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THE BRILLIANCE IN YOUR EYES 

What saves us from nothingness? 

by Julián Carrón  

CHAPTER 3 
“CARO CARDO SALUTIS” 

 
“Caro cardo salutis.” “The flesh is the pivot of salvation.”85 This line by Tertullian, a Father of the 
Church, may seem enigmatic but its meaning becomes clear as soon as we look at our experience. If 
and when we have been freed from nothingness, what was able to do it?  
 
1. A presence in the flesh 
A personal contribution to help us understand this theme comes from the following letter that a young 
woman sent me86: it focuses simply and clearly on the point that interests us, and I think others will 
easily identify with what she says, even if their own experiences took different forms. 

“When I ask myself what saves me from nothingness, I can’t help but think of my own story up to 
now. Two moments struck me particularly and come to mind when I think about this nothingness. 
One is the memory of the immense disproportion I felt as a child looking up at the stars. I was shocked 
to think that I was nothing compared to the immensity of the universe, so much so that some nights I 
couldn’t sleep because my life seemed like a meaningless moment in the passage of time.  The other 
moment happened as I was getting into the car with my mother to return home after shopping with 
her, something I usually really enjoyed, but this time I felt an infinite sadness, one that has always 
been part of my life. I told my mother, ‘There are days when nothing in particular happened but I 
suddenly feel an enormous sadness and I don’t know why.’ We remained silent on the trip home, with 
the radio playing softly. An infinite sadness that ended in nothingness. When I transferred to a new 
school founded by some families in CL, I met the Movement, and with it Christianity. A couple of 
years after the illness and death of my father, which happened when I was 17, I decided to receive 
my First Communion and to join the Movement. In my first year at university I met a priest who saw 
that I was going through a painful period and gave me the letter you had written about sexual abuse, 
a situation that had nothing to do with what I was experiencing, but your words about the thirst for 
justice spoke to my thirst in general (“Wounded, We Return to Christ”, la Repubblica, April 4, 2020). 
You said this thirst is ‘boundless,’ ‘bottomless,’ and ‘is so infinite that it cannot be quenched.’ ‘If this 
is the situation, the most burning question, which nobody can avoid, is as simple as it is inexorable: 
‘Quid animo satis?’.’ Why could you even ask this question?  Why could you suppose that there was 
something that could fulfill and satisfy the soul? I read and re-read the letter, sitting in my living 
room, and burst into tears, thinking, ‘Is it really possible that this pain, this wound, this desire for 
eternity, can be healed and fulfilled? Is there something in this world that can satisfy them? It was the 
first time in my life that I thought there might be something real, carnal and concrete that could 
respond to my thirst. Suddenly it was as if all the pieces came together: the people I’d met at that 
school, the gaze my teachers had, which was so different, and those moments at the summer camps 
when my heart swelled and I thought to myself, ‘It’s as if I’ve been waiting all my life to be told these 

 
85 Tertullian, De carnis resurrectione, 8,3: PL 2,806. 
86 This refers to an invitation to send a written response to the question of what saves us from nothingness.  See here, pp. 
3-4.  
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things’. All this was a concrete You, as big as my wound and my desire for eternity.  ‘Someone who 
makes the hereafter present in the here and now: Christ, the Mystery made flesh.’ These years have 
been the story of affection for this concrete flesh, a concrete You. During these weeks of lockdown 
I’ve been realizing that Christ has won me over, making me see and experience that my sadness isn’t 
condemned to nothingness.” 

But after encountering this carnal presence that saves us from nothingness, the game is not over, 
because many events in life, or sometimes our own presumption or weakness, or difficulties that arise 
and disorient us, can cause us to lose our way and stray far from the presence encountered and to 
abandon it. In these cases as well, it will always and only be something in the flesh that seizes us 
again. A few months ago a university student wrote me, “A year ago, under the weight of certain 
things I kept inside me, I ran away from the companionship, even though I had recognized it was 
essential for my life. I didn’t know myself anymore. My gaze was dead and empty; my heart was so 
wearied that I just wanted to disappear. I believed there was nothing to be done for me, that there was 
no hope, and that I would never recover. But through the companionship of some friends who never 
left me alone, who took care of me and my heart, I tried to start again. I began again because those 
faces looked at me with a love and tenderness that I couldn’t feel for myself.”  

How well our ‘detector’ works in us! When a person is looked upon with such tenderness that 
embraces the whole “I,” she realizes it immediately! 

Her letter continues, “I’ve often asked myself why and how others can love me when I can’t love 
myself. What heart do they have? What must they have seen? What must they have encountered, to 
be able to love someone like me? I wanted to understand. So I began searching for the answer, and it 
was a full year, intense and strenuous, but very beautiful, a year that overturned and filled my life, 
not because I was so good or because the pain and fear inside me disappeared, but because I 
experienced through those concrete faces that “unimagined, unimaginable correspondence to the 
heart.”87 I want everyone to experience the beauty of such an encounter and friendship. It’s so 
beautiful to live with the certainty of having found a great companionship for my heart, and I want to 
hold on tight and not let it go. I don’t want to lose it and go back to my thoughts, because I realize 
now as never before that only in this place is everything about me, my weaknesses and fears, my pain 
and need, welcomed and loved. Only here can I look at myself and take myself seriously without 
leaving out anything, without taking anything for granted. I realize that only in this companionship 
do I find friends who love my heart. I’m amazed that I’m so certain, because normally I’m not this 
way.” 

When we encounter a gaze so full of true tenderness for us, we realize there is an alternative to our 
self-hatred and anger.  

The letter continues: “So, what saves me from nothingness? What saved me from the nothingness 
of those days? This companionship.” In other words, a real, carnal companionship in history. This is 
the flesh that saves life. Caro cardo salutis: the flesh, not thoughts, not our imaginings, not our 
fantasies, not the virtual, but flesh, or as she concluded, “precise faces where I find this gaze of love 
and tenderness that direct me to Another, a living You, present here and now, faces that have brought 
me back to life.”  

“The flesh is the pivot of salvation.” You recognize this flesh because it is different, as recounted 
in a moving autobiographical passage in Daniele Mencarelli’s The House of the Gazes: “At the 

 
87 L. Giussani-S. Alberto-J. Prades, Generating Traces in the History of the World, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal, 2010, p. 7. 
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Liberty window there are two young parents. The mother is holding a child while the father plays 
with him, showing him the fountain in the internal garden and making his son laugh by making funny 
faces and sticking out his tongue. When I am no more than a yard from them the two parents turn and 
with them the child. My steps falter as does my breath. The little one is about three years old, and 
except for his eyes, he has no face. In the place of his nose and mouth there are holes of red flesh. I 
look down at the marble pavement and slip by without looking at them. […] I dawdle and wait for 
those two young parents and their disfigured child to leave. The child’s laughter arrives first. They’re 
still there, but now they’re not alone. In front of them is an old nun; she bends forward and gently 
touches her face to his appalling one. ‘You’re mamma and papa’s beautiful boy, aren’t you? She takes 
his little hand and kisses it; he bursts out laughing, maybe because it tickles. The nun is at least eighty 
years old and her chubby face is white as milk. ‘Ah, you’re not only beautiful, you’re also a sweetie. 
Do you like this?’ She passes his little hand over her mouth and chin, to please him. Then she stands 
upright and looks at the father and mother. ‘Do you hear what a laugh he has? Inside this child there 
isn’t silver, there’s gold, living gold.’ She kisses him, mindless of his face, of everything. I am 
stunned. I can’t understand, can’t process it. I’ve seen something so human and at the same time so 
foreign, like a rite from a faraway land. I can’t find within me the tools for translating it into my 
language. […] I’ve tried every approach possible. I’ve tried to liquidate what I saw as the delirium of 
an old woman clad in grey, then as the fanaticism of a nun deaf and blind to pain, who wanted at all 
costs to defend the supremacy of her God, even in front of that disfigurement, then as a stupendous 
actress who shortly after, maybe in the privacy of the bathroom, washed her mouth after having kissed 
that deformed face. But none of these readings can bridge the distance between what I saw and my 
logic.”88  

The writer tried to explain the exceptional thing he had seen, that had invaded his vision 
(“something so human and at the same time so foreign”), that had attracted him and in a certain sense 
seized him; he tried to bring it down to the level of the known, the foreseeable, the comprehensible. 
How often we obstinately try to reduce the differentness that we see, and bring it down to our 
measure!  “Man has such a predilection for systems and abstract deductions that he is ready to distort 
the truth intentionally, he is ready to deny the evidence of his sense only to justify his logic.”89 What 
magnetized Mencarelli? The same thing that attracted the young women who wrote those letters: a 
human difference. In front of the completely disfigured face of that child, the nun did not draw back; 
rather, she felt a tenderness, a deep, dizzying, carnal fondness, a fondness in the most intense sense 
of the word, a vortex, an abyss of affection so deeply human that it appeared “more” than human, 
“foreign,” divine.  

Only flesh, a carnal presence, can save us from nothingness, a presence that all our interpretations 
fail to eliminate, so much does it magnetize us, seize us, attract us all the way down to the core of our 
being, eliciting all our desire in the very moment when it makes us experience an unimaginable 
correspondence to it. Who would not want to be looked upon with the tenderness shown to the women 
who wrote those letters, or shown by that nun, looking at that child?  

 
88 D. Mencarelli, La casa degli sguardi [The House of the Gazes] Mondadori, Milano 2020, pp. 183-185. Our translation. 
89  F.M. Dostoyevsky, Notes from the Underground, Dover Thrift Editions, 1992, unabridged republication of the 
Constance Garnett translation of Notes from the Underground, as originally published in the collection White Nights and Collected 
Stories, by the Macmillan Company, New York, 1918. p. 16. 
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Only the encounter with such an incarnate gaze can fill “the abyss of life” described by Milosz. 
Only flesh can vanquish nothingness. Not just any flesh, not just any carnal presence, but a presence 
that brings with itself something that corresponds to all our expectancy and therefore magnetizes our 
being. In fact, there is flesh that leaves a bitter taste and ends up in the boredom of a life of solitude, 
as happened to Miguel Mañara before his encounter with Girolama and the newness she brought into 
his life. As de Lubac wrote, “Nothing man creates or nothing that remains on the human level will be 
able to save him from solitude. Rather, solitude will continue to grow the more he discovers himself, 
because it is nothing other than the opposite of the communion to which he is called.” 90 
 
2. The Jew Jesus of Nazareth 
What can vanquish the nihilism in us? Only being magnetized by a presence, by flesh that brings with itself, 
in itself, something that corresponds to all our expectancy, all our desire, all our need for meaning and 
affection, for fullness and for esteem. We will be saved from nothingness only by “that” flesh able to fill the 
“abyss of life,” the “mad desire” for fulfillment in us, to use once again the words of Milosz. If this 
experience does not happen, we do not leave behind our nihilism, even if we are culturally formed by 
religious discourses and make all kinds of effort, because the “proofs of the truth” of which von Balthasar 
spoke, and “things to do” are incapable of “seizing us” and  drawing our whole “I.” Sooner or later, usually 
sooner than later, they end up boring us. 

This gaze full of tenderness for our humanity entered the world through the flesh of a Man, the Jew Jesus 
of Nazareth, two thousand years ago. “In the incarnation, the eternal Logos has so bound himself to 
Jesus such that […] the Logos can no longer be thought apart from his connection to the man Jesus. 
[…] Whoever comes into contact with the Logos touches Jesus of Nazareth. […] He is the Logos 
himself, who in the man Jesus is a historical subject. Certainly God touches man in many ways even 
outside of the sacraments. But he touches him always through the man Jesus, who is His self-
mediation into history and our mediation into eternity.” 91  

This event, the Incarnation, is a watershed in human history that can never be eliminated. For this 
reason, Giussani said, “It is in flesh that we can recognize the presence of the Word made flesh; if the 
Word has become flesh, it is in flesh that we find Him, identically.”92 Those who encounter it perceive 
they are in front of the most crucial event of their life. We see it clearly when it happens. Let’s go back 
then to one of the most significant episodes in the Gospels from this point of view, trying to identify with 
the situation of that woman who arrived in front of Jesus painfully conscious of herself and her need, 
grieving for all her sins, unable to find peace or to see herself with any tenderness, maybe with the impulse 
to rip away her humanity and the desire that she had sought so maladroitly to satisfy. And yet precisely that 
humanity, that need to be loved and looked upon with truth, was what allowed her to discover the 
unforeseen, that is, the presence of Jesus.  

“A Pharisee invited Him to dine with him, and He entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at 
table. Now there was a sinful woman in the city who learned that He was at table in the house of the 
Pharisee. Bringing an alabaster flask of ointment, she stood behind Him at his feet weeping and began 

 
90  H. de Lubac, “Ecclesia Mater,” in Id., Meditazione sulla Chiesa [Meditations on the Church], op. cit., p. 35. Our 
translation. 
91 J. Ratzinger, “Christ, faith and the challenges of culture.” Meeting with the Doctrinal Commissions of Asia, Hong 
Kong, March 3, 1993. https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/incontri/rc_con_cfaith_19930303_hong-
kong-ratzinger_en.html  
92 L. Giussani, L’attrattiva Gesù [The Attraction of Jesus], Bur, Milano 1999, p. 123. Cf. Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Divine Revelation Dei Verbum, 4. 
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to bathe His feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them, and anointed them 
with the ointment. When the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this he said to himself, ‘If this man 
were a prophet, he would know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, that she is 
a sinner.’ Jesus said to him in reply, ‘Simon, I have something to say to you.’ ‘Tell me, teacher,’ he 
said. ‘Two people were in debt to a certain creditor; one owed five hundred days’ wages and the other 
owed fifty. Since they were unable to repay the debt, he forgave it for both. Which of them will love 
him more?’ Simon said in reply, ‘The one, I suppose, whose larger debt was forgiven.’ He said to 
him, ‘You have judged rightly.’ Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon, ‘Do you see this 
woman? When I entered your house, you did not give me water for my feet, but she has bathed them 
with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but she has not ceased kissing 
my feet since the time I entered. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she anointed my feet with 
ointment. So I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven; hence, she has shown great love.  But the 
one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.’”93  

This is the “unprecedented realism” that Benedict XVI described when he wrote that “the real 
novelty of the New Testament lies not so much in new ideas as in the figure of Christ himself, who 
gives flesh and blood to those concepts.”94 I believe that each of us would want to be reached by such 
a gaze, no matter what we had done, no matter how we had led our lives. 

What did that woman need in order to be “seized” by Christ’s gaze? Only her humanity, bad off and 
wounded as it was, and as it is for all of us, basically. When she encountered that Man, her humanity 
even with all her mistakes was entire magnetized, to the point that there was no stopping her, and that 
woman walked to that banquet past the hostility and disapproval of the others to wash Jesus’ feet with 
her tears. Giussani’s way of helping us immerse ourselves in the Gospel story and identity with those 
people is one of the most beautiful things he taught us. In fact, we often take these stories for granted, 
depriving them of their factual, historical and vital importance. Instead, by returning time after time to 
the episodes of the Gospel, by immersing us in the events they describe, Giussani made us “see” how 
Jesus interacted with the wounded humanity, full of limits, of those He encountered. Nothing blocked 
Him then, and nothing blocks Him now. Without this humanity of ours, which so often irritates us 
because things are not the way we want, or because we dislike all the limitations we see in ourselves, 
Christ would not have a way to enter your and my life, would not have a point of connection. In fact, it 
is precisely our humanity that He turns to and seizes, all the way to our innermost depths. “Only God 
grasps the deep point of the conscience in which man, notwithstanding his own life and his own sins, 
is truly human and humanizes. Deep down, redemption is Christ who draws upon that which is deepest 
in man, that which is of greater value than his sin,”95 wrote François Varillon. 

Christ’s gaze reads inside us, in the depths of our desire for fullness. Pope Francis spoke of this 
recently: “We are born with a seed of restlessness. God wanted it this way. A restlessness to find 
fullness, restlessness to find God, often without even knowing that we have this restlessness. Our heart 
is restless and thirsty, thirsty for the encounter with God. It seeks Him, often taking the wrong road; it 
gets lost, then returns and seeks Him… And in turn, God thirsts for the encounter, so much so that He 
sent Jesus to encounter us, to come to us in this restlessness.”96 

Never has a human being felt so radically affirmed as did those who looked into the gaze introduced 
into history by this man, Jesus of Nazareth. Never has a woman been spoken to about her son with the 

 
93 Lk. 7:36-47. 
94 Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Deus caritas est, 12. 
95 F. Varillon, Traversate di un credente [Crossings of a Believer], Jaca Book, Milano 2008, p. 98. Our translation. 
96 Francis, Homily at Santa Marta, April 26, 2020. Our translation. 
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same original tenderness, with the same totally positive affirmation of his destiny, beyond any 
conceivable success or failure. With this dizzyingly affirmative gaze Jesus said to the woman bathing 
His feet with her tears, “Your sins are forgiven.” The others at table said to themselves [in rebellion 
against a newness that challenged them]: “Who is this who even forgives sins?” [they did not say it 
with wonder, but rejecting it, as if to say He was a blasphemer]. But He said to the woman [nobody 
changed His attitude to her], “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”97 This gaze will never be 
uprooted from the face of the earth, and therefore whatever we say about ourselves, whatever you say 
about yourself, is not the final word.  

The sinful woman in the Gospel was not saved from nothingness by her own thoughts, intentions, 
or efforts. It was a Presence who had such a passion and preference for her person, for her “I,” that she 
was won over entirely. The entire course of her life was overturned and revolutionized by that 
encounter. She no longer cared about the way others looked at her, because she was entirely defined by 
Jesus, by His gaze, by that presence in flesh and blood. In all her life, nobody had ever looked at her 
the way that man did. Otherwise she would not have entered that house, would not have bathed His feet 
with her tears or dried them with her hair. What experience must she have had, what certainty must she 
have felt, to challenge the Pharisees at that table and the whole city as she did! Without such certainty 
you end up at the mercy of your comments and those of others. Instead, our thoughts and those of others 
are overcome by that gaze, which no power in this world can eliminate. They have not been removed, 
but their capacity to block us has been inhibited. 

We can say, with von Balthasar, that this is “a certainty based not on the human understanding’s 
own power of conviction, but on the manifest evidence of divine truth. In other words, this certainty is 
founded not on having grasped, but on having been grasped.” The Swiss theologian stressed that this 
“is a vital question for Christianity today.” Faith will be credible for the world surrounding us, only if 
Christianity “first regards itself as being worthy of belief. And it will only do this if faith, for Christians, 
does not first and last mean ‘holding certain propositions to be true’ which are incomprehensible to 
human reason and must be accepted only out of obedience to authority.” In fact, while divine revelation 
is transcendent, through it, faith leads man to the understanding of what God is in truth and, in and alongside 
this understanding, faith also leads man to self-understanding. 98 

That woman’s certainty and faith were based on “the manifested evidence of divine truth,” through 
the incomparable gaze of Jesus, which made her feel totally affirmed and seized, and on the experience of 
a correspondence to her constitutive needs, one never before experienced. So powerful and resplendent is 
this evidence of the truth, that “such a revelation of glory needs no justification but itself.”99  The same 
awareness of how crucial this evidence is for the credibility of the faith today characterized the 
educational engagement of Fr. Giussani from the very beginning. “I was deeply convinced that, unless 
faith could be found and located in present experience, and confirmed by it, and useful for responding 
to its needs, it would not be able to endure in a world where everything, everything, said and says the 
opposite.”100 
 
3. An event  
In Jesus of Nazareth, God became one of us. “The Word became flesh, and made His dwelling among 

 
97 Lk. 7:48-50. 
98  H.V. von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics: 1. Seeing the Form, op. cit., pp 134-140.  
99 Ibid., p. 410. Cfr. DS 3008. 
100 L. Giussani, The Risk of Education: Discovering Our Ultimate Destiny.  Transl. Mariangela Sullivan, McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, Montreal, 2019, p. XXXII.  
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us.”101 In order to understand what we are talking about, we necessarily have to return to the beginning and 
look attentively at what happened. In fact, our “know-it-already” often alters our comprehension. “Let’s 
put ourselves in those times. Nobody knew about Jesus Christ. His name had not become a commonplace. 
What they saw was a man,” who walked the streets, whom you could meet, with whom you could talk. 
Jesus was a contemporary presence in the life of Peter, Zacchaeus, and Mary Magdalene. “In listening to 
that man, there was a new presentiment of life; you didn’t even articulate it to yourself, you just sensed it.” 
Well then, “there was an evening when for Peter, for Zacchaeus, for Mary Magdalene, in that day, 
something had happened that was and continued to be their whole life”: they came upon that man and were 
“seized,” magnetized to Him. That was the crucial event for them. In fact, in that man “the eternal, 
substance, being, meaning, that which makes it worthwhile, finally the object for whom reason is made, 
for whom consciousness is made, for whom the “I” is made, makes itself present. Substance, permanence, 
totality is a man!”.102 

And for us two thousand years later? It is the same way for us. Identically. Speaking to university 
students, Giussani said, “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, value, desirableness, all the 
justness, beauty, and pleasantness. Because God made man is this. And God made man reaches you 
with hands, eyes, a mouth, with the physical reality of a humanity.”103 What reality? That of the 
company of believers in Him, His mysterious body. The man who said, “I am the way and the truth and 
the life”104 rose from the dead and is contemporary with history. “I am with you always, until the end of 
the age.”105 Where do we see Him? Where do we hear Him? His presence here and now coincides 
with a visible, tangible, concrete phenomenon made of people who have been reached by His 
initiative and who have acknowledged Him: it is the reality of the Church. “Christ's relevance for 
people of all times is shown forth in his body, which is the Church.“ 106 

“Even when Jesus was at the height of His earthly activity, the event that He was assumed an 
identifiable form that was not merely His external, physical appearance, but also that of those who 
believed in Him; so much so that they were sent by Him to convey His words–His message–to 
reproduce His prodigious acts, to bring the salvation that His person was.”107  

Christ is a contemporary presence, and recognition of this happens through the same identical 
experience of two thousand years ago, as documented in the two letters quoted and the passage by 
Mencarelli, namely, the impact with a presence of different humanity that evokes a new presentiment 
of life. It strikes us because it corresponds like nothing else to our structural thirst for meaning and 
fullness. Then and now, it is the experience of an encounter that “encompasses all meaning, value, 
desirableness, justness, beauty, and pleasantness,” as I said before. This is the way we are bowled 
over by His presence now: “to encounter means to come across something different that attracts us 
because it corresponds to our heart. So it is subjected to the comparison and the judgment of reason, 
and causes freedom to come forth in affection.”108  

 
101 Jn. 1:14. 
102 L. Giussani, Qui e ora (1984-1985) [Here and Now], Bur, Milano 2009, pp. 425-427. Our translation. 
103 Ibid., p. 426. 
104 Jn. 14:6. 
105 Mt. 28:20. 
106 John Paul II, Encycllical Letter Veritatis Splendor, 25. 
107 L. Giussani, Why The Church? transl. Vivianne Hewett, McGill-Queen’s University Press 2001, Montreal, page 
21. 
108 L. Giussani-S. Alberto-J. Prades, Generating Traces in the History of the World, op. cit., p. 18. 
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Giussani characterized the presence of this human difference as “exceptional,” not in the sense of 
superior individual performance, strangeness or eccentricity, but precisely the correspondence of which 
we spoke before. You can define something as exceptional when it corresponds adequately to the 
original expectancy of the heart, even if a person may not have a clear awareness of it. Why should 
something that “corresponds” be considered “exceptional”? Because the correspondence to our original 
needs, which should be normal, usually does not happen. Today we can understand it better than ever: 
we have everything, we can have access to everything in every sense of the word much more than 
before, incomparably more, in terms of relationships, things and experiences, but nothing of all this can 
seize us deep down and make us experience the correspondence for which our heart thirsts. Therefore, 
when this correspondence happens in a certain encounter, it is something exceptional. The presence, 
the face through which we experience the correspondence differs from others precisely in this, and we 
say, “it’s exceptional!”.  

Only the contemporaneousness of Christ can save us from nothingness. Only His presence here and 
now can be the adequate response to nihilism, to the void of meaning, a presence not in spiritualistic 
terms, abstractly “ideal,” but carnal and historical. Christ is not an idea or a thought, but a real event 
that bursts into my life. I encounter “something that has something within”109  and that magnetizes my 
being. “Jesus Christ, that man of two thousand years ago, is imminent, becomes present, under the 
veil, under the aspect of a different humanity.”110  

Another letter offers us a vivid documentation of this. “I never thought that on the cusp of fifty 
someone could be born again. I lived for forty-seven years convinced that Jesus Christ was not 
indispensable for me. All these years I pursued objectives that did not stand up to the test of time: 
university, my profession, and family. Each time I achieved one of my goals I didn’t feel satisfied and 
I constantly went in search of new objectives. While most people thought I had a beautiful life, I sensed 
that I was nourishing myself with something that didn’t sate me. All this generated a deep crisis: I felt 
useless and my relationships with friends, colleagues and loved ones began to be difficult. I wanted to 
be alone. One day, through my childrens’ school, I met a person whose eyes were radiant. He, too, was 
going through a time that was not easy because of problems at work, but he appeared serene and self-
confident to me, in other words, glad. I didn’t know what enabled him to be this way, nor did I know 
he was in CL. We became good friends and this made me want his company. We went on vacation 
together with our respective families and I became more curious about him. I began to spend time with 
his friends, who then became my friends. I started participating in the gestures of the Movement. I began 
to pray again, to go to Mass and confession. At times I asked myself why I was doing this, and my 
answer was that it made me feel better off. To this day I’m surprised by this friendship, rooted in love 
for Jesus Christ. Before, I only had friends with whom I shared work, passion for the same sport, or 
mutual advantage. These three years have changed and improved me. Those who have known me a 
long time, old friends, family members or colleagues, have noticed something different about me. 
Maybe it’s not the same light in my friend’s eyes, but I believe that sporadically a glimmer shows in 
mine, too. I want to be more in contact with this group of friends, to be reminded “that Christ is 
everything,” as Fr. Giussani said, to be helped to recognize “He who is among us” and to “live this 
consciousness,” being reminded of it “until it becomes a habit.”111  

 
109 L. Giussani, The Journey to Truth is an Experience, transl. John Zucchi, Patrick Stevenson, McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, Montreal 2006, p. 96. 
110 L. Giussani, “Something That Comes First”, Notes from the Assembly of CL Responsibles, January 1993, Traces, Page 
One, November 2018, 1994, https://english.clonline.org/traces/page-one/something-that-comes-first 
111 L. Giussani, The Work of the Movement. The Fraternity of Communion and Liberation. Cooperativo Nuovo Mondo, 
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This is the method by which faith is and will always be communicated: an unforeseeable encounter that 
kindles desire and moves the person to verify the promise that it brings, by participating in the life of the 
Christian community. “The early Church, after the end of the apostolic time, developed a relatively reduced 
missionary activity; she had no strategy for announcing the faith to the pagans […] and yet even so this 
time became a period of great missionary success. The conversion of the ancient world to Christianity was 
not the result of a planned action but of the proof of the faith in the world as it was made visible in the life 
of Christians and in the community of the Church. Humanly speaking, the real invitation from experience 
to experience, and nothing more, was the missionary power of the early Church. The community of life of 
the Church invited others to participate in this life, which revealed the truth from which this life came […]. 
Only the interweaving of a truth consequent in itself and the guarantee in the life of this truth can make that 
evidence of faith desired by the human heart shine forth; only through this door does the Holy Spirit enter 
into the world.”112  

Nihilism/carnality: These terms define our situation today, and not only today but always, because the 
nihilism we are describing is not a temporary phenomenon, but rather a permanent possibility for the 
human soul, albeit named with different words. Nihilism, the nothingness that pervades us and to which 
we are always tempted to yield, cannot be countered with mere discourses, rules or distractions, because 
they cannot magnetize us and truly win over our humanity. This is why Pope Francis stresses the danger 
of reducing Christianity to Gnosticism or Pelagianism.113 The only thing that responds to nihilism and 
the void of meaning is flesh, a gaze incarnate in an eighty-year-old nun or in a friend, yesterday like 
today. “Only Christ takes my humanity so completely to heart.” 114 Either I experience today a 
presence that takes all my humanity completely to heart, or basically there is no escape, because none 
of the discourses, ethics or distractions available to us can generate that fullness that I await from the 
depths of my being.  

Without the experience of my “I” “being seized” there is not Christianity; there is not Christianity 
as event, that is, according to its original nature, and thus there is no chance of change in how we 
conceive of and treat people and things, no metanoia and no true affection. “To be recognized, God 
entered man’s life as a man, with a human form, so that man’s thought, imagination, and affectivity were, 
in a way, ‘blocked,’ magnetized by Him. The Christian event has the form of an encounter, a human 
encounter in ordinary day-to-day reality.” 115  Nothing is more intelligible for people and easier to 
understand than an event that takes place as an encounter. Thus one understands why Pope Francis often 
proposes this line from Deus caritas est: “I never tire of repeating those words of Benedict XVI which 
take us to the very heart of the Gospel: ‘Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a 
lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a Person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive 
direction.’” 116  This is the method of God, the method God chose to save me, you, each of us, from 
nothingness, from the impossibility of fulfillment, from the suspicion that everything ends up in 
nothingness, from melancholy disappointment in oneself, from the easy descent into resignation and 
despair. “Everything in our life, today as in the time of Jesus, begins with an encounter.”117  

God became flesh and dwells among us. This is Christianity. It is not primarily a doctrine or a 

 
Milan, 2006, p. 220. 
112  J. Ratzinger, Guardare Cristo. Esercizi di Fede, Speranza e Carità [Looking at Christ. Meditations on Faith, Hope and 
Love], Jaca Book, Milan 1989, p. 31. Our translation. 
113 Cf. Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium, 94. 
114 L. Giussani-S. Alberto-J. Prades, Generating Traces in the History of the World, op. cit., p. ix.  
115 Ibid., p. 17. 
116 Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium, 7. 
117 Francis, Address to the Comunion and Liberation Movement, Saint Peter’s Square, March 7, 2015. 
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morality, but One present, here and now. The rest, the doctrine and morality, comes later. “He who 
made all things [that is God, the origin, destiny, the meaning of life] identified with the precariousness 
of flesh, [still] identifies with the precariousness of flesh, makes Himself heard and tangible with the 
precariousness of flesh,”118 that of people like you and me, flesh that is fragile and full of limits but has 
been seized and made different.  If Christianity has fascinated us, if we share a bond with a certain 
reality, it is because we have seen people engaged in a different way with everyday things, with a 
gladness and a peace, even in pain and difficulties, that we desired for ourselves, with a gratuitousness 
and positivity of gaze, even in front of the most difficult and contradictory circumstances, that we found 
we “envied” them; people “seized” and changed by the Christian event, which for them as well had the 
form of an encounter, witnesses of a newness of life that shakes up in a human sense the environment 
around them. The origin of this effect is well described in the Ambrosian Liturgy: “I will make my 
presence evident in the gladness of their heart.”119 

Therefore, Giussani observed, if God became flesh in Jesus, “you must be in the flesh to understand 
Jesus. Experience is what enables us to understand Jesus. If God, the Mystery, became flesh, born of 
the womb of a woman, you cannot understand anything of this Mystery unless you start out from 
material experiences. If in order to be understood God became flesh, you must start from the flesh.” He 
continued, “If you leave out the flesh, you destroy the paradox: this faith interests no one,”120 and 
becomes mere discourse, becomes abstract, becomes ethics, becomes a user’s manual, and no longer 
magnetizes us. Only a human experience allows you to discover the presence of Christ, to understand 
what the relationship with Him is.  
 
4. To perceive the truth, all that is needed is sincere attention 
It is easy to perceive the contemporary presence of Christ. The presences that magnetize us and make 
us experience the correspondence of which we spoke earlier are rare, and therefore, perceiving them is 
easy. For Peter, Zacchaeus, the Samaritan woman at the well and Mary Magdalene it was easy. It is 
easy, but it is not necessarily a given. This was seen with Jesus, too. Just think of how scandalized and 
disgusted people were when He went to Zacchaeus’ home. What was in Peter, Zacchaeus, the Samaritan 
woman at the well, Mary Magdalene and the others who encountered Him, that enabled them to 
perceive His newness, His difference, His uniqueness? Sincere attention, a gaze wide open. In 
fact, “finding the ultimate truth is like discovering something beautiful along one's path. One sees and 
recognizes it, if one is attentive. The issue, then, is this attention.”121 It is within the grasp of everyone, 
and this is liberating, because it frees the field of a common objection that disguises disengagement with 
the reality of life: “I’m not able. I’m not intelligent. I don’t have the means for understanding.” To perceive 
the truth, all you need is attention.  

Certainly, it is never easy to pay attention, as Simone Weil wrote: “Something in our soul has a far more 
violent repugnance for true attention than the flesh has for bodily fatigue. […] Attention consists of 
suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty, and ready to be penetrated by the object.”122 But in 
order to let your thought be penetrated by the object, in order not to be closed in on your own measure, in 

 
118 L. Giussani, La verità nasce dalla carne [Truth Is Born of the Flesh], Bur, Milano 2019, p. 115. Our translation. 
119 ”Populus Sion, ecce Dominus veniet ad salvandas gentes: et auditam faciet Dominus gloriam laudis suae in laetitia 
cordis vestri» (Confractory of the IV Sunday of Advent, in Messale ambrosiano. Dall’Avvento al Sabato Santo [Ambrosian 
Missal. From Advent to Holy Saturday], Milan 1942, p. 78). 
120 L. Giussani, Si può (veramente?!) vivere così? [Is It (Truly) Possible to Live This Way?], Bur, Milan 2011, pp. 481, 
207. 
121 L. Giussani, The Religious Sense, op. cit., p. 34.  
122 S. Weil, Waiting on God, Routledge, New York, 2010, p. 56. 
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order to “to be wide open toward the totality of factors at play,”123 you must have a glimmer of affection 
for yourself, some sliver of interest in the destiny of your own existence. This glimmer, even if it is down 
in the depths of the soul, enables us to accept we are loved, to pay attention to and “react” to a presence 
that affirms our being.   

Peter, Zacchaeus, the Samaritan woman at the well and Mary Magdalene did not mute their humanity. 
Their gaze expressed the thirst and restless, suffering expectancy evoked by the presence of that Man.  He 
embraced and corresponded to this expectancy, and in doing so, caused it to reverberate all the more.  
Certainly, the exceptional presence of Jesus inspired that wide-open gaze, but they had to second that 
inspiration; nothing happened magically or mechanically (for it if did, it would be extraneous to their 
humanity).  

Thus a living humanity, attention and reason affectively engaged are necessary for perceiving presences 
that bring a newness of life. There cannot be attention and a wide-open reason without affective vibration 
and interest. An attentive gaze is always a gaze full of interest. “If a certain thing does not interest me, 
then I do not look at it; if I do not look at it, then I cannot know it. In order to know it, I need to give 
my attention to it. In its Latin root, attention means ‘to be tensed toward ...’ If it interests me, strikes 
me, I will be ‘tensed toward’ it when faced with it.”124  
 
5. A recognition called faith 
Therefore, this attention is the beginning of the recognition of the nature of what we have in front of us. In 
fact, in perceiving a presence of different humanity, when and where it happens, it is difficult to suppress 
a question about the nature of what you see. In front of the presence of Jesus, the people who heard Him 
speak or saw Him act were moved to ask “Who is this man?”, a strange question evoked by His irreducible 
difference. “They know where he comes from, they know his mother and his relatives, everyone knows 
about him, but the power shown by the man is so disproportionate, his personality is so great and so 
different that even the question has a different meaning: who is this man?”125 

Today we wonder the same thing about people we have happened upon, gotten to know, and become 
friends with. “Who are you? Why are you this way?”. The question arises because their presence has 
something exceptional about it that becomes evident in our experience. This is how Christianity is 
communicated, then and now. The letter from the fifty-year-old expresses this well. In fact, asking this 
question is symptomatic of the same “exorbitant problem” posed by those who had dealings with Jesus. 
As Pope Francis observed, “Testimony evokes wonderment, and wonderment evokes questions in those 
who see it. People are moved to ask, ‘Why in the world is this person this way? Where does this gift of 
hope come from? Where does this ability to treat others with charity come from?’.”126 

Does everyone look at you with the same tenderness? Does everyone look at you with the same 
gratuitousness? Does everyone look at you with the same passion for your destiny? Is everything equal? 
For this reason, when you find yourself in front of incomparable differentness, like the writer Mencarelli 
in front of that old nun, you cannot help asking, “Who is this person?”. This amazed reaction that evokes 
an insuppressible question is the beginning of that journey of knowledge and recognition that is called faith. 

 
123 L. Giussani, The Religious Sense, op. cit., p. 126. The author observes: “To summarize, educating one's freedom to 
attentiveness, that is, to be wide open toward the totality of factors at play, and educating it to acceptance, that is, to the 
conscious embrace of what it finds before it is the fundamental issue of the human journey.”  Thus he also addresses the 
essential problem of educating one’s freedom to attentiveness.  
124 Ibid., p. 29. 
125 Cristo la compagnia di Dio all’uomo [Christ the Companion of Man]- Easter Poster, 1982, Communion and Liberation. 
126 Francis, Senza di Lui non possiamo far nulla [Without Him We Can Do Nothing], LEV, Città del Vaticano 2019, p. 37. 
Our translation. 
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Let’s look at how it unfolded in the first people who encountered Jesus. Let’s try to immerse ourselves 
in one of the many scenes of the Gospel, to look at the dynamic of knowledge that emerges from the story. 
Jesus and His disciples are walking to the region of Cesarea, and along the road, He stops and asks them, 
“Who do people say that I am?”. A bit surprised by His question, they try to answer. “Some say John the 
Baptist, others Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” Then Jesus asks them directly and 
personally: “Who do you say I am?”. The first to answer is Peter, with his usual impulsivity. “You are the 
Christ, the Son of the Living God.”127 How could he have said those words? Peter did not say something 
he thought or arrived at with his own powers of reasoning: he repeated what he had heard Jesus say about 
Himself. They are not his words, reached on his own. Why does he repeat them? What made it fully 
reasonable to repeat them, even if he did not fully understand them? It was the certainty that Peter had 
reached about that man, the experience in the relationship with Him that made it evident that “if I can’t 
trust this man, I can’t even trust myself!”.  

 
6. Freedom and trust 
Why was Peter able to trust Jesus? Why did he have to trust Jesus? (“If we don’t believe in this man, we 
can’t trust our own eyes either.) First of all, it is important to point out that the more we are attentive to a 
person’s life, the more we are able to be certain about him or her. Who was able to understand that Jesus 
was to be trusted? The people who followed Him and spent time with Him, not those of the crowd who 
went to Him for healing but did not commit themselves to total involvement with Him. You can gather the 
signs needed to reach certainty about a person only by spending time and sharing your life with that person. 
Then you can reasonably say “I can trust this person.” 

But the understanding and interpretation of signs demands freedom. Signs do not “impose” the 
conclusion, even if they lead to it. “Freedom is exercised in that playing field called sign. […]The sign 
is an event to interpret.”128 Different people interpreted Jesus in different ways. In front of signs, freedom 
becomes evident.129  

For many, freedom is a problem, because they perceive it as something that burdens life or weakens the 
truth of the conclusion they reach.  

I was trying to explain to a young friend that freedom not only is something we cannot avoid, but that 
it is a good for us, and I gave him this example. I said, “Imagine that after spending some years with your 
girlfriend and noting many signs of the good you bring to each other, you decide to ask her to marry you. 
Would you be a little afraid to ask her?” He said, “I believe so.” “But if everything was clear to you, why 
would you be worried?” I asked. He answered right away, “Because she might say no.” “So you would be 
worried because you don’t know whether all those signs would be sufficient for her to say yes? You would 
be vulnerable to ‘her’ interpretation of the signs, or in other words, to ‘her’ freedom. Is that right?” “Yes,” 
he confirmed. At this point I asked him, “Would you prefer that it all be mechanical and automatic, so you 
wouldn’t have to run the risk of her freedom and fear her saying no, or would you like her to say yes 
freely?” He said, “I’d prefer her to tell me freely, without a doubt.” So I added, “Do you think God derives 
less pleasure than you from a freely given ‘yes’? God prefers a freely given ‘yes’ too.” Recently Pope 
Francis spoke about this as well. “How does Jesus act? […] He respects, respects our own situation, and 
He doesn’t go ahead. […] The Lord does not pick up the pace; He always goes at our pace, […] and waits 
for us to take the first step.”130 This does not mean that He does not give us signs, all the signs we need, 

 
127 Cf. Mt. 16:13-19. 
128 L. Giussani, The Religious Sense, op. cit., p. 123. 
129 Sulla libertà nell’atto di fede [On Freedom in the Act of Faith], cf. DS 3035. 
130 Francis, Homily at Santa Marta, April 26, 2020. Our translation. 
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but we are free in front of them. God created us free and in some way submitted Himself to the decision of 
our freedom, because there is no comparison between a freely said ‘yes’ and mere acquiescence without 
the conscious exercise of freedom. I concluded, “If she said ‘yes’ but it wasn’t the fruit of her freedom, 
there would be no explosion of joy in you.”  

How crucial it is to realize that our freedom is not a complication, but a gift! 
Thus, freedom is involved in the interpretation of signs that allows me to be fully reasonable in reaching 

the certainty that I can trust someone else. This confidence allowed Peter to make his own the words he 
had heard Jesus say. Faith is not a leap into the void: it is not an act committed without any reasonableness. 
“Faith means to recognize that what a historical Presence says of itself is true.” “A Man said something 
about Himself that others accepted as true, and that I, too, accept because of the exceptional way in which 
that fact still reaches me. Jesus is a man who said, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life.’ […] Paying attention 
to what that Man did and said to the point of saying, ‘I believe in this Man,’ adhering to His presence, and 
affirming what He said as the truth: this is faith. Faith is an act of reason moved by the exceptional nature 
of a Presence that brings man to say, ‘This man who is speaking is truthful. He is not lying, I accept what 
He says.’”131 As the Catechism says, “‘To believe’ has thus a twofold reference: to the person, and to 
the truth: to the truth, by trust in the person who bears witness to it.”132 

Faith is the recognition of ‘something’ that goes beyond reason’s ability to grasp: the presence of the 
divine in the human. Reason alone could not define it, and yet it is a fully reasonable recognition that 
explains what I have in front of my eyes, the experience I have. As Balthasar observed, there is an 
“interconnectedness of faith and the experience of fulfillment.”133 

Faith is having the sincerity to recognize, the simplicity to accept, and the 
affection to cling to such a Presence. Sincerity and simplicity are analogous words. To be simple 
means to look something in the face, without bringing in extraneous factors borrowed from outside. 
[…] We must look at the event for what it says, for what it communicates to reason, what it 
communicates to the heart, without bringing in external factors to evaluate it, for they have 
nothing to do with it.”134  You can say that simplicity means submitting reason to experience, without 
introducing anything extraneous. The way Giussani spoke of this in front of the Pope in Saint Peter’s 
Square in 1998 will remain alive in our memory: “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.”135 
 
 
 

 
131 L. Giussani-S. Alberto-J. Prades, Generating Traces in the History of the World, op. cit., p. 16. 
132 Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 177. 
133 H.U. von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics: 1. Seeing the Form,, op. cit., p. 133. 
134 L. Giussani-S. Alberto-J. Prades, Generating Traces in the History of the World, op. cit., p. 21. 
135 Ibid., p. X. 
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