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Editorial

The test

things that interest me in a different way, and so a different ex-

perience of humanity is created, and this is the test of faith.” Gi-
ussani spoke thus to the Movement's university students during an Equipe
in 1981. In this issue, we collect the stories of today's university students from
various parts of the world, together with some passages taken from the as-
sembly and the summary at this year's CLU Equipe, which brought together
450 young people at the end of the summer to address that very topic: “The
verification of faith”

“F aith makes me conceive and mobilize my relationship with the

The university academic year has resumed and here you will find out from
where these young people restart: from whatinterests them, from what s left
of the past summer, from the whole journey of the past year, from events at
the university, in the death of a friend, in welcoming freshmen, in disappoint-
ment or anxiety. And in the beauty of accompanying each other to under-
stand the origin of the experience they live, even spending a period of study
abroad without their usual network, driven to verify what sustains life. This
is how Riccardo spoke of his months in cold Cothenburg and Andrea of the
encounters that changed him in Brussels. Yersultan, a Kazakh and Muslim
history student, talks about his meeting with the young people of the CLU:
“I was interested in their way of life, so intense, so open, so in love with life. |
would have liked to steal their eyes and keep them forever with me. | thirsted
for their happiness.”

In the 1981 Equipe, Giussani added: “The heart of the matter lies in the fact
that we all say: ‘Christ; but it is as if this Christ did not exist; because Christ
is the answer, he is the sense, Christ is the form, he is the meaning of liv-
ing,” and he listed the very concrete manifestations of this living: affective
relationships; the use of things; the way of looking at nature, time, space,
study; the relationship with your mother and father; your plans for the fu-
ture; your past...

Astudentin the assembly with Davide Prosperi that opens this issue spoke of
a friend who has recently joined the Movement and who approached him at
the end of their community holiday and said, “What amazes me most is that
you do not stop at saying that ‘Christ exists’; | do that too, but you seek Him.”
What did he see?



Letters

Discovering the meaning of war

We are publishing this witness from the International
Assembly of Responsibles of a friend from the
Ukrainian community who presently lives in Italy.
First of all, I would like to thank everyone
who is helping us Ukrainians, those who
accompany us and who look at us without
averting their gaze. We come to know reality
through experience. Today mine is the war
in Ukraine, my country, from which I have
escaped. And this question arises in me:

how do I give witness to an experience that
cannot be compared to anything else, so

that it is not reduced to a theory, to a hope
for commiseration? Experience entails the
discovery of the meaning of an object that we
know. For me, this means understanding the
meaning of the war in the truest sense of this

word. I begin from those points with which Fr.

Giussani defines experience: 1) an encounter
with a reality outside of yourself. For me, this
reality is the impact I have felt from the war,
being hurled from my everyday life, but also
encountering an experience of friendship,

of a common path. How does this objective
fact relate to the Movement and to the
community?; 2) to understand the meaning
and value of this experience. Is it possible to
discover value and meaning even in war? For
me, this search is the answer to the question
about whether I can stay awake in front of
the pain of another, like the apostles when
Christ asked them to keep watch with Him. It
is the grace of faith; and 3) a personal, critical
verification, which is a continuous work of
putting reality in relationship to the demands
of my heart so I can find the correspondence
between the meaning of my experience and
the event that I run up against. What does
the war have to do with my community? In
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what I have already lived, how can I recognize aspects
of reality that are not directly accessible to me and that
often pertain to vitally important questions; in other
words, why do we have need of witnesses? I am so
moved by the phenomenon of witness. I am a witness
of faith, of Christ Crucified and of Christ Resurrected,
and at the same time, of the experience of a human
path that has been given to me to walk. I did not choose
to be a witness to the experience of being a widow or
of being a refugee, and even less so a witness to war.
But each day, what prevails in my heart is faith, hope,
and an awareness that Christ is with me in this storm.
I witness to and carry within me this experience. This
has to do with my heart, with my affection for Christ.
But it also has to do with the fact that witnessing to this
becomes ever more difficult in light of the suffering of
the other. I feel that the experience that I witness to is
too heavy. I feel like the leper who is prohibited from
entering the city, but who Christ goes out to console. I
think that the fascination of an encounter with Christ
by itself would not have been enough for the apostles
to have followed Him. I am certain that what allowed
them to leave everything and follow Him was how
Christ looked upon their humanity, how He embraced
their pain, their errors. He was a presence in front of
the need and the mystery of the other. I continue my
path in the Movement only because Christ has called
me through friends whose actions embody Fr. Giussani.
I am here in Italy without my family, who escaped to
Holland, because of Fr. Giussani, who taught me to
stay in front of the beauty, dignity, pain, and otherness
of the other. I follow him because he has awakened an
active faith, he has given the impetus for the founding
of unique social centers that respond to concrete
needs. I need for the words about our being one body
not to become a theory, but a practice. I desire that the
Movement become the crevice that the rock climber
looks for when he climbs a mountain, that he can grab,
that allows him to pass where it seemed impossible.
Lali
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Fifteen years ago, we began bringing food packages
to Anna and Mauro as a charitable work. For a long
time, they would close the door in our faces. Then
they allowed us into their lives and their wounds: two
deceased children and an existence full of pain and
struggle, psychological problems and legal issues.
The first years were dominated by their desperation
and our incapacity to stay beside them. Everything
we tried to do was like a grain of sand in an ocean

of pain. With time, a friendship was born, a mutual
companionship for life: they would call us and would
wait outside their door to make sure we came in.
We would witness arguments or complaints about
how hard and horrible life was, but then we’d end
up laughing and hugging each other. From this
friendship born out of a charitable work, one of us
began to discern her vocation in an order of nuns
that puts charity front and center. After this gesture,
each time I returned home, I looked at my husband
and three children in a different way. I always ask
myself why I go to another part of the city every
Saturday morning, and I always reach the same
answer: “Lord, I need You to show Yourself to them
and to me.” I always end up gaining more than they
do; it is a simple and gratuitous gesture that gives
more to me than to them. In time and with help from
the Food Bank, we also began to help their son, who
has psychological issues and problems with drugs,
to the point of also involving my husband, who helps
them with legal issues. This spring, Mauro died.
Together with me at the funeral was my friend who
always came with me to visit this family, and Laura,
whom [ met a year ago and is my new companion

in charitable work; she has been an unexpected gift
for my life. We introduced ourselves to the son, but
he told us he felt like he already knew us because of
the stories his mom and dad had told over the years.
There was an unexpected bond with the other two
children as well. What dominated was not pain, but
a companionship for life. We returned to the car arm
in arm with Anna. Who would have thought fifteen
years ago that we would have arrived at this point?
In the following days, their daughter thanked us

for the songs and for our friendship, and the story
continues—Laura and I once again rang the doorbell
and left a package and returned home with an even
greater gift: Anna gave me her grandson’s little
bicycle. “I give it to you, but only if you keep it for
your little boy, not for anyone else!”

Francesca, Milan (Italy)

In the last couple of years, since I started medical
school, I've changed so much. In spite of a Catholic
upbringing, I had almost completely distanced myself
from the church: rarely going to Mass and zero prayers,
and by the end of high school, I had stopped going

to G.S. I only thought about girls, going out at night,
getting drunk. But I was aware that within me there
was a searching for something else. During the first
year of med school, I began meeting some classmates
who were in the Movement and who lived in a way

that was completely different from mine. At first, I
didn’t want to have much to do with them, because I
knew that they asked themselves too many questions.

I thought to myself, “I want to live my life without
thinking too much, I just want to have fun.” But was I
really having fun? Why did the people I had around me
want to be with me? These new “friends” began inviting
me to be with them and that was okay with me because
I felt the need to change something. They always waited
for me and insisted on searching me out. I came to
realize that they were together because they wanted

to be. When they asked each other, “How are you?”
they actually wanted to know. They organized various
kinds of activities so they could live life together and
help each other. I had never encountered anything like
that. So gradually, I drew closer to them and became
part of the group in spite of my misgivings. But in

one year, I went to the School of Community only a
few times; I never shared anything and half the time

I wasn’t listening. At times, I didn’t even understand
the meaning of what people were saying. I registered
at the last minute for the vacation last year because
some friends convinced me that it was worth going.
Again, they had waited for me. As a matter of fact, the
vacation opened so many questions I hadn’t wanted to
answer; [ had set them aside. During this past year, I've
participated more. At the Exercises, I was part of the
crew of ushers, and on the vacation [ was the captain
of the group that organized the games; I also helped
with the day trips. This was one of the ways in which

I felt waited for and preferred. I still feel waited for by
everyone. I feel embraced and, as it says in The Religious
Sense, everything around me begins to take on meaning.
It's evident that my heart is waiting for something to
give meaning to everything that surrounds me-only

in this way can I begin to be myself. Sometimes I still
ask myselfif this environment is for me. Everything is
going well and I am changing, but will I ever succeed in
being truly myself? The question remains open.
Francesco, Milan (Italy)
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The verification

of faith

Excerpts from the Assembly with Davide Prosperi at

the Equipe of university students in CL. At the end of

the summer, 450 students gathered in La Thuile, Italy
(August 30" to September 1°).

The photographs on these pages were
taken at the Sapienza University in Rome.

Contribution. The title for this gath-
ering includes the line: “The verification
of faith serves to make us ever more cer-
tain that Christ is truly the answer for
our entire life.” The content of this line
was confirmed for me by our CLU va-
cation, in particular the final evening.
During those beautiful, full days I came
to understand what the leader before me
had said in proposing that I take over:
“A leader is not the first who makes oth-
ers follow him or her, but the first who
follows.” On the last evening of the va-
cation, word reached us that a friend of
ours had died, and I had an hour of total
emptiness in which I had no idea what
to do. This happened just before the final
party. [ was amazed to observe myselfin
action and see that the only thing I could
do in that moment was follow those in
front of me, our friends who organized
the evenings and an adult who accom-
panies us. I didn’t know how to behave,
but with them it was astounding to rec-
ognize that I was asked to follow those I
had in front of me. In particular, I was
impressed by two people who were the

first to tell me, “We have encountered
something so beautiful during these
days that for us it would be a loss not
to do anything.” Everything we pro-
pose, from the parties and skits to the
games and the Masses and the gather-
ings—everything deep down is done so I
can acknowledge Christ in my life. This
astonished me because the awareness
exhibited by these two friends came ex-
clusively from what they had seen in
those days, not because they had read it
in some text. That evening we decided to
sing together and then pray the Rosary.
I was amazed by the silence entering
and leaving the hall, a silence not heard
among us before. We were not silent out
of duty or because somebody told us to
be—it was a silence full of a prayer of en-
treaty to Someone who saves our life. At
least it was this way for me—a prayer to
Someone to save my life in that moment,
to take me and love me. Afterwards, two
other leaders and I had to write the sum-
mary and the “evening group” had to
prepare skits. Some of them didn’t feel
up to doing it, but we talked about it
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and decided to take the step of betting on
what we had seen. The same reason that

motivated us to write the summary also
motivated the “evening group”to do the
skits, and they turned out to be the best
skits I'd seen since I've been in the Move-
ment. I'll tell you about one last thing. A
guy who met us a short while ago came
to me that evening and told me about a

few things, and then said, “What most
amazes me is that you don’t stop at say-
ing ‘Christ exists,” which is what I do,
but you really seek Him.” With this sim-
plicity he hit the nail on the head. Doing
something that evening wasn’t an “an-
swer” or something else: it was the truest
attempt for me to seek Christ. It is neces-
sary for me to reach the judgment that

that evening, if Christ had not been
in our midst, I would have been lost.
What happened that evening was the
greatest comparison to my own expe-
rience that I bring with me.

Davide Prosperi. I'd just like to
reflect on a few of the things you
said, to look at them more deep-
ly, because sometimes we say
things that are enormous but I
don’t know whether we actual-
ly realize it. This is the demon-
stration that there’s something
much greater among us that
sets us on a journey and makes
us glimpse a truth that time will
help us to understand just how
deep it is, and how capable of
supporting our whole life.

What he said makes us see
something important: while
they were on holiday, something
happened that was like an earth-
quake for them and others, but
this fact in itself does not hold
the answer to the question that
the heart cries out for, or to the
bewilderment one feels when
faced with the death of a friend.
In itself it does not hold the an-
swer to this. The verification of
faith begins when we are going
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“We cannot carry on as if the cry for
meaning born in us could be silenced.

We need to bet on what we had seen, and we
begin to experience that life has a direction.”

through a certain type of experience—for him it was
the vacation, but really, our whole life is inside the
event that seized us—and this verification consists
of the fact that the question cannot be ignored.
We cannot carry on doing what we were doing as
if nothing had happened, as if the cry for meaning
born in us could be silenced. This cry for meaning
orients everything, the need that what we do make
more sense, and not only this, but that it have a
meaning, a connection with what in our heart does
not find justification, an answer, or peace. So, what
he said is beautiful: “The only thing I could do in
that moment was follow those in front of me.” Then
he used a phrase that for me truly has to do with the
verification of faith; he spoke of “betting on what we
had seen,” because following means betting. It real-
ly is so! When you trust someone, you wager. You
don’t know yet; you're not already sure what you’ll
bring home. There is a level of risking yourself that
is indispensable for faith to grow.

Isn’t this the case, for example, in affective relation-
ships? It’'s a matter of risking yourself, entrusting
yourself to a person you can’t control, who is not
you. In fact, often the difficulty in relationships
grows when you begin to feel the need to control the
other person in everything, when you begin to dom-
inate the person. Instead, this betting, this putting
your own life behind another, begins a different
adventure during which, even in the midst of pain
and at times an apparent lack of sense, you begin
to experience a meaning, a direction, that life has a
direction, and so you begin to ask and to pray, and
life fills with this prayer of entreaty, which frees us.

Fr.Francesco Ferrari. I'd like to remark on something,
too. In his words, you see the beauty and victory of en-
tering into reality in the light of the encounter. That
evening could have gone many ways. Normally, people
react to the death of a friend by escaping, not wanting
to think, cursing God. This is the way people usually re-
spond to the drama of reality! Instead, that evening the
encounter he’d had was not a “name glued onto” reali-
ty; rather, it was what enabled him to enter into reali-
ty. Living in the light of the encounter does not mean
running away from reality, but living it in a different
way. We have to be able to recognize the features of this
difference; for example, the fact that in front of a death
they could stay together and sing.

Prosperi. Yes, and I'd add something important about
the question of faith. We think faith is the point we
reach after a series of deductions based on things that
happen, such that at a certain point we reach certain-
ty. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. It’s not like
a mathematical equation or an algorithm to be solved.
Something else has to happen, something we don’t pro-
duce. A grace has to happen, and for this reason free-
dom is seen in asking; we have to ask for this grace!
What consolation would there have been in spending
the evening doing skits, songs, and all the rest, if it were
not to affirm the unity of life, to affirm that life still has
meaning? Yes, maybe for a little while, but what conso-
lation would there have been if those things were not
done to affirm that there is eternal life, that what began
here does not end here, that our dead friend continues
to be present and alive in my life, continues to be with
me? I began to learn this as a child because my mother



said these things to me when I lost my father. This is
how faith begins, only if someone says to you, “There
is eternal life.” Yes, this is a consolation. But how can
you reach this consolation by your own strength? You
can’t. It is far beyond your abilities. You have to wager
on this—that “there is eternal life.” The verification of
this affirmation, that which causes faith to grow over
time; that is, the certainty that it really is so, that life
does not end here (Gandalf would have said “white
shores”—].R.R. Tolkien, The Return of the King in The Lord
of the Rings), that life doesn’t end this way, is the fact
that within the journey of this companionship we ex-
perience how this answer makes life full, fuller, and
excludes nothing. And if nothing is excluded, not even
death can exclude anything. But I have to experience
this fullness of life, I have to experience that eternity is
something real. So, the question we bring to the Mys-
tery who makes all things must be also the question we
ask each other. The more dramatic life is, the more we
must demand that our companionship be true in every-
thing, no shortcuts.

Contribution. I wagered on a person who betrayed me ter-
ribly, and the question that arose in me was, “Why can I con-
tinue to say yes to the Movement now, to being here, to the
responsibility asked of me in my community?” If it consisted
only of my encounter with that person, I wouldn’t be here to-
day—it was a betrayal I can’t just gloss over; I can’t pretend it
didn’t happen. The more I look at that pain, the more I can’t
deny that the steps I've taken, even through the actions of that
person, made me who I am. I can’t deny what has happened
in these years that led me to be myself. There is something
beyond that person and beyond my friends. I need friends to
walk with but they’re not the answer for me. I came here and
1 say yes to the Movement, to my community, to what is asked
of me, because I need to see that “more” that calls me. I can’t
ignore this question. And here at this gathering I've seen evi-
dence of that “more” again.

Prosperi. Thank you. What you say is very true. We need
to understand just how true it really is. What you told us
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and what, as you said, causes you to continue to be
here even if you were betrayed (in fact, you were sore-
ly betrayed), says two things. First, what you encoun-
tered through that person is true, and it is truer than
his and our limitations, mean-spiritedness, or betray-
als. Listen to what Fr. Giussani said (it’s a text I know
you've already read): “I believe at least some of you
have already heard me insist on the fact that you do
not follow a person but an experience of life, which,
to the extent that it is faithful to the education of the
Church, is an experience of the Lord,” not just of that
person. Through the person you have mentioned you
began the adventure of following an experience, the
experience of the Lord. Through an ephemeral point,
which can even betray and hurt you (it’s an absurd
paradox, absurd to the mind), something entered
your life that set you before the face of the Lord. Fr.
Giussani continued: “A person may have proposed it,
but with the disappearance of this person (in the var-
ious ways a person can disappear, not only through
death, but also through his or her defects, wrongs, or
errors) the experience in its factors of value remains.”
Un avvenimento di vita cioé una storia [An event of life,
that is, a history], Edit-Il Sabato, Rome 1993, p. 335.
This is all the more reason—precisely because of what
you have said—your certainty grew as you followed
that person and also others; that person may have
been the beginning of everything for you. But all of
us are here too, full of limitations; we may act more or
less badly, but we may also act well, and sometimes we
do so, thank goodness! Actually, we usually do more
good than harm. Through this, you can continue to
verify that initial experience. Why is this so crucial in
our lives? Because like everyone, the disillusionment
caused by these limitations may lead us to doubt the
truth of what happened to us, and then to doubt God.
Yet God chose this method, mysteriously: trusting
yourself to a person, even knowing the human hearrt,
our mean-spiritedness, wretchedness, and weak-
ness (let’s call it this); often our mean-spiritedness
is the fruit of a weakness that does not allow itself
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to be educated, corrected, or influenced by the way
the Lord continues to accompany us, that is, place
us within a companionship. He chose this meth-
od as a chance of salvation for all of us. Just think,
if you weren’t sure that the Lord is the One guiding
this companionship, even with all its limitations, it
would be impossible to forgive! Instead, I can even
come to forgive, precisely because I recognize that
the other’s limitations, no matter how painful, do not
vanquish Christ’s face, which continues to dominate
in my life. The harm done to me is not stronger than
the fullness of life that Christ brings me: it doesn’t
vanquish Christ! Certainly, we have to wager on this,
first of all. Why do I continue to use this word? Be-
cause we'd like to have answers immediately that set
things right and enable us to go forward with more
certainty. But certain wounds can remain; in fact, do
remain. Certain things don’t find an answer right
away that clarifies everything and puts everything in
order. Our journey toward certainty is not a psycho-
logical journey; we don’t have to put our psychology

in order so that we no longer suffer anxiety. Christ is
not an anxiolytic! Our certainty is affective; that is, an
attachment to a presence that, notwithstanding all our
wounds, continues to move our life, to be the source of
fascination, attraction, goodness, and hope, day by day.
Thank you.

Contribution. For me, the verification of faith corresponds to
the promise of victory over death that happened to me in en-
countering the Movement. My father died eight years ago. At
the Meeting, talking with an ill friend of my father’s, whom I
didn’t know well, I rediscovered my father and all the wound-
edness I carry inside. However, this passes through the drama
of my freedom; for eight years I had completely pushed aside
the wound, and now, from the vacation onwards, it is as if re-
ality has driven me to my knees. Actually, it’s a very beautiful
thing-I left the Meeting crying, not out of sadness that my fa-
ther was gone but because I was moved by what had happened
to me. How can we be close to each other as friends? I have
friends whose parents are ill and I'm unable to be close to them,
and I'm unable to be close to myself.

© Rebecca Sammarco
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Contribution. Reflecting on the title of this gathering (“The
Verification of Faith”), I think about my life and how every-
thing has changed in the light of the encounter I had. Not
everything yet, but many things. I think of school, because
when [ was in the fourth year of high school I wanted to drop
out, but now I'm attending the university. I think of my re-
lationship with my parents, which has become something
incredible in these months. They got to know my friends and
my mother said to me, ‘I don’t feel like going to happy hours
anymore, because I return home and nothing remains. I
need what I see at dinner with these friends of yours.” I think
of my relationship with the girls: now I can say that we have
a great relationship, which has never happened before. I
always adopted the worst possible way of behaving. These
are the things that I see blossoming, and I never could have
imagined it. All these things passed through my efforts and
also my screw-ups; they are not mistakes but, rather, an op-
portunity to cry out even more forcefully. In my relationship
with my mother, which was not great, though I really wanted
it to be, I've made lots of mistakes but also stupendous things
have happened. The same goes for school with the girls. I see
that everything is this way for me. I don’t know what this
has to do with the fact that many girls commit suicide; this
makes me feel so much pain, but the wager is no longer based
on nothingness. It’s a bet based on facts that are pillars for
me. I want to discover how it velates with everything, this
desire for “totality” we've been talking about in these days.

Prosperi. The friend who spoke before you said, “For
eightyears, l had completely pushed aside the wound.”
It happened pretty early for you! In fact, often many
more years pass, but sooner or later, life presents the
bill, not only for the mistakes we make, but also for
things that happen to us and aren’t our fault. But
then? You asked, “How can we be close to each other
as friends?” How can friends be close to each other,
not reducing what each of them is, not pretending
about anything? Certainly, they can’t substitute for
the answer to the heart’s cry; not at all, because this
only comes from the Mystery. But friends must help
me, can help me to be faithful to the cry of the heart,
above all when this cry does not echo in a void, but
is an entreaty addressed to Someone. Friends can
even help me to live my cry as a prayer of entreaty, a
prayer to Someone, and thus as a journey, a journey

of knowledge, affection, and truth, so that we can say,
“Christ has perturbed my life,” as one of you said. Why
do I feel tenderness at this? Hearing you say these things
sends chills up my spine! Why can you say “Christ”? Why,
precisely, “Christ”? What do you know of Him? What per-
turbed your life was an encounter with some people, an
adult, some friends, a young man, your parents; it was an
encounter with a fact that shook you up. The thing that
perturbed your life was a fact, facts, concrete people. And
yet, in front of this, you dare to say “Christ.” Some would
lynch you for this, would stone you for this, as if they had
heard a blasphemy. Why isn’t it a blasphemy? Because
the same thing happened two thousand years ago to John
and Andrew, who encountered that man named Jesus.
In front of them was a man who did things, said things,
some of which they didn’t understand. Exceptional. He
was an exceptional presence. Their reason could reach
the point of saying, “He is an exceptional presence: He
is extraordinary. He talks about me in a way nobody has
ever spoken of me. He opened the eyes of a man born
blind. He made a paralytic walk.” Then, at a certain point,
He began saying and doing strange things; for example,
forgiving sinners, and people asked Him, “Who are you?”
Ata certain point, they began to call that exceptional man
named Jesus, “Christ.”

Do you understand what a leap it was to pass from say-
ing “Jesus” to acknowledging that “you are the Christ, the
Messiah”; that is, the One all people of all times have al-
ways awaited? You see an exceptional presence that cor-
responds to you, that corresponds deeply to the needs of
your heart, but at the same time, while it corresponds to
you, to some extent it also doesn’t correspond, doesn’t
seem to correspond to you. Why? Because it shatters the
image you had formulated of what the Messiah should
be. The Messiah was to come and free the people of Is-
rael from its oppressors, from the Romans, from other
people, from the threats of their enemies. Instead, that
man walked among the people, did things on the streets,
and at a certain point began saying, “I free you from your
sins.” Then they began to understand that initially this
did not correspond to their image of Him, but over time
it corresponded to what their heart truly desired. And
then, yes, the criterion of the heart began to emerge in all
its import, even more than they were initially aware of.
In front of a presence, or to put it better, within the bond
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that begins to be established with a
presence, the heart can fully emerge
for what it is, because the heart is
not absolute. Actually, it is, but I ex-
perience its impact on life when it
begins to bond with a presence in
which things, reality, become clear.

One of you said, “But all this coexists
with the fear of not holding some-
thing back for myself.” This is exact-
ly what happened to Peter, who said
yes to Jesus, and then Jesus asked
a much greater thing of him. It’s
good that Jesus asked this precisely
of Peter, because, yes, Peter had be-
trayed Him. We're this way as well.
Not only do we betray, but we un-
derstand and we don’t understand.
The one time Peter said something

that Jesus valorized was when he
said, “You are the Christ,” and Jesus
answered, “Blessed are you, and not
because you said the right thing [at
times we’d like to be this way: we
get up and speak in order to say the
right thing]. Blessed are you because
you believed what another person
told you, that is, what I've told you.”
The Holy Spirit reveals the truth, the
deep truth of Christ. “It is the Spirit
who prompted this in you. Blessed
areyou for this, because you believed
this, trusted this. It did not come
from you.” All the other times Peter
intervened, Jesus corrected him (at
least, in the episodes reported in the
Gospels). But Peter continued to say
yes because that presence dominat-

ed over everything else, even over
his sinfulness. Peter was humili-
ated, and that humiliation (at the
fact that three times Jesus asked
whether Peter loved Him, and
the third time He even lowered
Himself to Peter’s level in order
to bring Peter to His) became the
source of the humility that is the
necessary condition for leading
the Church, for following Christ:
“Without You I can do nothing.”
Christ entrusted His Church to
Peter precisely because of his ac-
knowledgment that “without You
I can do nothing.”

Allow me to make an observation.
I believe there is a final tempta-
tion, including in reference to

October 2023
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“A father is someone who introduces
you to reality. We are introduced to

a positive relationship with reality, not
because someone explains it to us, but
through a relationship with someone

the questions youve asked, to
think that all we've said is a kind
of initial push, but sooner or later
we have to go forward alone, on
our own legs. That moment will
never come! I'll always need this
companionship, this presence
that sustains life. But this is not
belittling; it's not something that
lessens my stature. Rather, it’s the
condition for my greatness!

I'll say two final things quickly.
Referring to what our friend said
before, that you can’t live with-
out a father, to some extent I've
always experienced this. A father
is someone who introduces you to
reality. We are introduced to the
meaning of reality, and thus to a
positive relationship with reality,
not because someone explains
it to us, but through identifying
with, through a relationship with
someone who continually gen-
erates us. We all need a father to
live. The method chosen by Je-
sus Himself to cause the modal-
ity of this relationship to endure
throughout history for all people

who continually generates us.”

to the end of time is interesting. This
shows us what our task, our mission,
is: to make Him known to all peo-
ple. Jesus did not say, “I will always
give you exceptional leaders, people
whose genius will educate you the
right way.” If this were the method,
He would have stayed on earth. Who
better than Jesus? Being God, He
could do what He wanted, and so He
could have remained physically pres-
ent instead of ascending to heaven.
Instead, He chose a different road
and said, “It is through the unity
among you, through your commu-
nion, through your being together
for Me, because I am present among
you and you acknowledge Me pres-
ent among you, it is through this
that the very event you were able
to experience through My physical
presence will be able to continue in
history.” It is only through a human
reality in which He remains present
that this paternity guiding our life
will continue to never be far from
us, that it will always be possible,
and that it will continually generate
our life. w
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Close-up

Without any project,

encountering the world

Riccardo was in Sweden

for ten months.

He wondered how his
experience in Italy would
hold up in Scandinavia.
Here is his story and that
of other university students
who spent a period

of study abroad.

A

Anna Leonardi

or ten months, from Sep-

tember to June, Riccar-

do lived in Gothenburg,
Sweden for an Erasmus project
to write his thesis. There is a key
word in his story that he says
with a smile: “failure.” One finds
it hard to believe him, partly be-
cause of that smile that seems to
say something else and partly be-
cause the research group he col-
laborated with is one of the most
advanced in the field of artificial
intelligence as applied to biology.
In addition to his thesis on the
design of new anti-cancer drugs,
when he left Milan, Riccardo had
other things on his mind. If his
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“At a certain point we said to
ourselves: ‘But in the face of this

humanity that seems frozen, we live
by using our hearts to seek and grasp
what makes us happy. This is the first
thing that we and others really need.”

desire to move was mainly dictated by his scientific
endeavors, inside he felt that the Erasmus project was
an opportunity to come into contact with a world dif-
ferent from his own, the beauty of which he wanted to
discover. “But above all, I wanted the experience [ had
with my friends from the CLU to be passed on there,
to that small strip of the west coast of the Scandina-
vian peninsula, to the people I would become friends
with,” he recounts.

But Riccardo had to come to terms with a reality that
did not quite work out that way. In Gothenburg his
days were suddenly emptied of all the things he used
to do in Milan: the lunches with friends where they
talked about life at the university, the organization
of public events, the weekly School of Community—in
short, the friendship that aimed at sharing everything
thathe had known before was lost. Everything was re-
duced to the essentials and he wondered how what he
had experienced could hold up in such different cir-
cumstances. He made a few attempts: during lunches
with his colleagues in the lab he tried to establish a
dialogue, but they foundered at his initial questions.
“They were friendly, but I could not really get to know
them. My questions were seen as an encroachment.
Whether I asked about their children or the problem
of immigrants, there was always a safety net that did
not allow us to go beyond the usual pleasantries.”
Every fifteen days, Riccardo had the opportunity to

connect with other Erasmus students for a School of
Community together. Guiding them in their work was
Fr. Francesco Ferrari, leader of the CL university studen-
ts. “That was the fundamental moment for a change of
outlook in the face of what I perceived as a failure of my
expectations.” Many had the same problem as him, the
same concern of failing to pierce the bubble of political
correctness and indifference of the people they met. “At
a certain point there was a turning point. We said to our-
selves: ‘But in the face of this humanity that seems fro-
zen, we live by using our hearts to seek and grasp what
makes us happy. This is the first thing that we and others
really need.”

Riccardo remembers that Cecilia, on an Erasmus on the
island of Madeira, had once said to everyone: “But what
am I waiting for? For those around me to speak to me
about Christ or for Christ to speak to me through those
around me? The first one blocks me, but the second one
relaunches me.” These dialogues, together with the rea-
ding of Fr. Giussani’s The Religious Sense, to which Riccar-
do dedicated the thirty-minute tram ride that took him
to the university every morning, are what kept him from
becoming flat. At a certain point he realized that, even if
the circumstances did not change, even if Gothenburg
was becoming darker and colder, something began to
blossom within him. And one of the PhD students he
worked with, Cyrus, saw this immediately. “After two
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Riccardo, a physics student,
visiting a family of the
Movementin Lund, Sweden.

months there, he was the first person who was really in-
terested in me. He started asking me questions about
Italy, about my girlfriend who was studying in Germany
and, when he realized that I was Catholic, about faith.”
He also wanted to talk to him about himself, about the
man he lives with and the need to feel loved and free.
One morning, at dawn, Cyrus called Riccardo. He told
him that he was on his way home because during the
night his brother had attempted suicide. He was upset
and full of questions that he could no longer silence
now that he knew that Riccardo was there to share them
with. “Of all people, he sought me out, the last to arrive.
Not because I had the most convincing explanations,
but because of the fullness he had seen fill my heart,
which was as needy as his.”

The same thing happened with Lilly, the woman from
whom he rented his room. “She was my second friend.
At first, she was very strict about house rules. One of
them was that we would have meals at different times.
But I often could not resist and if she came in after me,
I would leave her some pasta or risotto. In the end, she
could not resist either and, whenever possible, we would
have dinner together. If I then cleaned the bathroom
and the common areas, she would say to me: You are a
golden boy.’ I replied that I only did these things because
it was nicer that way and that I had learned it from my
companions in Italy who lived in flats together.” She was

intrigued and sensed that the way Riccardo was had
something to do with his being Christian, which Ric-
cardo occasionally spoke to her about at dinner. Lilly
became attached to him and did not allow a single
piece of Riccardo’s life to pass her by. Everything she
saw him do became a question for her: from asking
his girlfriend to marry him to the four-hour train ride
to Lund to visit one of the few families of the move-
ment in Sweden. “In the ten months I was there, it
was important for me to be able to spend time with
them on the weekends. I did not know them before,
but they welcomed me as I wished I could welcome
my colleagues. On Mondays when I returned to the
lab after being in Lund, everyone noticed that I was
happier than usual.” Riccardo remembers the first
time he showed up at Valentina and Matteo’s house.
He was walking down the street between the color-
ful little houses, looking for theirs. At one point he
saw a five-year-old running toward him shouting his
name: “Riccardo! Riccardo!” It was their youngest
son who had seen him coming through the window.
“I thought about what an experience of friendship a
child must have seen in his own home to show such
enthusiasm for a stranger. In that moment it was cle-
ar that I too had bet everything on this attitude that
was full of expectation for the other. When you disco-
ver this about yourself, you find yourself wanting the
same with whoever comes your way.”
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Belgium
Andrea, Painting and Visual Arts, Venice

spent a year on an Erasmus in Brussels. My de-

cision to leave was linked not only to an interest

in growing in my studies, but also to a desire to
bet on the experience I had encountered in the Move-
ment. Erasmus meant getting out of my comfort
zone of friendships, which I was in danger of taking
for granted. It was a gamble that filled me with fear:
I would be without my friends in Venice and with-
out the language I needed to express my needs and
ask for help. To my surprise, I decided to face the fear
and leave anyway, following the intuition that a key
opportunity to grow was at stake.
Finding myself in an environment where all cer-
tainties about relationships, places, and habits were
gone made me rediscover, from the very first hours,

Andrea, first on the left,
with friends in Brussels.

an openness without boundaries. The people I met,
young people from all over the world and professors,
people from the CL community, lived in a very tiresome
cultural climate. Everyone had wounds and questions.
Once, talking about one of my paintings with the pain-
ting professor, I used the word “truth.” He replied that
it was better not to use that term because it was too pro-
blematic for him. Something inside me rebelled, becau-
se the hypothesis of a meaning of things and of life is
something real for me. The need to affirm a hope, not a
theoretical hope, arose in me from my memory of all the
faces that have embodied my encounter with God.

Fr. Giussani defined mission as “an epiphany of identi-
ty,” and hence the manifestation of what we are. Once
I was in the Academy cafeteria having lunch with three
German friends. They asked me what I was doing the
following weekend. I was going to Rimini for the spiri-
tual exercises for university students and, at first, I was
evasive. But at their insistence I explained to them what
it was all about, and they peppered me with questions.
In the end the most sensitive girl said: “I have never
seen such a concrete faith in anyone.”

A Flemish girl from my studio asked to come to Mass
with me to “better understand how I live.” From that
moment on, she has never stopped accompanying me,
even after my departure. She continues to talk to me
about the Mass as one of the moments she looks forward
to most during the week. She was not previously a belie-
ver, but she is slowly discovering her relationship with
God with an impressive seriousness and passion. She
once wrote to me: “At this time of transition in my life,
when I feel I am terribly misunderstood by my paren-
ts, I have more than ever the desire for a love without
duties and boundaries, a love that is free! I see this love
in the way in which you look at the people in the com-
munity. The more I discover that Christ is involved in
everything, the more I discover that in every aspect of
life I am not alone, but am in relationship with Him.”
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Norway
Ester, Architecture, Milan

n the middle of my third year I applied for an Eras-

mus in Trondheim, a small town six hours north of

Oslo. When I was accepted, a question arose, which
grew in intensity in the months leading up to my depar-
ture: “Who am I? What does what I am, a girl from the
CLU, have to do with the world?” I sensed that I would be
taking not only my history, discoveries, and desires with
me, but also my limitations and hardships, which often
shock me. I left with words in mind that my aunt had
spoken to me the day before: “During your Erasmus ask
Christ for everything in your heart. Do not spare your-
self!” For me, being in Norway was really a radical test of
my whole person, and therefore also of my faith, which
blossomed again in an unexpected way.
Trondheim has never had large communities of the Mo-
vement-there are only a few people or couples in a few
towns scattered around the country several hours’ drive
apart. But the semester I was there, by grace, I found my-
self with five other young Italian people from the CLU. A
deep friendship was born with them, not because of an
affinity of character, but because of something we had
in common, the history of faith to which we belonged.

Group photo in Trondheim:
Ester in the center.

At first it was tiring; [ was scandalized by our diffe-
rences and in prayer, often feeling pain, I would ask
myself: “Who forces me to be with them? I can do the
Erasmus life and meet a thousand other people in the
world. Instead, after all, I look for them!”

Along with this friendship came the desire to go to
Mass together. Trondheim is an international and
multiethnic city, and we went to the Thursday cele-
bration, which was followed by a dinner of young Ca-
tholics who came from all over the world. Fr. Francis
once told us: “Help build the church where there is a
community; make it grow without pretension on your
part but giving everything of yourselves.” We did this
because we saw a growing fondness for that place and
especially for the faces that had increasingly become
dear friends, so much so that some of them began
to become part of our daily lives: we would study at
the university together and have lunch together, have
dinner on Saturday nights, organize trips. On Sunday
evening there was Mass in English followed by a din-
ner for the whole community prepared by a woman
who would cook the whole weekend for everyone,
often paying for the food out of her own pocket. At a
certain point, this woman could no longer offer this
service and so Monsignor Erik Varden, the bishop of
Trondheim, with whom we became friends, proposed
that we take over her job. It struck me that we were
spending all of Sunday cooking for fifty people, and
that we did this not because we were cooks, but out of
love for the place and to contribute to its growth.

My affection for the faces of those new friends and for
those companions in the Movement made me realize
that they are part of a story—the story of Christianity.
In church we met Eritreans, Filipinos, Italians... we
met the world in the church. And in this “great history”
I recognized that I was loved in an unimaginable way,
so much so that I could say: “I feel at home even in a
place so far from home.”
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A selfie in Lyon of Vittorio, a
student at Milan Polytechnic.

A

France
Vittorio, Management
Engineering, Milan

left for an Erasmus in Lyon with a burning desire

to find out whether my bond with friends in the

CLU, which had become central to my life, was
possible elsewhere. I wondered: Do the extraordinary
friendships I experienced in Milan have the same au-
thenticity when there is no CLU? Is the enveloping
experience of community such an all-embracing fac-
tor that it is possible to live it with the same intensity
elsewhere? If not, I thought, it was really like living in
a bubble.
After the first month in France I had met so many pe-
ople. I had not missed a single party. Yet, in regard
to this question, I did not feel I was making any pro-
gress. On the contrary, the thing I felt was lacking in
relationships was attention, even just a friend seeing
you studying in the library and asking how you are. It
is difficult to accept that you depend on a relationship
with someone else. Yet this, which at first seemed like
a weakness, became my strength: this search for a
deep relationship became a sort of compass to follow.
One evening, for example, I was with a group of Ita-
lian classmates: they were all accounting and finance
students, all in their final year, with contracts already
signed with the world’s biggest investment banking
firms. We were at one of their houses having a few
beers, waiting to go dancing. But the topic of discus-
sion deviated from the usual one, which was money.
For the first time, after three months of knowing each
other, everyone started talking about their families,
how they had been brought up, even intimate details
in their lives, topics that until then had been taboo. It

was as if awall had fallen, and when it was time to go dan-
cing, the host proposed that we continue the discussion.
We all agreed. Another person, when it was time for bed,
said: “Tonight was beautiful, why don’t we do it again?
We could have an aperitif together every three days.” Sin-
ce that day we have done so, and without fail, we have
found ourselves in a riverside club talking about life.
Another episode that struck me concerned my Chinese
roommate. At first we did not speak. We only commu-
nicated when I offered to cook something for her; she
usually took her plate and went to eat alone in her room.
But one night, coming home at two in the morning, she
came to talk to me. I thought she wanted to complain
about the noise. Instead, she asked me: “Are you reli-
gious?” I was very surprised—she had never seen me pray
or go to church-and I said yes. And she, dryly, said: “I
envy you, because apart from the things that life requires
us to do—study, find a good job, be successful-you seem
to have something worth living for.” How could she say
that with such certainty? And above all, what had she
seen that was different in me as compared to everyone
else? From that moment on, a great gratitude was born
in me toward what I had encountered, a gratitude that
carries with it a responsibility. It became clear to me that
tradition, besides having to be regained, also has to be
shared.

These are just some of the many dialogues I had in Lyon.
In those months life was asking to be lived all together,
without separation, within this explosion of new rela-
tionships. The root of what I had experienced with CLU
held up even far from Milan.
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Close-up

I, a Muslim, thirst
for their happiness

Meeting an Italian teacher and the impact of the “gifts”
received from friends who are in love with life: This is

the story of Yersultan, a Kazak student.

y name is Yersultan. I am twenty years old and

I live in Astana, Kazakhstan, where I study

history at the university. I encountered CL
through Ramziya, who teaches Italian in my city. [ met
her because I needed some documents translated for a
scholarship application to study in Rome. When I met
her, I was struck right away by her eyes, full of joy and
full of life. She talked to me as if we had known each oth-
er for years, even though we had just met for the first
time. When I got home, I felt very uneasy, because ac-
tually what was in those documents was not right, and
I did not want to betray or take advantage of her. Two
days later I called her again and told her that I was no
longer going to Italy but that I would continue to study
Italian with her.
After a year had gone by, she invited me and other class-
mates to go on a trip to Italy with her friend Claudio. We
visited Naples, Sorrento, Siena, Milan, and Como. It was
an incredible experience that made me decide to keep
studying Italian and to get to know the people who in
time became my friends in the CLU here in Kazakhstan.
At first, I had no idea what the CLU was, what doing
School of Community meant, or who Father Giussani
was. But what I lived together with the others in the
CLU was such a strong friendship that it made me want
to know and understand more. I was drawn by their way

of living so intensely, so openly, so in love with life.
I wanted to be like them. I would have liked to steal
their eyes and keep them forever with me. I thirst-
ed for their happiness. And wanted to be with them
all the time. At the end of last year, Ramziya invited
me and others to go to Rimini for the CLU Exercis-
es. While we were there, we met a group of Italian
students and formed a friendship with them. I was
eager to return to Italy so that I could stay with them
and get to know them better. So, this year, when
Ramziya proposed that we go to the Rimini Meeting
and to the CLU Equipe, I did not have to think twice.
My mother taught me not to accept gifts from people
because to receive a gift means that one has to return
the favor. Nothing is ever free. I felt so bad, because
my Italian friends kept giving me “gifts” that I could
never reciprocate. They gave me things that I did not
deserve. I struggled with this and did not know what
to do. Then, one day I mentioned this to Ugo, one of
my I[talian friends. He told me that my only responsi-
bility was to accept what was being given to me and
carry that gesture of gratuity with me. Initially I did
not get it. However, I began to think that the time
would come when somehow I would be able to return
that gratuitous gesture.

Iam anota practicing Muslim, and many in my fam-



ily think that it is better to be and to remain a bad
Muslim than to risk becoming a religious fanatic.
I have a friend who wears the hijab and prays five
times a day. We have been friends for three years.
Lately I have been thinking about the meaning
of my relationship with her. I ask myself, what
keeps us together? Does our friendship help us
live our relationship with God? She pointed out
to me that when I am with my friends from the
CLU I am happier than when I am with her. I was
not able to tell her why, and I still wonder myself.
I want to be able to see the signs that God gives
me through my relationship with her and my
relationship with my other friends. What I am
certain about is that following the CLU reminds
me of who I am and helps me to be a more coura-
geous and better Muslim.

Yersultan

Yersultan, twenty years old, a history
major at the University of Astana.

© Luca Fiore
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