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Transcription (and translation) from the recording: revised and corrected.

Castelgandolfo, November 24, 1994         

Congress of the Gen 3 girls’ Rainbow Units

Father Fabio Ciardi, OMI: “The journey towards holiness in the Church”

 (Introduction to Chiara’s talk on the collective spirituality)



As you know, I have come here to speak to you about Chiara's spirituality, or rather to make a 'comparison' between Chiara's spirituality and other spiritualities. But in the meantime, do you know what a spirituality is? A spirituality is a way of living the Gospel; it is a way of life. There are many lifestyles, many ways of living the Gospel. For example, what is our way of life? Our way of life is mutual love: we are ready to give our lives for each other, we live to build a united world. This is our way of life. This means that the Holy Spirit made Chiara understand a very special way of living the Gospel. The Holy Spirit brought Chiara right into the heart of the Gospel, to the last words that Jesus said before he died, when he left us his commandment which is to love one another as he loved us. Jesus gives his life for the ut omnes, for unity, for the united world, and therefore we too must live for the united world. This is our way of life, so this is our spirituality.

Now, this will seem very normal to you, because you, Gen 3, were born with this way of life. So you might think that everyone in the Church has always lived this way of life. Instead, our way of life is all new.

But to understand that it is new, I would look back at the whole history of the Church, and this is what we are going to do now, in this half hour we spend together.

Let us go to the beginning, when the Church began. Where did the Church begin? In Jerusalem. The first Christians are the first Christians in Jerusalem. They had a wonderful way of life, a wonderful spirituality. Indeed, it cannot be said that they had 'a' way of life, because theirs was 'the' way of life, it was 'the' spirituality, 'the' way of living the Gospel. In Jerusalem, in fact, during Pentecost, the Holy Spirit had come down in fullness and had taught those first Christians how to live the Gospel. He had brought them immediately into the heart of the Gospel. As I told you before, he had immediately taught them the New Commandment, unity. In fact, when Jesus came to earth, what did he bring? He brought the way of life that was in the Trinity, the way of life that he had with the Father and with the Holy Spirit, and since God, the Trinity is Love, it is unity; his way of life is love, unity. So when Jesus came on earth he brought this way of life and the Holy Spirit immediately taught the first Christians how to live like this, to live as Jesus had said, as Jesus had taught.

Do you remember what the Acts of the Apostles say? They say that the first Christians were always together, praying together, listening to the Apostles who told them about their experience with Jesus. And then the Acts of the Apostles also says that the first Christians were "one heart and one soul", that is to say, they lived the unity that is lived in the Trinity. And they were so one among themselves that they also shared their goods. Therefore, when we read the Acts of the Apostles we do not see a saint here, a saint there. Instead we see a community of saints, a group of saints. We really see that they were all saints together.

Like now, I look at this wonderful room and what do I see? I don't see a Gen 3 who is a candidate for holiness, or another Gen 3 who is a candidate for holiness: I see the body of the Gen 3 who all together want to strive for holiness, they want to be holiness. And that is how it was among the first Christians. It was precisely the Holy Spirit who had taught this to the first Christians. The word 'spirituality', in fact, comes from the Holy Spirit. In fact, I told you earlier that a spirituality is a way of life. But why is it called 'spirituality'? This word comes from 'spirit', that is, it is the Holy Spirit who teaches a way of life, a lifestyle.

In short, the first Christians understood the whole Gospel and lived it all, summed up in mutual love and unity.

As time went by, however, the Holy Spirit began to take one by one all the phrases of the Gospel and began to explain them throughout the history of the Church. In fact, this is one of the tasks of the Holy Spirit. Remember, before Jesus died, He said: I have said many words to you, many things, but you still do not understand them well. Later, I will send you the Holy Spirit and He will repeat all my words to you, one by one, and He will make you understand them, He will make you live them.

So, down through the history of the Church, in all these 2,000 years, what has happened? What happened was that the Holy Spirit, from one century to another, has brought out a word of the Gospel and explained it, and helped people live it. In this way the Holy Spirit has given rise to many styles of life, many ways of living the Gospel.

One of the first ways of living the Gospel, after that of the first Christians, is what the anchorites did. They were people who understood one particular sentence of the Gospel. One example is Saint Anthony the Abbot. He was a young man of 17-18 years of age. On Sundays he went to church and one day he heard a reading from the Acts of the Apostles read in which it says that the first Christians sold their possessions goods and brought the money to the Apostles  (see Acts 4:34-35). Anthony was very struck by this. The following Sunday, when he went to Mass, he heard the story in the Gospel about a young man who asked Jesus: “Master, what must I do to have eternal life?” Jesus tells him: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell everything you have, give it to the poor. Then come and follow me” (see Mt 19:16-22). Anthony felt those words were for him. He immediately decided: “I will go home, sell everything, give it to the poor and follow Jesus.” And that’s what he did! He went home, sold everything, entrusted his little sister to be raised by some Christian women, and headed out to the countryside, all alone, because he wanted to follow God.

The Holy Spirit underlined this sentence of the Gospel for him: “Love God with all your heart, with all your strength, with all your mind” (Mk 12:30). And so, in order to love God, to belong only to God, Anthony felt he had to leave his family, his village, his country and go somewhere to live all alone. It is said that he went into the desert...but it wasn’t like the Sahara desert, full of sand. They used the word “desert” to mean an isolated place, a place of solitude, where there were no other people, where no one lived. The people who followed him were called “anchorites,” which in Greek means “solitude.”
Many other men and many women too, did the same as Anthony. In order to love God with their whole heart, soul and strength, they left their town, they left their city, and went out alone, out into the middle of the fields or into the mountains, so as to stay there and be alone with God... Jesus himself had done this at times. He too went out into the desert where, as you know, he stayed for forty days. Sometimes he went alone into the mountains at night to pray to his Father.

Of course, these solitary men, these solitary women, who lived alone for God, also loved other people. For example, they helped the poor with whatever resources they had from their work, or they gave hospitality to travelers who passed by those isolated places where they were living, or they gave spiritual advice to people who went to visit them. In fact, many people had great esteem for these people who lived alone with God and so they went out to see them and ask their advice. But essentially, the way of life of these anchorites was not focused on loving other people, but rather on loving God alone. Their way of life was therefore dedicated to praying, doing penance, and being alone with God. This way of life has a name; it is called an “individual spirituality,” that is, each person as their own way to go to God, on their own.
Soon, however, a new lifestyle came about, another spirituality. It was because some of those saints who were living alone asked themselves: “Is it better to be alone or is it better to be together with others?” For example, Saint Basil is another of these great saints who was attracted by this solitary way of life. He went to Egypt, Syria and Palestine to meet the monks who lived alone. Then he went back to his own country, which was Turkey, and he, too, began to live alone – but only for a few days. After a while, he went to visit his friends again and asked them: “But which is better: should we live alone or stay together?” It was the Holy Spirit who was emphasizing another sentence of the Gospel at that point in history, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” This is the second commandment. In fact, the first is, “Love God with your whole heart, soul and strength” and, as we said, Anthony was the one who lived that concretely, literally.
Instead for Basil it seemed better to live together with other people, because if you are together, you can help one another to become saints. If you are alone, Basil said, how do you know if you are improving in your life with God? If you are alone, how do you notice your faults? If we live together, he thought, it will be our brothers – or sisters - who will tell us our faults and that will help us to correct our behavior.

Talking with his friends, he said: “In the Gospel we read that we should put ourselves in the last place. But if we are alone, how can we put ourselves in the last place? So, we need to stay together. In fact, if we are together, each one serves the others and so they take the last place, otherwise how can we live that? In the Gospel, it is written that we should have mercy and be patient with others, but if we are alone how can we be patient? Other people are more likely lose their patience. So other people help us to be patient and help us to live the Gospel.”
Basil had understood that in order to live the Gospel we have to help one another. It was the work of the Holy Spirit who made the Church grow by highlighting this other sentence of the Gospel. This kind of spirituality is a step forward, even though it is not yet the “collective spirituality.”
Living in a monastery, for example, what did they do? They stayed together, but they helped each other to go to their own “cell,” which was their very small room, and they prayed to God alone, in solitude, in their cell. Then they would get together, and if someone hadn’t said their prayers, they would remind him to do so – and encourage him to go back to pray by himself. Spiritually, therefore, their way of life was still a personal, individual way, in which the first commandment that says to love God is present, and also the second commandment that says to love our neighbors, but the New Commandment “Love one another as I have loved you” was not yet lived. This comes later, but in the meantime Christians were taking another step forward.
When Chiara spoke about these lifestyles, she said that the means the saints used to go to God were solitude, fleeing from other people, silence and meditation with God. Women wore a veil, men and women lived in cloisters. They also did a lot of penance. For example, they would get up in the middle of the night to pray, and then go back to their cell to meditate... This is the way of life of these early spiritualities, which has continued in all the other spiritualities.

Therefore, the first thousand years of Christianity were characterized by silence, solitude and life in monasteries. Then, another way of life came to life. It started with St. Francis and St. Dominic, whom you know. For them, the Holy Spirit shed light on other sentences of the Gospel. For example, with St. Francis and St. Dominic he made them live out the fact that Jesus sent his disciples out, two by two, to preach the Gospel and he told them not to take anything – “no staff, no bag, no bread, no money” (see Luke 9:3). Francis and Dominic, in fact, felt that was exactly what they should do. They felt they had to go everywhere to proclaim Jesus and live in the greatest poverty.

But even this way of life always remained individual: each one became poor out of love for others, to proclaim the Gospel to others. 
So in a few words, this is what happened during the Middle Ages.

After the Middle Ages, something new happened. Another culture developed in the Western world. In fact, during the Middle Ages, in this part of the world where the Church was more established, God was considered to be the center of the world, of the universe. When people thought about the universe or about the world, they saw God. Therefore, all the spiritual paths that began during this period focused on God. After that, we had humanism and the renaissance, with a different kind of culture that considers the human person to be at the center of the world. And so the spiritual paths also began to center on human beings. In those times we have St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross who looked at the human person. They searched deep within themselves and discovered that in their souls God was dwelling. God was no longer found out in the desert, in solitude, but rather in one’s own soul. These saints spoke about the “interior castle.” You remember that Chiara often spoke about St. Teresa of Avila and her interior castle, where God reigns. All these great saints were led to look inside themselves to find God.

It is always the Holy Spirit who brings to light other sentences of the Gospel, like for example: “Those who love me…my Father will love them and we will come to them and make our home with them” (Jn 14:23) You see, this is a sentence from the Gospel that tells us that within us there is the Trinity, there is God, there is Jesus. These saints understood this very well, and so they gathered together and cut with everything else in order to reach the center of their soul, where God lives. St. John of the Cross speaks of “nada,” which means nothing. He said that you have to cut away everything else in order to go deep within your soul, where there is God.

So what did these saints do? They looked within themselves. And so theirs too is an individual spirituality, in which a person looks within their soul and finds God.

Then another period began in the history of the Church, and the Holy Spirit opened the eyes of other saints to see the needs of the people around them. All over Europe there were so many poor people who needed everything, so many sick people who needed to be cared for, so many children on the streets with no one to teach them... The Holy Spirit entered into the souls of these saints and repeated other sentences of the Gospel to them: “I was sick and you took care of me (...) I was hungry and you gave me food (...) I was ignorant and you taught me (...) Just as you did it to one of these members of my family, you did it to me” (See Mt 25:35-40). And so this became another Christian way of life.

It was during that period that St. Vincent de Paul began to take care of the poor, because he saw Jesus in them. St. Camillus de Lellis also saw Jesus in those who were sick and so he took care of them; St. John Baptist de la Salle also lived at that time and he saw all the children and teenagers who needed to be educated, and there was also John Bosco who took care of children. All these saints highlighted the need to love Jesus concretely in those in need.

Up to this point, in just ten minutes, I have given you a quick overview of twenty centuries of Christianity! You can see that new sentences of the Gospel came into evidence that gave rise to new lifestyles and new spiritualities. But all of them, as you have noticed, need silence, recollection and dedication to the interior life. That is, in all these lifestyles, in living all these sentences of the Gospel, a person goes toward God alone, on their own.

Now we come to this century, to our times, today. This century is characterized by a great need in all people for unity and communion-fellowship. For example, we have experienced communism, Marxism, socialism, which are all social phenomena that make us see that people feel the need for sharing, for the communion of goods. Perhaps they didn’t find the right way to achieve it because they imposed this idea by force or by violence; it shows that underlying this effort there was a real need, the need to be equal, to put everything in common.

From the political point of view, people feel the need to be united. In fact, in this century, the United Nations began; it is a body that has brought together all the countries of the world, so that they can work together for the benefit of all.  And also from the spiritual point of view: it is actually in this century that the need to rediscover fellowship between the Churches began. But why – they asked themselves - are we so divided between Protestants, Catholics and Orthodox? This is why ecumenism began, so that all Christians can be together again, beyond the divisions that have existed. Again, in this century, people feel the need for unity with people of different religions... So, as you see, today there is precisely this desire, this concern, this need for unity.

But you can tell me: this need for unity was perhaps strong a few years ago, when you were a Gen 3. But now we see so many things that seem to go against unity. We see for example in various states and nations, that war is being waged between one people and another. Instead of uniting, there is division. Just think, the Soviet Union has divided into many states, and now some are waging war against others. Yugoslavia has divided into many states, and there is fighting there too. So in many places, there seems to be a need to break up, a need for division... So is this century one of tending toward unity or tending toward division?

Look: even these very negative phenomena, like wars; at root they express the need for a deeper unity. Why are the various peoples that are part of the same nation divided? Because each one wants to be themselves; they want to make unity freely. You and I are different; we cannot be put together by force. First we must distinguish ourselves and say: look, I have my personality, you have your personality. Now that we are free, we can come together and make unity.

So, even the divisions that exist in the various states, and the wars, arise perhaps from a deep reason, which in itself is right. Everyone first wants to be free and then to make a truer, deeper fellowship.

This century of ours, therefore, is crying out and saying: "We want unity!”
But how can we reach unity? Everyone is calling for unity, even the Church with the Second Vatican Council expressed this need, the need to fulfill itself as the Church as communion. But no one knows how to do it. So the Holy Spirit comes and teaches us how to achieve unity. In this century too he has opened up a word of the Gospel: "Love one another as I have loved you" and given life to the Ideal. It is a new way of life, the way of life that Chiara taught us, which is quite different from other lifestyles. The Church down through all these years has therefore grown and has experienced one by one the words of the Gospel, until today, where the Holy Spirit, through Chiara, is saying another word of the Gospel to all people, saying unity.

The Holy Spirit, therefore, always taught Chiara a completely new way of life: no longer silence, but the word. We always tell each other our experiences, we share what is in our souls, and we share experiences of the Word of Life. Far from everyone being in silence in their cell! Everyone gathers to be in communion and fellowship, or in little groups for this fellowship and communion.

And then it's not as though each of us is trying to become holy on our own, reaching God within ourselves...no! We seek God in our midst. We no longer look within ourselves to find the beautiful flower that we have within us... We are like in a garden, in the beautiful garden that is the Church, with many flowers. It is useless for each one of us to look at their own flower and say: "How beautiful it is! I have God within me, so I look at Him, I contemplate Him, I love Him... ». No, I raise my eyes and say: "Look! You too are a wonderful flower. God is in you too, and He is also in you and in you..."...and in you. ». So, instead of looking within myself, I look around me. I don’t find the Saint so much within me - of course, He is also within me - but I find Him above all here, in our midst. This is the new thing Chiara brought.

Our holiness is he himself, the Saint, Jesus in our midst. The Trinity is not only in us, but it is here, in our midst. All together we live a bit like the Trinity, that is, by loving one another, keeping Jesus in our midst. This is the great new thing Chiara brought.

When I heard this talk of Chiara's for the first time, I thought: but this is a 'Copernican revolution'. Do you know what the Copernican revolution is? Well, in past times they thought that the sun revolved around the earth. Then they discovered that it was the opposite, that it was the earth revolving around the sun. Now it seems to me that in the Church, in all these lifestyles, in all these centuries that I have told you about, everything revolved around Jesus within each person. Now the Copernican revolution has arrived: everything no longer revolves around me, but we all revolve around Him who is in our midst. The center of the world is no longer myself because God is here within me; the center is the Saint who is in our midst, the Trinity in our midst; it’s Jesus in our midst, and I live for him. Then I no longer flee from my neighbor, I no longer go off into solitude, but I seek you, I go towards you, I go towards my brother or sister because I make unity with them. There are two of us, or three, or two hundred and we love each other, we seek each other out and we are no longer two hundred, but love forges us into one and we are transformed. And what is left in the end? Only Jesus, there is the Oneness; there is the unity that imbues us all.

You see, I have now finished as I began before. At the beginning I said that when the Church began, it began as unity: they were "one heart and one soul", and they made the communion of goods... Then, over the centuries, every word of the Gospel came to light, it was explained, it was experienced. Enriched with all this experience, we now come back to where we started from. We come today to be the first Christians of the 20th century. Then we too, like the first Christians, and you Gen 3 as well, are tending towards holiness. But the holiness of unity, the holiness of Chiara, a holiness that comes from Jesus who lives among us. So you too, we too, are called today to be what was already there in the beginning as a model, as a project, as a dream: the early Church. 

That dream, that Ideal, thanks to Chiara has come true today and it is us.

