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(English translation)

Rome, 1956
I saw the Holy Land

The perforated stone

From the very blue coast of the Beirut gulf I was contemplating the city which had recently been
shaken by the earthquake. It is close to hills covered with thousands of little houses. We were continuing
our flight towards the sea, we were ascending and soon we would be able to face the first mountains of
Palestine again. At that moment, I didn’t think that Jerusalem and the Holy Places would have made such
an impact on my soul.

[ hadn’t gone there on a pilgrimage. Yes, it’s true, some names like Bethlehem, Jericho,
Jerusalem, Bethany certainly didn’t leave me indifferent. But the main goal of that trip was to carry out a
duty.

Already from Rome to Ciampino, I met up with other acquaintances heading for the same
destination. Then we travelled from Beirut to Jerusalem on a twin-engined plane. It was an adventurous
flight passing over the mountains of Lebanon covered with snow and with Mount Hermon standing out.
When we landed at the airport there was a person waiting for us, he made us all enter a couple of taxis
and directed us towards Jerusalem.

The novelty of meeting one another after so long, news asked and given from both parties, did not
allow me to see where we were heading.

Until, suddenly, we were told to get out because the cars could no longer continue. From there we
had to go on foot.

It was an old street of Jerusalem, going uphill, now and again diversified by some steps made of
stone. A squalid street, perhaps three metres wide, that echoed the merchants’ shouts who were selling
their goods on the left and right. There was a smell that was a mixture of sweat, dirt, animal hairs,
perfumed fruit and different coloured almond brittles. People were coming and going, elbowing their way
through, clothed with all kinds of Eastern and Western costumes. The shops were often in the arcades of
old houses, if not in the cellars, or under old arches, which made the place darker, with people, flies
buzzing around the cakes, sheep and goats. Dark faces, under a white loose turban, of men resigned or not
so much resigned to that life of misery. Invisible faces of women, covered by a black veil.

We climbed, and along this bazar— that’s how the locals call it — now and again our friend, by
now ours, would indicate to us a door which was a bit cleaner than the others. We didn’t know whether it
was a house or a chapel — but they were among the houses. And he told us: “Here is a station, here’s the
third station, the fourth one... Here is where Jesus met Mary, here Simon of Cyrene...”." Evidently that
street was the Way of the Crosshe path Jesus took that time.

And it remained a “way of the cross” for those who lived there and for those who passed by.

A few metres further up, it was announced: “We have reached the Sepulchre: here, in this Church,
supported by very strong, unsightly beams, you will find what is most sacred: Calvary and the
Sepulchre.” In reality I was prepared to see that place, because those five hundred metres earlier had
placed in my soul a living sense of suffering and almost of dismay. It seemed to me that Jesus was still in
the hands of the people of that time, and that unending arguments had prevented those who had the right
to take care of the places, stone by stone, where he had passed with love and veneration.

! Established by a very old popular tradition, along the way where Jesus walked to climb up to Calvary, the stations are greatly
venerated by the faithful.
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We entered; we saw some corners of the Church that I don’t remember now. Then we slipped into
a very narrow staircase, the marble worn by the millions of pilgrims who climbed it. We found ourselves
in front of an altar where also the Greek-Orthodox and the Armenians could celebrate.

A guide showed us a hole through a glass that was safekeeping a rock, and said: “The cross was
planted in this hole.”

Inadvertently, without telling us to do so, we all found ourselves on our knees.

On my own, I had a moment of recollection.

The cross was planted in that hole... the first cross.

If there wasn’t this first cross, my life, the life of millions of Christians who follow Jesus carrying
their cross, my sufferings, the sufferings of millions of Christians wouldn’t have a name; they wouldn’t
have a meaning. He, who was lifted up as a criminal, gave value and reason to the sea of anguish by
which humanity, and often every human being, is touched and sometimes overwhelmed.

[ didn’t say anything to Jesus in that moment. That perforated stone had spoken.

Like an ecstatic child I only added: “Jesus, over here I want to plant once more my cross, our
crosses, the crosses of all those who know you and those who don’t know you.”

I went out of the Sepulchre with something very different than before. I was full of trust and hope,
a hope that that sky of Jerusalem, which now covers also a multitude of our brothers and sisters without
faith, may one day hear again the words the Angel addressed to Mary Magdalene: “He has been raised, he
is not here” (Mk 16:6), addressing them to someone searching for a brother or sister who is not yet fully
united to the faith.

The stones thapeak

I remained seven days in Palestine, seven days in which I had the opportunity to see many Holy
Places, inside and outside Jerusalem.

I don’t remember the itinerary of the visits, but the places marked deeply within me: Bethphage,
the Church of St. Peter in Gallicantu, the stone stairs of Jesus’ testament, Gethsemane, the Antonia
fortress, where Pilate exposed Jesus to the public saying: “Here is the man!” (Jn 19:5); the place of the
Assumption of Our Lady now in possession of the Greek-Orthodox: the place of the Ascension, contained
in an “aedicule” now in the hands of the Muslims; then Bethany and the road that from Jerusalem leads to
Jericho, mentioned in the parable of the Good Samaritan; then Bethlehem....

A whole series of very sweet names, that neither life nor death will be able to cancel.

As evening came, looking up at the sky, streaming with stars full of light, skies that we don’t even
dream of here in Italy, I felt a strange and logical affinity between that sky and those places.

Emmaus welcomed us one sunny afternoon. I remember the stones of the road where Jesus had
passed in the midst of his disciples. I remember the more than brotherly welcome of the Franciscan
fathers over there. Their wish is to be hospitable towards all the pilgrims, as the two were with Jesus on
that day. With a radiant smile and a large heart they offered us all sorts of things after our visit to the holy
place. In the end, not knowing what else to give us, they gave us some flowers. When we entered the taxi
to go back to Jerusalem, a golden-red sun engulfed the whole place and the writing that framed the
entrance gate: “Stay with us, because it is almost evening” (Lk 24:29), enveloped all those present in a
mixed feeling of emotion and divine nostalgia.

I saw Bethany in bright sunlight and climbing the narrow streets that lead to Lazarus’ tomb, I
seemed to hear the words of Jesus to Martha: “There is need of only one thing...” (Lk 10:42).
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I visited Bethphage, with the stone that is still venerated today, where Jesus would have placed his
foot to climb on the donkey and head towards Jerusalem among the olive trees and the hosannas of the
crowd. Gethsemane and the orchard, a splendid garden, made me contemplate and at the same time I was
distressed; the spotless church decorated with taste, illuminated in violet, encloses in the centre a stone
now reddened by a light, one time by Jesus’ blood. I seemed to see Jesus, there, but I did not dare to
imagine him.

Then St. Peter in Gallicantu, where the cock crowed, and the stairs still well kept, under the open
sky, among the green grass and plants bordering it. From Mount Zion it leads to the Kidron Valley.

The Master was then close to death. His heart was full of tenderness towards his disciples, chosen
by Heaven of course, but still fragile and unable to understand. Jesus raised his prayer to the Father in his
name and of all those for whom he had come and was ready to die: “Holy Father, protect them in your
name that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one” (Jn 17:11). There Jesus had
invoked the Father to affiliate usand make us his childretven though we were far from him because of
our fault, and to bring us togetheasbrothers and sisterm the strongest divine unity.

I saw many other places, I followed many roads that Jesus had walked on, I looked at many places
that Jesus had observed; stones, stones and more stones passed before my eyes...

And every stone had a message, much more than a word, so that, in the end, my soul was totally
inundated, completely filled with the presence of Jesus.

I clearly remember that on the seventh day I had literally forgotten about my country, my
acquaintances, my friends, everything. I saw myself there, immobile and ecstatic, spiritually petrified
among those stones, definitely the duty to remain still and adore. To adore, with my soul focused on the
Man-God who was explained, revealed, sung and exulted by those stones to me!

Only one thought stirred me and made me return. There is also a place in Italy, which has more
value than those places, where I would find a living Jesus: it’s the tabernacle, every tabernacle with Jesus
in the Eucharist.

While the plane was bringing us back, thinking and meditating, [ understood for the first time the
fact that some Muslims go blind after having seen the Mecca and their sacred places, because, according
to them, there is nothing better to see than this.

For us it’s not like that; with our God of the living, we can keep our eyes open even after having
seen the Holy Langrovided that we only see Jesus, Jesus in the Sacred Host, Jesus in our neighbours,
Jesus in the happy and sad circumstances of life.
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