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St. Elizabeth of Hungary 2012 

We are living, I believe, through a very deep and ongoing crisis in both church and 

society.  We are on the edge of something new happening, something that we can’t yet 

clearly understand, but something that is changing both the way in which we live out our 

Christian discipleship and the way in which our society and nation are ordered.  The 

signs are all around us:  

 Record numbers of people are leaving the Catholic Church both in America and 

in Europe; we were the greatest single loser of members according to the 2009 

Pew Report.  1 in 10 Catholic adults in the United States has left the church, with 

four exiting for every one that converts into the church. Weekly Mass attendance 

has fallen from 75 percent or higher in the 1950s to about 25 percent today. 

 Between 1972 and 2010, the number of people being married in Church 

decreased by 60%. 

 According to the 2012 Pew Report, the number of Americans claiming no 

religious affiliation has risen to an all time high of almost 20%- the so-called 

“nones”. 

 We have gone through one of the largest and most international clerical sex 

abuse scandals in our history. In the latest of these, last week Australia’s prime 

minister ordered a federal inquiry into allegations of child sex abuse in state and 

religious institutions and community groups following a string of sexual abuse 

accusations against priests and claims of a Catholic Church cover-up. 
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 With regard to social changes, this last presidential election, regardless of what 

your preferences were, revealed two things: 1) the agenda of the Catholic 

bishops in this country is increasingly marginal to the concerns of not only the 

nation as a whole, but of Catholic voters as well, and 2) the political pre-

eminence and hegemony of white males in this country is coming to a end.  The 

future that people have been predicting for decades in now arriving.    The world 

of the 1950s is over, whether we like that or not. 

 

With all these religious and social changes, confusion and disorientation abound on a 

variety of fronts.  A primary example of this is the extraordinary fact that last week at 

their national conference, our Catholic bishops were unable to reach sufficient 

agreement in order to issue a Pastoral Letter on the economy which they had intended 

to do.  The hierarchy is now sufficiently divided on social justice issues, which were 

once a hallmark and glory of the American episcopate,  that they are now unable to 

speak to the deep economic crisis still facing the nation and to make a joint statement of 

any kind.  Contrast this with the famous 1919 “Bishops’ Program for Social 

Reconstruction” after WWI and the Bishops’1986 Pastoral Letter on Catholic Social 

Teaching and the U.S. Economy, “Economic Justice for All”.  We are currently in a real 

crisis. 

 

So the question is this: “What is God calling us to now?”  What is our task, our work, our 

mission as the people of God right now, in the midst of transition and confusion and 

disorientation?  The great temptation, I think, is to become nostalgic, nostalgic for the 
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church and society of our childhood or for an ideal church and society of a golden age 

that we create in our minds, and then to stick our heads in the sand, and just keep on 

flapping our wings by speaking to people just like ourselves in the bubble or the echo-

chamber in which we prefer to live and to speak.  This way of behaving would signal a 

tremendous loss of faith- loss of faith in the God who has promised to journey with his 

people, loss of faith in Christ who said, “I will be with you always to the close of the 

age”, and loss of faith in the Good News that has the power to speak into, and to 

transform, every human heart and soul.  So, what is God calling us to now? 

 

In the reading from the prophet Micah, we heard a similar question being asked when a 

village peasant in the 7th century BC, confronted with the rapacious power of the 

Jerusalem elite who were preoccupied with questions of prosperity and security, turned 

to God not knowing what to do next, and asked: 

[6] "With what shall I come before the LORD, 
and bow myself before God on high? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
with calves a year old? 
[7] Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with ten thousands of rivers of oil? 
Shall I give my first-born for my transgression, 
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" 
 
There is something terribly nostalgic about the question this peasant was asking.  

Maybe he just needed to get back to a more faithful observance of the old sacrificial 

cult; maybe he needed to become more radical in his religious devotion and to offer 

more- to offer his first-born- and maybe then God would be pleased, maybe then things 

would return to normal, maybe then the past age would be restored.  This is not unlike 

what we hear in our own day coming from various quarters. Micah’s first reaction to the 
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problem was to return to all the old, tried and true ways of relating to God, the ways that 

had previously signaled what fidelity to God looked like, to what was necessary as a 

response to social disintegration and to avoiding Yahweh’s judgment.  But they were not 

the answer.   And then Micah hit on what has come down to us as one of the most 

influential and often quoted sayings in the prophetic tradition 

[8] He has showed you, O man, what is good; 
and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God? 
 
 
Here is the heart of Torah, the heart of  the covenant, the heart of what God’s people 

always need to do- 613 precepts and laws compressed into three dense, profound and  

transformative principles: “to do justice, to love kindness or to love tenderly, and to walk 

humbly with God”.  These three principles embody all that we need to know in order to 

be faithful to God and to be human.  They are not just three virtues, or three things to 

do.  They are the three dimensions of what a life of faithfulness to God looks like, and  

they were, I would argue, embodied wonderfully and powerfully in the person of 

Elizabeth of Hungary. That embodiment in Elizabeth can give us some very important 

clues as to what God is asking of us in our own age. 

 

What does God ask of us now? According to Micah, the first thing is “to do justice”.  For 

him, this was a critique of the current system of social control.  It was a word addressed 

especially to the leadership, to the ones who had social power, to the ones who were 

able to arrange things the way they were, to the ones who benefited from the way things 

were.  Micah’s agenda was consistently concerned with economics; the justice issue for 
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him had to do with access to and control of life-goods.   At its heart, “to do justice” 

meant to sort out what belongs to whom and to order things rightly.  It meant that 

Yahweh wanted to disrupt and dismantle the present ordering of things in Israelite 

society because that present order was unjust- some had a disproportion of social 

goods and social power.   

 

Those of us who have too much are, in truth, the worst candidates for understanding 

justice.  We have too much at stake, too much to lose, too much to defend, and so we 

often become blind to the injustice in which we participate and perpetuate.  Micah’s 

summons to justice is a call to extricate ourselves from the system of disproportion, and 

that is exactly what Elizabeth of Hungary did in her own life.  She consistently and 

methodically engaged in a redistribution of the wealth of the kingdom and of the 

aristocracy, and she gave it to the poor and the sick and the needy.  For that she was 

hated by her own class and by her husband’s family who saw her as betraying all that 

they had and all that they stood for.  Eventually, Elizabeth embraced Franciscan 

poverty. 

 

What does God ask of us now?  “To love kindness” or as some translations put it, “to 

love tenderly”.  To love in this way means to love with an awareness of the capacity of 

the other to be wounded, to suffer pain, to be vulnerable.  The God of the prophet Micah 

was a God of “steadfast love”, a God of “compassion”, a God of “faithfulness”.  It was 

this kind of God who for Micah made justice possible, who broke apart the imperial 

modes of reality which sanctioned injustice in the name of order.  And what this God 
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asks of His people is that we should become like Him- that we should learn to deal with 

others in kindness, with steadfast love, with compassion and with faithfulness.   

St. Elizabeth of Hungary lived in a medieval world of violence, of power maintained at 

the edge of swords, a world in which kindness and compassion were regularly reserved 

for those who shared one’s class, one’s social standing.  Yet in caring for the sick, the 

poor, and those who were terribly disfigured by illness, Elizabeth revealed a deep 

awareness  of the capacity of people to be wounded, to be hurt, to be vulnerable, and to 

be dependent on others.  Elizabeth showed in her life what it means “to love tenderly”. 

 

What does God ask of us now?  “To walk humbly with God”.  To live with a radical trust 

in God- even when we are afraid for our own lives.  To live life with a deep and lasting 

commitment to the covenant- for us Christians, to the covenant that God made with us 

in Baptism and which is renewed at every Eucharist.  To walk humbly with God means 

to cling to God as the bedrock of our life, to ground ourselves in Yahweh as our only 

sure foothold, no matter what precipice lies beneath us.  To walk humbly with God 

means to commit our lives to the God whom we have come to know in Jesus as the 

“center of value”, and then to allow this “center of value” to shape our walking, our 

pilgrimage, through life.  Just as Israel had to struggle with remaining faithful to God and 

the covenant, so we also have to struggle in our own lives with remaining faithful to this 

God who meets us in Jesus and who makes us His own in the baptismal covenant.  We 

have to struggle especially with idolatry, with allowing something else to take God’s 

place.   
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Elizabeth of Hungary lived out God as her “center of value” concretely and radically.  

When she was riped away from her family as a child and sent to a foreign court to live, 

when she risked the anger of her husband’s family as she redistributed the state’s 

wealth, when she was thrown out of the palace with limited resources, half of which she 

immediately gave away to the poor, when she embraced religious life, when she cared 

for the sick and the dying with her own hands, and when at the age of 24 she died 

tending people with the most awful diseases- all of this meant that Elizabeth learned 

what it meant for God to be the “center of value” for her, for God to be the one who 

shaped her pilgrimage through life.  Elizabeth knew what it meant “to walk humbly with 

God”. 

 

Brothers and sisters, we are in the midst of a crisis in both church and society, we are at 

a cusp that is leading us over a mountain to a new place which we cannot yet see.  All 

of this can be terribly confusing and disorientating.  But we are not alone.  God will not 

abandon His people.  Our task is to learn anew what it means to be in covenant with the 

God who has met us in Jesus of Nazareth and to keep asking ourselves “what does 

God ask of us now?  Looking at the life of Elizabeth of Hungary, our patron, maybe we 

can begin to understand afresh what the prophet Micah wrote centuries ago: 

God has showed you what is good; 
and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God? 
  
 

 

 


