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Notes from the First Meditation by Julián Carrón

“Blessed are the pure of heart, for they will see God” (Mt 5:8)

In front of the question “What can stand the test of time?”, the answer cannot be our feelings or moods, our
thoughts or lines of reasoning, which “no longer stop anyone in their tracks.” Therefore, let’s look our question
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straight in the face! We are not afraid to take seriously the most challenging questions that can emerge in our
life: we do not want to turn aside or settle for hackneyed consolations. We want to be women and men able to
look at everything.
A university student at a gathering of leaders asked me a frank question that helps us understand the problem.
“Last weekend we did a two-day live-in to welcome first year students. It was really beautiful for me, and it
happened in a very difficult and tiring time in my life. At the end of those two days together, I realized I was
different. The point is that when I returned home, in the space of twenty minutes some little thing happened and
I was right back to my normal irritability, as if the beautiful thing that had happened in those two days and
changed me could not last. So my question is, what happened there, and what can hold up in the face of the
demands of daily life?”
Simplifying greatly in order to clarify, we can say that often we come from an experience A (in this case, a
very difficult time in her life) and then B happens (she went to the live-in and something happened that changed
her), but after a while, as if nothing had occurred, as if B had never happened, we return to A and are back where
we started from. It seems that what happened to us disappears, that it lacks the strength to last, to endure in time,
and to continue to change us.
Maybe the university student’s description is a bit simplistic, but the substance is the same as what Fr. Giussani
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told us at the Beginning Day. A radical new thing happens to us, unforeseen and unforeseeable, an incomparable
encounter, a beauty that changes us, but then it seems that this event is confined to a moment, like a wave of the
sea that touches the shore and withdraws, and everything goes back to the way it was before. We are tempted
to attribute this event to our previous experience, our previous wisdom.
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This is our dramatic situation. Well then, let’s face it straight on, as that girl did so directly! What factors are
involved in this apparent disappearance of the newness that has happened to us? Why are we suspicious and
wavering?
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1. Something “from which you do not turn back”

In order to face the question of what stands up to the test of time, the first thing to do is to look at our
experience.
The Kierkegaard quote from last night offers us the criterion for grasping the answer. “What really counts in
life is that at some time one has seen something, felt something, which is so great, so matchless, that everything
else is nothing by comparison, that even if he forgot everything he would never forget this.”3
Has something happened in our life that we have never forgotten, something so great, so magnificent, that it
was able to challenge time, circumstances, and our moods, and to accompany us even in the most dramatic
moments? As expressed in one of the letters I read last night, “Why do I [still] come? […] I come for […] the
ultimate indestructible attraction of something that lives in the Movement and from which I can’t detach
myself. I come to search for the one thing I truly miss.”
This duration, this endurance, the indestructible nature of the attraction that caused our friend to come here,
is the “sign” that makes us understand the import of what has happened to us.
As Ugo di San Vittore said, “Eternal misery pursues those who live every day, if they do not find a love that
lasts every day.”4

a) The encounter
The first clue for the answer to our question, following the criterion offered by Kierkegaard, is the very fact
of being here. If we are here, as our friend wrote, it is because we have come across people who made us
experience a unique preference, totally gratuitous, a fullness, a human vibration that revived us, made us be
ourselves, removed our fear and filled us with hope and joy. It happened in an encounter in which we had at
least the presentiment of something new and different, something that brought forth what we are in truth.
This is the experience we have had. The love that God showed me through certain faces “makes me what I
am in truth and […] makes me unique, too”5 as Von Balthasar said. You could be a hundred times more fragile,
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more incoherent, more encumbered than you are, but there is someone who makes you experience this
absolutely free preference. “You are precious in My eyes.”
It is evident. It is incomparably evident. We are here because, to use once again the words of the Beginning
Day, we have been reached, each in our own particular circumstances, by a presence charged with a proposal
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and meaning for life, and at the same time charged with affection for ourselves, choice, preference.6 This threw
us wide open and engaged us as nothing else could have done. We have seen a different kind of relationship
among people, a more human way of engaging, a “shared life,” a “life” that contained a newness and promise
that filled us with wonder. We were attracted and drew closer because we were curious.
The beginning of everything was “an encounter with an objective fact […]. The existential reality of this fact
is a tangible community, as with every wholly human reality. The human voice of authority in the judgments
and directives of this community constitute its criterion and form. There is no version of Christian experience,
no matter how interior, that does not entail, at least in the ultimate sense, the encounter with the community
and the reference to authority.”7
This may have taken the form of an encounter with a living Christian community or a person who
demonstrated a perceptible difference of life,8 but an encounter happened that attracted us and, as Kierkegaard
says, we cannot forget or erase it (we could not eradicate it even if we wanted to).
A university student wrote me, “By nature I’ve always loved a life of retreats, playing to the lowest common
denominator, the tranquility of my four walls, of studies used to escape from the world. It may be convenient
to think that life is disgusting and that there are no reasons for getting involved, but you can do so only as long
as you haven’t had the grace of meeting people who live full of reasons, full of gusto and meaning. [This is
what makes the difference, and once you have seen it, everything is different.] For me, meeting the Movement
has meant this. It was the encounter with people of dazzling humanity, a meeting that gave me no peace, but
tormented me, and brought me back to a certain restlessness for my life that I had long neglected.” So, the
encounter brought to her life an affection for herself that she had been unable to feel. Once she met this different
humanity, she could not help but feel restlessness for her own life. But then she added, “For this reason, I feel
afraid when one of these friends of mine writes me and seeks me out, because I know that just one hour with
this person would undermine my position and make me feel that by now very recognizable sensation of looking
at something enormous and very beautiful and feeling that it could be mine, too.” It is amazing! As Fr. Giussani
told us many times, the resistance is to the beauty.9 We are afraid of the beauty of what we have seen. Her
letter continues, “Certainly, my fear has remained the same. And yet, I’ve forgotten a lot of things, but not
those eyes that looked at me, because they held all the good that would be offered to me in the years to follow
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and that insistently returned to seek me out, to draw me back with a faithfulness beyond all logic, the one last
bulwark against the temptation to let live.”
The encounter with a phenomenon of different humanity: this is how everything began. Like John and
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Andrew, we have found ourselves in front of an exceptional presence, charged with a proposal, charged with
meaning for life.10
b) The meaning of the encounter
But it is not enough for the event to happen. We have to recognize its meaning, otherwise, as often happens,
we return to our previous wisdom, our usual way of looking at things, the common mentality. So now the main
point comes to the surface: when we return to A after having seen B, we think everything has vanished because
we have failed to grasp the import of what has happened to us. In fact, to truly gain something in our experience,
we have to realize its meaning.
This is true for everything. “What characterizes experience is understanding something, discovering its

meaning. Thus, experience entails an intelligence concerning the meaning of things.” A reality is never truly
11

confirmed and grasped until its meaning is confirmed.
Here is what one of you wrote:
“In the last six months, I have been devastated by a very big change that has completely overturned my life
and caused me great pain. The thing that really disoriented me was that this pain originated in one of the most
beautiful things that has ever happened to me, so it was a real paradox. As the months passed and I was still
unable to see the meaning of what had happened to me, gradually and almost without my realizing it, I was
taken over by a total nihilism, apathy and lack of meaning. One day, a dear friend invited me to participate in
School of Community. I went for a few months without any particular reason, but I continued. I realized that
the School of Community said something absolutely true about my life, and also showed me a road toward
things that seemed prepared for me, that would have made me happier. It’s as if my eyes were opened for me.
For the first time, I realized that I followed things that seemed comfortable, attractive and full of promise, but
actually were closed in on themselves. I followed them because I was anesthetized by the modern mentality
and thus didn’t ask myself too many questions. Instead, in recent months I’ve begun desiring things that stand
firm in the face of the adversities of life, things that would not be void of meaning, and true faces. Thanks be
to God, I’ve encountered the Movement. This new awareness has made me feel full and truly happy for the
first time, with a long-lasting happiness, not limited to the afternoon of School of Community. Evidently
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Someone knows better than I what my heart desires, and has planned everything so that I can live up to the
stature of my questions.”
So then, we have to realize the nature of what has happened to us, because if we do not grasp deep down its
differentness, the reason it is different, then we treat it like any of the things that happen in life that promise so
much and then disappoint because they end, as if Christianity were one of the many gods in the Pantheon of
the common mentality, one of the many attempts destined to fail.
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Understanding the import of something we have experienced does not necessarily happen, and is not to be
taken for granted. This is seen when the event that has happened to us does not shape our self-awareness and
action. There is no growth of our consciousness, the “I” does not mature, and the encounter does not become
crucial for our relationship with reality. For this reason, we continue to start out from A instead of from B. It
is like a student solving a math problem by chance, without understanding why. The next time she will not
face the new problem with increased awareness, and will find herself back where she started from. Having
solved the problem by chance, without understanding why, will have done no good. Life is the same way:
amazing things can happen to us and we can fail to learn anything. If we do not grasp the meaning of an event,
and if it does not shape our self-awareness, then no matter how sensational it may be, it will not serve any
purpose. Think of the nine lepers healed by Jesus, or the scribes in front of the blind man He had healed.
Instead, how entirely different it is when you grasp the import of something that enters into your life!
I’ll give an example that can help us understand better, an episode that happened to Fr. Giussani. Listening
to La Favorita di Donizetti during music lesson in his first year of Classics High School, something happened
to him that stayed with him, such that even recounting it years later, you could see that it still influenced him.
“When this marvelous tenor sang ‘Spirto gentil, ne’ sogni miei …’, when the very first note vibrated on the
air, I intuited, heartrendingly, that what is called ‘God,’ by which I mean the inevitable Destiny for which a
person is born, is the ultimate end of the need for happiness; it is the happiness that the heart irrepressibly
needs.” In that moment, hearing those notes and words, Giussani had the intuition of something that did not
12

vanish the next morning. He had such a sharp, clear, unique and evident perception of that “something,” that
from then on he could not live without being determined by that instant and that discovery.
There are some moments, encounters, and events that are different from others, not because of any din or
clamor, but because they have an incomparable power to reawaken our entire “I” through the crucial thing they
bring to our life.
Fr. Giussani described it in a fascinating and realistic way. “What led us here today may have been a fleeting,
subtle presentiment of promise for life, without any earth-shattering self-awareness or insight. But there was a
day in your life when an encounter happened that encompassed all the meaning, all the value, all the
desirableness, all the justness, all the beauty and all the pleasantness.”
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These unique moments make us discover what lasts, something that has the unmistakable accent of truth.
Speaking of the encounter, Giussani said, “At times it seems like ‘a beacon in the fog,’ but still this fleeting
appearance leaves us with the confidence of having discovered ‘something that has something within’.”14
In order to see this “something” within the something we come across (such and such a person, such and
such a community, the “objective fact”), no particular intelligence is needed on our part, though we often think
otherwise. You just have to follow the enhancement of the “mind’s cognitive capacities” that the fact itself
kindles or generates, “tuning the penetration of the human gaze upon the exceptional reality that has provoked
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it.”15 We can understand it by analogy with our many experiences: the encounters with certain people open
and broaden our gaze, allowing us to see the reality of things more acutely and deeply.
What is this “following”? It is purity of heart.
Think of the Unnamed in Manzoni’s novel, The Betrothed. He had directed his life in a certain way, made
his choices, taken his position regarding Christianity, seen people go to church often, without being influenced
in the least. But in a particular situation in his life, listening from the room of his castle to the festive crowd
welcoming Cardinal Federigo Borromeo, he began to feel the goad of torment, and something moved in him.
He let himself be attracted by their joy and joined them. When he found himself in front of the Cardinal and
was enveloped by his gaze and held in his embrace, his heart yielded. He followed the power of that gaze and
the warmth of that unexpected tenderness. “The Unnamed freed himself from that embrace, put one hand over
his eyes, and raised his face, saying: ‘O truly great and truly merciful God! Now I know myself, now I
understand what I am!”16 The Cardinal’s gaze, like that of Jesus upon Zacchaeus, freed him from pride, gave
him back a true awareness of himself, and opened him to the poverty of spirit. At the end of their dialogue, the
Cardinal said to the Unnamed, “You must not think that I shall be satisfied with this single visit of yours
today,” and asked him, “You will come back, won’t you, with this worthy priest?”. “Do you ask if I will come
back?” the Unnamed responded, amazed. In this moment, his new self-awareness and his poverty of spirit
surged forth. “If you turn me from your door, I shall wait outside as obstinately as any beggar. I need to talk
to you. I need to hear your voice and see your face! I need you!”17 His desire to go see the Cardinal again was
the sign of what had happened to him.
For each of us, who is our Cardinal? Who is the Cardinal who makes us truly ourselves, who throws us wide
open, the person without whom we cannot live? In fact, Jesus is not abstract, a mere name. Jesus is alive and
present. He reaches us now through the precariousness of flesh, through a certain, real gaze and a certain, real
embrace. “Living is a present!” we cried out at the Beginning Day. Only something present can make us poor.
We have no need of an organization. We have no need of a strategy. We need someone who gives us back to
ourselves, someone who makes us poor, who enables us to see what we have in front of our nose and do not
see.
It is necessary to become aware of the essential nexus between knowledge and poverty. Ratzinger wrote,
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“From this perspective, we can understand why the Fathers of the Church regarded the basic formulation of
religious knowledge as such this teaching from the Sermon on the Mount: ‘Happy are the pure in heart: they
shall see God’ (Mt. 5:8). Here it is a question of ‘seeing.’ The possibility of ‘seeing’ God, that is, of knowing
Him at all, depends on one’s purity of heart, which means a comprehensive process in which man becomes
transparent, in which he does not remain locked in upon himself, in which he learns to give himself and, in
doing so, becomes able to see.”18
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Fr. Giussani said this and bore witness to it in front of the whole Church in 1998, in Saint Peter’s Square. “It
was a simplicity of heart that made me feel and recognize Christ as exceptional, with that certain promptness
that marks the unassailable and indestructible evidence of factors and moments of reality, which, on entering
the horizon of our person, pierce us to the heart.”19
This simplicity of heart that enables a person to be wide open to the unique reality in front of her, is what
enables her to see the unassailable evidence. “The entire existence of a Christian, one could say, has this goal:
to become simple.”20 And only this willingness to open totally to the event of the encounter enables us to
perceive its meaning adequately.21

c) Awareness of the correspondence
Why did we choose to adhere to and follow the encounter, which, in the final analysis, brought us here today?
Why did we never forget it? Because the presence encountered corresponded uniquely to the deep needs of our
heart.
It was the same way for John and Andrew with Jesus. They found themselves in front of an exceptional
presence, one that finally corresponded to their heart. With Him, there was an unimagined, unimaginable,
never before felt correspondence to the heart that made it easy to recognize Him in His unique and
incomparable value, “divine.”22 “Someone who came across Him would never go away again, and this is
precisely the sign of an experience of correspondence. An encounter means coming across such an exceptional
presence.”23 Exceptional, that is, divine. The same thing happens for us, as well, two thousand years later: the
divine passes through an ephemeral face, “something within which there is something.” That “something” that
passes through the something ephemeral is what withstands and endures, because it is divine. Therefore, if we
do not grasp the nature of the presence encountered, we will end up mistaking it for just any other thing.
This is the passage we have to look at well.
The important point is to realize the content and the origin of the differentness we have come across and that
causes us to be here today. Maybe in other moments we could have gotten by without reaching this point,
without the need to recognize the nature of this unassailable evidence that has come into our life, but in today’s
chaos in which everything is in doubt, we will not be able to remain Christians for long if we do not have
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evidence whose permanent meaning we recognize. During the student protests in 1968, Giussani said, “Now,
however, it can longer be passively accepted, the times will not permit it.”24
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I am enthusiastic about living in this period of history, with all its difficulties. I say so for myself, because I
do not want to be spared this difficulty. It is not enough to live in illusion, as in a bubble, thinking that
everything is fine, closing myself in a comfort zone and coming here every year to spend some time among
friends and enjoy a bit of peace. That would be useless for living.
It is a good thing that we are challenged by all this confusion, by the skepticism that surrounds us, by the
nihilism that makes it seem that nothing can last! Yes, because in this way we can understand from within our
experience, as perhaps nobody in history has been able to do, how different Christianity is. It is like when you
see that no relationship lasts and suddenly you find yourself in front of a relationship that does last, someone
who truly loves you, and you think: “Well, this is different!”. In that moment, it is very easy to recognize the
difference.
When we do not recognize this “something,” which has the unmistakable accent of truth, we return to A after
having seen B. The cause is not our weakness: it is the lack of recognition. Our fragility has nothing to do with
it. The problem I set forth is not one of ethical coherence. It is a problem of reason, of simplicity of heart. “It
is in you that things must become clear,”25 Etty Hillesum wrote in her Diary.

2. The challenge of acknowledgement
Through concrete, specific encounters, we today have been reached by the same event of two thousand years
ago. Not only that, but we are also involved in the same experience, challenged to journey the same path, to live
the same acknowledgement. Chekov’s short story, The Student, beautifully describes the nexus between the
initial event and the present event, between the experience of Peter and the first followers, and our own.
On his way home from hunting on a cold, dark evening, Ivan, a young student, finds hospitality in the home
of two widows, mother and daughter, who are warming themselves by the fire. He joins them and begins telling
the story of Jesus’ passion, the Last Supper, the anguish Jesus felt in the Garden of Gethsemane, Judas’
betrayal, Peter’s denials, the crowing of the cock and the moment in which Peter “remembered, recovered,
went out of the courtyard, and wept bitterly.” Ivan realizes that as he said this, the mother, “still smiling, […]
suddenly choked, and big, abundant tears rolled down her face” while the daughter “flushed, and her expression
became heavy, strained, as in someone who is trying to suppress great pain.” Chekov continued: “The student
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wished the widows good night and went on. […] Now the student was thinking about Vasilisa: if she wept, it
meant that everything that had happened to Peter on that dreadful night had some relation to her… […] if
Vasilisa wept and her daughter was troubled, then obviously what he had just told them, something that had
taken place nineteen centuries ago, had a relation to the present, to both women, and probably to this desolate
village, to himself, to all people. If the old woman wept, it was not because he was able to tell it movingly, but
because Peter was close to her and she was interested with her whole being in what had happened in Peter’s
soul. And joy suddenly stirred in his soul, and he even stopped for a moment to catch his breath. The past, he
thought, is connected with the present in an unbroken chain of events flowing one out of the other. And it
seemed to him that he had just seen both ends of that chain of events flowing one out of one another. And it
25
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seemed to him that he had just seen both ends of that chain: he touched one end, and the other moved. And
when he crossed the river on the ferry […] he kept thinking how the truth and beauty that had guided human
life there in the garden and in the high priest’s courtyard, went on unbroken to this day and evidently had always
been the main thing in human life and generally on earth; and a feeling of youth, health, strength—he was only
twenty-two—and an inexpressibly sweet anticipation of happiness, an unknown, mysterious happiness,
gradually came over him, and life seemed to him delightful, wondrous, and filled with lofty meaning.”26
The connection that Chekhov intuited is surprising: “If the old woman wept, it was […] because Peter was
close to her and she was interested with her whole being in what had happened in Peter’s soul.”
We are here because of the same experience as those first ones who encountered Jesus. Like them, we have
been challenged to recognize the nature of the encounter that has happened to us, the presence that has bowled
us over. The first ones were not spared this challenge, and their journey shows us the road to travel today, as
well. Therefore, let’s return to the moment that the challenge was so great that it forced them to recognize the
different nature they saw in front of them.
The day He multiplied the loaves and fishes and the crowd wanted to make Him king, Jesus said things that
scandalized everyone and not even the disciples were able to understand. “There was a deathly silence. Jesus
Himself takes the initiative and breaks it: ‘Do you too want to go away?’ And it is here that Peter, with all the
vehemence of his nature, summarizes their whole experience of certainty: ‘Lord, we do not understand what
You say either but if we leave You, to whom do we go? You alone have words which explain, which give
meaning to life.’ […] Peter’s attitude is profoundly reasonable,” because, Giussani continued, “they shared
their lives with the exceptionality of Jesus’ being and his attitudes, that small group of men could only have
trusted his words. They would have had to deny evidence [just as we would have to deny evidence] more
persuasive than that of their own eyes: ‘If I cannot believe in this man, I cannot believe in anything.’ By sharing
His life, by constantly experiencing the sensation that Jesus was exceptional, it became highly reasonable to
trust in Him.”27 This judgement is like that of someone who, after years of living with his mother, if he has
had a normal relationship with her, says, “No matter what happens, I can be angry or sad, my mood can change,
the world can collapse around me, but I cannot deny that my mother loves me.” Living together brings him to
a judgement that can challenge any mood.
© 2019 Fraternità di Comunione e Liberazione

“Judgment requires facing an experience, taking into account the time of its ‘duration’.”28 We need this time
to reach certainty. This is the dramatic thing about life. Jesus treats us like adults. “Do you want to leave too?”.
Instead, we often want Him to come and extract us from our difficulties, to decide for us.
“This is why, in answering the question of his friends and enemies alike: ‘So who are you?’ [what is that
“something” that is in you, that we cannot define?] Jesus waited until time had made His disciples certain of
their attachment [until the certainty of the reason for which they were attached to Him had grown] and His
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enemies persistent in their hostility. This is to say, Jesus clarified His own mystery when men had definitively
determined to recognize Him or not.”29
Jesus does not want to take advantage or abuse His power, nor does He want to impose Himself. He waits
for our freedom to yield and for us to follow Him with full awareness. He knows full well that the
acknowledgement of His presence will never truly become ours if it does not involve our freedom. Therefore,
He is in no hurry. He does not want to rush things. He gives our freedom space and waits for our recognition
of Him to grow and mature.
Since reason is the affirmation of reality in the totality of its factors, we cannot avoid the question about the
origin of the different nature that has come into our lives. If the fruit we see in terms of humanity and intensity
of life is different from all that surrounds us, then we have to face an alternative. Either this fruit can be fully
explained by the special abilities of the people in whom we see it, or, since these people are fragile like us and
make mistakes like us, they reveal, they demonstrate, something else that is beyond their abilities, something
else that is at work in them (“A tree can be told by its fruits”30).
My reason cannot say or define what this “something else” is, but, as Fr. Giussani said, “[reason] cannot not
admit that He is here. […] Because there is a factor within, a factor that decides about this companionship,
certain outcomes of this companionship, certain resonances of this companionship, a factor so surprising that
if I don’t affirm something else I don’t give reason to the experience, because reason is to affirm experiential
reality according to all the factors that make it up, all of the factors.”31
I was deeply impressed recently by our friend Mikel Azurmendi, a sociologist from Holland, who met us
two years ago. He was amazed by what he saw and was so honest with the repercussion provoked by what he
perceived that he spent two years visiting all our communities in Spain, going to the vacations, charitable
works, and schools, because he wanted to understand. In a sense, he has given back to us what we no longer
see at times. Ten minutes after his arrival at EncuentroMadrid, looking at the difference in the way people
treated each other and interacted, “certain resonances of this companionship,” he asserted: “Something is
happening here.” He could not see those things without acknowledging that in the way of being together, of
treating each other, of looking at each other, of seeking each other out, of being interested in everything, there
was something else, and was led to say, on the basis of what he had been told years ago when he was a boy in
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seminary: “It is Him. Only the divine can be the origin of all this.”
The greatest miracle is the change in the human that Mikel, like each of us, discovered. “A miracle may be
defined as an event, an experiencible fact by which God forces man to pay heed to Him, to values in which He
wishes man to participate, and by which God appeals to man to take notice of His Reality. A miracle is a way
for Him to make His Presence felt.”32 It is not something we imagine, that vanishes a moment later.
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Precisely in front of a miracle, the miracle of a different, more fulfilled humanity, our position comes to the
surface and the struggle between openness and closure, transparency and obtuseness begins. The Mystery does
not spare us this struggle, for here freedom reveals its crucial role in the journey of knowledge, in the discovery
of reality and its meaning. (“Now, if reaching destiny, fulfilment is to be free, freedom must ‘play a role’ even
in its discovery […]. Freedom, then, has to do not only with our movement towards God as coherence of our
lives, but, even before that, the very discovery of God.”33 In this struggle, Giussani said, what we often call a
“critical approach” is actually a preconceived idea, what we have already “secretly decided in the beginning34,”
an “aridity” that does not allow us to see.
The prize for those who engage in this struggle with honesty is the recognition of the presence of Christ and
familiarity with Him.
So then, friends, we must not stop at the threshold of this recognition, but instead must reach the “ultimate
source” of what we see, what we have come across, what has put us together.
“We risk living such a great grace as this house [as this companionship] assuming the final step (“Ah, yes,
yes!”), admitting the final step, acknowledging the final step, which is for Christ, but not living it […]. You
can live your companionship in such a way that you are kind to each other, attentive to each other, that you
enjoy living in such an environment […]; you can live all that is positive about this companionship, and yet
you can stop on the threshold of the recognition of the adequate reason, of the true factor that put you together
in the first place […]. You can live all this without clarifying for yourself the ultimate source, as if you arrive
at the threshold of the thing, saying ‘Yes, there is Christ; it is for Christ.’” But in “saying ‘We are together
because there is Christ,’ how much existential moved emotion, recognition, and gratitude do you obtain?”.35
Christ loves our freedom so much that He even lets us leave Him, waiting for us to discover freely how
different He is. Von Balthasar described God’s attitude toward us in this way: “Where a person decides to leave
his own self, his own narrow-mindedness […] there My reign grows. But since men do so unwillingly […], I
must travel long, wide roads with them, an entire life, so they will become convinced of the truth.”36
“God waits patiently until at last I am willing to consent to love Him. God waits like a beggar who stands
motionless and silent before someone who will perhaps give Him a piece of bread. Time is that waiting. Time
is God’s waiting as a beggar for our love. The stars, the mountains, the sea, and all the things that speak to us
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of time, convey God’s supplication to us. By waiting humbly we are made similar to God,”37 said Simone Weil.
Think of Our Lady, when the angel left her. It is as if the Lord left the scene in order to leave space for her
freedom.
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Think of the prodigal son in the gospel parable. The father certainly was not indifferent to his son. On the
contrary, precisely because he loved him and knew well this child to whom he had given life, he knew that
only through freedom would his son discover the value of being his son.
Reflecting on the parable of the prodigal son, the German Catholic theologian Ferdinand Ulrich wrote, “The
father did not keep his own son bound to himself […]. He set the other free from himself and made him
responsible for the future risk of a loving process of becoming himself, beginning from the abyss of his own
freedom.”38
How does the father show his love for his son’s freedom? “Simply letting the son go.” The father lets his son
go, respecting his freedom, grounded in the certainty that his son will not depart without his sense of sonship.
Ulrich continued, “Thus the father so to speak withdraws in the complete calm of his own being himself, and
does so not against his son, but for him. His paternal hiding away, his silence, is the mercy of his
accompaniment. That son described by the parable is the mercy of the Father made person: far off without his
father. We understand the parable only if we listen to Him in a spirit of piety and forgiveness! The father
remains, ‘rests,’ on his land and lets his son go. In this remaining, in this apparent not-acting, he shows himself
as freedom that bears witness and is present ‘only through its existence’.”39
Precisely in this space of freedom given by father, the prodigal son recognizes that his father is different, and
perceives the accent of truth in him; this causes him to return home. “There is a dreadful emptiness in this
spiritual fatherhood. No power, no success, no popularity, no easy satisfaction. But that same dreadful emptiness
is also the place of true freedom. It is the place where there is ‘nothing left to lose,’ where love has no strings
attached, and where real spiritual strength is found.”40
The father’s attitude reveals his true nature as father. As the Second Vatican Council stated, there is no access
to the truth but through freedom.41 Christ respects, loves and supports our freedom, by challenging it.
We need to become aware of the import of what has entered into our existence, because otherwise we will
be condemned to live in the fear that everything ends in nothingness. If Christ does not enter into the depths
of our being, through the evidence that each of us has perceived (given that we are here), we will be fearful
like everyone else, because “if Christ is not a presence now (now!), I cannot love myself now and I cannot
love you now. If Christ is not risen, I am finished. Even if I have all His words, even if I have all His gospels,
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at best, I could even kill myself [Giussani dared to say even this!], but with the presence of Christ, no [because
He is not just an event in the past], with the recognized presence of Christ, no!”42
Why is it worthwhile to be here in these days? What can we gain? The awareness that something has
happened to us that can overcome the anxiety and insecurity that everything will end in nothingness. This is
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not overcome by thinking, “Now I’ll try to make a bit more of an effort.” It is only overcome by the awareness
of what has happened, something that you have not produced, that I have not produced. “With age-old love
have I loved you; so I have kept My mercy toward you.”43 Only His presence is the substance of our “I.”

3. The need for verification
“Sooner or later, those who come because of a vague intuition or presentiment of a value and then are not
stimulated or do not make the effort to verify, will leave.”44 Fr. Giussani’s warning to university students holds for
us, too, no exclusions. “If Christ is truly the answer to life, this must be ‘seen’ in some way. […] Therefore, I told
the students, ‘We have to watch all the activities of our life so we can see and experience, understand and live, how
the presence of Christ truly responds to the urgencies and needs of our human experience that are expressed in those
activities.”45
During the presentation of the Acts of the Lucerne Convention on Giussani at the Ambrosian Library in Milan,
Fr. Franco Manzi, director of studies at the Venegono Archdiocesan Seminary, observed, “Thus we could say that
as he himself journeyed in the sequela of Christ on the ‘way of God,’ as the Acts of the Apostles defined Christianity,
Giussani on the one hand verified whether the experience of Peter, Andrew and the other disciples was authentically
humanizing for himself as well, and, on the other hand, invited the young people he encountered on the train, rather
than in the Berchet classrooms, to travel this road with him. Fr. Giussani traced the criterion of authenticity of their
‘movement’ following Christ in the experiences of faith reported in the Gospels and the rest of the Bible. In this
way, he came to believe that if his experience with those fellow travelers was humanizing like that of Peter, Andrew
and the other apostles, then it meant that the risen Christ continued to be effectively present in history, to save the
humanity of our era as well.” 46
The Church does not want acritical adherents. I have to verify whether what has entered my life enables me
to challenge all darkness, doubt, fear, and insecurity. As we should have studied in School of Community, the
Church does not take us for a ride or cheat us.47
This is the challenge. You understand, then, the insufficiency of the association, the sheepfold, the
comfortable places where we think we are living as Christians. We will not make it in this way. Those who
propose this to you do not have your best interests at heart. Jesus did not close His disciples in the sheepfold,
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but gave them the method for challenging the world and verifying His promise: “If you remain in relationship
with Me, you will realize that you are living in a way that has no compare.”48
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Someone wrote me, “What stands up to the test of time? I’ve often thought that this question was due to latent
depression, raging cynicism or in any case lack of faith. But recently I’ve come to understand that this isn’t the case
at all. No, this question isn’t the fruit of depression, because over time it has transformed and become a constitutive
part of my relationship and daily dialogue with Him. I often find myself asking, “Christ, how do You stand up to
the test of time? How do you stand up to my marriage, friends, the relationship with my growing children, in the
challenges of daily life, in the fears that grip me, in the things that I used to like and now leave me indifferent?
How?’ He always makes me find “other, unexpected things” than those I would have expected (this is always a
characteristic trait of His happening), and they bring me new life. There was a long period in my life when Christ
was a kind of knick-knack on the shelf to call upon in cases of need and urgency, while I could easily handle the
rest on my own. But now, without even too many big shocks, I have come to the clear awareness that it was no
exaggeration for Him to say ‘Without Me you can do nothing.” In any case, after hearing Giussani at the Beginning
Day wish us the “tenacity of a journey,” after a lot of vacillation, my husband and I decided to get back on the road,
first of all by returning to participation in the gesture of charitable work. It was one of the most beautiful moments
of our marriage, because in deciding together to do this again, He was among us again. Mysteriously, by adhering
to an educative proposal of the companionship that apparently had nothing to do with it, we found ourselves together
again, united on the road in a way that hadn’t happened for a long time. What an unexpected gift! Charitable work
has been like a tsunami in my life, because right away it lay bare my reduced position in front of life.”
This superabundance of life is what enables you to verify the truth of the message the Church brings you, her
proposal of herself as the continued presence of Christ in history. In the experience of a fullness that cannot be
experienced elsewhere, you have the “verification” of what the Church says of herself: “I am the Body of Christ,
the face of His presence here and now.” In this way, you will be able to say, adhering with increasing reasonableness
to what the Church says of herself: “Christ is here.”
In order to reach this certainty, people must choose to live in that place through which the life of the Church
arrives, because the Church “is life and must offer life.” This is why a person decides to come here on a
weekend, to be submerged in this life. In fact, Fr. Giussani continued, “But neither can man attempt to make
such a portentous verification without a commitment that engages his entire life.” For this reason, “if the
Church cannot cheat, then neither can man [each of us].”49
© 2019 Fraternità di Comunione e Liberazione

Time is crucial for this verification in order for the difference of Christianity to emerge in front of our eyes,
what truly stands up to the test of time, circumstances, challenges, and disappointments. Never fear: we just
need to be loyal to the needs of the heart. They are so irreducible to ourselves and our manipulations that they
can unmask any idol we have built! Nothing other than time and comparison with the heart is needed to see
what is true, because only what is true lasts over time. We all know that the truth has an unmistakable accent
and lasts over time. Why does it last? Because, as we said at the beginning, it corresponds to the needs of the
heart. None of the promises of the idols last, because they do not correspond to the heart. “They have mouths
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but do not speak,”50 as the prophets of Israel said. Idols have no substance; they are nothing. After a while,
poof, they disappear.
To travel a certain road, we have at hand instruments that are irreducible to ourselves and our manipulation.
This is the challenge each of us must undertake.
So, to conclude, here is documentation of the verification of the proposal that we all receive continually in
the Movement and that enables us not to return to A after experiencing B.
“I’m experiencing very concretely the definitive passage to the maturity of my faith. I’ve been in the
Movement for thirty-four years, but in this recent period I’ve been given the grace to experience a leap in my
self-awareness of faith. I’ve come to see the disproportion between what I’ve received and my humanity. For
a long time I lived with the Gnostic presumption that I understood, and I tried, in a Pelagian way, to apply
what I thought I’d understood. Today everything appears new to me and I find myself in a completely different
position from the one I had when I met the Movement. I’m beginning to be moved by everything. Words I’ve
read thousands of times and that gave me intellectual satisfaction but didn’t change my position an inch, now
leave me disarmed. I’ve come to realize that I’ve been following Giussani in an abstract way, without
concretely engaging my intelligence and heart. I’ve begun to understand the meaning of affective intelligence,
attachment to his person and consequently to his words. Giussani is no longer someone external to my
humanity; now he has begun to judge it from within. The real meaning of what I’d learned and almost knew
by heart from chapters 1,2,3,5 and 10 of The Religious Sense is beginning to be revealed for me. I’m fascinated,
because I’m returning to being a child. I discover I have everything to learn, not so much in order accumulate
knowledge as to “live reality intensely.”
In the relationship with all our circumstances, the more we carry out a personal verification of Christ’s
capacity to change our life (“Those who follow Me will have the hundred-fold here on earth”) and cause it to
be reborn, the more charged our acknowledgement of His presence will be, our yes to Him and the concrete
way He has chosen to reach us and win us over: the Movement.
Thus verification is the great road of personalization of faith, of the maturation of the certainty of the presence
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of Christ in our life.
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