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A mystic for ... our time

'The fifth centenary of the birth into heaven of St Camilla Battis-
ta Varano (1524-2024), offers an opportunity to draw on the human
and spiritual experience of those who, before us, have gone through
the contradictions of life, demonstrating the possibility of inhabiting
its complexity without escaping it and testifying to the fruitfulness
that derives from it. Thus, even after five centuries, reading the works
of Saint Camilla Battista we can listen again to the echo of that exis-
tential tension that we all go through daily, especially in a dark time
like ours, which nevertheless preserves glimpses of light and good-
ness to learn to recognize. The Eighth Centenary of the Stigmata of
St Francis also invites us to highlight one of his disciples, who in a

different time welcomed the grace of living the Gospel in her spirit.

Varano presents herself to us “as an artesian well, in which the
waters rise higher the deeper the suffering has dug the heart”; in
her feminine humanity that has responded fully to the grace of bap-
tism and the Clarian vocation, we find a singular experience of God,
which she herself summarizes with a happy oxymoron: “I think I can
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call it with all sincerity unhappy happiness™.

1. An Unhappy Happiness

'The natural daughter of Giulio Cesare da Varano, lord of Cam-
erino, and Cecchina di Maestro Giacomo, Camilla was born on the

9th April 1458. Welcomed immediately to her father’s court, she was
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raised by Giovanna Malatesta, the duke’s legitimate wife, and received the
typical cultured and refined education of the Italian Renaissance courts,
inspired by humanistic ideals and aimed at the study of the liberal arts.
Traces of this can be seen in Varano’s writings, particularly in the Spiritual
Life, in which already a Poor Clare with the name of Sister Battista herself,
she sums it up as follows: «adorning myself and reading vain things, [...]
in playing, singing, dancing, fooling around and other youthful and worldly
things [...]. Devout things and friars and nuns were so bothered by me that
I could not see any of them»?.

"This work, written in 1491 in the form of a letter written in 2 moment
of difficulty and trial, is addressed to the observant Franciscan Domenico
da Leonessa. The text reveals in filigree the uncommon literary gifts of this
woman, but above all it opens up the mystery of the encounter between
the young Camilla and “her Lord”, revealing to us the traits of a lively and
vivacious relationship that will reach the mystical fruitfulness of the jour-
ney along the “path of Divine Love” arriving at “seeing so much love, im-
mense as the sea and disembodied, without any order and measure that
God brought to the creature, that - writes the saint - I could not hold back
from saying: “Oh madness! Oh madness!”. No word seemed more true and

appropriate to so much love™.

Here we read how, following the “heartfelt exhortation on the Passion”
given on Good Friday in 1466 or 1468 by Friar Domenico, at the end of
what Camilla would define with lucidity and awareness as “holy and for
me blessed sermon, from which everything had its origin, beginning and

foundation”, she, still a child, vowed to shed at least one tear every Friday
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tor the love of Christ crucified. The desire to give herself to the Lord would
mature only a few years later, during Lent in 1479, revived by listening to
another sermon, this time by the Friar Minor Francesco da Urbino. Moved
even more by the “fear of hell™ than by an authentic desire for Christ, this
time she vowed to “keep all feelings immaculate” until God’s will for her
was clear to her, but with the precise condition that she be allowed to “feel
a spark of that love that Mary of Nazareth had felt when she received the
announcement of the angel Gabriel™.

Varano herself recounts the outcome of this decision: «divine goodness
began to hammer much harder. And those old voices were no longer distant
as before, but close, very close. So clear and evident that sometimes I closed
my ears with my hands so as not to hear them, because in no way did I want
to consent to them nor did I want to become a nun. However, one Friday, 1
began to pray and that time such a conflict and battle occurred in my soul
from yes to no, that all over my body I sweated from the great agony. And
free will, which always remained strong and vigorous, then spontaneously,
not by force, sitting like a judge in the chair, issued the sentence against me.
And with so much affection and courage I decided to serve God»°.

After almost three years of interior discernment and family discussions,
“during which - writes Camilla Battista - I was troubled and tested to see if
I was gold and lead, tested through illness, temptation, threats and prison,
God wanted, as he had promised me, to totally free me from the Egyptian
worldly slavery and from the hands of the powerful Pharaoh [Father Giulio
Cesare Varano], who had a hardened heart for two and a half years™. Thus
on 14 November 1481 she entered the monastery of the Poor Clares in Ur-

bino and five months later she made her “bitter profession” in religious life,
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as she defined it some years later in the Memories of Jesus Christ, recalling the

many obstacles she had faced...

In Urbino Camilla Battista found “the sweetest song of devout prayers,
the beauty of good examples, the secret beds of divine graces and gifts from
heaven™.

In 1484, under pressure from her father and in obedience to the Pope,
she returned, with eight sisters, to Camerino, in an old monastery restored
for the occasion by her father. Here Camilla Battista introduced the rule
of St Clare of Assisi, with the unequivocal and firm choice to observe the
highest poverty, refusing any dispensation, under penalty of the instant dis-
solution of the community, thus hindering the duke’s plan to endow the
monastery with income and benefits.

Her “most important work™, the Mental Pains of Jesus Christ in His Pas-
sion, dates back to this period. Preserving the “continuous and sweet mem-
ory of the Passion of Christ, ark of heavenly treasures, inexhaustible source
of living water, deepest well of God’s secrets”?, Camilla Battista, guided by
Jesus, comes to penetrate the mystery of the passion through a new per-
spective, as she herself reveals: «During that time I was introduced, by the
wonderful grace of the Holy Spirit, into the heart of Jesus, the true and
only bitter sea, unfathomable to every angelic and human intellect. And it
was shown to me that there is as much difference between those who are
satisfied with the mental pains of Jesus Christ and those who are satisfied
only in the passionate humanity of Christ, as there is between the vase full
of honey and the vase that is watered a little from the outside by what is in-

side. Thus, whoever wants to taste the passion of Christ must not always go
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licking the furrows of the vase, that is, the wounds and the blood of Christ,
but whosoever wants to be satiated, enter inside the vase, that is, into the

heart and sea of blessed Jesus and will be satiated more than he wants»!!,

And the miracle happens: Christ opens his heart to her, “that heart
pierced by the lance, that heart that has endured all human events, that
has not retreated in the face of the risk to which love exposed it, nor has it
closed itself in because its flaming love was not reciprocated”?, and in that
heart, through the wounded side, the beloved is given to contemplate the
seal of the promise: “I love you, Camilla”. This is why Saint Camilla Battista
will come to the dizzying request to remain there, at the foot of that crucifix,
forever: “I wanted and I want that all the days of my life be a single Good
Friday™. There “our heart knows that it is one with the heart of God, in
which our deepest nights have changed into a bright day because he suf-
tered them with us, with his heart. There our multiplicity merges with the
total oneness of God and our heart is given to pour into the wide expanse
of the world without getting lost in it»!*. The memory of her name kept
in that heart will support her in the most painful moments that life, later,
would give her.

In the years following her return to Camerino, she had special graces and
mystical visions described in her own works; she suffered for the human and
political contradictions of the Church of her time by following the evan-
gelical path of forgiveness and prayer; she was attentive to the needs of her
contemporaries, becoming a teacher of humanity and spirit, as her heartfelt
interventions with the civil authorities and the numerous mystical writings,

never abstract, but always immersed in the tangle of life, testify.
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'The Spiritual Life, in particular, gives us back the peculiar mystical in-
spiration within the concreteness of daily relationships with the sisters and
the intensity of the spiritual bond with the Friars Minor, witnessed by the
pages that describe the confusion she felt following the disappearance of
Francesco da Urbino and Pietro da Mogliano, of whom she writes in 1/ felice
transito del beato Pietro da Mogliano.

During these years, Varano lived as a poor sister in the monastery of
Camerino, where she was abbess and vicar several times. She also devoted
herself to writing the Instructions to the disciple and later the Treatise on the
Purity of the Heart.

In 1502, with the excommunication of Duke Giulio Cesare da Varano
by Pope Alexander VI and the siege of Camerino by troops command-
ed by his son, Cesare Borgia, known as Valentino, Battista was forced to
flee the city hastily, ending in Atri where, after being rejected by Fermo,
she found refuge with some of her fellow nuns with Isabella Piccolomini,
wife of Duke Matteo Acquaviva d’Aragona. Here she received news of the
muder of her father and three of her four brothers by Valentino. The only
survivor, Giovanni Maria, was the one who in 1503, following the death of
the pontiff and the defeat of the Borgia, was able to return to Camerino to
restore the Varano family.

This is a period of great suffering for Camilla Battista. All the family,
ecclesial, community and social reference points crumble one after the oth-
er. Her father, lord of the city and founder of the monastery, is excommuni-
cated; he and his heirs, Battista’s brothers, are betrayed and killed by order
of the Pope; she herself is forced into exile from her community and finally
returns when... nothing is as it was before. No echo of all this is fixed on
paper: in the hour of contradiction, Camilla Battista chooses to wait silently
and faithfully. Faced with the direct experience of injustice, the fragility of

every human bond, the disillusionment with institutions, we could say the

crumbling of an existence, Varano, “remains”, but without hardening or slip-




ping into polemical conflict: here she learns to “stay” and to reread events
in the light of that long-meditated Easter mystery. In times of non-violent,
constructive silence, adult men and women are born, capable of rejecting
evil and above all of forgiving.

In the years following her return, Camilla Battista remained in Came-
rino until her death on May 31, 1524 due to the plague. Her stay was inter-
rupted only by rare occasions related to missions such as the one entrusted
to her in 1505-1507 by Pope Julius II for the reform of the monastery of the
Poor Clares of Fermo and the similar one in 1521-1522 at the community
of San Severino Marche.

Proclaimed blessed in 1843 by Gregory XVI who recognized her unin-
terrupted cult, she was canonized on the 17* October, 2010 by Pope Bene-
dict XVT at the end of a process whose acts had been approved by Leo XIII
in 1891; her remains are kept in the church of the Poor Clares’ monastery

in Camerino.

2. 'The spirituality of a Christian mystic, that is, in-
carnate

'The historical and family story of Camilla Battista introduces us to that
mystery that every saint represents for the Church of God. Between the
folds of events and vicissitudes, happy and dramatic, noble and contradicto-
ry, lies the spiritual and mystical adventure of this great woman. The figure
of Camilla Battista belongs to the large group of mystics, not only Francis-
can and Italian. In her spiritual profile, faith and humanity, mysticism and
everyday life, spirit and flesh, reason and emotion, earth and sky, love and

pain find an extraordinary synthesis. Mysticism, as a key to understanding

the experience of a saint, indicates to each of us the goal of our following




of Christ and represents an open window onto the mystery of the partic-
ipation of the human being in the Father’s plan of love. Camilla Battista’s
mystical experience helps us heal the constant temptation to expel from
our spiritual path whatever is real, contradictory, scandalous and banal we
experience in our lives. It helps us to save contact with reality, which is al-
ways complex and chaotic. It teaches us and reminds us that true mysticism
does not elude everyday life, does not shy away from anguish, does not fear
real life. Indeed, it is precisely real life, with its unpredictable and exhaust-
ing challenges, the place where true mysticism takes flesh and develops,
through listening, struggle and love, that is, by recognizing the discreet but

effective presence of Him who makes all things new.

Camilla Battista is first and foremost a woman who listens, in the bib-
lical and Marian sense of this term. She listens and puts into practice. As
soon as she understands that she has encountered something that can make
her progress on the spiritual path, as happened while listening to the “ser-
mon of the tear” by Friar Domenico da Leonessa and that of the “spark” by
Friar Francesco da Urbino: she decides, deliberates, takes responsibility for
her own life and tenacious fidelity to these small commitments becomes the

drop that digs out the channel within her for the passage of grace.

Another characteristic of Varano’s spirituality is that of struggle, an
unavoidable and inevitable passage of any Christian experience. Camilla
does not give up at the first difficulties, does not get discouraged when bad
weather comes, does not complain justifying her passivity, but remains in
an active, adult position, aware of the complexity, but also of the objec-
tive of her struggle. And it is precisely the ardent and passionate love for

her Sweetest Spouse, which constitutes the reason, the purpose, the reward

and the beatitude of this saint. In the boundless sea of the Heart of Christ




Camilla Battista immerses all her humanity, her deepest desires, her yearn-
ing for the fullness of life and goodness. In fact, the relationship with Christ
is the authentic meaning of every mystic, which continually strips us of our
attachment to doing, appearing and pleasure to grant us the dizzying expe-
rience of being-with and being-in. The figure of this Saint shows us how the
call to holiness is not placed at the level of “what fo do”, but of “whose to be”
or “to whom to belong”.

From this intimacy with Christ, cultivated and renewed every day, she
teaches us to receive our identity every day, to learn the authentic knowl-
edge of God, of our abilities and limits, of others and of the world: «I want
you to ask God for this wonderful revelation: He reveals yourself to you,
makes you know who you are, how much you can, how much you know,
how much you deserve. Without this revelation, no one will ever become
a saint. It is a secret that cannot be learned from others; it is locked in the
Most Sacred Heart of Jesus Crucified»'. Camilla Battista entered the “bar-
ren sea of the heart of Christ” by tracing a path and giving us the map, so that
our navigation can also reach a safe harbour: «through this door, this mother

of yours, she entered to know God and herself»'.
3. An opportunity and challenge for integration

500 years after her death, the testimony and figure of Camilla Battista
Varano shines in its shocking relevance, and is given back to us as an invi-
tation to renew and reconvert our relationship with history, with suffering
and with ourselves. Very often what hinders our spiritual journey and above
all its continuous growth and evolution are events that happen in history,
then the dramatic experience of suffering and pain, and even elements of

our humanity, always in tension between fragility and authentic strength,
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between affective immaturity and the desire for good relationships. St Fran-
cis at La Verna experienced his “great temptation”, dissolved in a new en-
counter with Christ. For her part, Camilla Battista, faced with these three
challenges, ofters us a path, a light, to draw from her experience criteria and

tools for discernment in the concrete life of every day.

A salvation in history and not from history

Faced with the dramatic and bloody family affair, in which she experienc-
es the killing of her father and brothers by Valentino, on the orders of Pope
Alexander VI, and she herself is forced into exile, Camilla Battista teaches
us that the Lord never saves us from history or outside of it. He reaches us
precisely where real history dismantles our ideas about it and bursts into its
cruel absurdity. And since reality is superior to the idea"’, it is in this real his-
tory that the Saint encountered salvation and recognized the passage of the
Lord. We do not fear the cruelty of our time crossed by a renewed mentality
of war and by inequalities and violence: here too the Lord in his Spirit acts
and accompanies us.

Having received the Stigmata, Francis does not close himself in, on
the contrary he immerses himself again in humanity wounded by internal
struggles and wars of his time and renews the word of reconciliation and

peace of the Risen One.

A salvation in pain and not from pain

Ardently desiring the “mal patire-desire to suffer” Varano does not invite
us to a masochistic position, but teaches us a paradoxical way to welcome
and integrate the dimension of suffering, inherent in our condition as hu-
mans. In the face of mass culture that wants to remove pain, emphasiz-
ing well-being and rejecting any form of discomfort or suffering, Camilla

teaches us that pain must be experienced, must be understood, but cannot
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be removed, because it is a constitutive dimension of our being creatures.
She invites us to move from a culture of the self that does not tolerate pain,
to a thought of Christ'® that includes pain, gives meaning to it starting from
the relationship of love.

The light of the Stigmata of Francis makes us go through the wounds

of our human condition, to open them to the new life of Christ the Lord.

A salvation in fragility and not from fragility

Last but not least, indeed, Camilla Battista gives us an embodied way
of thinking and living our experience of faith and following. Very often we
interpret our human and spiritual limits, our relational inconsistencies and
affective fragilities only as a problem to be solved, an obstacle that must be
removed as soon as possible, to reach an ideal self, which we never reach,
often sinking into discomfort, dissatisfaction and frustration. The mystic
from Camerino reminds us instead that every spiritual path, to be truly
incarnated, must remain, for the whole time of our life, anchored to our re-
ality as creatures, with its ineliminable lightness/darkness. Camilla Battista
is not afraid to show herself to us in her human and womanly fragility, in
her passions and desires, because, without taking away or erasing anything,
everything about her has been able to converge towards Christ, to orient
towards the Kingdom. For this reason, today she proposes and restores to us
an integrated and integral sanctity and mysticism.

Today we recognize that the wounds that mark the body and spirit of
Saint Francis do not make him a celestial being, but give us the living image
of Christ precisely in a fragile and wounded humanity, beaten and loved

unconditionally. An announcement of hope for many!
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Conclusion

Resuming the thought of Pope Francis for whom #ime is superior to
space ¥, we see how in the Instructions to the Disciple Varano gives us an in-
teresting and stimulating relationship with time: «Walk, run, fly in the way
of God. The virtuous walk, the wise run, lovers fly. If you can run, do not
walk, if you can fly, do not run, because time is short»?.

I'wish the Poor Sisters of St Clare and all of us that this centenary may
become a fruitful time for each one of us to encounter in Camilla Battista “a
mystic for...”, so that our life may become a mystic always reaching out to
the You of the living God and the concrete You of our sisters and brothers.

With this wish I greet you in the Lord, invoking the Seraphic blessing
upon you all.

Fraternally,

Br Massimo Fusarelli, ofm

Minister General

Rome, 17th October, 2024

Anniversary of the canonization

Prot. 113435/MG-51-2024
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