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“...the richer our scheme of values, the
harder it will prove to effect a
harmony within it. (...) The price of
harmonization seems to be
impoverishment, the price of richness
disharmony.”
Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of
Goodness
Understanding that the only heritage
we really have is the present is an
absolute kind of experience of human
existence. That’s when we suddenly
realise that the past is gone and the future is entrusted to a fragile promise
because it is all a gift. But in what could and should be the hour of despair, we are
reached by a brand new joy that we have never experienced in all the paradises of
the past. It comes from the awareness that once we really and finally return to be
poor we are breaking down the last idol: our "I".
We understand that over the years it has become huge, because it fed on the
rubble of all the idols we have met and destroyed along the way. After every
idolatrous battle it became bigger and stronger, our victories increased its
certainty and satisfaction for having conquered and defended the true faith. Until,
all of a sudden, we realize that to free ourselves from this last new and great idol,
we no longer have to fight but only pronounce a docile "amen". This different joy is
perhaps something similar to the gladness that will surprise us when - on another
day - a loyal friend tells us: "It is over"; and there we will say our amen, and we
will feel that only one story, a wonderful story, is over, but that the story, ours, is
not over, because a living remnant will be saved.
Ageing is a delicate and crucial process to manage even in communities and
organisations, which is particularly evident in this historical phase of great
changes. It has one crucial peculiarity, though: collective realities are not destined
to the inexorable decline and death that are characteristic of human life, because
they can continue to live beyond the lives of the people who make them up. It is in
fact part of the moral task of those who live and govern a community or an
organization to do everything possible to ensure that the life of their institutions is
longer than their own, to prevent that the two "deaths" should coincide. People
who by vocation find themselves in a community manage to defeat death by
making their community continue to live beyond their individual death - there are

many forms of true resurrection, and they are very unlikely and unexpected. This
original form of "immortality" is one of the legacies promised to those who set out
on a journey following a voice.
Some important challenges are concentrated around these deaths and
resurrections. Think, for example, of the relationship between the elderly and the
young. An ageing community has a vital need for young and middle-aged people
who could regenerate it with their vital energy and providential innocence,
because the joy and promise of the future of young people can cure the natural
sadness and nostalgia for the past of the elderly. From this perspective, idealdriven and spiritual communities truly resemble natural families, where the
presence and proximity of grandchildren makes the ageing of grandparents joyful
and meaningful - one of the great shortcomings of our Western civilization is having
taken away the joy of the daily presence of grandchildren (and children) from the
lives of the elderly, a great indigence of which we have not yet become fully
aware.
Historical reality, on the other hand, shows us a polarisation: young organisations
are full of young people and older ones are full of the elderly. Attracting young
people and authentic vocations is still possible even in older communities, but it is
necessary for young people to see that the elderly are interested in the future and
therefore anti-nostalgic. To see them immersed in the present, preparing for
tomorrow, to see them work to the end, opening the door of the school with the
same passion with which they open the door of the tabernacle in church, planting
at least one new tree that will provide nourishment and shade for the future. The
high average age of the members is not the only thing (or the main thing, I believe)
that drives young people away from many communities today, but rather the
absence of hope that the present and the future may still be beautiful, perhaps
even more beautiful. And when old people stop generating a future, even the few
remaining young grow old inside; they live their youth years as a non-free sacrifice,
and everyone's skies are darkened.
"Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy" and the "your young men shall see
visions" if "your old men shall dream dreams" (Joel 2:28). There is a connection
between the dreams of the elderly and the prophecies of their children, because
young people can prophesy in an environment enlivened by the hopeful dreams of
adults and the elderly. This is true both for civil and economic life (the lack of
great future-generating dreams of adults and the elderly is the first obstacle that
young people encounter), and it is even more true for communities and
organizations gathered around collective ideals. A dying community can rise again
if at least one younger person begins to prophesy in a space inhabited by the life
dreams of the elderly.
That’s where the other great theme of the patrimony and works of the
communities of the great past and great heritage (schools, hospitals, land,
houses...) hides, too, which is particularly urgent and delicate today, both for the
religious and lay charismas.
The founders create works because this institutional generativity is often an
essential component of the charisma. In generating them, they align them with the
charismatic dimensions that the power of the light of the foundation phase allows

them to glimpse. Every foundation of a new charismatic community is an
anticipated eschaton, where prudence (which is also a virtue of the founders) is
overwhelmed by the urgency of achieving in life and on earth what they see in
heaven. Its works are built in the already but looking to the not yet. When the
founding phase is over, those who continue the race find themselves with houses
and institutions that are by their nature unsustainable, and the weight of their
management often prevents them from making other "houses", from repeating and
continuing the same - or even greater - miracles as the founders.
If the founders had made works in relation with the present reality, they would
have been too small. These kinds of works are never "right": if they are not too
great today, yesterday they would have been too little. But while the works of the
foundation phase that are too great make the concrete and economic life of those
who come after difficult, the ones that are too small cannot complicate the life of
anyone because they simply end with those who build them, they do not become
inheritance for those who come after.
We can close or sell the works that are too big, including the houses that have the
signs and the smell of the miracles of the early days within their walls, and thus
prepare ourselves for our death, for that of the works and the entire work. But
there are also chances of life. One is that of the child who comes to us from the
young womb of Hagar and takes the place of our - now withered - womb, (Genesis
16:4). Today Hagar is called alliance: pacts between ancient communities and
younger communities, which can give meaning to structures that are about to die,
bringing children and, with them, joy and the future back home. And then,
perhaps, on another day, while we are getting older and older and less and less,
repeating the same old words for years, if we continue to keep our tent open to
passing guests, the announcement of a son of our withered flesh may surprise us by
the new oaks of Mamre (Genesis 18:1). But before Isaac there is Ishmael, the son
given to us by Hagar, a young foreigner who arrived inside our house. Perhaps
today many aged communities do not see Isaac arriving because they have not
previously generated Ishmael, or because they have not sensed him as a son of the
same promise.
Surpluses and misalignments are the ordinary and constant condition of charismatic
communities and of many ideal-driven organizations (IDO-s). Like all complex
realities, these too constantly live on the verge of their possibilities. The people
whom they welcome and who in turn enrich them are constantly evolving. They fall
asleep having reached a certain balance in the contradictions, joys and sorrows of
that day, and when they wake up they have to start looking for another one again.
As young people they want paradise, as adults they find themselves in many
purgatories and in some hell, too, until as old people they realize that they have
never left that first paradise - but to understand it they needed a lifetime, and a
little more. But also communities and organizations continually create and undo
their balances, and when they don't, they start to die. The life of those who follow
a voice is a game that takes place between people who produce surplus and are
misaligned and who live and change within collective realities that are also
changing and that displace them every day. The ability to live in unbalance is
therefore the first art that people and organizations must learn. They should learn
to walk on the wire, like the equilibrist who does not fall as long as he continues to

move. It is an uncomfortable condition, but the only vital one because it is capable
of generating real novelties. Then, once we get to the other end of the wire,
another crossing over another abyss awaits us; until the end, when we discover
that by the force of moving our arms not to fall we have actually learned to fly.
When in the night something or someone wakes us up, some do not open their eyes
and try to fall asleep again reconnecting with the dream they were having, and so
they can resume their sleep and dreams. But there are other people who, if
interrupted in their sleep, open their eyes, turn on the light, read a novel, begin to
pray, open the window and then watch the dawn. In this series of surpluses and
misalignments we have sensed that when something or a cry of pain wakes us up in
the middle of the first great dream of youth we don't have to keep our eyes closed
to return to the first, interrupted dream. That waking up is the time for a new
dawn, for another sun that awaits us beyond the closed shutter. It is the time for
the new sounds and colours of the new day; it is the time for the different and no
less great dreams of adult life.
That’s where our exploration of some surpluses and misalignments of communities
and the people in them ends. And, also today, the last word is of thanks: to the
readers, to Avvenire and its director Marco Tarquinio, who are the company and
joy of this not easy and beautiful job. From next Sunday the biblical comments will
resume, this time with Ezekiel, the great prophet of the times of the exiles, and
therefore of our time.

