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Dear Brothers: May the Lord give you peace!

Coinciding with the closure of our meeting, the VIII Centenary of the birth of St. Elizabeth, princess of Hungary, grand Countess of Thuringen and franciscan penitent has officially begun. This Jubilee, which very closely touches the Brothers and Sisters of the TOR and SFO, who are honoured to have her as their Patroness, has also to be celebrated in a proper way by all of us who form part of the great Franciscan Family, because she is, in all justice, one of its glories. 

Faced by this jubilee celebration, in profound communion with the entire Franciscan Family, especially with the brothers and sisters of the TOR and SFO, it is logical that we ask ourselves: What message does the figure of St. Elizabeth address to us Friars Minor? What can she, a woman wrapped in the obscurity of the distant past and in a world of legends, say to the Franciscans today? What can this woman, separated from us by so many years and so many other things say to us? 

Her message, which turns her into a really current figure, takes its power from her two great passions: her passion for Christ and her passion for the poor. A dual passion which puts her into perfect spiritual and charismatic harmony with Francis, by whom she was undoubtedly inspired, and with Clare, both hearts conquered by Christ and by the poor, in whom they discovered Christ. Her whole life, including her life of extreme penance, can only be understood in the light of these two passions. 

In Elizabeth’s case, her passion for Christ led her to assume the Gospel as her form of life and to live it in the most genuine style of Francis: simply, without glossa, in all its spiritual and material aspects. This was a proposal which was manifested in her deepest existential attitudes, such as: the recognition of the absolute lordship of God; the need to free herself from everything and to become small like a child in order to enter the Kingdom of the Father; the fulfilment, up to the ultimate consequences, of the new commandment of love. 

She left nothing in writing, but numerous passages of her life can only be understood from a literal understanding of the Gospel. She made the programme of life proposed by Jesus in the Gospel a reality: 

–
Anyone who tries to preserve his life will loses it; anyone who loses his life for my sake and for the sake of the Gospel, will save it (Lk 17, 33; Mk 8, 35).

–
if anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me (Mk 8, 34-35).

–
If you wish to be perfect, go sell what you own and give the money to the poor, then come follow me (Mt 19,21).

–
Anyone who prefers father or mother to me is not worthy of me (Mt 10,37).

Her passion for Christ was manifested and nourished thanks to a profound communion with Him through a life of intense, continuous prayer, even ecstasy at times. Her constant awareness of the presence of the Lord was the source of her strength and joy, and of her commitment to the poor. The meeting with Christ in the poor also stimulated her faith and her prayer, for her encounter with them led her to “identify herself” with them. It is not strange, then, that her pilgrimage towards God was marked out by determined stages of detachment until she arrived at a total stripping, like Christ on the cross. In the end he was left nothing more than the grey and poor tunic of penance which she wished to keep as a symbol and a shroud. 

Her passion for Christ, who being rich made Himself poor, led her to follow Him radically and to discover and serve Him in His “representatives, the poor and crucified of the earth”, as the Final Document of our Extraordinary Chapter says (LSR 9). Elizabeth personally served the downcast, the poor and sick. She took care of lepers, the dregs of society, like Francis. Day by day, hour by hour, poor man by poor man, she lived and used the mercy of God in the river of pain and misery which surrounded her. Elizabeth saw the person of Christ in the misfortunate (Mt. 25,40). This gave her strength to overcome her natural repugnance, so much so that she could kiss the purulent sores of the lepers. 

Forged in the gospel forge of Francis of Assisi, she, like the Poverello and Clare, his “little plant”, Elizabeth abandoned the lies and ambitions of the world, the pomp of her court, the comforts, wealth and luxurious attire… She went down from her castle and pitched her tent among the despised and wounded in order to serve them. 

Sanctity consists of loving as Jesus loved. To love God and to love one’s neighbour are two commands which cannot be separated. Passion for Christ, passion for the poor, are two passions which necessarily go together always. But is all this not a madness? Yes, it is the madness of love which knows no limits, it is the madness of sanctity. And Elizabeth is an authentic mad-woman. In her life there shone, with singular splendour, the supremacy of charity. Her person was a song to love, shaped in service and abnegation, emptied out in order to sow good, like the love of every “good woman” of whom the first reading speaks to us (cf. Si. 26, 1-3).  This love which caused an upsurge in her of interior burning strength proper to a “perfect wife” (cf. Si 26, 2), as Elizabeth was, led her to radiate joy and serenity, even in tribulation, loneliness and pain. Faithful to her motto, “we have to make men happy”, as she used to say to her servants-sisters, Elizabeth gladdened the heart of whoever came close to her (cf. Si 26, 13). The depths of her soul were inhabited by the kingdom of peace.  

Elizabeth passed through this life like a luminous and hope-giving meteor. She enkindled lights in the darkness of many souls. She brought joy to afflicted hearts. No one could count the number of tears she wiped away, the wounded she healed, the love she awakened. 

At this time in which our Order is engaged in a profound renewal which should lead us to follow Christ “more closely” and “more radically” and when the Extraordinary General Chapter has asked us repeatedly to “be minors with the minors of the earth”, Elizabeth is presented to us not only as a deeply gospel woman, but as a model to follow in her passion for Christ and for the poor.

Let us who follow Christ by following the footprints of Francis, Clare and Elizabeth evoke the very singular personality of Elizabeth during this jubilee year in order to change ourselves into instruments of peace and joy through the knowledge and admiration of this figure, and let us learn to put a little balm on the wounds of our milieu, to humanise our circumstances and to wipe away some tears. Let us pour out our hearts where the mercy of the Father does not reign. May the commitment which stimulated Elizabeth stimulate our commitment, her example and intercession illuminate our path towards the Father, the source of all love: the Good, all Good, supreme good; quietude and joy. 

