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1. Introduction

In 1928, Pope Pius XI promulgated a beautiful treatise, Miserentissimus Redemptor, in which he gave a substantial teaching on vicarious suffering.  In this encyclical, he also recognized and sanctioned a movement of the faithful of making expiation or pious reparation for the sins of the world.
  This pious reparation requires that a man engage in “constantly praying,…voluntary mortifications,…patiently bearing the afflictions that befall him, and lastly…spending his whole life in this exercise of expiation.”


Pope Pius XI focused on one fount and ongoing expression of this movement in the revelation of the Sacred Heart to St. Margaret Mary Alacoque.  However, concurrently, the desire for self-oblation as a divine victim was springing up in other areas.  One notable area is in monasteries of female, French Carmelites.  Although these followers of St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila were faithful to their teachings and certainly learned from them a great deal about all the practices of victimhood which Pius XI described, this particular expression of these practices as “victimhood” seems to have arisen as a new movement of the Holy Spirit.  Some early appearances of this can be seen in the sixteen Carmelite martyrs of Compiegne who offered themselves as victims for an end to the Reign of Terror in France.  Another prominent example is seen in St. Therese’s Act of Oblation in which she prays explicitly to raise up an army of Little Victims.  Finally, dove-tailing chronologically and thematically with St. Therese was Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity, who expressed this spirituality of victim souls so beautifully in her writings.

Blessed Elizabeth, a nun of the Carmel in Dijon, France wrote many letters along with four short treatises in which she described the joy and benefits of suffering as a victim for Jesus, with Jesus and in Jesus.  Although there are many aspects of victimhood (including means, motives, aims, methods, etc.) that have been brought out in more systematic treatments of victim soul spirituality
, this paper will focus on how Bl. Elizabeth’s writings reveal the apostolic value of suffering.  In other words, Bl. Elizabeth described suffering as a truly apostolic work, especially as it wins souls for Christ, and as a powerful form of intercessory prayer.

1.1 Writings of Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity

“Let me, as I long as I remain on earth, do some good; I am Thy little victim, make use of me, do with me what Thou pleasest.  I abandon all to Thee—my soul, my body, will, and desires—I yield them all to Thee!”
  Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity wrote these words in her diary in January, 1901, just prior to entering the Carmelite monastery in Dijon, France.  Although she was only twenty years old at the time, this Act of Oblation flowed from many years of living her life this way, desiring to give everything to her Beloved Trinity.  In the five years she would spend at Carmel after this, God would continue to etch this theme on her heart and she would continue to grow in her understanding of and fidelity to this vocation of self-sacrificing love.

In her twenty-six years, Bl. Elizabeth composed four spiritual treatises, 124 poems, 346 letters as well as a diary and various personal notes.
  The letters represent the bulk of this material.  Eighty-three of them were composed before her entry into Carmel on August 2, 1901, while the remaining 263 were composed in the five years before her death on November 9, 1906.  The four spiritual treatises are all very short, consisting of two retreats of about twenty pages each (one sent to her sister and the other a series of reflections from her last retreat, which took place two months before her death), and two letters which were about two pages each.  All of her writings reveal her passionate love for God and her desire to be with Him at any cost.  This includes the cost of great suffering, which she reflected on throughout her writings, and which corresponded to the experience of her life.

Short Biography

Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity was born in Avor, France on July 18, 1880.  She had a fiery personality in her earliest years that she quickly began to transform into a very passionate love for God.
  She attested to having a conversion in conjunction with her first Confession and shortly after her father’s death at the age of seven.  When she was thirteen, she already desired to give everything to God, to suffer greatly for Him as she prepared to receive her first Communion.  This association of suffering with the Eucharist became a great theme throughout the remaining half of her life.  At the age of thirteen, she already intuited how the Lord gives Himself completely in the Eucharist and her generous heart desired to offer herself completely to Him in return.
  Only a year later, Bl. Elizabeth responded to a deep desire in her soul to be only for Him and interiorly bound herself to Jesus by a vow of virginity after receiving Holy Communion.  Shortly afterwards, the word, “Carmel” struck a chord in her heart and she immediately desired to go there.
  

This desire was fostered during the next five years as she began to practice interior mortification according to St. Teresa of Avila’s Way of Perfection and continued to foster a desire for self-oblation by reading St. Therese of Liseaux’s Story of a Soul.
 When she was nineteen and firmly committed to entering Carmel, she was forced to wait two years out of filial obedience to her mother who resisted making the sacrifice of her daughter to this vocation.
  The two years were by no means wasted time, however.  She continued to grow during that time in her knowledge of and commitment to Jesus, especially expressed through her suffering.  Shortly before she entered Carmel she told a friend, “I am ready to take the plunge.  I hope to suffer severely; that is my reason for entering Carmel; and if the good God were to deprive me of suffering for a single day I should fear He had forgotten me.”

After entering Carmel, Bl. Elizabeth continued to thrive.  She received her habit and entered the novitiate on December 8, 1901, after five months of postulancy and then made her solemn vows on the Feast of the Epiphany on January 11, 1903.
  This time was marked by great joy as well as great suffering.  She had punctuated periods of extreme dryness in prayer as well as struggles with scruples, which were caused by her desire for perfection.

After only two years in vows, Bl. Elizabeth began to experience symptoms of the illness that led to her death.  She was granted exceptions from the Rule in the spring of 1905 and relieved of her office as second portress in August of the same year.  Her health fluctuated in the following months and she was finally consigned to the infirmary on March 19, 1906 where she spent her remaining months.
  She suffered from Addison’s disease which was incurable at the time.  It caused her adrenal glands to stop secreting the necessary enzymes for metabolism, resulting “…in the characteristic debility, gastrointestinal troubles, nausea, arterial hypotension, virtual inability to eat, emaciation, all of which lead to total physical exhaustion and death.  Elizabeth also had other complications such as internal ulcerations, severe headaches, and insomnia.”
  She was suffering so severely at one point that she wanted to cry out and said to her Mother Prioress, “I am suffering so much that I now understand suicide.  But be at peace: God is there and He protects me.”
  She received Communion for the last time on November 1, 1906 and then died from starvation and asphyxiation after eight days without eating.  She was lucid, thankful and joyful throughout, finding comfort in her oneness with Christ crucified, even when she could no longer receive the Eucharist.

The Collected Works as Literature

Blessed Elizabeth never intended for her writings to be published.  Her primary intention in writing was to share her love and her thanks to her natural and religious family and the friends she had made both before and after entering Carmel.
  Although she was only allowed one letter per month to family members and one letter every three months to friends, both of which could be replaced by parlor visits, and even though some of her letters were lost or discarded, there is still a very large quantity of correspondence left to us.  All of this was personal correspondence, intended for individuals, not for widespread use or theological instruction.  The one exception is her Last Retreat, which is also the longest of her works (taking up only 21 pages in the Complete Works
).  Since this retreat took place after her illness was far advanced, both Mother Germaine and Elizabeth were well aware that it would most likely be her last.  For that reason, Mother Germaine called her “novitiate for Heaven,”
 and asked her to keep notes of her spiritual insights.  Her other (relatively) long treatise, Heaven on Earth was written as a series of reflections for an eight-day retreat for her sister, Marguerite.  There was never any pretension in Bl. Elizabeth that she was crafting scholarly works, even to the extent that both Heaven on Earth and her Last Retreat were left untitled by her.

Blessed Elizabeth was well read and quoted from such spiritual writers as Ss. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila, St. Therese, St. Catherine of Siena, Angela Foligno (a contemporary mystic), Jan Ruysbroeck, Lacordaire, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, St. Augustine, St. Francis Xavier, Msgr. Gay, Father Vall(e as well as various other anonymous pious writers.  Among these, the Carmelite influences of St. Therese, St. John of the Cross and the sixteen Carmelite martyrs of Compiegne were particularly relevant to her writings on suffering.  She was also well read in the Sacred Scriptures, quoting extensively from them in her writings, especially the Epistles, Gospel and Revelation of St. John, the letters of St. Paul, and the Psalms.  She often repeated selected Scriptural verses which were foundational for her.  These will be discussed at more length in laying the foundations of victim soul spirituality in the next section.


Beyond specific authors, there were general trends at the turn of the century that certainly had an impact.  In particular, Jansenism was prevalent at that time, which promoted the idea that salvation must be merited through suffering.  This heresy presented God as the Judge who requires suffering to expiate His wounded honor.  The editors of her Collected Works point to a parish mission that she attended two years before entering Carmel to describe a typical expression of suffering in her day.  They note in conjunction with this how there were underlying Jansenist tendencies and they seem to apologize for the language she used in her letters which have this underlying tone.  For example, they point out how Bl. Elizabeth noted in her diary quoting from the parish mission, “Suffering is the ladder that leads us to God, to Heaven.”
  To balance this estimation, the comments of Father von Balthasar must be consulted.  Father von Balthasar had no concerns about any Jansenist theological influence in Bl. Elizabeth’s writings.

1.2 Victim Soul Spirituality

An expression of Victim Soul Spirituality was especially prevalent in the 18th and 19th centuries and reached a high point of recognition in the encyclical, Miserentissimus Redemptor, in which Pope Pius XI sanctioned and enabled the greater celebration of this custom of expiation throughout the whole Roman Catholic Church.
  As previously stated, we will focus our investigation on the apostolic character of victim soul spirituality in Blessed Elizabeth’s writings.  Consequently, that will also be the focus of this short survey of victim soul spirituality in the literature of the Catholic faith.  Additionally, this survey will be guided by considering especially those writings which influenced Blessed Elizabeth.

Scripture

“Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church,…” (Col. 1:24)

Here, St. Paul refers to our participation in Christ’s Passion to the benefit of the whole Church.  In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul speaks of his zeal for souls to the point of his own suffering, “For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen by race.” (Rom. 9:3) Similarly, in his letter to the Philippians, St. Paul speaks of his sacrifice for the brethren, writing, “Even if I am to be poured as a libation upon the sacrificial offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all.” (Phil. 2:17)  Rather than seeing suffering as isolating or divisive, it is presented as an expression of love and with a value for redemption.  These are a few of the passages that refer to the redemptive value of vicarious suffering and suffering embraced out of love for the brethren.  There are also numerous passages that describe the Christian vocation to take up the Cross and follow after Christ, to die with Him that we may rise with Him.  In the book of Revelation, John tells about those who suffered tribulation and were saved, writing, “…These are those who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” (Rev. 7:14)  

French School

In her expression of victim soul spirituality, Blessed Elizabeth seems to have tapped into a French Carmelite tradition that began as early as the beginning of the 17th century with the French School and Pierre Cardinal Berulle, who was responsible for transplanting the discalced Carmelites into France.
 Along with Jean-Jacques Olier and John Eudes, he became a fount of theology that developed into the French School of theology.  Among his contributions was a “vow of servitude” which entailed a radical abandonment to divine Providence.
  This abandonment included a passivity and receptivity which embraced suffering along with sweetness and led to radical freedom and service.  Following similar theological lines, St. John Eudes expressed this abandonment liturgically in relation to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, promoting a strong cult of the Feast of the Sacred Heart.
  This same Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus was instituted for celebration by the universal Church by Pius XI (also the Pope who canonized St. John Eudes) and is the occasion and foundation for his reflection on expiation and victimhood in the aforementioned encyclical, Miserentissimus Redemptor.

Carmelite Influences

One powerful example was the martyrdom of the sixteen Carmelites of Compiegne who offered their lives for France in 1794 to quell the Reign of Terror, which was a daily spilling of tremendous amounts of blood. The Mother Prioress had been inspired by reading an account of a vision in the annals of their Carmel.  This vision had foretold that sixteen Carmelites would be called to the “follow the Lamb.”
  Mother Lidoine was inspired by that to guide her community to make a consecration to offer themselves as a holocaust for the restoration of France and her Church.  They prayed that consecration daily for almost two years before they were led to the guillotine one by one on July 17, 1794.
  The Reign of Terror ended with the death of its author, Robespierre, twelve days later.
  Elizabeth was directly influenced and inspired by this example which her Carmel celebrated communally shortly after the beatification of these martyrs in 1906.

Another influence on Bl. Elizabeth and example of this movement of victim soul spirituality was St. Therese of Lisieux.  St. Therese wrote in her autobiography, Story of a Soul, that she wished to offer herself as a victim of holocaust to Divine Love.  She recognized the extant movement of offering oneself as a victim to Divine Justice and saw what spiritual riches must pour forth from that.  Inspired and persuaded more greatly by offering herself to Divine Love, she saw that having consumed her, God “would be happy not to hold back the waves of infinite tenderness within [Him].”
  Rather than the dramatic martyrdom of blood, St. Therese embraced the martyrdom of the “Little Way,” offering all her daily sacrifices.  Furthermore, she prayed, “I beg You to choose a legion of little Victims worthy of Your Love.”
  The apostolic nature of St. Therese’s offering was so profound that she was later declared a patroness of missionaries.  Though she had only died a few years before Bl. Elizabeth entered Carmel, Bl. Elizabeth had already read her autobiography before entering.  Additionally, the novice mistress, Mother Germaine was well-acquainted with Therese and incorporated her writings into the novitiate. 

Mystical Theology

As a Carmelite, Elizabeth had entered into a tradition of Mystical Theology built on doctors of the Church, St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross.  Although it would seem that a victim soul spirituality would fit naturally into their mystical theologies, there tends to be more of a focus on suffering for the sake of union.  Certainly they’re not opposed to intercessory prayer, nor to apostolic work, but the focus of their teachings is on the growth of the individual soul towards mystical marriage with God.  Of course, it should be noted that the deeper that one enters into union with God, the more openness there is to embracing His mission to redeem the world.  In fact, St. John of the Cross noted when he wrote about suspension of memory, that one should not worry about having forgotten a request for prayer.  In fact, God will move the soul’s will and impart a desire to pray for whoever is most in need, even those whom the individual has never heard of.  Thus, always praying in perfect accord with God’s will, the prayers of these souls always produce their effect.
  This is to say that while mystical theologians talk about suffering, in the sense of purification of the senses and will, and they admit that one of the results of this is more effective intercessory prayer, I did not find an expression of suffering and intercessory prayer in terms of victimhood.

2. Victim Soul Spirituality in Bl. Elizabeth’s Writings

2.1 Suffering for Salvation of Souls (apostolic contemplation)

Suffering for a Single Soul


Blessed Elizabeth already expressed an understanding of and to desire to engage in suffering for the salvation of souls before she entered Carmel.  Reflecting on a parish mission she was attending, she recorded in her diary how she had noticed a man, Monsieur N-- attending whom she had not often seen at Mass.  She then wrote, “How I long to bring back Monsieur N-- to Jesus!…what would I not do to help it!…”
  As the retreat progressed and Monsieur N-- did not return, even when people were sent out to him, she wrote again, “I am ready to do anything to convert Monsieur N--.  Give him to me, and let me endure all the torments he has deserved…”
  Even though she never saw the fruits of her offering—a few years later, she was deeply troubled to hear of Monsieur N--‘s death without returning to the Sacraments
--her desire to suffer for souls only continued to grow and again she expressed it, this time in Theresian fashion, in her Diary with an Act of Oblation, “Let me, as long as I remain on earth, do some good; I am Thy little victim, make use of me, do with me what Thou pleasest.  I abandon all to Thee—my soul, my body, will, and desires—I yield them all to Thee!”
  It is noteworthy that her desire to abandon all to God was not for the sake of becoming one with Him or for repaying Him or for expiation for her own sins, but was rather apostolic, asking that He make use of her to “do some good.”  Although her pledge of abandonment was total—soul, body, will and desires—like St. John of the Cross directs, Elizabeth’s goal was not St. John’s goal of mystical union, but rather was the apostolic goal to do some good, to be God’s instrument.

Priestly Sacrifice


Once in Carmel, the expression of her desire to suffer became more hidden for a time.  She spent many letters in her early years trying to persuade her family and friends (particularly her mother, who had vehemently resisted her entry into Carmel) that she was healthy, happy and well cared for.
  However, especially with her priest friends and religious sisters, she began to write more often and more deeply about her desire to suffer. She saw her suffering as being a priestly sacrifice, in that it was efficacious for sanctifying souls and participating in the priestly sacrifice of the Mass.  In her apostolic zeal, she also saw herself like St. John the Baptist, preparing the way for the Lord, but she prepared the way in souls through her sacrifice rather than in the desert through preaching.  Elizabeth expressed this in a beautiful letter to her sister’s brother-in-law, who was a priest named Abbe Chevignard, 

Let us ask Him to make us true in our love, to make us sacrificial beings, for it seems to me that sacrifice is only love put into action: ‘He loved me, He gave Himself for me.’  I love this thought, that the life of a priest (and of the Carmelite) is an Advent that prepares for the Incarnation in souls.  In one psalm, David sings that ‘fire goes before the Lord.’  Isn’t fire love?  And isn’t our mission also to prepare the way of the Lord through our union with him whom the Apostle calls a ‘consuming fire’?  At His touch our soul will become like a flame of love spreading into all the members of the body of Christ, the Church;…

Another Humanity, a Mediatrix


In addition to being the priest who offers the sacrifice of herself, Elizabeth also reflected on herself as being the sacrifice.  Like the bread offered at Mass, she became the medium through which Christ offered His own sacrifice.  She offered her humanity as a medium in which Jesus could renew His Mysteries, thus bringing sacrifice and reparation to the Church through her.  In so doing, she mediates with Him, becoming a mediatrix with Him, and again we see the selflessness in her intentions, always offering, like Christ, for the Church.

How we feel the need to be sanctified, to forget ourselves in order to belong wholly to the interests of the Church….Poor France!  I love to cover her with the blood of the Just One, ‘of Him who I always living to intercede and to ask mercy.’  What a sublime mission a Carmelite has; she is to be mediatrix with Jesus Christ, to be another humanity for Him in which He can perpetuate His life of reparation, sacrifice, praise, and adoration.


In another letter, she expressed a similar sentiment as an instruction and encouragement to a lay woman, Madame Hallo, whom she called her “second mother.”  Again she referred to becoming another humanity for Christ, but, in this letter, she also drew out the apostolic nature of this offering more explicitly.  In fact, she echoed St. Therese’s great discovery that the hidden life of suffering and prayer is in fact the heart of all vocations, the Heart of the Mystical Body.
  But unlike Therese, Elizabeth extended this beyond the application to herself to anyone who suffers.  In fact, she brought great dignity to suffering by raising it to the level of an apostolate, on the same level as the apostolate of action, calling it “the apostolate of suffering.”   Not only that, but she claimed that it is foundational for action.  Her instruction lacks the poetry of St. Therese, but her point is profound, nonetheless:

I see that my Master keeps you constantly nailed to the cross with your neuralgia.  Saint Paul said: ‘I suffer in my body what is lacking in the passion of Christ.’  You, too, are in a way another humanity for Him in which you permit Him to suffer an extension of His passion, for your pain is truly supernatural.  But how many souls you can save like that….  You carry on the apostolate of suffering as well as that of action, and I believe the first must draw many graces down on the second.  May God bless your zeal and your self-sacrifice for His glory and His reign in souls.


Elizabeth’s desire to cover France with the blood of the Just One, to pour that blood out through her body, as a substituted humanity is striking. In fact, it is reminiscent of the sixteen Carmelite martyrs of Compiegne who did just that. Although she never had the opportunity to pour out her blood physically, her daily martyrdom allowed her to embrace the dignity of the sacrifice of these Blessed Carmelites, whom she venerated.  She expressed this in a letter only a few months later.  In that letter, which was sent while her mother was away participating in the first festal celebrations of these Carmelites after their beatification, she wrote, “It seems to me the soul of your Carmelite is participating along with yours in the Triduum in honor of our blessed martyrs.  Oh!  What happiness if your daughter could also give her God the witness of her blood!”
  Later in the letter she encouraged her mother in her suffering and also reiterated the value of suffering, by seeing the suffering as the sign of the love of God and the grace as the fruit of this love, “Yes, all these floods of graces are because He has loved me exceedingly…He loves you so much, and He has given you so many signs of it by asking you often, on your path of life, to help Him carry His Cross.”
  

A Redemptrix and Fount of Grace


In addition to being a mediatrix by being a medium, another humanity in which Christ could renew His Mysteries, Bl. Elizabeth saw herself as a redemptrix.  She recognized a lofty, apostolic vocation in her pain, in her prolonged death and while her mother lamented her daughter’s suffering, Elizabeth embraced it as a gift.  She was even reluctant to pray for a healing, because she so valued the opportunity to prove her love and offer her pain for the salvation of souls.  She wrote to her mother in her last months, 

The Blessed Virgin has not performed the miracle you desired.  When, as you tell me in your dear, kind letter, you’re afraid that I might be a victim marked out for suffering, I beg you not to be sad about it, that would be so beautiful; I don’t feel worthy of it; think now, to have a share in the sufferings of my crucified Bridegroom, and to go with Him to my passion to be a redemptrix with Him.

Elizabeth again brought out the connection between suffering and grace in other letters as well and as her illness developed and her suffering increased, she also became more bold in her declarations on suffering.  She suggested to one lay woman, a long-time friend, Madame de Sourdon, that her prayers would win more grace in proportion with her greater suffering and experience of abandonment.
  Shortly after that, she wrote similar sentiments to her mother, proposing that suffering is even necessary for God’s work to be done in souls, “Oh if you knew how necessary suffering is so God’s work can be done in the soul…it is we who determine the amount to the extent that we know how to let ourselves be immolated by Him, immolated in joy, immolated in thanksgiving…”
  In a letter written less than a month before her death, Elizabeth encouraged her mother, “Darling Mama, yes, renew your sacrifice; that is so pleasing to God, and you draw down for me graces for strength for suffering, which I love more and more and which my Master does not spare me.”
  In addition to the clear expression of grace that is made available through sacrifice and suffering for the good of souls, it is worth noting the positive tone of joy which also pervades all of Elizabeth’s writings.  Immolation for her was joy and suffering for her was an object of love.  Truly, in suffering, she found union with her Master.

2.2 Suffering as Intercessory Prayer

Another way that Bl. Elizabeth expressed the apostolic nature of suffering was in expressing its effectiveness as intercessory prayer.  She often assured her friends and family that she was offering her suffering for their intentions and encouraged them to do the same.  On two occasions, in writing to her Mother Germaine, she even wrote of offering her “a novena of suffering.”
In some letters, she spoke of suffering as if it were a kind of commodity that could be spent or transferred or even wasted.  

In a letter to a consoeur in the Carmel of Paray-le-Monial, Elizabeth wrote, “All my sufferings, in a word, my whole day tomorrow will be for you…”
  In another letter, this one addressed to her mother, she pledged her suffering as a prayer for her, “Oh darling Mama, I can’t tell you how much I am praying for you, I never stop; I have told my Master that I am offering all my sufferings for you…” and she also instructs her mother to do the same, “Offer Him all your sufferings; that is a good way of uniting yourself to Him and a prayer that is very pleasing to Him.”
  At one point, Elizabeth expressed her conviction about the intercessory power of suffering, that she called it the envy of those in heaven and a lever on the heart of God, “There is something so great, so divine in suffering!  It seems to me that if the blessed in Heaven could envy anything, it would be that treasure; it is so powerful a lever on the heart of God!”

Even closer to her death, Bl. Elizabeth offered her sufferings to her loved ones as though they were gold, like a real commodity.  She wrote to her friend, Clemence, “When my sufferings become more acute, I feel so urged to offer them for you that I cannot do otherwise.  Do you have some pressing need?  Are you suffering?  Oh! little sister, I give you all of mine, they are completely at your disposal.”
  Although she offered her sufferings to Clemence for the intention of her own suffering, in another letter, Elizabeth showed how convinced of the precious value of suffering, again speaking of it like a commodity that can be wasted, and she didn’t want to limit its quantity.  She wrote to her mother, “You see, I would like to take on all your sufferings; that is the first impulse of my heart; but I think that would be selfish, for suffering is so precious a thing, and then, what I want is to obtain for you the grace to endure it faithfully without wasting any of it;”

2.3 The Culmination of her Writing

Blessed Elizabeth’s most beautiful and extensive expressions of victim soul spirituality are found in her longest treatise, her Last Retreat.  She again expressed her themes of suffering as an apostolic service, of her share in the work of redemption through the apostolate of suffering and in the offering of herself as a substitute humanity in which Christ could renew His mysteries.


Elizabeth expressed the apostolic aspect of suffering as being Temple service,  and proclaimed the redemptive value of her co-suffering in Christ’s passion, “The soul that wants to serve God day and night in His temple…must be resolved to share fully in its Master’s passion.  It is one of the redeemed who in its turn must redeem other souls…”

This Temple service was caught up in both the Table of the Word and the Table of the Eucharist.  Her blood was mingled with Christ’s in the chalice and her sufferings served to proclaim the Gospel to all men.  Again, Elizabeth had no difficulty talking about martyrdom and spilling her blood, because she understood her sickness and daily sacrifices of Carmelite life as a daily martyrdom.

My weaknesses, my dislikes, my mediocrity, my faults themselves tell the glory of the eternal.  My sufferings of soul or body also tell the glory of my Master!…If I take up this cup crimsoned the Blood of my Master and, in wholly joyous thanksgiving, I mingle my blood with that of the holy Victim, it is in some way made infinite….  Then my suffering is ‘a message which passes on the glory’ of the Eternal.


Finally, at the culmination of her treatise, she held up as a model, the first and most perfect co-victim and unbloody martyr who is also the great co-mediatrix and co-redemptrix.  She offered the Mother of God as the example for all those who are chosen by God and respond by offering their lives to carry on the redemptive suffering of the Cross in their bodies.

This Queen of virgins is also a Queen of martyrs; but again it was in her heart that the sword pierced, for with her everything took place within!… Oh!  How beautiful she is to contemplate during her long martyrdom, so serene, enveloped in a kind of majesty that radiates both strength and gentleness….  She learned from the Word Himself how those must suffer whom the Father has chosen as victims, those whom He has decided to associate with Himself in the great work of redemption, those whom He ‘has foreknown and predestined to be conformed to His Christ,’ crucified by love.

And though Elizabeth was just months from her death, though she could hardly eat and was continually burning with fever, though she could hardly walk and often had to drag herself to the chapel, she practically sings of this vocation to suffer, which she has embraced,

…And now that He has returned to the Father and substituted me for Himself on the Cross so that ‘I may suffer in my body what is lacking in His passion for the sake of His body, which is the Church,’ the Blessed Virgin is again there to teach me to suffer as He did, to tell me, to make me hear those last songs of His soul which no one else but she, His Mother, could overhear.

3. Conclusion

Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity left behind, in her letters and treatises, a beautiful expression of redemptive suffering.  She wrote passionately about suffering for the love of Christ and offered a unique and powerful witness to the apostolic nature of suffering.  She wrote zealously about the value of suffering for the salvation of souls and incorporated concepts of co-mediation and co-redemption as well as offering the image of a humanity in which Christ can renew His Mysteries.  She gave witness in her life of what she wrote in her letters.  Although she lived only five years in Carmel, she developed a rich spirituality that fit nicely into a larger tradition.  She was formed in a tradition of redemptive suffering implicitly founded on the French School of Berulle, and further elaborated by the witness of the Blessed Carmelite Martyrs of Compiegne as well as the writings of St. Therese of Lisieux.  However, Blessed Elizabeth also added her own unique way of expressing this powerful concept.  

In researching this paper, Bl. Elizabeth’s writings had a powerful impact on me.  Her witness to a great joy and desire for suffering as well as her firm conviction about its apostolic value have been very moving to me and have inspired my own prayer and desire to enter into this mystery.  I also believe that in our times when the value of sacrifice has been so greatly disregarded and in a time when pain pills are the immediate response to every discomfort, Elizabeth’s writings could be a great inspiration to Catholics.  Although Elizabeth suffered greatly and never used pain killers, she was continually joyful.  She found great consolation and renewed zeal in recognizing the value of her suffering, if offered in union with Christ, for the salvation of souls.  Her suffering, rather than isolating her, brought her closer to those from whom she was separated by the grille of Carmel.  She held their intentions in her heart and offered them to her Lord with whom she was so closely united on His Cross.  I believe that this is really the remedy which is needed for our times.
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