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  To our children, our family, our nephews,


  our godchildren, our cousins, our friends,


  and all those who wish to learn more


  about the life of Carlo Acutis,


  so that he may become,


  as he is for us,


  your friend in heaven!
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  Foreword


  By Carlo’s Mother


  As you will discover in this comprehensive biography, my son Carlo was a boy like any other, but he was also one who knew how to open his heart to the extraordinary. He loved having fun with his friends, playing soccer and video games. He loved computers, Coca-Cola, pizza, and popcorn. But he was also a boy who could draw from the Sacraments, especially the Eucharist, Carlo’s “highway to heaven,” all the extraordinary graces necessary to becoming a saint. He was a healthy, joyful youth who allowed God to transform his ordinary, everyday life into something extraordinary.


  Witnessing my son’s faith, I myself found the path to intense sacramental life and rediscovered the Eucharist in a new light. Carlo’s sincere, unwavering devotion was a living testimony to the power of divine love in a young, pure soul. I also think of our housekeeper Rajesh who, through his contact with Carlo, asked to be baptized, and of all the poor people Carlo tried to help in one way or another, deploying his abundant creativity and, above all, his active charity, which, found its source in his sacramental life and union with God.


  Carlo did not want to keep this treasure to himself; he actively sought to have everyone discover God’s infinite love, particularly present in the Eucharist. He was convinced that, if more people understood and felt the living presence of Jesus, they would find the true peace and deep joy he himself had found.


  For this reason, Carlo set about creating an exhibition of Eucharistic miracles from around the world. Through this work, he hoped that the hearts of many men and women would be opened to God’s love, and that by discovering, through Eucharistic miracles, God’s intense love for us, more and more people would decide to live an intense sacramental life.


  In one of the meditations Carlo has left us, which you will find at the end of this book, he reminds us that Jesus speaks of a grain of wheat that falls onto the soil and, if it doesn’t die, remains alone. He adds, inviting us to holiness, too: “I dare say that we are all this grain of wheat, in the sense that we all have this potential, a grain so precious that the Lord expects from it everything imaginable.” And today we see the fruits of Carlo’s efforts: the many miracles and prodigies obtained through his intercession, but also the conversions and liberations.


  This love of the Eucharist and the Sacraments, which we find throughout this book, is his main message, his mission. The authors put such stress on it because without this key to understanding, we could miss the point of Carlo’s life and his recipe for becoming a saint.


  People often ask me, “How does it feel to have a son who’s been canonized?” I’m always a bit tempted to say that what’s more important is that each of us, and I do mean each one of us, becomes a saint, and loves Jesus, the Word of God, the Virgin Mary, and the Sacraments, as did Carlo. And this is his mission in heaven: to make us love Jesus in the Eucharist as his did.


  May this book encourage you, dear readers, to become Carlo’s friends too, to enter into spiritual friendship with him, to ask for his intercession for your own holiness, so that you in turn become the many and varied saints—not photocopies, but originals—that our world so badly needs!


  Antonia Salzano Acutis
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  Preface


  


  Dear Readers,


  In this book, we will recount the life of Carlo Acutis as faithfully as possible, without evading difficulties or embellishing our narrative.


  All the anecdotes recounted here are genuine, as are all the quotations.


  Carlo may seem “too perfect” at times, but he was a truly exceptional person. This doesn’t make him any less approachable; on the contrary, it only makes us want to be like him. Let us all be like children who crave heroes in order to imitate them.


  Like other young saints, Carlo drew from the Eucharist and other Sacraments all the necessary graces. And he is just as astonishing in heaven today, given the impressive number of miracles obtained through his intercession, which you will hear about in the last chapter. He refused nothing to Jesus, so why should it be surprising that Jesus, in turn, refuses him nothing?


  Carlo is a benevolent saint to us, one who loved to pray and also to laugh. He is a joyful saint, and that is the image of him we would like to pass on to you.


  Enjoy your reading!
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  1


  His Name is Carlo


  In the early 90s, Carlo’s parents, Andrea and Antonia Acutis, lived in London, where Andrea was in business. Antonia worked in publishing. Back in 1918, her father, Antonio Sal­zano, had founded his own publishing house, Vie et pensée, which played an important role in Italian culture.


  Andrea and Antonia first met in the summer of 1986 in Forte dei Marmi. This charming seaside resort lies on the shores of the Tyrrhenian Sea off northwestern Tuscany in the marvelous Versilia region, known for its elegant villas set against a backdrop of steep, green mountains. Its long beaches of fine golden sand are lined with bagni, those chic establishments prized by the Italian upper classes, celebrities, politicians, and industrialists from all over the world.


  [image: seprator]


  That same year, the young couple got engaged, and two months after that, Andrea left for Aosta to join the Alpine Corps, or Alpini, Italy’s oldest mountain troop for combat in steep terrain. Here he distinguished himself by his seriousness and skill. He then joined the Carabinieri at the Cesare Battisti barracks in Rome, where Antonia lived. On completion of his service, Andrea went to London to work in an investment bank. Antonia joined him on the grounds of improving her English before entering college to study for a master’s degree in economics and publishing management. She and a friend moved into a beautiful house in the upscale Knightsbridge district near Andrea.


  The area was synonymous with luxury, and home to one of the world’s most famous department stores, Harrods, which dominated the scene with its imposing red-brick façade and bright lights. With its high-end products, from fashion to watches and jewelry, and its famous gourmet foods, it attracted international clientele and London’s high society. Surrounding it were tall Victorian buildings, opulent hotels, and numerous tempting window displays of overpriced clothes and accessories. Also nearby were Hyde Park and its green spaces, and Sloane Street, renowned for its designer boutiques.
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  Andrea and Antonia celebrated their wedding on January 27, 1990, in Rome’s Basilica of Saint Apollinaire near the Piazza Navona (Navona Square), in the Rione Ponte, a district that Antonia had lived in for much of her childhood and loved dearly. Situated on the left bank of the Tiber near the Sant’ Angelo bridge, it is known for its picturesque streets, animated squares and Renaissance buildings, its wealth of history and art, its ancient charm, and its immaculate churches, palaces, and artisan workshops. It’s also a great place to enjoy gelati!
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  Only close friends and family attended the ceremony, which was followed by a simple lunch in a nearby restaurant. The next day, Andrea and Antonia returned to London and settled into a small but very pretty oval-shaped apartment, with a garden in the middle, filled with many varieties of plants blooming year-round. Large windows welcomed the light and overlooked their little corner of paradise.


  From this union, by the grace of God was born one of the greatest saints of the new millennium.
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  Antonia’s family had already produced several saints: Saint Caterina Volpicelli (1839–1894), canonized in 2009 by Pope Benedict XVI, founded, and was an ardent apostle of the Servants of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, as well as of Eucharistic adoration. She worked for the Christian education of young people and the support of the poor.


  And there was Saint Giulia Salzano (1846–1929), an Italian nun and founder of the Congregation of the Catechist Sisters of the Sacred Heart, dedicated to teaching catechism and religious education to children, especially the poor. Canonized in 2010 by Pope Benedict XVI, she was recognized for her passion for transmitting the Christian faith.


  Carlo’s family also included a number of war heroes, such as his maternal grandmother’s father Renato. He was not particularly religious, but had studied at the Nazarene College in Rome, where he received a Christian education. Forced to flee Italy during World War II for fighting and risking his life to save Jews from deportation, he sought refuge with friends in Venezuela. He was athletic, as Carlo would later be, an excellent skier, and unafraid of a challenge. He befriended a missionary, with whom he rented a small plane and flew over areas of the Amazon rainforest that had not yet received the Good News of salvation, dropping packets of food and useful items to the indigenous populations, as well as photos of themselves. This familiarized the local people with their faces, making it easier to make friends in spots where they were able to land. On one occasion, Renato even saved a child who was to be sacrificed in a rite honoring the Amazonian gods.


  [image: seprator]


  When Antonia discovered she was to become a mother, she spent long days enjoying her pregnancy and making friends with other young women in her London neighborhood. She prepared for the arrival of her firstborn by shopping for the baby, but as the birth approached, she realized she had bought far too many clothes—her baby would never be able to wear them all, and she ended up giving some away.


  Among her purchases was a baby carriage from the early twentieth century, very expensive and so big that Carlo’s first nanny, Patsy, a Scotswoman barely taller than it, could hardly maneuver it. Carlo would not go unnoticed in this old-fashioned baby buggy! Although London is one of the world’s most decadent cities, where all taboos are lifted, where originality almost becomes dogma, where people usually feel at ease in any bizarre situation, Patsy and her buggy would attract a lot of smiles around the neighborhood.
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  It was spring by now, and Carlo’s arrival was expected any day. On May 2, 1991, at around 5:00 p.m., Antonia and Andrea headed for the Portland Hospital. Their baby was about to be born! However, the birth took over eighteen hours, and Antonia suffered greatly. The doctor had to use forceps, but Carlo finally gave his first cry on May 3, 1991, at 11:45 a.m.


  As was the clinic’s custom, the news of his birth was announced in the Times. On that day, no one could have imagined that this famous, highly secular magazine would repeat, many times over, the news of this newborn child, on the occasion of his beatification years later.


  Carlo measured twenty-two inches and weighed seven and a half pounds. They placed him in the nursery on another floor, but Antonia always recognized his voice when he cried from hunger. Two days later, they were discharged from the maternity ward. As is customary in England, a midwife came regularly to the home to give advice and check that all was well with mother and child. But Antonia’s milk supply was low, so her baby was not gaining enough weight. She had to switch to formula, but the new milk made Carlo suffer with terrible colic. Every evening when his father got home, he would take his crying baby in his arms and walk up and down the living room, alternating songs and odd sounds like, “Banga, binga, bongo, bungu.” Finally, Carlo would calm down and fall asleep around eleven o’clock.


  A nanny gave Carlo his daily bath, but when she was away, Andrea took over, much to her son’s delight.
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  One day, Antonia went to Harrods, just a few minutes’ walk away, to look for Carlo’s first toy. Although she loved zebras, giraffes, and dogs, she decided to buy, without being able to explain it to herself, a little white-haired lamb.


  “A celestial image, a sign, a premonition,” she would say later on, for a lamb would play a role no fewer than four times in Carlo’s life. He became quite attached to his new stuffed animal.


  For Carlo’s soul to fully unfold, he had to be baptized. Antonia’s family was Catholic by tradition, but they were not practicing Catholics. Andrea’s parents were more involved in Catholicism, but Andrea was no more religious than his wife.


  Antonia admits that “before Carlo was born, I had no faith; I learned a few prayers from the nuns, but nothing more.” She explains it this way:


  Before Carlo, I’d only been to Mass three times in my life: on the day of my baptism, my First Communion, and my wedding day. We were illiterate about God. And normally, in the families of saints, there’s always the father or mother who are exemplary, like the parents of Saint Thérèse, for example. In Carlo’s case, it was he who brought us to the faith!


  
    “... before Carlo was born, I had no faith.”
  


  I was a prisoner of relativism, which is synonymous with limitation, closure, boundaries, servitude and slavery. I lived in total ignorance, like the slaves described by the philosopher Plato in his Allegory of the Cave. From childhood on, they lived chained inside a cave, unable to move, so they believed that the shadows of external objects reflected on the wall in front of them were the only reality. One day, one of the prisoners managed to free himself from his chains and discover the truth. In a way, that’s what happened to me.


  At the time, we had no idea what an upheaval the grace of baptism would produce in Carlo. But he would later write a beautiful meditation on this Sacrament,1 reminding us it is “a vehicle of grace, an instrument of salvation,” and railing at the fact that it is sometimes delayed: “To be resurrected and forgiven, it is necessary to allow oneself to be immersed in water, as Jesus did in the Jordan.”


  So, Carlo was to be baptized, and the whole family was invited to the event. His four grandparents were present, as were his great-grandmother Adriana and his aunt of the same name. Carlo’s godfather would be his paternal grandfather, and as godmother, his maternal grandmother, Luana.
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  The baptism took place on May 18, 1991, at Our Lady of Dolours Church on Fulham Road in London. Later, Carlo would say, “From the moment we are born, our heavenly destiny is sealed: we are all called to take up our cross and climb Golgotha.” But now it was time to celebrate. For Carlo’s wonderful christening, Antonia had bought a delicious cake—where else but at Harrods? Without knowing why, she chose it in the shape of a lamb, covered with white butter cream frosting.
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  2


  Say ‘Hello’ to Jesus


  Not long after Carlo’s birth, on September 8, 1991, his parents moved back to Milan, one of Italy’s most important cities, and the capital of Lombardy. Milan is a center of business, finance, culture, and fashion, as well as of art, design, and innovation. The Acutis settled in Porta Venezia. Located near the city center, this dynamic neighborhood, with its many parks, cafés, and churches, is known for elegant architecture, tree-lined streets, and proximity to cultural and historical sites.
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  Antonia would work in the publishing business founded by her father, and Andrea had a job at an insurance company. They decided to hire a nanny to look after Carlo. It wasn’t necessary to advertise in the newspaper, because they found one through a friend of Antonia’s father. He owned a hotel in Naples where Polish students often stayed in the summer, when there were more tourists. It soon became clear that God’s providence had intervened in the choice of this nanny for Carlo, when, one fine morning, Beata, a young Polish woman, arrived at the Acutis home. She soon earned the nickname “Blessed Nanny.” She was to play an important role in Carlo’s life. In fact, on the very day of her arrival, an event occurred that would mark the start of the great adventure of Carlo’s life.
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  On arriving, Beata opened her bag, which was filled with holy images of Our Lady of Częstochowa, the famous miraculous icon of the Black Madonna, long venerated in Poland. Legends trace the icon’s origin to Saint Luke the Evangelist. Beata would later explain to Carlo that Our Lady was the Mother of God and of all humankind, our “heavenly mother.” It was this unusual nanny who first spoke to Carlo about God, Jesus, and Mary, the Mother of God. He listened with great interest and asked many questions. She began to teach him to pray for all those who had died, for the souls in purgatory. In this way, Carlo gradually came to realize that death is only a passage to eternal life.


  Beata helped Antonia accompany her son on his journey of faith, and they often talked together. The nanny thought Carlo was precocious, as he always asked such “grown-up” questions. Carlo was filled with curiosity, and he became interested in the story of Jesus.


  Beata had grown up in Poland when it was still a Communist country, but she took advantage of her religious freedom in Italy to express her faith. She often went to Mass and made short pilgrimages. There were several churches in the immediate neighborhood, so it was easy for “Blessed Nanny” to attend Mass, and she would take Carlo with her. It wasn’t long before he began to express a desire to receive Communion. He was still too young, though, and it was a real disappointment to him not to be able to receive Jesus.
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  Carlo was growing up fast, and his parents would soon enroll him in Parco Pagani municipal nursery school in Milan. Carlo was also asking more and more questions about his faith, putting his mother in a difficult position. For advice, Antonia turned to a friend, who pointed her in the direction of a good confessor, Father Ilio Carrai, a priest from Bologna who was then considered a second Padre Pio.


  
    “He has been chosen by God for a special mission.”
  


  Antonia traveled to Bologna in the spring of 1995 to meet this priest, and from that time on, she visited him once a month. At their first meeting, he told her, “I’ve been waiting for you for years—you have a mission to accomplish.” Antonia confessed, and the priest gave her many details of her past. He spoke of Carlo to her, saying, “He has been chosen by God for a special mission.” And he prepared her for the events that would unfold over the coming years. She was astonished by what he told her about her son, and she listened attentively. Father Ilio also advised her to teach Carlo about the lives of the saints through cartoons and films, advice that proved to be sound. Carlo loved discovering the different saints, those friends of heaven. Finally, the priest suggested that Antonia study theology to learn about and deepen her own faith. This she did straight away, enrolling in a course at the Theological University of Northern Italy, which she followed with utmost seriousness.


  
    [image: Antonia]
  

  Antonia was then better prepared to welcome the spiritual development of her son, who, even at his young age, liked to show his love for Jesus by kissing the crucifix in their home or his statue of the Infant Jesus of Prague. Sometimes, he would stop what he was doing to pray in front of the crucifix. Likewise, on his walks, he would pick flowers he found in the meadows to bring to church and offer to Our Lady. Eventually, he began pleading to go to church to visit the tabernacle and “say hello to Jesus.”


  Like other saints before him, and like many children his own age, Carlo loved to play at being a priest, imitating his gestures and going through the key moments of the liturgy as if he were celebrating Mass.
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  It was about this time that his parents, discovering his enthusiasm for practicing his faith, decided to give him a gold chain with a scapular medal. It had the image of the Virgin of Mount Carmel on it, the same medal that Antonia’s great-grandmother had given Antonia on the day of her baptism. From that moment on, Carlo always wore it, saying, “This way, Jesus and Our Lady will always be close to my heart.”
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  Carlo soon developed a passion for reading the illustrated Bible his grandparents had given him. This introduced him to regular reading of the Word of God.


  
    “Find God and you will find the meaning of your life. Nothing else lasts. . . .”
  


  Every day of his life, he would ponder one short passage or another, regarding it as a sort of compass to guide his day. Years later he would say, “Our compass must be the Word of God, to which we must constantly direct ourselves.” He also said, “Find God and you will find the meaning of your life. Nothing else lasts. . . .” For Carlo, the Gospel was a gift from God.


  Carlo’s mother quickly grasped her son’s spiritual maturity. She had the impression he was ahead in everything, and that he was far ahead of her in the spiritual life.


  Around that time, an incident occurred involving Carlo that speaks volumes about his precocity, including his spiritual precocity. Antonia and her son were waiting outside a supermarket while her mother and Beata were shopping. Suddenly, a little girl with curly red hair and a blue ball in her hand came up to Carlo and threw the ball at him, partly to play, partly out of mischief. But Carlo remained impassive. That irritated the little girl, so she pouted, stuck out her tongue and kept teasing him. Undisturbed, Carlo gazed at her with great gentleness and smiled. Antonia still remembers, after so many years, the astonished face of that little girl, who couldn’t understand such forbearance.


  
    [image: Little girl]
  

  Nonetheless, young Carlo had a very strong character! He knew what he wanted, but he based his life on his friendship with Jesus and always referred to him when deciding how to behave. Jesus was his constant touchstone, and his inspiration. Carlo felt his presence hovering close by. When Antonia recounted the incident to Beata, she replied by saying no matter how much she taught him to defend himself, Carlo did as he pleased, adding such things as: “Dear Beata, Jesus wouldn’t be happy if I reacted violently!”
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