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1.
Introduction

The creator of all made the married state the beginning and foundation of human society; by his grace he has made of it too a great mystery in Christ and in the Church   (cf. Eph 5:32), and so the apostolate of married persons and of families has a special importance for both Church and civil society. Christian couples are, for each other, for their children and for their relatives, co-operators of grace and witnesses of the faith. They are the first to pass on the faith to their children and to educate them in it. By word and example they form them to a Christian and apostolic life; they offer them wise guidance in the choice of vocation, and if they discover in them a sacred vocation they encourage it with all care.

The mission of being the primary vital cell of society has been given to the family by God himself. This mission will be accomplished if the family, by the mutual affection of its members and by family prayer, presents itself as a domestic sanctuary of the Church; if the whole family takes its part in the Church’s liturgical worship; if, finally, it offers active hospitality, and practises justice and other good works of the benefit of all its brothers suffering from want. Everywhere and always, but especially in regions where the first seeds of the Gospel are just being sown, or where the Church is still in its infancy or finds itself in a critical situation, Christian families bear a very valuable witness to Christ before the world when all their life they remain attached to the Gospel and hold up the example of Christian marriage.

During this year 2007 we are celebrating the eighth centenary of the birth of St. Elizabeth, Princess of Hungary, Langrafin of Thuringia and Franciscan Penitent. The Secular Franciscan Order honours her as its patroness and the whole Franciscan family counts her among its glories. Elizabeth understood that marriage was not just a means to happiness or personal fulfillment, but a vocation, as serious as the religious vocation, and a means by which she was called to achieve holiness. St. Elizabeth was an exemplary wife, mother and one of the woman highest lineage in the empire. I would like to take this unique opportunity to present her as an exceptional example of Christian Mother, Christian family life and Christian marriage.
2.
Married life

Our love of those close to us is the root of our understanding of love in general, and of how we are to love God. This is true of married love, for, as the Second Vatican Council tells us, this love "wells up from the fountain of divine love," that is, it has its origin in God; the Council adds that "authentic married love is caught up into divine love" (GS., no. 48). Little attention has been devoted to marriage in the lives of the saints; in fact, Elizabeth is one of the very few married people canonized until just recently. In 1221, at the age of 14, she married Landgraf Louis IV of Thuringia. Ludwig and Elizabeth had grown up together and addressed each other as brother and sister. The wedding took place in the church of St. George in Eisenach. Elizabeth lived her married love as a means to love of God. One of her closest friends, Isentrude, her lady-in-waiting at court, said that she and her husband "lived in marriage in a way worthy of praise. They loved each other with a wonderful affection, gently inviting and strengthening each other in the praise and service of God".

They were saints not because they had no problems, but because they overcame their problems. One was that they lived in a very immoral atmosphere at court, amid many temptations, which the writers of the time don't try to hide from us. But they were resolute in avoiding these traps. Ludwig's men actually expressed their surprise to him that he was not unfaithful to his wife. He replied, "Never mention these words to me again: I have a wife, with whom I am bound to keep faith." Elizabeth also had to deal with some long separations from her husband, who traveled very frequently on behalf of the emperor. When he was away, she withdrew from court parties and entertainments and spent her time in prayer, to withdraw from any worldly distractions and temptations. Like all other married women, Elizabeth had to balance her work, her children and her attention to her husband with her duties to God. Elizabeth lived her love for her family faithfully within her love for God, through the way she and her husband practiced faithfulness in marriage, their respect for each other, their devotion to the same faith, and their daily work. Elizabeth and Ludwig put God at the center of their married lives. They teach us how to live this love as well. They fulfilled St. Paul's words: Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, it is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails. (1 Cor 13:4-8). Gospel: [Jesus said]: "From the beginning the Creator 'made them male and female' For this reason a man shall leave his mother and father and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh" (Mt 19:5-6). "I give you a new commandment: love one another. As I have loved you, so you also should love one another. This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another" (Jn 13:34-35). 

3.
Motherhood and family life

Elizabeth and her husband had three children: Hermann, heir to the rulership of Thuringia, who died, however, shortly after beginning his rule, at the age of eighteen. Their second child, Sophia married Henry the Duke of Brabant, had children and continued the family line. The youngest, Gertrude, was born shortly after her father's death. Her parents had determined before her birth to have her raised as an oblate in a monastery so that she might be completely devoted to God.  She later became abbess of the Praemonstratensian monastery of Altenberg, and is herself venerated as a saint. Elizabeth knew and believed that "Children too are a gift from the Lord, the fruit of the womb, a reward" (Ps 127:3). At that time, the Catholic custom was to go to church forty days after a child’s birth for the rite of purification and blessing, recalling the trip that Mary, Joseph and Jesus took to Jerusalem after the birth of Jesus and the Purification in the temple. Elizabeth would go for this rite to the church in Eisenach, barefoot, dressed in simple wool garments and carrying her child in her arms, to offer the fruit of her womb to God in imitation of Mary. There she would also have recalled the words spoken by Simeon in the Temple: “You yourself will be pierced by a sword” (Luke 2:35), foretelling the sorrow she would experience in her Son's crucifixion. She knew that children are a source of joy, but also require sacrifice. Elizabeth would experience much sorrow and anxiety in regard to her children; after her expulsion from her dower castle, she suffered from anxiety when she did not know where to lay her children's heads or put food in their mouths, and finally was forced to send them away so they could get enough to eat. She also had to give up her youngest daughter Gertrude to the monastery. Her children were one of the sacrifices she made to God. Elizabeth wanted to have her children put God first in their lives. She once said that she would have her son Hermann a poor Friar Minor than have him become emperor. Even her pride in her children or what they might become was not as important to her as their souls. 

Elizabeth’s companions and attendants describe for us how her pilgrimage towards God started when she was still very young: from her earliest childhood all her games, dreams and prayers were directed towards a life beyond. Their relationship as a married couple did not follow the common style of the time, ordinarily marked by motives of politics or convenience, but was one of authentic conjugal and fraternal love. As a married woman, Elizabeth devoted a great deal of time to prayer far into the night, in the bedroom she shared with her husband. She knew that she belonged completely to Ludwig, but she had already heard the call of her “other husband”: “Follow me!” Deep joy and complete satisfaction sprang from this double-sided love, however, not a conflict from being divided in her soul. God was the supreme and unconditional value that strengthened Elizabeth’s other loves for her husband, her children and the poor. The miracle of the roses woven by legend does not accurately represent their relationship in their marriage. When Elizabeth was surprised by her husband with her skirt full of bread, there was no reason at all to hide her errand of mercy from him. Therefore, there was no reason for the bread to turn into roses. God does not perform useless miracles. When Ludwig died, the Landgrafin died as well, and the penitent sister came to the foreground. Biographers disagree about whether she was expelled from Wartburg castle or left on her own. Her answer to loneliness and abandonment was the song of gratitude which she asked to have sung in the chapel of the Franciscans, the Te Deum.

4.
From Gospel to life and from life to Gospel
Elizabeth’s brief life was filled to overflowing with loving service, joy and suffering. Her generosity and her bond with the needy created a scandal in the court at the Wartburg. She did not fit among them. Many vassals thought she was mad. Here she met one of her great crosses: crucified between the society to which she belonged and the society of those who did not know any compassion. Making use of her full authority when she was still Landgrafin, in her husband’s absence, she had to confront the calamity of a general famine that devastated the country. She did not hesitate to empty the granaries of her husband’s lands and possessions to aid the needy. Elizabeth personally served the downhearted, the poor and the sick. She cared for lepers, the dregs of society, as Francis did. Day by day, hour by hour, poor person by poor person, Elizabeth lived and poured God’s compassion into the river of pain and  misery that surrounded her. In the unfortunate Elizabeth saw the person of Christ (Mathew 25:40). He gave her the strength to overcome her natural repugnance, so much so that she even kissed the purulent wounds of the lepers. But Elizabeth made use not only of her heart but also of her intelligence in her work of assistance. She knew that institutionalized charity is much more effective and long lasting. When her husband was still alive, she contributed to the building of hospitals in Eisenach and Gotha. Later she built the one in Marburg, the favorite work of her widowhood. She founded a fraternity to tend to it with her female friends and handmaids or servants. She worked with her own hands: in the kitchen, by preparing the meals; in the service of the indigent in the hospital; she washed the dishes, and sent away her handmaids when they tried to stop her. She learned to spin wool and sew clothes for the poor and to earn her living.

St. Paul tells us in Colossians 3:23, “whatever you do, work at it with your whole being. Do it for the Lord rather than for men”. St. Elizabeth of Hungary is an excellent example of living out the Gospel.

5.
Conclusion

A special form of the individual apostolate is the witness of a whole lay life issuing from faith, hope and charity; it is a sign very much in keeping with our times, and a manifestation of Christ living in his faithful. Then, by the apostolate of the word, which in certain circumstances is absolutely necessary, the laity proclaim Christ, explain and spread his teachings, each one according to his condition and competence, and profess those teachings with fidelity. Moreover, cooperating as citizens of this world in all that has to do with the constructing and conducting of the temporal order, the laity should, by the light of faith, try to find the higher motives that should govern their behavior in the home and in professional, cultural and social life; they should too, given the opportunity, let these motives be seen by others, conscious that by so doing they become cooperators with God the creator, redeemer and sanctifier, and give him glory.
 
St. Elizabeth of Hungary is an excellent example of living  out this passage. Her whole life gave great witness to Gospel life. She became a living Gospel.

The commitment Elizabeth demonstrated by living in poverty, giving away all her possessions and devoting herself to begging are not these things that Francis demanded of his followers? 

It is not only knowledge and admiration of Elizabeth but we might convert ourselves into instruments of peace, that we might learn from her how to pour a little balm on the wounds of our surroundings, humanize our circumstances, and wipe  away some tears. 

May the spirit that Elizabeth lived stimulate our commitment.

NEWS - CHAPTERS - MEETINGS

Vietnam – SFO National elective Chapter

The elective chapter of the National SFO Fraternity of Vietnam was celebrated at the Convent of the Friars Minor in Saigon, from March 20 to 22, 2007. On behalf of the CIOFS Presidency the chapter was presided by Lucy Almirañez, Presidency Councillor, and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, SFO General Assistant.

The Chapter was attended by Fr. Irene Thanh Minh OFM, SFO National Assistant, Fr. Paul Que Vu Xuan OFM, National YouFra Assistant, and other Regional Assistants. Also present was Fr. Phi Khank Vuong Dinh Khoi OFM, Vietnam Provincial Minister, who made a welcome speech to the Capitulars. During the Chapter discussions were held on the importance of formation for Secular Franciscans, to allow them to better understand their identity; belonging and responsibility; relationship between SFO and YouFra.

The elections of the new National Council were held in the morning of March 21. Francis Xavier Nguyen Duy Hung was elected as National Minister for the second time and Maria Nguyen Thyet as International Councilor for Vietnam.

The SFO National Fraternity of Vietnam is divided into 11 Regions with approximately 120 canonically erected local fraternities, and another 47 to be erected soon. There are about 5200 members, of which 3200 already professed and the others in formation. Also present is a strong and well organized YouFra National Fraternity with around 4000 members. 
After the Chapter, Fr. Ivan, accompanied by the Provincial Minister and SFO National Assistant, visited la House of the Friars in formation and the Poor Clare Monastery in Thu Duc.

Malyasia – 2nd SFO-YouFra Asia-Oceania Congress

The 2nd SFO-YouFra Congress of Asia and Oceania was held in Penang, Malyasia, from March 24 to 30, 2007 at the Holiday House “Stella Maris” of the Capuchin Friars.  About seventy representatives of the SFO and YouFra attended the congress, including the various national and regional Assistants. The CIOFS Presidency was represented by Encarnación del Pozo, General Minister of the SFO; Rosalvo Mota, Vice-General Minister; Lucy Almirañez, Presidency Councillor, Xavi Ramos, Presidency Councillor for the YouFra; four General Assistants: Fr. Michael Higgins, TOR, Fr. Irudaya Samy, OFMCap, Fr. Martin Bitzer, OFMConv and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM.  

The Congress was prepared with great dedication by Serena Woon, SFO, coordinator of the Congress, assisted by the regional SFO Fraternity and the local Fraternity of Penang, and by Fr. Paul Cheong, OFMCap, and his Community of Friars. Lucy Almirañez, representing the CIOFS Presidency, took care of the communications and organizational aspects of the Congress.

On March 24-25, Rosalvo Mota presented a report on the situation of the international Fraternity of the SFO, while the General Minister underlined the priorities and recommendations of the SFO in its last General Chapter 2005; reports were presented on the reality of the SFO-YouFra in various countries, with the participation also of the spiritual Assistants. The afternoon of March 26 was dedicated to the Young Franciscans with a report by Xavi Ramos and Maria Huynh Thuy, who talked about the YouFra in Vietnam.

On March 27th the following themes were discussed: The Story of the Franciscan Family and our shared origins (Fr. Michael Higgins, TOR); Celebration of the 800th Centennial of the birth of Saint Elizabeth of Hungary (Encarnación del Pozo); Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order (Lucy Almirañez).

March 28 was entirely dedicated to the themes of spiritual and pastoral assistance. The speakers were the general Assistants: Fr. Michael Higgins TOR; Fr. Samy Irudaya, OFMCap; Fr. Martin Bitzer OFMConv; Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM who focused on the: Importance of  understanding the documents of the SFO (Fr. Michael); collegial Assistance (Fr. Martin); Role of the spiritual Assistant in the local Fraternity (Fr. Samy); Young Franciscans and assistance to the YouFra (Fr. Ivan).

March 29 was dedicated to the formulation of recommendations, conclusions of the Congress and common projects for the future of the SFO and the YouFra in Asia and Oceania. The Congress concluded with the solemn celebration of the Eucharist presided by the Bishop of Penang, Mons. Antonio Selvanayagam, a theatrical representation of the culture and different popular traditions of Malaysia, a Franciscan feast with traditional costumes, songs and dances. The third Congress will be celebrated in 2010, most probably in India or Thailand.

Mauritius – Formation course, Visit and SFO elective Chapter

From April 13-19, 2007 a Formation course on the SFO-YouFra and on spiritual assistance was held at the Foyer Fiat House in Rose-Hill, Mauritius, for the friars, nuns and secular Franciscans of the Mauritius, Réunion and Madagascar. The course was prepared by the SFO National Council of the Mauritius and the CIOFS Presidency with the great help the spiritual Assistants Fr. René Coutagne, OFM and Fr. Krisnah Ramsamy, OFM of the Mauritius.

Thirty eight persons attended the course, comprising: 4 friars, 19 nuns of the Franciscan Missionary of Mary, 12 secular Franciscans, 2 representatives of the Young Franciscans and one secular Franciscan from Rwanda. The new national Assistant of Madagascar, Fr. Roger Aimé Rabemahafaly, OFM, participated. The course was held on behalf of the CIOFS Presidency by Benedetto Lino, Presidency Councillor, and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, SFO General Assistant.  

On April 20 a fraternal and pastoral visit was made to the SFO National Council of Mauritius and from April 21-22 its National elective Chapter was celebrated. Marie Thérèse Soobaroyen was elected both National Minister and International Councillor. About 80 capitulars attended the Chapter. 

Australia – SFO National elective Chapter of Oceania 

The elective Chapter of the National SFO Fraternity of Oceania was celebrated in Sydney, Australia from April 27 and 29, 2007. On behalf of the CIOFS Presidency the elective Chapter was presided by Lucy Almirañez, Presidency Councillor, and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, SFO General Assistant.

About 50 capitulars participated at the Chapter with various Regional Assistants. Fr. Carl Schafer, OFM, OFS national Assistant presented a report on the situation of the spiritual and pastoral assistance at the national level. The Chapter approved the text of the new national Statutes which should be approved by the CIOFS Presidency.

The election of the new National council was held on the afternoon of April 28. Helen Britton was re-elected National Minister and Sandra Tilley re-elected International Councillor. Fr. Ivan then presented a report on the Young Franciscans, in view of the forthcoming meeting of the YouFra on the occasion of the World Youth Day which will be held  in Sydney from July 15-20, 2008.

Croatia – 1st SFO-YouFra National Congress and National meeting of the YouFra

The First National SFO-YouFra Congress was held in Zagreb, Croatia, on May 19, 2007. About  700 Secular Franciscans and Young Franciscans attended the Congress, with their spiritual Assistants, representing all the local and regional Fraternities of the SFO-YouFra. 

Especially appreciated was the presence of various Provincial Ministers and, in particular Mons. Josip Mrzljak, Bishop of Varaždin and member of the SFO who celebrated the Eucharist. Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, was present on behalf of the Conference of Spiritual Assistants.  

The theme of the Congress, “The charitable activities of the SFO and YouFra in the Croatian society” was elaborated with the help of several reports. Fr. Ivan talked about his experiences in different national Fraternities throughout the world. Stjepan Lice and Renato Matić, secular Franciscans of Zagreb, illustrated several concrete situations observed in the Croatian society and the consequent challenges for Franciscans. The reports were followed by work groups, a moment of sharing and the conclusion of the Congress with a theatrical representation of the life of Saint Elizabeth, prepared by the Young Franciscans. 

On May 25-27, 2007, the Young Franciscans of Croatia celebrated their national meeting, at the Trsat Marian Sanctuary at Rijeka. About 800 Young Franciscans from all the regional Fraternities of Croatia, together with their spiritual Assistants, lived these days in the spirit of prayer, reflection and joy. Xavi Ramos, Presidency Councillor and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, General Assistant, were present. The theme of the meeting “Dare to live the Gospel” was illustrated by Fr. Ivan, elaborated in the work groups and translated into prayer in the “Lectio divina”, based on the text of the Gospel according to Luke (24, 13-35): the experience of the disciples of Emmaus.

In the afternoon the young people went throughout the city of Rijeka preaching the gospel: in the hospitals, squares, in prisons, in the hospices for the elderly, etc. A group remained, instead, in front of the Holy sacrament, to sustain the “evangelizers” with prayer. The day concluded with a plenary meeting during which the young people had the possibility of sharing this unique experience. 

Particularly appreciated was the presence and message to the Young Franciscans by Mons. Ivan Devčić, Archbisop of Rijeka, who celebrated the Eucharist on the eve of the Pentecost, thus commemorating the historical visit of Pope John Paul II to this Marian Sanctuary in 2003. 

The meeting concluded on May 27, day of the Pentecost, with the solemn celebration of the Eucharist presided by Fr. Željko Železnjak, OFM, Provincial Minister of Zagreb.

Rumania – Course for Spiritual Assistants

A course was held from April 17-18, 2007 in Bacau for the SFO Spiritual Assistants organized by Fr. Stefano Acatrinei, OFM Conv, Provincial Vicar, and animated by Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv, SFO General Assistant. Besides an understanding of the history, nature and identity of the SFO, and the different documents that regulate the spiritual and pastoral assistance of the SFO, there was an exchange of views on the main problems to be confronted. The following days, Fr. Martin also met with the novices and students in their House of formation.

Rome – National SFO elective Chapter of Italy

The second Elective National Chapter of Italy was held from April 27 to May 1, 2007 at the “Collegio San Lorenzo” of the Capuchin Friars, and presided by Encarnacion del Pozo, General Minister of the SFO. Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv, General spiritual Assistant, was present.

Worthy of note is the experience and maturity of the people that compose the present National Council, among which the newly elected National Minister, Giuseppe Failla, who succeeds Rosa Galimberti, who worked with great dedication on the unification of all the fraternities in the country.  

Budapest – Fraternal and Pastoral visit to the SFO Hungary and Formation course

From May 6-14, 2007, Benedetto Lino, Presidency Councillor, together with Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv, carried out a Fraternal and Pastoral visit to the SFO Hungary. The last two days  were dedicated to the Formation Course, which focused on the history, spirituality and life of the SFO, as well as on the spiritual and pastoral assistance by the friars and other religious. 

Malta – National SFO elective Chapter

Guided by the motto “Let us discover the value of the Profession”, a National Elective Chapter of Malta was held from May 27-28, 2007 at the House of Spiritual Practice, “Porziuncola” at Bahar ic-Caghaq, presided by Wilhelmina Pelsma, member of the CIOFS Presidency, together with Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv, SFO General Assistant. The formation of the secular Franciscan is beginning to bear its fruits in this country. Fraternal relation and economic transparency are the most important positive elements  of this national Fraternity. Godwin Vella Clark was elected as National Minister for the second time and Charles Grech as International Councilor for Malta.
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