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St. Elizabeth of Hungary 2013 

Today, three things are going on homily-wise that need to be dealt with one way or another: 

first, it is the feast of St. Elizabeth, the patroness of this church; second, readings in both the 

Roman and Byzantine lectionary are directing our attention toward “end things”, toward what 

in theology we call “eschatological things”; and third, the liturgy committee, in response to 

what has come out of the positive inquiry process, has asked me to focus on the “diaconal care” 

dimension of church life and ministry as “service”.  Integrating these three themes is a 

somewhat daunting task, but I’ll do the best I can. 

 

Maybe the best place to start is with the life of Elizabeth herself, because there we may be able 

to find some clues to both how we might live in relation to “end things” and how we might live 

in a “diaconal” kind of way.  As an introduction to Elizabeth, let begin with something that 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the great anti-Apartheid Anglican archbishop of Cape Town wrote in 

his book God Has a Dream.  He wrote this: “Just as we are all meant to be contemplatives and 

to hear the voice of God in our lives, we are all meant to answer God’s call to be his partners in  

transfiguring the world.  This calling, this encounter with God, is always to send us into the 

midst of human suffering.”  This vocation to both contemplation- standing attentively before 

God- and to action- working for change in the world- is, in a very real way, embodied in the 

person of Elizabeth of Hungary.  Her life- that of a aristocratic medieval Germanic princess- for 

all its strangeness and differentness, might still be able to serve for us as an icon and a model of 

what the integration between contemplation and action actually looks like.  
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Elizabeth was born in the year 1207 to King Andrew II of Hungary and his Gertrude, and she 

died only 24 short years later in German city of Marburg.  At the brutally young age of four, 

Elizabeth was taken away from her family and nearly everything that was familiar to her and 

sent to live in the Castle of Wartburg near the German town of Eisenach to live with the family 

of the Landgrave Hermann.   She was being groomed to marry the eldest son of the Landgrave, 

also named Hermann.   Elizabeth was, in effect, a pawn and an instrument in a bigger political 

scheme- the ratification of a great alliance between Hungary and Thuringia against the Holy 

Roman (really German) Emperor.  One can only imagine the experience of loss and 

abandonment that a four-year old child would have when put into that kind of situation.  From 

all accounts, this early, traumatic experience at such a vulnerable time would be foundational in 

shaping who Elizabeth was to become. 

 

In her loneliness and in the strangeness of a foreign court, Elizabeth learned  to do something 

that most us never really learn to do, or at least to do well- she learned how to pray.  She 

learned how genuinely to turn towards God and to find in God a kind of companionship, 

friendship, and solace that would stick with her the rest of her life.  This discovery was 

something that seems to have given Elizabeth the ability to discover who she was, who she 

could become, and how she could keep on “making herself” anew and afresh in response to the 

tumultuous changes and challenges of life, as she lived towards God. 

 

The next major upheaval came when Elizabeth’s intended husband, Hermann, died before the 

two of them could marry.  So as not to waste the years of preparation for the proposed alliance 
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between Hungary and Thuringia, Elizabeth was then married to Hermann’s brother, Ludwig, 

whom, it seems, she actually preferred.  Elizabeth at the time was a mere 14 years old; Ludwig 

was 21. And by all accounts they genuinely loved one another and were happy. During the next 

six years, they had three children together.  This period was not, however, always easy.  In the 

Spring of the year 1226 when floods and famine and the pest wrought havoc to Thuringia, and 

while Ludwig was away in Italy on imperial business, Elizabeth assumed control of affairs at 

home and began distributing alms in all parts of the territory, even giving away state robes and 

ornaments in order to feed the poor.  Below the castle she built a hospital with 28 beds which 

she regularly visited, and at times, she aided 900 poor people daily.  It was this period of her life 

that has preserved Elizabeth’s fame as being a gentle and compassionate champion and servant 

of the poor.  During her own lifetime, however, such generosity only aroused the antagonism of 

the court and of her husband’s family.   Many saw her as an idealistic but wasteful spoiled 

young woman squandering somebody else’s money, money that was crucial for maintaining the 

entire aristocracy in their positions of  power and control and that was necessary for saving all 

of them from falling into the poverty of the great mass of  people. 

 

This period of conflict in Elizabeth’s life was then followed by even more difficulties, because as 

fate would have it, Ludwig died in 1227 while away on state business.  Elizabeth was 20 years 

old.  At this point of the story, the historical details become particularly ambiguous.  Some 

accounts say that Ludwig’s family threw her out of the Wartburg Castle; others insist that she 

left of her own accord and for moral reasons.  Whichever account is accurate, what is clear is 

that she left the castle and found herself in the care of her uncle, the Bishop of Bamberg, who 
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wanted to arrange a new marriage for her.  Elizabeth refused.  Her spiritual director, Conrad of 

Marburg, who by all accounts was a thoroughly nasty, rough and severe man- he was also an 

inquisitor in heresy trials- was able to retrieve for Elizabeth from Ludwig’s family the cash value 

of her dower, or that part of a deceased man's real estate allotted by law to his widow for her 

lifetime - 2,000 Marks- which was a lot of money.  On receiving this money, Elizabeth did 

something rather odd, but very much in keeping with who she was- she immediately gave away 

a quarter of the money to the poor, and then on Good Friday in 1128 at a Franciscan House in 

Eisenach, she formally renounced the world and received the dress of a Third Order Franciscan.  

In the same year, she built the Franciscan hospital at Marburg where, until the end of her life 

three years later, she devoted herself entirely to the care of the sick, especially tothose afflicted 

with the most loathsome and awful diseases.  At the age of 24, Elizabeth, exhausted by life, 

died, after a truly remarkable yet tragic existence. 

 

So the question is this- how can Elizabeth’s life serve as a kind of icon and model for us, 

particularly in terms of the two other foci of today’s liturgy- diaconal care and “end things”?  

The diaconal care piece is, of course, quite obvious- Elizabeth learned how to care for others; 

she allowed others to become a concern and a focus of her life.  She was not “self-centered”, 

but was, so to speak, “others-centered”.  She was not merely a “customer” in church, a kind of 

“religious consumer”.  She saw herself in diaconal terms- as a servant, a minister, a diaconos, to 

others, especially to those who were suffering and standing in need of the greatest care and 

support.  She understood and she lived those words of Archbishop Tutu, “we are all meant to 

answer God’s call to be his partners in  transfiguring the world.  This calling, this encounter with 
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God, is always to send us into the midst of human suffering”  This tells us something very deep 

about what the life of the church is called to look like- it tells us that, while we may and ought, 

to have certain people specifically entrusted with diaconal care- deacons, those who work in 

diaconal care organizations and structures, such as we are in the process of creating here in this 

parish- nonetheless, the entire Christian community is called to be diaconal.  No one here is 

called to be just a religious customer, a religious consumer.  Each of us, in our own particular 

way, is called to ministry, to service, to being “partners in transfiguring the world” in the midst 

of human suffering.  The question that Elizabeth raises for each of us is, “And how do I do 

that?” 

 

With regard to “end things”, which the readings for today are already beginning to try to get us 

to think about as we approach the Advent/Lenten season before Christmas, there is something 

very important in Elizabeth’s life that can speak to us, I believe.  Elizabeth, because of her deep 

and abiding friendship with God, was able to receive and to accept life in such a way as to 

“make herself”.  Her life was often not easy and she encountered huge crossroads at which 

time real and important choices had to be made about who she was going to be and who she 

was going to become.  And at those crossroads, she did what we often find so difficult to do- 

she threw her life towards God, she made choices, rooted in who she was, but choices that 

would also “make her” anew, “make her” afresh.  As circumstances changed and as things in 

her life died, rather than wallowing in self-pity or resentment, Elizabeth gave birth to new 

things.  The “end” was not in her hands, but the “becoming” was.   
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Sometimes, I think, we live with the terribly mistaken idea that God has some kind of static 

“plan” for us in the Divine Mind that we then somehow have to try to ferret out of God because 

He usually doesn’t seem to want to make it very clear.  This often goes hand-in-hand with us 

then trying to identify our own wants and desires and plans as if were God’s pre-ordained will.  

This way of thinking is not very helpful.  Rather, like Elizabeth, our task is not to try to discover 

some “plan” for our lives, but to respond in freedom to what is actually happening to us.  Our 

task is to “become”, to accept the God-given task of “making ourselves”, by living into the 

concreteness of life in all its messiness, by entrusting our lives to God, and by throwing 

ourselves toward God.   Maybe only when our “contemplative” life of prayer has enabled us to 

learn, like Elizabeth, that God is not some kind of spooky heavenly puppeteer manipulating us 

and pulling the strings of our lives, but is actually a friend and companion on the journey of life, 

maybe only then, we can accept the work of “making ourselves” and “becoming”.   St. 

Elizabeth, pray for us! 


