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THE BRILLIANCE IN YOUR EYES 
 

What saves us from nothingness? 
by Julián Carrón  

 
CHAPTER 2 

“HOW CAN THIS ABYSS OF LIFE BE FILLED?” 
 

 
The central question we have asked ourselves is fundamental. “What saves us from nothingness?” In 
the inevitable drama of life, how can we keep from succumbing to our vulnerability and 
powerlessness? What can respond to the void of meaning? As the coronavirus pandemic has shaken 
each of us and made us fear for our lives, we feel the question even more acutely, and this helps us 
be more clear-sighted as we weigh the attempts at an answer. 
 
1. Insufficient attempts 
 

a) Reasonings that no longer convince anyone  
 
Some think that a mere discourse can meet the challenge of the advance of nothingness, but as our 
experience shows, this does not suffice. A line of thought, a philosophy, a psychological or 
intellectual analysis does not enable the human to start afresh, does not give new breath to desire, 
does not regenerate the “I.” Libraries and internet are full of them, but the nothingness spreads 
unabated. The more you pay attention to what stirs in the depths of your heart, the more you realize 
how insufficient they are. “Something is meant by human being which involves more than just being; 
something is at stake in human being which is obscured, suppressed, disregarded, or distorted. How 
to penetrate the shell of his adjustments and to inquire whether adjustment is his ultimate vocation? 
We study human behavior; we must not disregard human bewilderment.”50 
How many words we hear and say, but they are like a revving motor, with no forward motion! In 
Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, this criticism is voiced by Bassanio, who skewers Gratiano as 
someone who “speaks an infinite deal of nothing, more than any man in all Venice. His reasons are 
as two grains of wheat hid in two bushels of chaff: you shall seek all day ere you find them, and when 
you have them, they are not worth the search.”51 Reason can rev and rev uselessly with arguments 
lacking real content. “Intelligence […] is always tempted to deviate towards a game of concepts that 
it finds fascinating, but it fails to realize that in this way it has broken the bond that unites it to 
reality.”52  
So, proposing some concepts, even if they are correct and right, does not suffice; this will not conquer 
life and quench the thirst that characterizes it. Nor will a “religious discourse,” a “mere accumulation 
of various disjointed ideas incapable of inspiring others,”53 be what moves and convinces people 
today. In order to escape from the mire of nihilism, it is not enough to have a religious vision, to speak 
of God, of transcendence or the divine. You can be culturally religious or even Christian, but beyond 
the words that are said and the values that are proclaimed, you can nonetheless experience the void 
of existence, to the point of despairing. Abstract and moralistic preaching, be it religious or secular, 
will not save us from nothingness. As Evdokimov wrote, “Discourses no longer suffice. The clock of 
history marks the hour when it is no longer just a question of speaking about Christ, but, rather, of 

 
50 A.J. Heschel, Who is Man?, Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA, 1965, p. 5.  
51 W. Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act I, Scene I. 
52 F. Varillon, L’umiltà di Dio [The Humility of God], Qiqajon–Comunità di Bose, Magnano (Bi) 1999, p. 30. Our 
translation. 
53 Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium, 147. 
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becoming Christ, a place of His presence and of His word.”54 Concepts, even when they are all perfect, 
cannot produce even a shred of what can overcome nothingness. Gnosis, in any form, cannot compete 
against existential, concrete nihilism. It is not enough to change our concepts and broaden our 
intellectual knowledge. 
Dostoevsky describes in his unique way his intolerance of empty speaking void of real experience: 
“I’ve grown so sick […] of this chattering to amuse oneself, of this incessant flow of commonplaces, 
always the same, that […] I blush even when other people talk like that.”55 And von Balthasar 
articulates the reason for this intolerance that has become pervasive in our time and that we experience 
ourselves. “In a world that no longer has enough confidence in itself to affirm the beautiful, the proofs 
of the truth have lost their cogency. In other words, syllogisms may still dutifully clatter away like 
rotary presses or computers which infallibly spew out an exact number of answers by the minute. But 
the logic of these answers [of these lines of reasoning, of these syllogisms] is itself a mechanism 
which no longer captivates anyone. The very conclusions are no longer conclusive.”56 We can say 
things that are even true, but if they do not happen in front of our eyes like a concrete beauty that 
attracts (as Saint Thomas said, “pulchritudo est splendor veritatis,”57 beauty is the splendor of the 
truth), they no longer convince anyone, neither us nor others. In fact, as von Balthasar continues, “if 
the verum lacks that splendor which for Thomas is the distinctive mark of the beautiful, then the 
knowledge of truth remains both pragmatic and formalistic.”58  
 

b) Increasing the number of rules 
 
Others think that the antidote to existential nihilism is a system of ethics. Thus there is a proliferation 
of appeals to duty, to “things to do” that can even obtain obedience and obeisance in sight of one’s 
own survival and various advantages, but do not in the least provide an answer to our unease and 
urgent need for meaning. “Lacking meaning, there remains only duty, a useless focus on duty that 
drags me further down toward the bottom,”59 said our young friend, quoted earlier. This perception 
was expressed well by Tolstoy: “After such an awakening, Nekhludoff always made some rules for 
himself which he meant to follow forever after, wrote his diary, and began afresh a life which he 
hoped never to change again. ‘Turning over a new leaf,’ he called it to himself in English. But each 
time the temptations of the world entrapped him, and without noticing it he fell again, often lower 
than before.”60 A system of ethics, even when it can be shared, is not enough. Once again, von 
Balthasar reveals the underlying reason: “But if the bonum lacks that voluptas [the fascination that 
attracts us and enables an experience of fullness, of enjoyment] which for Augustine is the mark of 
its beauty, then the relationship to the good remains both utilitarian and hedonistic.” 61  
We all know the fragility of any attempt to base the answer to the thirst for fulfillment and fullness 
on a moral effort, on our own measure of diligence. However, while we adults may have become used 
to the fact that our projects, life plans and “things to do” fail to satisfy the need that comes from our 
innermost beings, for young people that perception of emptiness and hunger for meaning is searing, 
even when they pretend not to notice, and they search for ways, often contradictory, to find fulfillment 
or at least to escape. In an article published a few months ago in Corriere della Sera, “Our Young 

 
54 P.N. Evdokìmov, L’amore folle di Dio [The Mad Love of God], San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo (Mi) 2015, p. 63. Our 
translation. 
55 F. Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, transl. Constance Garnett, Dover Publications, 2001, p. 119. 
56 H.V. von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics: 1. Seeing the Form, transl. Erasmo Leiva-
Merikakis, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1982, p. 19. 
57 “Pulchritudo consistit in duobus, scilicet in splendore, et in partium proportione. Veritas autem habet splendoris 
rationem et acqualitas tenet locum proportionis” (Thomas Aquinas, Commentum in Primum Librum Sententiarum, 
distinctio III, quaestio II, expositio primae partis). 
58 H.V. von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics: 1. Seeing the Form, op.cit., p. 152. 
59 See here, p. 13. 
60 L. Tolstoy, The Resurrection, transl. Anthony Briggs, Empire Books, 2012, page 67. 
61 H.V. von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics: 1. Seeing the Form, op. cit., p. 152. 

©
 2

02
0 

Fr
at

er
ni

tà
 d

i C
om

un
io

ne
 e

 L
ib

er
az

io
ne



3 
 

People Die Fragile and Alone,” Susanna Tamaro wrote, “Not a weekend passes without the sad news 
of groups of friends who lose their lives in a car crash after a night of partying in a club. New strategies 
are brought to bear to limit this tragic reality: more checks, breath analyzers at the exits of clubs, bus 
services that can bring young people home safe and sound. These measures are surely necessary and 
in part, do save lives, but they’re not much different from fencing off the edge of a ravine with barbed 
wire. They will save some young people, but the ravine is still there […]. What amazes me is that 
nobody stops to asks, after all these repeated events, what in the world is going on?”.62 
In front of this existential ravine, you cannot think that the answer is “barbed wire.” Rules, limits, and 
fences do not save life from the void. This cannot be the answer to the mystery of our being, and 
experience gives us continual confirmation. Nor do things change if with more refinement we turn to 
what the Greeks called “the golden mean,” an ethics of the limit, to protect us from impulses, 
aspirations and desires that are too great. As Galimberti wrote, “I would like this culture of the limit 
if it were drawn from our culture, which knows no limits to desire.”63  
So is desire a defect to be corrected? In the face of its limitlessness, its excess, the fact that it never 
lets us be, it seems that from the ancient Greeks onwards, the one strategy has been to diminish it. 
But this more or less fierce struggle to confine it within acceptable limits is the most evident 
confirmation of its structural boundlessness, of its disturbing exorbitance. The failure of all attempts 
to bridle desire by imposing limits and rules shows just how irreducible it is; it demonstrates that deep 
down in our being, the Augustinian cor inquietum lives on. 
 

c) Lowering the bar of desire 
 
Attempts to reduce and mask desire are continual and capillary, as Luisa Muraro notes. “Objection 
and self-deception come with self-moderation: that we settle for less. The self-deception begins when 
we begin to underestimate the enormity of our needs and start thinking we should make them 
commensurate to our strength, which is naturally limited.” Consequently, we conform “to pretend 
desires like those in advertising, setting our sights on results of any kind; we no longer work for our 
true interest, no longer do what truly interests us, no longer seek what is to our [authentic] advantage; 
in practice, we end up working more to gain less.”64 We lower the bar of our desire, trying to fool our 
heart. A young man wrote me, “It’s hard for me to live up to my desire, and I often minimize it and 
settle for much less.” Montale said, “One fills the void with the useless.”65 “Killing time necessarily 
means packing it with occupations to fill that void. Few people can look at that void without batting 
an eye, thus the social need to do something, even if this something barely anesthetizes the vague 
sense that the void will appear again in us.”66 
Is there anything more crucial today than discovering the original nature of our desire? “The truly 
important thing to focus on is not the more or less burdensome tribute we all pay to human weakness, 
but the nature and import of your desire.”67 The most insidious threat of our time is the failure to see 
and value the authentic stature of human desire; this failure can follow various roads and be promoted 
in various ways by those whose interests are served by controlling others’ lives. 
In his wisdom, C.S. Lewis has Screwtape articulate this concept: “The deepest likings and impulses 
of any man are the raw material, the starting-point, with which the enemy [God] has furnished him. 
To get him away from those is therefore always a point gained; even in things indifferent it is always 

 
62 S. Tamaro, “Fragili e soli, così cadono i nostri ragazzi [Our Young People Die Fragile and Alone]”, Corriere della 
Sera, October 18, 2019. 
63 U. Galimberti, “Il greco senso della misura [The Greek Sense of Measure],” D la Repubblica, November 16, 2019, p. 
182. Our translation. 
64 L. Muraro, Il Dio delle donne [The God of Women], Mondadori, Milan 2003, pp. 31-32. Our translation. 
65 E. Montale, Nel nostro tempo [In Our Time], Rizzoli, Milan 1972, p. 18. Our translation. 
66 E. Montale, “Ammazzare il tempo [Killing Time],” in Id., Auto da fè, Il Saggiatore, Milan 1966, p. 207. Our translation. 
67 H. de Lubac, “Ecclesia Mater,” in Id., Meditazione sulla Chiesa [Meditations on the Church], vol. 8–Opera omnia, 
Jaca Book, Milan 1979, p. 188. Our translation. 
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desirable to substitute the standards of the World, or convention, or fashion, for a human’s own real 
likings and dislikings.” 68 This is the diabolical tactic: to distance us from our deepest impulses, from 
the desires that constitute us, distracting us. But distraction, used by every power to separate us from 
ourselves, wears thin as soon as reality returns to shake us, as we have seen in this time of the 
coronavirus pandemic, bursting the bubble of our usual self-deception. With distraction, to use a line 
by the Italian rapper Marracash, which seems like an epitaph, “I fill the time, but not the emptiness.”69  
 
2. Our humanity  
 
Unless something happens that can totally win over our being, reawakening interest in all of reality, 
everything becomes extraneous, as Joseph Roth wrote. “All of them were strangers one to another, 
imprisoned in a glass ball each one, unable to see or touch the others.”70 But neither mere discourses, 
be they secular or religious, nor appeals to duty, to “things to do,” even in the name of religion, can 
redeem us deep down from that asthenia of desire and from that numbing of interest we described 
earlier. 
This is documented in the letter a young friend wrote me. “I discover in myself that the biggest 
temptation is to think I already know the answer to the question of ‘what saves us from nothingness?’. 
But in the facts, I’m always on the edge of the void. Everything, even my girlfriend or my studies, 
even my degree, can become boring, all alike and in some way distant [unable to satisfy desire]. Only 
afterwards do I become aware of this indifference [from which not even our relationships are exempt] 
and the more I look at it, the more it seems I’m coming into contradiction even with what I think I 
know. I realize that I’m surrounded by nothingness, even simply talking with fellow students: our 
conversations are marked by nothingness, and we pass from one topic to another without 
remembering what we were talking about before. But there is one thing I understand at moments like 
this: I’m not made for nothingness. What I need is not meaningless chatter, but something that grabs 
me and rips me away from the nothingness. However, it seems to me that just realizing this is not 
enough for meeting it.” 
Instead, I say, precisely realizing that you are not made for nothingness, is a crucial, indispensable 
element in the journey to identify what saves us from nothingness: the discovery of your own human 
aspiration, of your own humanity. 
What is this humanity of ours that does not let us delude ourselves, that we cannot fool, that we cannot 
give just any arbitrarily chosen answer? Self-deception and distraction cover over the unease, but they 
do not save us from nothingness. Even though our humanity is in a bad way, wounded and muddled, 
it does not get confused, does not let the first person who passes by fool it, and this is the sign that it 
is less muddled than it may seem. Though at times, out of lack of sincerity or attention or ultimate 
morality, we follow what is not true and allow ourselves to be dragged along by it, sooner or later, 
the humanity in us makes us realize we have followed a great illusion, as expressed for example in 
François Furet’s book, The Passing of an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in the Twentieth Century. 
Our humanity is a critical and ultimately inescapable bulwark. We discover it in experience. “What I 
like about experience is that it is such an honest thing. You may take any number of wrong turnings; 
but keep your eyes open and you will not be allowed to go very far before the warning signs appear. 
You may have deceived yourself, but experience is not trying to deceive you. The universe rings true 
wherever you fairly test it.”71 However, in order for experience to be such, and here is the point, there 
must be a judgment, an evaluation, and therefore an underlying criterion as the basis for forming the 
judgment. What is the criterion? Our humanity. It is not simply something that makes us suffer, a 

 
68 C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters, op. cit., p. 78 
69 “TUTTO QUESTO NIENTE–Gli occhi [ALL THIS NOTHINGNESS–The eyes]”, by Marracash, 2019, © Universal 
Music. 
70 J. Roth, The Blind Mirror, in The Collected Stories of Joseph Roth, transl. Michael Hoffman, W. W. Norton & 
Company, New York; 1st edition (February 2002), p. 25. 
71 C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy. The Shape of My Early Life, Collins, London, 2012, p. 205. 
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burden we must carry in spite of ourselves, a bottomless pit that cannot be filled and that hinders our 
relationship with reality. No, it is precisely our criterion for judgment. 
I still remember how overjoyed I was when I consciously discovered in myself the capacity to judge 
that enables me to truly experience the relationship with everything. In fact, experience is when you 
judge what you go through on the basis of the criterion of our humanity, which is a complex of 
original needs and evidences that structurally belongs to us and that is activated in the comparison 
with what we come across. I discovered that this complex of needs and evidences inside myself was 
the ultimate criterion for judging what happened. 
Giussani’s awareness of the cognitive importance of our humanity prompted him to say “only an 
attentive, tender, and impassioned awareness of my own self can make me open and lead me to 
acknowledge,”72 that is, to perceive, what makes life worth living. We should ask ourselves whether 
the same passion, attention and tenderness characterize our gaze on ourselves. Sometimes it almost 
seems like it is something from another galaxy. How moving to hear Giussani exclaim, “How human 
the human is, how human humanity is!”73 How human my humanity is! Often we are afraid of our 
humanity, rather than being passionate about it, and therefore we are confused, incapable of 
perceiving the truth, and in the end everything evaporates into abstraction. “He fell into a sort of deep 
abstraction, which could even be defined torpor, and set off no longer paying attention to his 
surroundings, without even manifesting the desire to notice anyone.”74 
The more we set our humanity in parentheses, the more we hesitate to recognize the value of what 
happens to us, uncertain about the direction to take. This is the opposite of what the Spanish poet 
Jesús Montiel noted with emotion about his children during the coronavirus pandemic: “My children 
never fail to surprise me. During lockdown they never once complained, unlike us adults. They accept 
the situation because the true normality for children is their family. I observed that a child who grows 
up in a loving home, which isn’t necessarily perfect, doesn’t wish for much more. […]. You are 
enough, they say. […] I believe that children are the proof that we’re not made for projects, but for 
loving and being loved. Only in this way does the contingent situation make sense, and does the 
present not collapse.”75  
Children easily perceive what they need for living: the presence of their parents. We adults, 
paradoxically, balk and often slip into complaining. Obviously, there are adults who maintain and 
deepen the simple humanity of children. Etty Hillesum is a luminous example. In her Diary she wrote, 
“Oh God, I thank You for having created me as I am. I thank You for the sense of fulfilment I 
sometimes have; that fulfilment is after all nothing but being filled with You. I promise You to strive 
my whole life long for beauty and harmony and also humility and true love, whispers of which I hear 
inside me during my best moments.”76  
 
3. “The ability to feel with and for the whole person” 
 
Do any of us have each day at least an instant of true tenderness for themselves, for our own 
humanity? So often we mistreat ourselves, get furious at our humanity, which does not allow us to be 
seduced by falsehood: we would prefer to escape from it, but are unable to obliterate it. Nietzsche 
expresses this well in The Gay Science, in which his wanderer says, “This penchant and passion for 
what is true, real, non-apparent, certain–how it aggravates me!”.77  

 
72 L. Giussani, At the Origin of the Christian Claim, transl. Viviane Hewitt, McGill-Queens’s University Press, Montreal 
& Kingston, London, Buffalo, 1998, p. 6.  
73 L. Giussani, Affezione e dimora [Affetion and Dwelling Place], Bur, Milan 2001, p. 42. Our translation. 
74 Our translation. Cfr. F. Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, op. cit., p. 19. 
75 J. Montiel, The Objective, April 2, 2020. Our translation. 
76 E. Hillesum, Etty: The Letters and Diaries of Etty Hillesum 1941-1943, transl. Arnold Pomerans, William Eerdmans 
Publishing/Novalis, 2002, p. 175. 
77 F. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, transl. Walter Kaufman, Vintage Books, New York, 1974, p. 246.  
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For this reason I have always been struck by John Paul II’s line, “Tenderness is the ability to feel with 
and for the whole person”.78 This “feel with” the whole person is essential for living and is the 
opposite of sentimentalism. But, as Giussani says, it is “rare to find people full of tenderness for 
themselves!”79 We probably can count on one hand how many such people we know, and even so, 
not use all five fingers. Today, very often anger and violence against ourselves and others, and against 
reality, dominate. 
Even so, we all want to experience this tenderness towards our own humanity, as Camus wrote in 
Caligula, “Everything seems so complicated. Yet, really, it’s quite simple. If I’d had the moon, 
Drusilla, the world, happiness, if love were enough, all might have been different. You know, 
Caligula, that I could be tender.Tenderness! But where could I quench this thirst? What human heart, 
what god, would have for me the depth of a great lake? […] There’s nothing in this world, or in the 
other, made to my stature. And yet I know, and you, too, know […] that all I need is for the impossible 
to be. The impossible! I’ve searched for it at the confines of the world, in the secret places of my 
heart. [it is what everyone seeks] […] I’ve stretched out my hands […]; see, I stretch out my hands, 
but it’s always you I find, you only, […] like spit in my face. You in the splendid and sweet light of 
the stars […] you who are for me a wound I want to dig out with my fingernails.”80  
If we do not find “something” that enables us to have this tenderness toward our thirst, toward our 
humanity, we will end up seeing it as a wound, something to be freed of, exactly the opposite of love. 
But why would we want to be free of it? So as not to feel the drama, so as to dull it as much as 
possible, so as not to sense the inadequacy of everything we pin our hopes on, so as not to have to 
face the disproportion between what we desire and what we manage to obtain. As Camus said, 
“There’s nothing in this world, or in the other, made to my stature” or as Guccini sang, referring to a 
love relationship, “You see dear, it’s difficult to explain / it’s difficult to understand if you haven’t 
already understood // You’re so much, but you’re not enough, / […] you’re everything, but that 
everything is still little.”81  
Thus the alternative is between tenderness (“the ability to feel with and for the whole person”) and 
hatred of our own humanity, “a wound I want to be free of”). How often we worry because we are 
unable to suppress or compress our humanity. Notwithstanding all our efforts to silence it, when we 
least expect it, it explodes and makes itself felt. 
This experience is exemplified beautifully in Miguel Mañara by Milosz. Mañara abandons himself 
to dissolute living, but this fails to fill the abyss of his humanity and desire. “I have drawn Love into 
pleasure, into the mud, and into death; […]. I eat the bitter herb of the rock of boredom; I have served 
Venus angrily, then maliciously, and disgustedly. […]. Certainly in my young years, I too sought, 
just as you do, the miserable joy, the restless stranger who gives you her life without telling you her 
name. But the desire was soon born in me to pursue what you’ll never know: a love immense, dark 
and sweet. […]. Ah, how do I fill up this emptiness in life? What can I do? For the desire is always 
there, stronger and madder than ever. It’s like a fire in the sea that blasts its flame into the deep 
universal black emptiness.”82 The desire remains, persists, stronger than ever, notwithstanding 
everything. This is the surprise, as we said. It does not die out. The more you live, and go through 
things, and try to satisfy it or deaden it, the more it grows.  
As Saint Augustine said, nothing is commensurate to the depth of the human heart, which vibrates in 
each of us. “If by abyss we understand a great depth, is not man’s heart, do you not suppose, an abyss? 
For what is there more profound than that abyss? Men may speak, may be seen by the operations of 
their members, may be heard speaking in conversation: but whose thought is penetrated, whose heart 

 
78 K. Wojtyla, Love and Responsibility, transl. H.T. Willets, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, Inc, 1981, p. 207.  
79 L. Giussani, Un avvenimento di vita, cioè una storia [An Event of Life, That Is, a History], Edit-Il Sabato, Rome-Milan 
1993 p. 457. Our translation. 
80 Cfr. A. Camus, “Caligula” in Caligula and Three Other Plays, transl. Justin O’Brien, Alfred Knopf, 1958, p. 73. 
81 “Vedi cara [You see dear]”, lyrics and music by F. Guccini, 1970, © EMI. 
82 O.V. Milosz, Miguel Mañara, transl. Crossroads Cultural Center, Comments by Luigi Giussani on Miguel Manara, p. 
4. http://www.crossroadsculturalcenter.org/booklets/ 
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is seen into? What he is inwardly engaged on, what he is inwardly capable of, what he is inwardly 
doing or what purposing, what he is inwardly wishing to happen, or not to happen, who shall 
comprehend? I think an abyss may not unreasonably be understood of man, of whom it is said 
elsewhere, ‘Man shall come to a deep heart, and God shall be exalted’.”83 
So then, we say once again, what saves us from nothingness? What can fill this abyss of life, this 
irreducible desire, uncomfortable and sublime, “even greater than such a universe,”84 sign of the 
human that is in us, that unmasks the incompleteness and insufficiency of our attempts? 
 

 
83 Cf. Saint Augustine, Expositions on the Psalms, 42:12 https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1801042.htm 
84 G. Leopardi, Pensieri LXVIII, transl. by W.S. Di Piero, Louisiana State University Press, Baton Rouge and London, 
1981, p. 113. 
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