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Introduction

‘What Jesus did here in Cana of Galilee was the first of the signs through which he revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him’ (John 2:11). These are the final words from the Gospel of John about the story of the wedding at Cana, when Jesus transforms water into wine for the bride and groom. John the Evangelist does not mention a miracle, there is no powerful and extraordinary deed that brings about wonder; he writes that a sign took place at Cana, one that that sparked the faith of his disciples. 

What is a ‘sign’ in the context of the Gospel? A sign is a clue that reveals God’s love. It does not call our attention to the power of the action, but to the love that exists behind it. It teaches us something about God’s love, how it is always near, tender and compassionate. 

This sign, which is also Jesus’ first, occurs when the couple suddenly find themselves in difficulty on the most important day of their lives. Right in the middle of the feast, there is a shortage of wine, one of the key elements of the festivity; if it were to run out, the celebration might end and the guests would go away unhappy. A wedding party can hardly continue just with water! 

It is actually Mary who realises that there is a problem; she is the one who discreetly brings it to Jesus’ attention, and he intervenes without any fanfare. It all takes place very quietly, behind the scenes. This is precisely how God operates – with thoughtfulness and discretion. In fact, all the compliments from the guests on the quality of the wine go to the bridegroom. 

How truly glorious it is that Jesus’ first sign was not an extraordinary healing or a miracle that unfolded in the Temple of Jerusalem, but an act that responded to a simple and practical need of ordinary people: it was a domestic gesture and it was performed ‘on tiptoes’, in silence. 

But the sign that took place in Cana is important for another reason. Usually, the wine served towards the end of a feast would be of a lesser quality – by that point, the guests would not notice if it had even been watered down a little. Jesus, on the other hand, makes sure that the feast ends with the best wine. Symbolically, this tells us that God wants what is best for us: he wants us to be happy. 

God does not set limits on us and he does not demand interest. He has no ulterior motives or expectations. The joy that Jesus leaves in our hearts is complete and selfless. It is never a watered-down kind of joy. It is a joy that constantly renews us. 

 ‘I am making everything new!’ This is the word of God in the book of Revelation (21:5). Our God is the God of newness. He is the God of surprises. He brings freshness into the life of humankind; he creates change in both history and the cosmos. God consistently creates new things, and he asks us to look kindly on novelty: new wine in new wineskins.

It is not Christian to walk with one’s gaze directed at the ground, to walk without raising one’s eyes up to the horizon, as if our entire journey covered only a few metres, as if our life had no goal or mooring, as if we were compelled to wander endlessly and without reason for our many troubles. 

This is not Christian.

We are not alive by mistake; God desired life for us. He created us because he wants us to be happy. He is our Father, and if our lives in the here and now are not what he wanted for us, Jesus assures us that God is working to redeem us.

Being Christians means having a new perspective, and looking at things with hope. We believe and know that death and hate are not the final words on the parabola of human existence.

Some people believe that we only know happiness when we are young, that it is bound up in the past, that life is actually slow deterioration. Others think that any kind of joy we experience is fleeting and momentary, that human life is meaningless. 

But we Christians do not think that. No, we believe that resting on the horizon of life is a sun that shines forever. We believe that our most beautiful days are yet to come. We are people of the spring, as opposed to the autumn. Let us look to the buds of a new world rather than yellowed leaves on its branches. 

A Christian knows that the kingdom of God, the dominion of Love, grows like a vast field of wheat, and that it may well have weeds in its midst. There are always problems: people gossip, there are wars, there is illness. . . But even so, the wheat ripens, and in the end evil will be eliminated. 

We know that the future does not belong to us. We know that Jesus Christ is life’s greatest grace. We know that God’s warm embrace not only awaits us at life’s end but also accompanies us on our journey every day.

Let us not cultivate nostalgia, regret and sorrow. God wants us to be the heirs of a promise; he wants us to be tireless growers of dreams.





Fifteen Steps Toward Happiness

 1. Read the book of your life story. Our life is the most precious book we have been given; it holds that which we seek elsewhere in vain. St Augustine understood this: ‘Return to yourself. In our interior, the truth resides.’1 I extend this invitation to all of you – and even to myself: read your life story. Look within, ask yourself how your journey has been. Do it with serenity. Return within.

 2. Remember that you are unique. We all are. We were brought into this world to be loved for who we are and to love others in our own unique and special way. Life is not a game where we sit on the sidelines, waiting to be called in as a substitute for someone else. No: each of us is unique in God’s eyes. Don’t let yourself be ‘standardised’. None of us is standard issue; we are all unique, free and alive, called on to live out a love story with God, to make bold and firm decisions, to accept the marvellous risk of loving.

 3. Allow your beauty to shine! I am not talking about the kind of beauty that is shaped by fashion, but true beauty. Not the kind of beauty that leads a person to focus solely on themselves, like Narcissus in Greek mythology, who fell in love with his reflection in a pool of water and then drowned in it. Not the kind of beauty that strikes a deal with evil, like Dorian Gray, who, when the spell ended, found himself with a disfigured face.2 I am talking about the kind of beauty that never fades because it is a reflection of divine beauty. Our God is simultaneously good, true and beautiful. And beauty is one of the special ways we can reach him.

 4. Learn to laugh at yourself. Narcissists constantly look in the mirror . . . I suggest that every so often you look in the mirror and laugh at yourself. Laugh at yourself! It will do you good.

 5. Be wholesomely restless. In your projects and dreams, experience the kind of restlessness that will encourage you to keep moving forward, never feeling as though you have ‘arrived’. Do not cut yourself off from the world by locking yourself in your room – like a Peter Pan who never wants to grow up – but be open and courageous.

 6. Learn to forgive. Everyone knows they are not the father or mother they should be; they are not the bride or groom, the brother or sister or friend they should be. We all have flaws. And we all need mercy. Remember that we all need to forgive; we need forgiveness and we need patience. And remember that God precedes us in everything. He is always the first to forgive.

 7. Learn to read sadness. In our day and age, sadness is generally seen as something negative, an ill to avoid at all costs. Instead, sadness can be a valuable alarm, inviting us to explore richer and more fertile landscapes precluded by superficiality and escapism. Sometimes sadness works like a red traffic signal: Stop! Welcome that signal into your life; it will be much worse if you choose to ignore it.

 8. Dream big. Do not settle for merely what you feel you are owed in life. The Lord doesn’t want us to limit our horizons; he doesn’t want us to sit in a parked car by the side of the road. He wants us to rush toward higher goals with joy and audacity. We were not created just to dream about holidays and weekends, but to make our godly dreams in this life come true. He made us capable of dreaming so we can embrace the beauty of life.

 9. Don’t listen to people who peddle illusions. Dreaming is one thing; having illusions is something else. Those who speak about dreams but peddle illusions are trying to manipulate your happiness. We were created for a greater kind of joy.

10. Be revolutionary and go against the grain. In our unstable and often ephemeral world, there are people who try to preach the importance of ‘enjoying’ the moment. They say it is not worth making a lifelong commitment to something, that it is not good to make strong decisions because we do not know what tomorrow will bring. I ask you to be a revolutionary and to rebel against this culture, which, underneath it all, would have you believe that you are incapable of assuming your responsibilities. Have the courage to be happy.

11. Take risks, even if it means making mistakes. Don’t watch life pass by from a balcony. Don’t confuse happiness with a sofa. Let your dreams flower and make strong decisions. Take risks. Don’t go through life anaesthetised or approach the world like a tourist. Make some noise! Cast out the fears that paralyse you. Live! Live life fully and in the best way possible!

12. Walk with others. It is terrible to walk alone: terrible and tedious. By walking with others, with friends, with those who love us, we help ourselves reach our goals. And if you fall, get back on your feet. Do not be afraid of failure, of falling. In the art of walking, what is important is not to stay down.

13. Live gratuitously. The lives of people who do not give freely of themselves become a kind of frenetic commerce, where we constantly measure what we give and what we receive. God gives freely, even helping those who are unfaithful. ‘He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good’ (Matt. 5:45). We received life freely; we paid nothing for it. Consequently, all of us can give without expecting anything in return. This is what Jesus told his disciples: ‘Freely you have received; freely give’ (Matt. 10:8). This is the meaning of a full life.

14. Look beyond the darkness. Make the effort to find light even in the darkness. We must never stop seeking the light in whatever darkness may be in our hearts or around us. Lift up your gaze from earth to heaven, not to flee but to resist the temptation to remain imprisoned by your fears. The danger is that our fears will overrule us, that we will remain closed in on ourselves and cry and complain. Look toward heaven!

15. Remember that you are destined for great things. God wants the best for us; he wants us to be happy. He does not set limits and he does not charge us interest. Jesus is by our side; there are no ulterior motives or expectations. The joy he leaves in our hearts is complete and selfless. It is never watered down, but constantly renewed.





Part 1
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Happiness Is a Gift We Receive





Only love can bring happiness into our lives

‘For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it’ (Matt. 16:25). This paradox contains the golden rule that God inscribed in the human nature created in Christ: only love can give meaning and happiness to life. Spending your talents, energy and time in order merely to save up, protect your future and find satisfaction actually leads to losing yourself to a sad and empty existence. Instead, let us live for the Lord and base our life on love, as Jesus did. In so doing, we will be able to experience genuine joy and our lives will not be empty. They will be fruitful.

Salvation is a gift that is given freely

With regard to the love, mercy and divine grace that fill our hearts, there is but one condition: they are free. We cannot buy salvation! Salvation is given freely by the Lord; it is a free gift from God that resides within us. As we have freely received, so are we called upon to give freely (see Matt. 10:8). Let us follow the example of Mary, who, upon receiving the angel’s message, immediately shared the gift of her news with her relative, Elizabeth.

Just as everything has been given to us, so it must be shared with others. How? By allowing the Holy Spirit to make us a gift for others. The Spirit is a gift we have received and we, by the power of the Spirit, must be a gift for others, allowing the Holy Spirit to transform us into instruments of acceptance, reconciliation and forgiveness. If our lives are transformed by the grace of the Lord – for the grace of the Lord is indeed transformative – we must not keep the light that shines down from his face only for ourselves, but share it with others so he can illuminate their lives.

A docile heart

As St Paul writes, we do not pay for salvation with the blood of bulls and goats (see Heb. 10:4). Since it cannot be bought, for it to reside within, salvation requires our hearts to be humble, docile and obedient.

 

Thou Virgin Mother, daughter of thy Son,

 Humble and high beyond all other creature,

 The limit fixed of the eternal counsel,

 

Thou art the one who such nobility

 To human nature gave, that its Creator

 Did not disdain to make himself its creature.

Within thy womb rekindled was the love,

 By heat of which in the eternal peace

 After such wise this flower has germinated.

 

Here unto us thou art a noonday torch

 Of charity, and below there among mortals

 Thou art the living fountain-head of hope.

 

Lady, thou art so great, and so prevailing,

 That he who wishes grace, nor runs to thee,

 His aspirations without wings would fly.

 

Not only thy benignity gives succour

 To him who asketh it, but oftentimes

 Forerunneth of its own accord the asking.

 

In thee compassion is, in thee is pity,

 In thee magnificence; in thee unites

 Whate’er of goodness is in any creature.

Dante Alighieri1

 

He loved us first

His forgiveness and salvation are not things we can buy, or that we acquire through work and efforts. He forgives us and sets us free without cost. His self-sacrifice on the cross is so great that we can never repay him for it; we can only receive it with immense gratitude and with the joy of being more greatly loved than we could ever imagine. ‘He first loved us’ (1 John 4:19).

God always takes the first step toward us

There are two distinct movements: there is the movement of God toward the world, toward humanity – the history of salvation, which culminates in Jesus – and there is the movement of humanity toward God – and here we think of religion, the quest for truth, the journey of nations toward peace, inner peace, justice, freedom. These two movements are driven by a mutual attraction. What attracts God to us? Love, for we are his children. He loves us and wants us to be free from evil, sickness, death; he wants to bring us home to his kingdom. God, by his sheer grace, draws us to himself and makes us one with him.

Love and desire come from us, too: goodness attracts us; truth, life, happiness and beauty all attract us.

Jesus is the fulcrum of this mutual attraction, of this dual movement. He is both God and man. But who took the first step? God always does! God’s love always comes before our own! He always takes the first step. He waits for us and invites us in; the initiative is always his. Jesus is God made man, he is God incarnate, he was born for us. The new star that appeared in the heavens to the Magi was a sign of the birth of Christ. If those men had not seen the star, they would not have set out.

The light precedes us; truth and beauty precede us. God precedes us. The prophet Jeremiah said that God is like the flower of the almond tree. Why? Because in that part of the world the almond tree is the first to flower (see Jer. 1:11–12). And God is always the first; He is always the first to seek us out and take the first step forward. God always precedes us. His grace precedes us – and this grace appeared in Jesus.

We were saved in the name of love

Christ sacrificed himself in the name of love to save you. His outstretched arms on the cross are the most telling sign that he is a friend who is willing to stop at nothing: ‘Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end’ (John 13:1).

The first steps toward true happiness

Fasting allows us to begin changing our attitude toward others and toward all of creation because it turns us away from the temptation of ‘devouring’ everything and thus satisfying our voracity. Instead, it allows us to prepare to suffer for love, which can fill the emptiness of our hearts.

Through prayer we learn to abandon idolatry and egoistic self-sufficiency and instead acknowledge our need for the Lord and his mercy.

Giving alms leads us away from the foolish tendency to accumulate things for ourselves in the illusory belief that they will help us secure a future that is not our own.

Taking these steps, we rediscover the joy of God’s plan for creation and for each one of us: to love him, our brothers and sisters and the entire world. Taking these steps, we find true happiness.

Heaven can’t be paid for with money

When Jesus preaches about life to us, he tells us how we will be judged. He will not say things like, ‘You can come with me because you made so many important donations to the Church; you are one its benefactors, so you can come into heaven.’ No. Entry to heaven is not bought with money. He will not say things like, ‘You are very important; you have studied many years and received so many honours, so you can come into heaven.’ No. Not even honours open the doors to heaven.

What, according to Jesus, will open the doors of heaven to us? ‘I was hungry and you gave me something to eat . . . I was a stranger and you invited me in . . . I was ill and you looked after me, I was
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