educator is a person who first of all
realizes that he is encountering the
other. This is what Jesus did.
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RETURN T0
OARAQOSH

Report from the Nineveh Valley. Families displaced to Erbil are returning
home, where they must rebuild everything and forget nothing. How can they
begin again? Today, within a history written with weapons and oil, there’s

a “decisive front” which includes AVSI and a preschool in 0zal City...

BY LiLIANA FaAcciorLl PINTOZZI
Protos BY STEFANO MELGR k..

ou can see the cross from far
off. Planted along the road
that connects Erbil, the proud
capital of the Kurdish region,
to Mosul, where Abu Bakr Al
Baghdadi announced the foundation
of the so-called “Islamic State” in July
2014, that cross is the first sign that
today, three years later, things have
changed. A wooden cross, simple but
proud. It stands over the entrance to
Qaraqosh, the city 33 km from Mo-
sul that was the heart of the Chris-
tian community in one of the first
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Christian lands. A heart that stopped
beating for 34 months, occupied by
the black Caliphate. Its citizens faced
a stark decision: convert to Islam or
be killed. Thus, a city of 66,000 in-
habitants was emptied out in a matter
of a few days; two or three hundred
men were all it took to guard it. Fear is
more powerful than weapons.

“We never actually saw them. But
we knew they had come. We knew
what they were doing to the people.
They were everywhere; they were our
nightmare. That's why we ran.” Saddiq

Yassur tells us about his last moments
in “his” Qaraqosh, sitting on the
porch of the house where he sought
refuge for all those months, but which
he could never call “home.” It is a run-
down house in Ainkawa, a suburb on
the outskirts of Erbil, the center of the
Iraqi Kurdistan Region. He speaks to
us as he waits for the pickup truck
that will soon arrive, which he will fill
by the end of the next day. Finally, it’s
time to go Home.

Qaraqosh. The mixed smells of sand,
burnt materials, rot and paint, gasoline,




W

e .
and flesh. The sound of early rebuild-
ing; the lights from the first stores shin-
ing between piles of bricks and cement,
buildings that are now mere skeletons.
The dry streets, lacking running water
and electricity.

This is the home to which Saddiq
returned, the two-story house he de-
signed and built with his own hands,
which he now shows to us with pride.
The bedrooms. The bathroom with
bright blue tiles. The spacious living
room. “They’ve taken everything.” He
speaks of it with a sad voice, but his

,E‘,i',r’ \ ir Bible that survived the flames.

. BENEATH THE ASHES. Amidst the
remains of his house in Qaraqosh, the
father of one family finds a few pages

smile speaks of his joy, and his eyes of
his steady will: it doesn’t matter, we’ll
rebuild.

They took everything... but not
quite. Not the painting of the Madon-
na and Child, which hangs disfigured
in the center of the main wall in the
room. Mary’s face, Jesus’ face, and the
faces of the angels have all been de-
stroyed. The image had been painted
directly onto the wall, so to deface it
they had to tear into the plaster, and
it will stay that way forever. “I want
to keep it this way so we never forget

what happened. We'll paint another
image on top of it, but the signs will
remain in the bones of my house. I
want to remember; we must remem-
ber” Remember. Which doesn’t mean
refusing to forgive.

MYRIAM’S FORGIVENESS. It’s been three
years, but Myriam has not lost the
faith that won over the world when
she was first placed in front of a vid-
eo camera for Iraqi television and,
after fleeing from Qaraqosh, calmly
spoke about her life in the camp for
displaced families. “Forgive them,
because they don’t know what they
are doing,” she tells me when I ask
her if she still thinks that forgiveness,
that radical and victorious gesture,
is possible. “They don’t really know
what they did. 'm not saying they’re
stupid, but what they are doing is
stupid.”

I met up with Myriam, who is now
13, and has been living in the refugee
camp since August 2014. “It’s been a
wonderful year,” she tells me. “I like
school alot, I have a new friend whose
name is Carmen, and even though
there’s not a lot of room and I can’t
play in the street, I can always play with
my sister. 'm very happy, because God
protects us.” You can perceive the faith
that her parents passed on to her, and
that she continues to cultivate. “God
will help us. He has placed his hands
upon us, and brought us to Ainkawa.
Then he placed his hands over Ainka-
wa, so Daesh would never come here.
And they could have; they could have
done all that they did in Qaraqosh.”

Education has been key. Academic
formation and education about liv-
ing together peacefully. They need
community and they need schools,
for every subject and every grade,
but especially for the youngest in the
camp. One may be able to make up
time studying math, but “love” and
“respect” are exercises that must be
introduced from a young age and »»
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» practiced every day.

“After fleeing from Qaraqosh, many
families have been cramped into
much smaller houses, apartments
built for five people that are now
home to 15. Lots of people with very
little room, lots of children thrown
in together who want to play, while
their parents have a lot of problems to
think about. It led the kids to start get-
ting aggressive. When they came to us,
they would fight over everything, and
it was very tense.” This is how Ghsoom
describes her little students, refugees
ages four and five, when they came
to preschool in Ozal City, the neigh-
borhood of Ainkawa which took in all
the Christian families. Nibras, another
teacher, told me a story about Miron.
“He had a hard time relating to any-
one, even his own family. He wouldn’t
talk to anyone. He was always alone,
and wouldn’t let you come near him.
In the beginning, he didn’t play any
of the games. Then, little by little, we
gained his trust. Through our gentle
gestures, through our words. And for
the end-of-the-year performance, he
sang and danced with the other kids.”
Ghsoom and Nibras are just two of
the many teachers who work for the
House of the Child Jesus. All of them
refugees who chose not to let them-
selves be crushed by a history written
with weapons and petroleum, but
rather decided to defend the smallest
and the weakest, who are the hope for
change in the future.

A proP IN THE OCEAN. The preschool’s
small facility hosted around 130 chil-
dren throughout the years of the Is-
lamic State’s occupation of Qaraqosh,
all from families seeking refuge in
Erbil: 1,200 families all together, in-
cluding 900 Christian families and
the rest Muslim or Yazidi. Just a drop
in the ocean of the 250,000 refugees
and displaced persons currently liv-
ing in the Kurdish city, but that drop
was the ocean in which these children
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could swim, grow, regain some sense
of peace, and learn. “In the beginning,
they wanted to behave here at school
as they behaved at home,” Ghsoom
continued. “At the same time, their
psychological state was troubling. We
teachers responded with love. And we
taught them how to be together again,
how to live with others.”

A few rooms, a small courtyard for
a few games. A loud, foul-smelling
generator to make up for the frequent
lack of electricity. A place with mini-
mal resources that knew how to make
a difference thanks to funds from
AVSI and direction from the Domin-
ican sisters.

“Teaching children is like cultivat-
ing a tree. If the tree grows tall and
straight, it will bear fruit for us” Sr.
Ibtinage, who has been the director of
the school for a year now, is also very
practical. “Without this preschool,
the kids would spend the day on the

streets, and all they’d learn would be
wrong. We are against weapons; we
don’t even have them for self-defense.
Pens and paper are our weapons. A
battle would of course be a military
one, but the war can only be won this
way: with education, with a culture,
with respect.

Sr. Ibtinage is also from Qaraqosh.
She, too, will soon return home: a
65-year-old Catholic nun in a land
that has waged war against Chris-
tians. “I'm not afraid. Love for our
country overcomes every fear. Also,
I have to go back. Our presence reas-
sures the people.”

This is the sense of community
that’s slowly being rebuilt. You recog-
nize it in the determination of those
who return to a place that’s lost ev-
erything but its soul. You recognize it
in age-old gestures: unchanging and
powerful in that they reveal the or-
dinary life that’s possible despite ev-



Photos from around

Qaraqosh. Left, the blackened insides of
the cathedral at the placement of the first
stone to begin rebuilding the city.

erything. Like having someone for
coffee. Just as Saddiq invited me for
coffee, in the evening in Ozal City on
the porch of his “non-home,” with
his long beard, sunken face, and
stained yalabila. Then the next day
in Qaraqosh, in “his” living room.
On unfinished wooden benches, of
course, since everything had been
taken. Using the same cups. This
time he was smiling, the weariness
from the journey canceled out by
the joy of his return.

Then there was the coffee with Amir,
who’s 38 and has a wide smile, even
though his house had been ransacked
and burned, even though the chicken
coops his family owned are all gone,
and even though work for him as a
craftsman is still scarce and his wife
has to have surgery. His wide smile is
the sign of the faith of one who has
seen the worst come to an end, and
who has a desire to start again, begin-

ning with his five children.

Shalad is five years old and she, too,
attended the preschool in Ozal City.
“She liked it a lot, but even more than
her, I liked it,” Amir said. “I saw her
changing a lot; she learned to write
and to sing hymns, they taught her so
many things.” Amir is young, but isn’t
fooling himself. He knows the road to
reconstruction will be long and diffi-
cult. He asks everyone to come back,
saying, “We Christians are all brothers;
I can't live as the only person in the
entire city.”

“WHEN WILL YOU OPEN AGAIN?” As he
speaks, the youngest member of the
family clambers up onto his lap. Elis
is three. “It would be an honor if she
could be the first one enrolled in the
preschool,” her mother says, smiling.
For Elis, as well as for all the young
children like her, it’s important that
the Ozal City preschool, which is
about to close since all the families are
returning, reopen in Qaraqosh.

The building is already in placeit is
the old preschool run by the Domin-
ican sisters. A large facility, for at least
400 children. Somewhat damaged, but
not too severely. On the main level, two
classrooms seem to be missing only
lights, water, soap, and a coat of paint.

Still today, there is fear in the air on
the streets of Qaraqosh. Not so much
of the Islamic State, but of what and
who will come after them. The old
pact of solidarity between the Chris-
tians and Sunnis in the Nineveh Val-
ley has now been broken, after years of
political coexistence that satisfied both
sides. “It’s impossible to trust each
other again,” everyone seems to repeat
in chorus, young and old, priests and
workers, intellectuals and farmers.
Impossible to trust their neighbors
again because ISIS found a certain
level of support—under the threat of
weapons, of course—among the Sun-
ni population. It’s irrelevant whether
it was for anti-Baghdad, religious, or

opportunistic reasons. The support
was there, and rebuilding won’t be a
simple task.

ReBubpiNG. Don George Jahola is the
mayor of Qaraqosh. Born there, he had
relocated to Italy until he chose to go
back to the city right after it was liber-
ated in November 2016. Since then, he
has spent every hour “mapping out”
the destruction and needs. Every sin-
gle house has been catalogued, noting
the damage and the money needed to
rebuild. “We need about six million
dollars,” and that’s just for residential
structures. The roads, infrastructure,
and utilities still need to be created
from scratch. “It’'s a big city; where
should we start? It’s important that we
start right away using programs that
have already been tested during oth-
er times of war. This is why I insist so
much on not handing out provisions,
but rather concentrating on education.

With those words echoing in my
mind, I left Qaraqosh. Along the road
that took me back to Erbil, winding
through red stakes marking the pres-
ence of land mines and often inter-
rupted by security checkpoints, the
car was surrounded by children at
each intersection. They’re young, just
six or seven, and they’re selling chew-
ing gum or water, but really they’re
asking for money. No one thinks of
them. Their future is not a priority.
If they’re Christian, they’re at risk of
disappearing into everyone’s indiffer-
ence. If they’re Muslim, what’s to keep
them from becoming the henchmen
of the next Islamic State?

This is the most decisive front in the
war against Daesh. In liberating Qa-
raqosh and Mosul, the military won
a battle, but victory is still far off. The
enemy may have a new name and a
new flag, and until the abandonment,
corruption, exploitation, and igno-
rance are defeated, they will always
know where to go to find fresh blood
for their cause.
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“We think we possess things forever. Instead, they are
given to us. If we lose the origin, everything becomes
arid.” We offer here the story of MIREILLE and VICTORIEN,
a married couple in Cameroon, whose letter

was quoted during the Beginning Day of CL.

BY ALESSANDRA STOPPA
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ho would not
want to have
friends like this?”
Julian Carrén
asked at the Be-
ginning Day of CL, having read
from Mireille Yoga’s letter recount-
ing an experience she and her hus-

i1




band had had (read the Page One
at  www.tracesonline.org). Carrén
continued, quoting Pope Francis:
“Associate with people who have
safeguarded their heart like that of
a child. In their humility there is
the seed of a new world.”

Mireille and Victorien, who have

Mireille Yoga, her hushand Victorien,
and their children, Andrée and Jérémie.

been married for 18 years, live in
Yaoundé, Cameroon. Theirs is a
story of love that is stronger than
everything. “It made us live against
the current,” she recounts. They do
not have children of their own, and
in their culture a sterile woman is a
disgrace, if not a curse. She was al-

JWITNESSES

ways aware of people looking at her
and talking about her. She asked for
a miracle, but it never came. As the
years passed, her desire to give Vic-
torien a child became an obsession,
until the day he told her, “Don’t cry
anymore. For me, you are worth
more than ten children. I would
marry you again right now.”

These words, unthinkable for a
man in their culture, was the fruit
of the experience they were living.
Mireille says, “It was the fire that
came from Christ,” from the en-
counter they had first had with the
Movement of CL a few years be-
fore they married. It was a simple
encounter—two young members
of the parish choir following their
curiosity—and a total one, so much
so that when Victorien asked her
to become his wife, she said, “You
should know that this woman is
‘made’ by faith. This is the reason
you want to marry me. Never block
me from following the road that
has found me, because it is about
my life with Jesus.” He followed her.
“And so we saw our love grow.”

WiTHOUT THE ENGINE. The encounter
with aliving Christianity was renewed
with Mireille’s “yes” to Fr. Maurizio
Bezzi, a PIME missionary who asked
her to work in the Edimar Center,
which helps and educates street chil-
dren. Her life and that of her husband
broadened, and they opened their
home to young nanga boko, “those
who sleep outside,” whose life alter-
nates between the street and prison,
stealing, smoking hemp, suffering
from AIDS, or prey to evil spirits. At
the Center, they are accompanied one
by one “so that each may be looked
upon with the gaze of love they had
never received before.” Today the cou-
ple has two children, four-year-old
Jérémie, their foster child, and seven-
year-old Andrée, whom they adopt-
ed in 2012. »
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» But at a certain point, the
“fire” that had fueled their life as a
couple and made them feel unique
in all the world, had been reduced
to “embers that risked becoming
ashes.” Mireille came to this reali-
zation through a very simple occu-
rance. A man fell in love with her.
“A person I had known for years
invited me to dinner. I was happy
to leave the sphere of the home
for a bit” She told Victorien that
she would be home late and asked
him to take care of the children.
“That evening was lovely. I was
with someone who was solicitous,
who hurried to open the car door
for me, who noted when my glass
was empty, who looked at me even
in the smallest details and made me
talk about this and that with partic-
ular attention. I felt light.”

A PAINFUL DISCOVERY. Some time
later, the man invited her again. “I
accepted, because his company was
good for me.” But on this occasion,
he told her that he had been in love
with her for some time. “His decla-
ration made my legs tremble. When
I returned home I was happy that
someone desired me, that someone
told me things I no
longer heard. When
was the last time that
my husband and I had

“When was the

Mireille. “We took care of the fam-
ily and the house. We hosted street
kids. We helped each other. But we
were detached, distant.”

In front of the encounter with

that man, she was sincere and hon-
est. She stopped and
looked at herself. She
felt like a car with the
parts still spinning

had such a moment, last time that but the engine disen-
in which he told me my husband and gaged, withqut for-
he loved me, or I told ward propulsion. She
him? Too much time I had had such understood what had
had passed.” a moment? Too happened. “We think

A deep divide had much time we possess things
formed between them had passed." forever. Instead, they

without their even
noticing, as they fol-
lowed the things they
needed to do and ended their days
with their cell phones in hand be-
fore nodding off to sleep. “When 1
realized it, I felt as if the earth were
missing under my feet,” continues
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are given to us. If we
lose the origin, every-
thing becomes arid.”
Finding herself this way, impover-
ished, she realized the nature of the
true problem between herself and
her husband. “Christ was no lon-
ger the point of departure for our

daily life.” It had been quite a while
since they had prayed together, or
“enjoyed things, thanking God for
giving them to us.” It was “a painful
discovery,” but she did not resist it.
Rather, “I was happy to make this
discovery, because the Lord used an
encounter like that to restore me to
myself. He came to take care of us
again.”

Shortly afterwards, on their an-
niversary, she insisted on going out
for dinner with her husband. He
was uncomfortable with having an
evening out together, but accepted,
and found himself at table with his
head full of thoughts and his wife
looking him in the eyes, patient,
waiting for him. “I wanted to en-
counter him,” she says. She told
him what had happened to her and
they opened up to each other, wel-
coming each other. “You're right,”
Victorien told her. “Our love has
grown like a tree, where the birds



come to rest in its branches, and
people find shade. But if we stop
feeding the fire, we will dry out.”

At that moment, Mireille’s heart
filled with gratitude. “The Lord
gave us back the intensity of our
life as a couple. So we prayed the
Angelus, ate something, and like
two children, we timidly returned
home, with the certainty of being
loved and wanted by an Other. He
who began our story with us, before
us, came once again to help us.”

THE crY OF Gop. Their story express-
es openness to the way God wants to
break open our doors, to the “symp-
toms” that emerge in us, as Carrén
said. “The symptoms are like the cry
that God, full of tenderness towards
us, causes to gush from our inner-
most being, as if He were asking
us, ‘Don’t you realize your need for
Me?” After that anniversary dinner,
“daily life didn’t stop being hard,”

Here and the next
page, the educational center in Yaoundé.

Victorien recounts. A few days ago,
he had a problem at work and told
his wife, “If we aren’t together, I do
things badly.” She responded, “Yes,
but this being together doesn’t exist
without Christ.”

Christ as the “point of departure”
of daily life “is very concrete,” she
says. “I prayed with the children in
the morning because he had too
many things to do. We used to always
read the gospel of the day to know
‘what Jesus is telling us today; but by
then I had ended up doing it alone,
like going to Mass every day. There
was no longer unity, because the uni-
ty is in Christ, in the ‘beginning’ of
things, in the way we begin our day.”

“I grew in my desire for my re-
lationship with God, for my heart
and my freedom to emerge,” Victo-
rien says. In helping each other to
always be aware, “We are becom-
ing better friends,” they say. “We
have the certainty that our life is
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carried by an Other. This gives us
simplicity, and more love for the
freedom of the other. We are here,
like two children forgiven by the
father. Marriage problems become
the opportunity for being truer, for
beginning again.”

With her eyes opened, Mireille
discovered how far her heart had
strayed from Christ; she also dis-
covered this in her friendship with
Fr. Remigio, who accompanies the
community of Cameroon long dis-
tance from Italy. He went to visit
them, and spent some time with
them, in simplicity. “Notwithstand-
ing how noble all you do is, I want
to know how you are” Seeing the af-
fection of Fr. Remigio broke down
all the walls she had built, includ-
ing those blocking off friends of the
Movement with whom she had lost
touch. “I told myself that I didn’t
need to seek them out. They knew
where to find us. I had all sorts of
objections.” But Fr. Remigio asked
about this person and that person,
expressed concern. She cut him
short, as if they did not deserve so
much attention. Unfazed, he con-
tinued inquiring about them.

A siMPLE “THANK You.” “I saw in
the attitude of Fr. Remigio how
important the happiness of each
person was for him. It was a shock
for me. I wanted to have that same
tenderness that he had. Deep down
inside, I began praying and asking
for forgiveness for all the times I
kept Christ from using my heart to
manifest Himself around me.”
From that point on, she be-
gan seeking out friends she had
not seen for a long time. “Full of
this friendship, that shook up the
tranquility in which I had become
mired.” She reads out a message she
received in response to one of hers,
a simple “Thank you.” “A thank you
full of things unsaid.”
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JULIAN CARRON

Disarming Beauty

ESSAYS ON FAITH, TRUTH, AND FREEDOM

In Disarming Beauty, Julidn
Carrén addresses the most

pressing questions facing J U L I A N

theologians today and provides

insights that will interest C A R R O N

everyone, from the most
-

devout to the firm nonbeliever.
Grappling with the interaction . .
of Christian faith and modern D 1sar min g‘
culture, Carrén treats in very

real and concrete ways what is B 2711 1
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developing Christian faith,
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Fr. Carron, these essays have

been thoroughly reworked by
the author to offer an organic
presentation of a decade-long
journey. They present the content

of his elaboration of the gospel
message in light of the tradition Catholic Ideas for a Secular World book series

of Fr. Giussani, the teachings of http://undpress.nd.edu/books/P03345
the popes, and the urgent needs 246 pages * $25.00 usp cloth
of contemporary people. iBook available
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