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Every person tries to be happy. Un-
fortunately, people often look for hap-
piness where they cannot 昀椀nd it: by 
taking, by possessing, by consuming. 
In this way, sadness grows, the bulimia 
of things and performances, which are 
never enough. Happiness, in fact, is not 
a passing state of mind, made up of su-
per昀椀cial passions or imprisoned by ad-
dictions, nor is it linked to self-exaltation 
or determined by external factors. Hap-
piness is chosen, otherwise it is merely 
fortuitous. Happiness is a strong and 
stable feeling, independent of the more 
or less beautiful living conditions.

Pope Francis insists on happiness, 
joy, gaudium and reminds us that even 
in the hard and dif昀椀cult stages and cir-
cumstances of life, ‘joy adapts and trans-
forms itself, and always remains, at the 
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very least, like a glimmer of light, aris-
ing from the personal certainty of being 
in昀椀nitely loved, beyond everything’ 
(Evangelii Gaudium, 6). Joy, therefore, 
faces problems, it does not avoid them.

In other words, it is not only those 
who laugh that are happy. On the con-
trary. The Gospel warns us that the sea-
son of weeping will come. Jesus even 
proclaims blessed - that is, happy forev-
er - those who mourn and, in this way, 
points us to true joy (Mt 5:4).

And that is how happy an old man 
with a heart full of goodness and love 
can also be, or a person who devotes his 
entire life to loving and serving the suf-
fering and abandoned, or an intelligent 
and brilliant young woman, con昀椀ned to 
a bed, having lost the use of all her sens-
es, or a young father of a family, con-
demned to death for murder, but with a 
converted heart full of love!

Happiness is a door that always 
opens outwards! It does not possess but 
gives. Shared happiness is always more 
abundant for everyone.
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Card. Comastri accompanies us, with 
his profound spiritual and human wis-
dom, to understand what it means to be 
truly happy, what the key to happiness 
is, where true joy dwells, the joy that 
does not fail, even in the face of illness, 
death and suffering.

Jesus wants our joy to be full and 
his to be in us. The Christian’s happi-
ness even goes so far as to overcome 
the greatest and ultimate evil, death. St 
Francis, a man full of joy, even though 
he suffered greatly, disarms death itself, 
calling it ‘sister’. It must succumb and 
its punishment is defeated by the only 
weapon that conquers its fear: love.

In short, «where does happiness 
dwell?». It is not individual well-be-
ing, as so many products that we 昀椀nd 
on the ever-crowded counters of the su-
per-market of individualism!

To 昀椀nd joy, we must follow the One 
who gives it to us. Only by walking 
with Jesus do we 昀椀nd the intimacy of 
our heart, because the heart can only be 
happy when it feels truly loved and is 
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not afraid to love, totally and uncondi-
tionally, as only God can do.

The author’s greatest concern is 
young people, so that they are not de-
ceived in their search for true joy. Chris-
tianity is the greatest novelty about 
God, because God himself came to tell 
us this novelty. “My joy be in you, and 
your joy be full,” Jesus promises. Let us 
not be afraid of joy. Let us not allow joy 
to be stolen from us!

Here, then, is the path to follow: from 
the discovery of God’s goodness, made 
present in the love and mercy of his Son 
Jesus for us, to the contemplation of the 
happy, love-昀椀lled lives of those who 
have allowed themselves to be taken 
and grasped totally by this love.

Happiness, then, is a demanding and 
intense journey from the Gospel to life, 
because a heart 昀椀lled with God’s love 
will surely transmit it, and a happy 
soul, because loved and pardoned, will 
bring happiness and love to others.

Let us be led by the experience of 
that spiritual master, Card. Comastri 
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who opens our hearts, breaking the 
Word of the Gospel parables of mercy, 
those of the good man (Lk 15:1-6), the 
lost coin (Lk 15:8-9) and the merciful fa-
ther (Lk 15:11-32). He helps us to get to 
know many witnesses of joy, who, pre-
cisely because they came into contact 
with God’s love, were able to convey 
human and spiritual happiness to the 
end of their lives. And happiness with-
out end is life with God. St John XXIII, 
Blessed Benedetta Bianchi Porro and 
Jacques Fresch, condemned to death for 
murder, help us on this path.

Thank you, dear Card. Comastri, for 
this is a simple and profound publica-
tion, capable of going to the source of the 
true happiness, to make us discover that, 
in reality, true happiness will 昀氀ow from 
our breasts if we are 昀椀lled with the Word 
of God and love for our neighbour.

 Matteo Maria Card. Zuppi
Archbishop of Bologna 

President of the Italian Bishops’ Conference



Introduction
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Mother Teresa of Calcutta was al-
ways smiling: the joy in her heart shone 
through her face.

She often said: «If you want your young 
people to be happy... don’t multiply the en-
tertainment but give them many opportu-
nities to do good. Only doing good makes 
one happy! »

The French writer Julien Green (1900-
1998) left us this shocking statement: «If 
you want to know where happiness does 
not dwell, go to places of amusement: there 
you will 昀椀nd a few crumbs of pleasure that 
pass quickly, but not even a shadow of hap-
piness».
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Where, then, does happiness dwell?
Read these pages slowly and at the 

end you will say: «Now I know where 
happiness dwells!». 

But beware: from this moment on, 
you must set out to go where happiness 
dwells.

Ask Our Lady for help: She sang the 
Magni昀椀cat and can teach you the notes 
of the Magni昀椀cat.

Trust her, because she has never let 
anyone down.



Here is the Good News 
brought by Jesus:

GOD IS LOVE!
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Ugo Spirito (1896-1979) was a sharp 
but also very tormented thinker in the 
last century.

One day he declared: «I miss God, in 
the sense that I cannot give him a face that 
can satisfy me.

That God exists is certain because there 
is a need of a Creator [a rose is enough to 
demolish an atheist: who put the 昀氀ow-
er’s wonderful design in the seed? He 
did not put it there himself!]. But it is not 
enough for me, man, to have this certainty. 
I need to give God a face, to know who he 
really is.

That is why I pursue it, questioning my-
self and the world. There is a question that 
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urges within me and to which I feel I must 
answer: who is God? It was precisely the 
urgency of this question that drove me to 
travel around countries and continents in 
search of an answer that would satisfy me. I 
did not 昀椀nd one, and so here I am, locked in 
the prison of my own problematicism. I do 
not know who God is».

Jesus, and only Jesus, reveals God to 
us, opens wide the entrance to his heart 
and introduces us into the consoling 
truth: God is Father! God loves you, 
God loves me, because God can only 
love: because God is Love! Huge af昀椀r-
mation!

All this has been revealed to us by Je-
sus. St Bernard rightly observes:

«If the Word [the Son of God] had not 
come among us, what idea of God could man 
have had but that of an idol, a 昀椀gment of 
imagination? God would have remained in-
comprehensible and inaccessible, invisible, 
and utterly unimaginable. Instead, [God] 
wanted to be understood, wanted to be seen, 
wanted to be imagined. You will say: where 
and when does he make himself visible to 



A happy man to his 
last breath: 
JOHN XXIII
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I make a sapiential reading of the life 
of Pope John XXIII. That is, a reading 
that allows us to grasp in his life some 
message for our life today.

And I begin with a question. Why 
was Pope John XXIII so loved, even by 
those who were far from the Church? 
Why did he enter everyone’s heart in 
such a short time?

His ponti昀椀cate was the shortest in 
recent centuries (if we exclude the very 
short Ponti昀椀cate of John Paul I): four 
years, seven months and seven days. 
Yet it was a Ponti昀椀cate that left a deep 
mark on the life of the Church and the 
history of humanity.
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François Mauriac, a few days after 
the death of John XXIII, wrote the fol-
lowing in the newspaper “La Croix”: 
«This great Pope was humble. The Holy 
Spirit found no hindrances in him and that 
is why it took only a few years of this pon-
ti昀椀cate for the Grace of God to open a breach 
that will last for centuries. Blessed be Pope 
John XXIII for blessing all men, for speak-
ing to all as a loving father».

And I would like to point out that 
Pope John was 昀椀rm in doctrine and 昀椀rm 
in discipline, but always with great 
goodness.

And, unheard of, seven years after 
his death, the Orthodox Metropolitan 
of Leningrad, Nikodim, presented his 
doctoral thesis at the Moscow Theolog-
ical Academy on “John XXIII, Roman 
Pope” in 1970. Translated into Italian, 
the work was entitled “An uncomforta-
ble optimist”. It is impressive and clear-
ly states how great the power of good-
ness is.

Italian television, on the occasion of 
John XXIII’s death, collected the opin-
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ions of four non-catholic observers who 
attended the Second Vatican Ecumeni-
cal Council.

Oscar Cullmann, a Protestant profes-
sor of New Testament exegesis at the 
University of Basel, said: «Taking into 
account the fact that the very issue of the 
Pope’s primacy separates us from Rome, 
it must be emphasized how wonderful it is 
that John XXIII found not only sincere ad-
miration for his simplicity and great good-
ness, but also true love among non-catholic 
christians throughout the world».

The archpriest Vitalij Borovoj, of the 
Russian Orthodox Parish, for his part, 
testi昀椀ed: «What Pope John did for the Catho-
lic Church with the convocation of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, what he did for the rap-
prochement of all Christians with the détente 
between east and west, what he did for all 
mankind with his work for friendship and 
peace on this earth, all this will live forever».

The American Protestant Douglas 
Horton recalled that «conversing with 
him, even for a few minutes, one could no-
tice how he was animated by love for each 
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one of us. When he died, I felt like an old 
friend had died. I think I can say that he 
changed the course of history; and that will 
make him one of the great personalities of 
our time».

The prior of the ecumenical com-
munity of Taizé, Roger Schutz, who to-
gether with Max Thurian was received 
in audience by John XXIII on 13 Octo-
ber 1962, two days after the opening of 
the Second Vatican Council, said: «On 
the eve and on the very day of Pope John’s 
death, for the 昀椀rst time since the Reforma-
tion, after centuries of schism, the Protes-
tant churches all over the world prayed for 
the Pope». Today this may seem normal, 
but back then it was unheard of.

Who was Pope John XXIII?
We start with the conclusion of his 

life and then go on to discover the seed 
from which everything was born.

May 1963. News spreads around the 
world that Pope John XXIII is seriously 
ill. Everyone loved this extraordinarily 
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good man, everyone now looks to him 
with trepidation.

24 May. Pope John is in bed due to 
a sudden aggravation of his illness, 
which causes him continuous hemor-
rhages. As evening falls, he exclaims: «I 
am here in obedience. I have my soul, my 
priesthood, the universal Church before me. 
I am at peace in the hands of God. Behold, 
the cruci昀椀ed Jesus invites me to stretch out 
my arms beside him, while Mary, our dear 
heavenly mother, encourages me...».

Nothing more than a simple, tradi-
tional... but convinced and lived faith.

30 May, 11.30 p.m. The Pope com-
plains of a sudden sharp pain in the gas-
tric region, accompanied by severe pain 
in the general condition. Prof. Mazzoni 
suggests that the tumour has been per-
forated and at the same time rules out 
the possibility of surgery. 

John XXIII’s hours are now num-
bered.
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Professor Valdoni, who everyone 
knew was rather far from the faith, is 
also called. Pope John watched as he 
bent down to examine him and then 
gently whispered to him: «Professor, 
while you worry about my body, I think 
about your soul and pray for you». Prof. 
Valdoni was visibly moved and left the 
room with tears in his eyes.

31 May. The Pope’s secretary, ac-
cording to an agreement made in his 
昀椀rst year of service, is about to ful昀椀l his 
duty to warn him of the imminence of 
death. At the Pope’s bedside, in a voice 
broken with emotion, he seeks essential 
and simple words. He tells him: «Holy 
Father, I keep my word... The hour has come: 
the Lord is calling you!».

Pope John does not 昀氀inch at all and, 
after a moment’s re昀氀ection, says: «It will 
be good to hear the verdict of the doctors».

«This is the sentence, Holy Father: it is 
the end. The tumor has completed its work». 
Pope John promptly replies: «My suit-
case is ready! You have given me the most 



God also dwells 
in pain: 

BENEDETTA  
BIANCHI PORRO
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From the life of Benedetta, I would 
like to answer a crucial question, which 
is: Where does joy dwell? Blaise Pascal, 
a man of keen intelligence, was born in 
Clermont-Ferrand (France) in 1623. In 
his early twenties, he turned away from 
the faith.

But in November 1654 (at the age of 
31!) during a memorable night of prayer 
that he called a ‘night of 昀椀re’, Pascal felt 
so strongly the beauty and reasonable-
ness of the Christian faith that he de-
cided to write an “Apology of Christi-
anity”: he did not, however, write this 
work, because he died at only 39 years 
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of age. Some thoughts remain (Pas-
cal’s famous “Thoughts”!) and, in one 
of them, he observes: «Man is obviously 
made to think: his whole dignity lies here 
and his whole duty consists in thinking as 
he should. Now, the order of thinking is to 
begin with one’s self, one’s author and one’s 
end [= the eternal questions: Who am I? 
Where do I come from and where am 
I going?] But, what does the world think 
about? It never thinks about that, but only 
about having fun».

How right Pascal is! How many peo-
ple live with their souls folded up like a 
handkerchief: many people only let the 
smallest part of themselves live (skin, 
muscles, body...), while they bury life’s 
most precious talents. Again, Pascal 
writes: «Man is but a reed, the weakest reed 
in nature: but it is a thinking reed! All our 
dignity therefore consists in thinking. Let 
us therefore study to think well!».

And what I would like to do with 
you and therefore invite you to think 
carefully on a fact that is the sight of 
everyone.
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Here is the fact: on 4 November 1954, 
a young Swedish writer by the name of 
Stig Dagerman took his own life at the 
age of 31, when he was at the peak of his 
success and, according to the nowadays 
widely accepted view, should have felt 
the luckiest man in the world; and after 
him, a very famous and beautiful ac-
tress by the name of Marilyn Monroe, 
who had reached the peak of her career, 
poisoned herself to death on 4 August 
1962, at the age of just 36. While Mary, 
the Vergin Mary, just when she was 
poor and unknown, burst into a song of 
joy (the Magni昀椀cat!), which still arous-
es amazement and admiration today. 
Mary had a heart over昀氀owing with joy.

Why did this happen? Therefore, 
where does joy dwell? And we can make 
the list as long as we want: the Italian 
writer Cesare Pavese, just when every-
one was praising and admiring him, 
decided to kill himself on 27 August  
1950 at the age of 42. And Edoardo Ag-
nelli, son of the very rich Gianni Agnel-
li, at the age of 46, committed suicide on 
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15 November 2000 by throwing himself 
off a viaduct, while Francis of Assisi, at 
a time when he was sick (and almost 
blind!), humiliated and con昀氀icted, com-
posed the wonderful “Canticle of Crea-
tures”: the hymn to joy and the beauty 
of life. His heart was also over昀氀owing 
with joy.

How is this possible? Where does 
joy dwell? What is it that makes a per-
son happy? It is a question that arises 
strongly and inescapably when visit-
ing the life of Benedetta Bianchi Porro. 
Here, once again, are the facts.

In the summer of 1963, Benedetta lies 
motionless in her bed in her parents’ 
house in Sirmione on Lake Garda: she 
is paralyzed, deaf, blind since February, 
with no sense of smell or odour, able to 
touch only through her right hand (and 
that hand remains the only open win-
dow for communicating with others).

There were more than enough rea-
sons to fall into depression, but this is 
not the case. On the contrary! Here is an 
illuminating episode: the mother, in the 



The last words 
of a young man

sentenced to death: 
“I am happy! Goodbye!”.

Why?
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Roger Schutz, founder of the beau-
tiful Taizé community, one day made 
this confession: «Travelling in the poor 
countries of the Third World, one meets 
many people who are undernourished in 
body but beautiful in soul; travelling, on the 
other hand, in the countries of wealth, one 
meets people who are beautiful in body but 
ugly in soul».

All this is very true! And, in the rich 
countries, spiritual undernourishment 
affects young people in particular, who 
become exhausted and weary of life, 
and sometimes attack it with unprece-
dented violence and burn it down with 
impressive lightness.
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Here is the dramatic story of a mod-
ern young man who ended up on the 
guillotine: his name is Jacques Fesch.

Who is Jacques Fesch?
Jacques is a young man who, at the 

age of 24, commits a terrible crime: and 
his crime is the dramatic conclusion of a 
life that is empty and without ideals, but 
inevitably full of sel昀椀shness and whims.

Here is a quick chronicle of the crime. 
On 24 February 1954, Jacques enteres the 
shop of a moneychanger, Alexander Sil-
berstein, at Rue Vivienne 39 in Paris in 
the morning and orderes a quantity of 
gold bars. The man trusts him because he 
knows that the young man has a wealthy 
father behind him, who can safely pay.

In the afternoon of the same day, 
Jacques comes back to collect the gold 
that has only partly arrived, but in-
stead of paying, he takes advantage of 
a moment of inattention by the money 
changer and hits him in the head with 
the butt of a revolver taken from his fa-
ther’s drawer.
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Old Silberstein reacts and calls for 
help with all the voice he has. Then 
Jacques 昀氀ees, reaches Rue Saint Marc, 
arrives at the Boulevard des Italiens, 
where he sees a block of 昀氀ats with an 
open driveway door leading into a 
courtyard. In the meantime, some peo-
ple are following him, led by a police 
of昀椀cer called to help. Jacques goes up 
to the 昀椀fth 昀氀oor and waits up there for 
some calm to return. After a few min-
utes, having tidied up his clothes, he 
comes down again, pretending to be 
amazed and calm, and sets off at a nor-
mal pace out of the driveway door. But 
someone recognizes him and shouts: 
«It’s him!». Georges Vergnes orders: 
«Hands up!». Jacques spins on his heels 
and keeping his hand and revolver in 
the pocket of his mackintosh, 昀椀res a 
shot. Jacques was tall and the police of-
昀椀cer was quite short: the shot reaches 
him at the heart and he dies immediate-
ly.

Jacques escapes again, 昀椀res another 
shot and is 昀椀nally arrested in the met-
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ro station of Richelieu-Drouot: the day 
of his mad dream ends in the dreary si-
lence of the Paris prison.

Why this absurd crime?
Jacques’ parents were of Belgian ori-

gin and had moved to France. They were 
well off and, apparently, nothing seemed 
to be missing for them to be happy.

The father, Georges, former director of 
an important credit institution in Brus-
sels, managed a Belgian bank for for-
eigners in Saint-Germain-en-Laye (near 
Paris). He was an atheist with an author-
itarian temperament: he never bothered 
about his son except to extinguish all en-
thusiasm and, above all, faith.

How thought-provoking this is! Cer-
tain behaviours of young people have 
distant roots and, very often, are rooted 
in the fabric of failed experiences with-
in one’s own family. I could give end-
less examples.

Jacques, born in Saint-Germain on 
6 April 1930, was a friendly and over-
昀氀owing boy with affection especially 
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towards his mother. For nine years, he 
received a good education in a religious 
institute in his town, but at the age of 
17, under the in昀氀uence of his father, he 
turned away from the faith.

On 5 June 1951 (at the age of twen-
ty-one) he married Pierrette Polack in 
a civil ceremony and gave birth to a 
daughter: Veronique.

However, he soon abandoned his wife 
and daughter (the drama occurred a few 
months after this abandonment, although 
he always kept in touch with his wife).

In the meantime, Jacques wanted 
to set up his own business competing 
with his father-in-law’s: a coal transport 
company. His mother provides money, 
but he does not know how to use it. He 
is discouraged and decides to escape by 
buying a boat and leaving for Polynesia:  
he is not used to 昀椀ghting and therefore 
runs away from the problem.

But two million two hundred thou-
sand old francs were needed to buy the 
boat: Jacques asked his father for them, 
but the father rejects them.
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He then decides on a robbery with 
the outcome we know. This is the scanty 
outline of the life of a young man who, 
deprived of all ideals, almost unwit-
tingly arrives at the tragedy of murder.

It is also worth emphasizing the 
importance of a good approach to the 
teenage and youth years for the success 
of one’s entire life: today, the way of life 
in youth very often leads to an adult life 
without serious commitments and last-
ing responsibilities. Since the beginning 
of time, in fact, you reap what you sow!

What happens in prison?
Now we are retracing a path in which 

God’s grace overturns a tragic situation 
and gives birth to a completely new 
creature: these are God’s great miracles 
when we let Him work!

Jacques is locked up in the prison of 
Santé in Paris in an isolation cell. The 
chaplain approaches him lovingly, but 
Jacques reacts by saying: «I do not have 
faith and I do not need you!». And accom-
panies him to the door.
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