
		
			
				1.
				Carlo Acutis
				The 15 year old boy who reminded us to be original (and not photocopies)
			

			It is really difficult not to have heard of this boy, beatified in Assisi on 10 October 2020. His life has been the subject of several documentaries and a number of books. The website of the Carlo Acutis Association - available in seven languages - contains a wealth of material on his life, his reputation for holiness, his devotion, news of his cause for canonisation, etc. It even offers access to a web-cam through which you can view his tomb in real time, in the parish church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Assisi.
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			The appearance of Carlo’s sacred remains in the urn in which they lie is impressive: in jeans, trainers and a tracksuit-like sweatshirt. Any kid can visually perceive that we are in front of one of our own better than with many brainy speeches. Without wishing to enter into polemics, or to ignore the history of the art with which saints have been represented in history, it must be said that Carlo’s tomb conveys more closeness than all the images that populate the niches of our churches, and that he does not even look like a dead person. He seems to be resting in his sleep like a prince.

			It is understandable that in many places it is wrongly said that the body is preserved incorrupt, but this is not true. When it was transferred from the cemetery, it was explained that the body was in the normal state of decomposition typical of the five years that had elapsed since death, with the various parts still in their anatomical connection, and that it was treated with the conservation and integration techniques that are usually practised to present the bodies of the blessed and saints in a dignified manner for the veneration of the faithful. The face was reconstructed using a silicone mask. The result is that it is quite clear that Carlo is not a saint dressed as a young man, but a real young man with a reputation for sainthood, a millennial who has a lot to say to his peers and to a many old people who are convinced that young people, in general, are stupid.

			The Congregation for the Causes of Saints has already published two editions of a book containing something like a catalogue of young saints and blesseds. I copy from the introduction a quotation (my translation): “It cannot be said that in the ancient, eastern world, young people were held in high esteem. The world ‘belonged’ to middle-aged people; indeed, it was ruled by older people. Even at the time of Jesus, Judaism did not know the heroic exaltation of youth. The people of Israel were convinced that a child was foolish and unreasonable, that he should be guided to improve his behaviour by coercive means. This is expressed in the wisdom of the Old Testament: “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child, the rod of instruction will drive it away from him” (Pro 22:15); or again: “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him corrects him in time” (Pro 29:15; Sir 30:8,13). Jesus, however, does not allow himself to be conditioned by his environment: he surrounds himself with young disciples, with women, blesses children and involves them in the debate on true greatness as models to be admired (Mk 9:34-35; 10:13-16)”.

			Although we adults tend to think otherwise, young people are not less clever than us. They are simply young. George Bernard Shaw used to say that youth is a disease that is cured with age. Certainly, physical youth passes with the years, but it is not a disease: and it is a good thing that the desires, the projects, and the will to live should accompany us all as we become adults, and even old. We have a lot to learn from the young.

			But I have jumped very quickly to the grave and the importance of keeping a young spirit (note: there are not only old-old people, there are also young-old people). First of all, let’s review the highlights of Carlo’s life:

			He was born on 3 May 1991 in London into an Italian family, originally from Lombardy. His parents, Andrea Acutis and Antonia Salzano, were in London for professional reasons at the time of his birth. After Carlo’s birth, the Acutis family returned to Italy. In Milan he attended primary and secondary school with the Marcelline Sisters, then went to the Liceo Classico Leone XIII, run by the Jesuits.

			His parents, who had Carlo baptised in London shortly after his birth in the church of Our Lady of Dolours, were not very practising at the time. Most directly involved in Carlo’s early education was a nanny, called Beata, who taught him his first prayers and devotions. During family trips he would ask his parents to visit the shrines in the region. From childhood he had a special devotion to the Eucharist and to the Virgin Mary, whom he later called “the only woman in my life”. He became interested in the history of the apparitions of Our Lady of Lourdes and Our Lady of Fatima, and also studied the lives of the saints, including Aloysius Gonzaga and Tarcisius, Francis of Assisi, Anthony of Padua, Dominic Savio and the three Fatima shepherds: Francisco Marto, Jacinta Marto and Lucia dos Santos. His mother attended theology classes in order to answer Carlo’s questions.

			At the age of seven, Carlo expressed his desire to receive the Eucharist, which he called “my highway to Heaven”. His first communion ceremony took place in the Ambrosian Monastery of Perego on 16 June 1998. From then until his death, Carlo made a point of going to Mass every day, often accompanied, so that this habit of his caught on among family and friends. On one occasion he said: “If we go to the Eucharist every day, we go straight to Paradise”. He also prayed the rosary every day, went to confession once a week and took part in catechism classes for the children of his parish.

			He also spent his free time visiting the elderly and saved money to give to the needy, helped the homeless, volunteered in soup kitchens and helped as a catechist. He often said: “Happiness is looking at God. Sadness is looking at yourself”.

			He showed an interest in information and communication technologies and, as a computer enthusiast, after two years of research and travel, in which his parents also participated, he put together a virtual exhibition on Eucharistic miracles in the world. His work included a total of 136 Eucharistic miracles recognised by the Catholic Church, with photographs and descriptions. The exhibition was launched on a website; later, physical versions were also prepared on printed panels, which have been disseminated throughout the five continents in more than twenty languages. Because of the enormous spread of these materials, he has been thought of as a possible patron saint of the internet.

			I said above that we have much to learn from young people. Also from boys and girls, whom the Church does not hesitate to present to us as an example. We are in danger of considering that Carlo’s biography, or that of other young people like those who awakened his interest in holiness early on, contain too many exaggerations that are the fruit of their immaturity rather than of their supernatural maturity and the coherence with which they embraced the consequences of faith without the prejudices of experience and the fears of maturity. A young man who decides to live a clean life and gives himself to the service of the most needy! A child who goes to mass and prays the rosary every day! Even more: An influencer who uses his computer skills to collect data on the miracle of the Eucharist, instead of uploading selfies of his travels or advertising cosmetics on social networks! And with a smile, too! That is the strength of Carlo’s life, the fruit of the action of grace in his soul.

			However, not all his hobbies were related to his intense piety. His spirit of service and his optimism also found expression in his tastes and hobbies: he played the saxophone, he loved video games, he captured Pokémon, he loved sweets and pizzas… He was a sporty, healthy and rather tall boy: he was six feet tall at the age of fifteen.

			On Monday, 2 October 2006, he felt dizzy. A good number of his friends had the flu those days. Maybe it was the mumps... The cause of his discomfort was quickly diagnosed: Acute myeloid leukaemia. When he entered the hospital, he told his mother: “I’m not getting out of here”. Later, he also told his parents: “I offer to the Lord the sufferings I will have to endure for the Pope and for the Catholic Church, so that I will not have to be in Purgatory and can go straight to Heaven”. At a moment when, already in the hospital bed, his mother was dozing beside him, the nurse asked him how he was feeling with these pains, and he replied: “Fine. There are people who suffer much more than I do. Don’t wake my mother, she is tired and would worry more”. He asked for the anointing of the sick and three days after his diagnosis, on 12 October 2006, he died in the San Gerardo hospital in Monza, Italy.

			The day of his funeral several unexpected people attended. According to his mother, they were people she did not know, homeless people, immigrants, beggars and children. People who told her about Carlo and his social work, about what he had done for them, which she knew nothing about.

			There are over two hundred sites and blogs talking about him in different languages and there are stories of conversions inspired by him that happened after his death. His parents received letters and prayer requests from all over the world, and much of this material was gathered during the diocesan phase of his beatification.

			The process of beatification was initiated in the archdiocese of Milan on 13 May 2013. On 24 November 2016, the diocesan investigation was sent to Rome to be studied by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints. Following the positive report of the various commissions, on 5 July 2018, in recognition of his heroic virtues, Pope Francis declared him Venerable. His mother said: “His day revolved around Jesus, who was at the centre. People who allow themselves to be transformed by Jesus and have this strong friendship with God challenge others, they radiate the image of God”.

			On 21 February 2020, after analysis by a commission of doctors and the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, Pope Francis approved a miracle attributed to his intercession, which allowed his beatification. This miracle is the unexplained healing of a child in Brazil, Matheus, who suffered from a congenital malformation called annular pancreas, which prevented him from eating normally, as he immediately vomited everything he ate. Luciana Vianna, his mother, heard that a relic of Carlo was to be brought to her parish and, encouraged by the priest, she began to turn to his intercession to ask for Matheus’ cure.

			On 12 October 2010, she went with the child to the chapel of Our Lady Aparecida in Campo Grande, in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso South. After mass, the child’s grandfather carried him in his arms to venerate Carlo’s relic. It had been explained to the child that the petition was made in the heart, but he asked aloud to “stop vomiting”. When Luciana asked her son what he had asked for, Matheus surprised her by replying that he was already cured thanks to Carlo Acutis. At home, the boy asked to eat and asked his brother what was the best food he had ever tasted. They both chose rice, beans, steak and chips. A few weeks later, Matheus’ healing was documented by doctors.

			On Saturday 10 October 2020 Carlo was beatified in Assisi. The ceremony, held in the Basilica of St. Francis in Assisi, was performed by Cardinal Agostino Vallini, Pope Francis’ delegate. An urn containing the heart of the new Blessed was presented as a relic. I quote three paragraphs from the homily given at the ceremony (the translation from Italian is by ACIPRENSA):

			
				He was a normal young man, simple, spontaneous, friendly (just look at his photograph), he loved nature and animals, played football, had many friends his own age, was attracted by modern means of social communication, passionate about computers and self-taught, he built programmes, as Pope Francis has said “to transmit the Gospel, to communicate values and beauty”. He had the gift of attraction and was perceived as an example.

				To communicate this spiritual need he used all means, including modern social media, which he knew how to use very well, in particular the internet, which he considered a gift from God and an important tool to meet people and spread Christian values. His way of thinking made him say that the net is not only a means of escape, but a space for dialogue, knowledge, exchange, mutual respect, to be used responsibly, without becoming slaves to it and rejecting digital bullying, in the often criticised virtual world it is necessary to know how to distinguish good from evil. In this positive perspective, he encouraged others to use the media as means at the service of the Gospel, to reach as many people as possible and to let them know the beauty of friendship with the Lord.

				He was a witness to the fact that faith does not take us away from life, but immerses us deeply in it, showing us the concrete way to live the joy of the Gospel. It is up to us to follow it, drawn by the fascinating experience of Blessed Carlo, so that our lives may shine with light and hope.

				Blessed Carlo Acutis, pray for us.

			

		

		
			
				2.
				Carlotta Nobile
				Brilliant violinist who died at the age of 24. Shortly before she said: “Lord, I thank you”.
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					Carlotta Nobile photographed by Manuela Morgia in 2009.

				
			
			I spent Holy Week 2013 in Rome with a group of young people from Alcobendas. I have a few photos of those days and very vivid memories of Francis’ first Holy Week as Pope: the closeness of his examples, the simplicity of his teachings, even the meaning of gestures such as washing the feet of inmates in a prison for minors on Holy Thursday. In my notes from those days there is the recommendation to the shepherds to have the smell of the sheep, to remember the personal encounter with Jesus in moments of fear or confusion, not to put their heart in material things - the shroud has no pockets - and, above all, the triptych Joy, Cross, Youth around which he developed the beautiful homily of Palm Sunday.

			World Youth Day was being celebrated on that day, as on every Palm Sunday in Rome, and a group of Brazilians were holding the so-called Youth or WYD Cross during the Mass, a simple (and rather large) wooden cross that has been travelling the world since 1984 and that at that moment was in Rome on its way to Brazil for the WYD that was to be held that summer in Rio de Janeiro.

			Carlotta Nobile also heard the homily. It would be more accurate to say that she was thunderstruck by the homily: hearing how the Pope invited young people to carry the Cross with joy opened her heart to an understanding of the meaning of the cancer she had been fighting for a year and a half, and from which she would die four months later.

			But let’s go back a few years. To do so, I recommend the material about her on her website, especially the video in which those around her (her parents, her brother, and some of the teachers, priests and friends), speak about her.

			Carlotta was born in Rome on 20 December 1988, into the family of Adelina and Vittorio, joined seven years later by Matteo, her younger brother. Her mother defines Carlotta as a sensitive child, very intelligent and very deep, always smiling, open to others and particularly open to dialogue. Her father underlines the light and serenity conveyed by her gaze.

			From an early age she breathed music - her mother was a violinist - and, from there, her interest in beauty. She attended primary school with the Sisters of the Infant Jesus of Prague and then enrolled at the Classical Institute while continuing her studies at the Conservatory. At the age of 17 she graduated in violin and obtained a Bachelor’s degree in Classical Studies. Her family, who were practising Catholics, brought her close to the sacraments, and she expressed a truly sincere love of Jesus in her diaries as a child, but at around the age of 16 her faith cooled. She herself explained: “I believe, but faith is not part of my daily life”.

			She was a very bright student, combining curiosity with study and a sense of duty. She honed her violin skills with great teachers, studied Art History for three years at the University of La Sapienza (Rome), did a master’s degree in Art and Economics, furthered her studies with a course in Spanish Art at the University of Cambridge, another in Contemporary Art at Sotheby’s Institute of Art in New York and another at the Luiss Master of Art in Rome. She continued her musical training in London and Salzburg... The pursuit of beauty through the development of her talents seemed to have no limit. She won national and international prizes. She published a first book -The Silence of Hidden Words-, in 2012 she published another, entitled Oxymoron, wrote poems... At the age of 21 she was appointed Artistic Director of the chamber orchestra of the Academy of Saint Sophia in Benevento...

			And on 5 October 2011, when professionally she was about to start reaping the fruits of her spectacular curriculum, an unexpected guest appeared in her life: melanoma. At first she saw it as a punishment, she didn’t understand anything: “Why me?” She had always tried to do good; she didn’t deserve something like that. Her brother Matteo, then 14 years old, dared to answer her question: “It’s not a punishment. It is a challenge from which you will come out stronger”. She then started an anonymous Facebook page, entitled Il Cancro E Poi (Cancer And After). She will later turn it into a blog, to share what she is going through: “a virtual place to meet and exchange about this very difficult but extremely formative life experience that is cancer”. Through this page, she received a comment - “Why not me?” - that made her realise that cancer can be a teacher and not an enemy.

			Initially, the treatment achieved some successes that gave hope for a cure, but in March 2012 new metastases appeared, indicating that the initial diagnosis had not been overcome: stage IV metastatic melanoma. Many people prayed for her cure. Her brother also speaks of the prayer for Carlotta to have faith... and of the effectiveness of those prayers, which became apparent when she woke up in Milan from a cerebral crisis caused by a metastasis: “She had an enlightenment from which she emerged with a strong, very intense faith”.

			She alternated her life between concerts and hospitals. In May 2012, together with some of her colleagues from the Luiss Master of Art, she created a space dedicated to contemporary art and its multiple relations with music, cinema, fashion, photography, etc., to offer commentary and hope to patients, without revealing that she was also ill.

			She was not at all keen on consoling conversations, nor of being pitied; but she did talk to her mother about her illness... mostly through text messages. With her he shared her conviction that faith is not a set of obligations, but a loving encounter with Christ.

			And so we arrive at 24 March 2013, Palm Sunday, in St Peter’s Square. In his homily, Francis not only invited young people to carry the Cross with joy. He also reminded them that “Our joy is not something that comes from having many things, but from having met a person, Jesus, who is among us”.

			She finds herself healthy inside, but feels the need to cleanse her sins in the sacrament of Penance. It is a manifestation of the refinement of her conscience, and an echo of the seriousness with which she has faced her challenges as a violinist, art historian, writer and blogger. For all these achievements she has worked hard, and to be close to God, more or less solid inner impressions are not enough: she must go to confession and receive the grace of the sacrament. Five days later, on Good Friday, at around 1.30 p.m., Carlotta walks along the Via del Corso in Rome. She looks for a church where she can go to confession, sees the Parish Church of San Giacomo in Augusta open, goes in and goes to confession. Don Giuseppe Trappolini, the parish priest, says that he had been about to close the church to go to lunch, but he remembered that the Pope himself, in a meeting with priests the day before, had asked them to keep the churches open on Good Friday to hear the confessions of those who came with that intention. What’s more,” he said to himself, realising that he was closing the church to have lunch, “today is also a day of fasting”.

			As well as going to confession, Carlotta tells her story to Don Giuseppe, the impact that Francis’ words had on her, which has led her to ask herself which was the Cross she should carry with joy, which was undoubtedly her cancer. The priest, shocked to learn how close he had come to closing the church, asks Carlotta for permission to tell her story to the Pope. Don Giuseppe wrote a letter to the Pontiff with Carlotta’s story and the Pope telephoned the parish to assure the girl of his prayers. The next step would have been to get an audience so that she could tell Francis everything directly, but this was no longer possible because the illness had entered its final stage. But it was possible for her to write a beautiful letter to the Pope:

			
				“Dear Pope Francis,

				You have changed my life.

				I am honoured and blessed to be able to carry the Cross with joy at the age of 24. I know that cancer has healed me in my soul, untangling all my inner tangles and giving me immense Faith, Trust, Abandonment and Serenity at the very moment of the greatest gravity of my illness.

				I trust in the Lord and, even in my difficult and stormy path, I always acknowledge His help.

				Dear Pope Francis, you have changed my life.

				I would like to address a request to you... I have an immense desire to meet you and, if only for a minute, to pray the Our Father with you!

				“Give us this day our daily bread” and “Deliver us from evil”. Amen.

				I entrust this dream of mine to Don Giuseppe and I trust in God.

				Pray for me, Holy Father. I pray for you every day.

				Carlotta”

			

			She was entering the home stretch. On 5 April 2013, she published on her blog a post entitled “AND THEN EVERYTHING CHANGES!” to which these words belong: 

			
				And then it happens like this. At the exact moment when you have really hit the emotional and physical bottom, when the cancer is most aggressive inside you and seems to want to branch out everywhere. It happens like this, when you feel that you can no longer find the thread of anything, of your inner self, of your projects, of your desire to continue your life normally, always giving yourself fully in everything, as if everything was normal, without saying anything.

				It happens like that, in an instant, on any given day.

				Tac. Just a small instant. And your whole life changes.

				And you know that you’ll never find the words to explain it, really. And you know that after 24 years of twisted interiority, of constantly searching for the maximum, whatever it was, wherever it was, whatever sacrifice it meant for you, after emotional entanglements, of indescribable commitment and discipline, and of a perennial feeling that everything you did in your life was never enough… In an instant you understand everything. All the knots come undone, all the paths become
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