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COMPLETE BIOGRAPHY August 3, 2023


Mother Elvira Petrozzi 
(1937 – 2023)


“Daughter of poor people”: childhood
[bookmark: _heading=h.z3r5tko0tuyg]Rita Agnese Petrozzi, known as Mother Elvira, often remembered as "the nun of the drug addicts," was born in Sora (Frosinone) on January 21, 1937. She was the fourth of seven children, born to "mammà" Concetta and father Antonio. Being the "daughter of poor people," during the Second World War, young Rita emigrated with her family to Alessandria, where they experienced the marginalization and poverty of the post-war period.
From a young age, life teaches her to think of others first. At home, Rita is accustomed to serving everyone, assisting her mother in caring for the children and dealing with the weakness of her father, who is often drunk and unemployed. This often hurts her and generates shame within the entire family.
Upon reflecting on her story later on, in the light of her encounter with God, Elvira will say that her father was her "university," the first school of life that shaped her to be able to reach out a helping hand to fragile people like him: "He was the first poor person I had to welcome, love, and serve."
"Mammà" Concetta works as a nurse, spending long days outside the home to support the family. In the evenings, despite returning exhausted from work and facing many problems, she hums with serenity and confidence, thus transmitting to young Rita that life is worth it regardless, worth more than any problem, and worth more than any suffering.
"Life has taught me since I was a child to always think of others before myself, and today I recognize that this has been my wealth." When there is a piece of bread or something to eat in the house, the "refrain" that her mother repeats to her every time is, "Rita, remember: all mouths are siblings! And you cannot put something in your mouth without making it a gift also for others." And so, even in the hardship of poverty, her mother educates her to acts of solidarity.

“Tell Jesus to call me”
The call of Jesus comes to Rita when she is about twelve years old. Unable to go to church on Sundays like the other girls from the oratory because she is barefoot and too poor to afford a pair of shoes, one fine day she decides to go by herself. When she enters the church, she heads towards the niche where the replica of the Grotto of Lourdes is displayed and, gazing at the statue of the Madonna, she feels a special and unique union with her. With great enthusiasm, she says, "Tell Jesus to call me!"

March 8, 1956: Entry into the convent
At the age of 19, Rita is a young girl who plans to start a large family with many children. However, she feels a strong calling in her heart to dedicate her life to God and expand the horizons of her heart. She leaves her boyfriend and informs her family of her decision to enter the convent. Despite the hardships faced by her family and the pain of leaving her mother alone to care for the children, Rita follows God's calling. On March 8, 1956, at five in the morning, with a cardboard suitcase, she boards the train that takes her to Borgaro Torinese, where the Sisters of Charity of Saint Joan Antida Thouret are located. There, she will take the name Sister Elvira. "This calling," she will later recount, "was strong: stronger than affections, stronger than blood, stronger than the flesh, stronger than household problems, stronger than the inhibitions of others, stronger than my own self-fulfillment."


Sister of Charity
Sister Elvira, with an exuberant, lively, and free character, has embraced her role as a bride of Jesus with dedication and seriousness since her novitiate. She is driven by a deep desire to live a life of charity, to love, and to serve the poor, despite facing difficulties and experiencing misunderstandings. On September 8, 1965, she made her perpetual profession and remained a member of this Congregation for approximately twenty-eight years. During this time, she undertook various roles, including working in the kitchen located in the basement of the Mauritian Hospital in Turin and other hospital facilities. Subsequently, she served as a teacher and later became the director of the "Regina Margherita" kindergarten in Saluzzo, as well as in the house in Alassio.

The call within the call
Elvira is a joyful nun, but at a certain point, a strong desire arises within her, "like a fire", an inner drive increasingly compelling her to dedicate herself to the youth. During prayer, before the Eucharist, she feels as if she can hear their “cries” of pain. "I saw them 'without a shepherd,' without points of reference, at a loss, with so much wealth, money in their pockets, cars, culture, with abundant material possessions, and yet sad and dead in their hearts." 

Waiting for God’s timing
For seven consecutive years, Sister Elvira persistently sought permission from her superiors to embark on this new path. However, her requests were consistently denied due to her lack of experience in the specific field she desired to work in.
For Sister Elvira, the "agony" of waiting begins. "I did not intend to 'do what I wanted.' I wanted to be certain that what I was carrying inside was not something 'mine' but God's, and I was sure that this would happen in obedience." Therefore, Elvira waits for the Lord's timing, praying, suffering, and loving with trust and hope. She understands the concerns of her congregation well, but at the same time, she is aware that she has to give an answer to God, who is enriching her with a gift to "give back" to the youth.
During all this time, the "fire" within her is not extinguished, and finally, as after the "labor pains" of childbirth, the blessed and long-awaited day arrives: Sister Elvira receives permission to embark on this new path.

[bookmark: _heading=h.c6ffs0oc92va]July 16, 1983: The Cenacle Community is born
[bookmark: _heading=h.56ezlv8nhit9]On July 16, 1983, the day of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Sister Elvira, along with two other collaborators, ascended the hill in Saluzzo to initiate this endeavor. She had been granted the keys to a villa by the municipality, which had remained abandoned and in a state of disrepair for many years. The villa lacked doors and windows, its roof required fixing, and it lacked basic amenities. However, Sister Elvira let out a great sigh of joy, "I remember that my heart danced!" Seeing the condition of the house, the people beside her were shocked. "As I looked at their bewildered faces, 'I saw' everything that was to come, 'I saw' the house already as it is today: rebuilt, beautiful, and filled with young people!"
Without material security, with many sacrifices and fervent prayer, this adventure begins, the full future development of which only God knows. The first young people start knocking on the door: torn, desperate, drug-addicted individuals on the fringes of society, seeking refuge, shelter, a place to be reborn.


With trust in Divine Providence and the invitation to prayer
Alongside the first young people, concrete help also begins to arrive: Providence manifests itself as a tangible sign that "God is with us."
Sister Elvira refuses assistance from the government and does not accept any financial contributions from the parents of the young people she welcomes. Having discovered since childhood, during years of poverty, that God is a Father, Elvira desires that the young people not only hear about Him but also experience His fatherhood in a concrete way. Therefore, she turns to God in this way: "I welcome them, and You show them that You are their Father!" Her prayer is increasingly answered through countless small and significant episodes.
Elvira thus immerses herself in the school of the young people she welcomes, learning from them what they need to change their lives. In this way, the proposal of prayer is born, which becomes a fundamental part of the journey of rebirth. As Elvira and her collaborators pray every morning, one day a young person approaches and asks to join them in prayer, followed by others. It is then that Sister Elvira realizes that the young people are asking her to encounter God, that they are hungry and thirsty for Him.
Thus, the "Cenacolo" Community takes shape. Elvira wants it to be "a demanding school of life" to free young people from every dependency and help them encounter the truth of themselves and the love of God. The community commits to a life structured around work, prayer, and fraternal living. "I told them: here, no one pays for you! You must regain your life through sweat, discovering that within you lies the strength and dignity for a new life."

"They asked for life!" - Developments
"I envisioned a large house to accommodate at least fifty 'desperate' individuals," Sister Elvira recounts. However, God's plans were even greater, and soon the rooms were overflowing. Life propelled forward, and young people continued to knock on the doors: "They weren't asking for things... they were asking for life!" New houses opened, one after another. A crucial turning point in this development came in the summer of 1986, in the land of Medjugorje, Bosnia and Herzegovina. From there, the Cenacolo Community became known worldwide. The houses multiplied, first in Italy, then in Europe, America, and eventually in other lands. Currently, there are 72 fraternities in 19 countries around the world, scattered across four continents.
Mother Elvira, as her young people began to call her, experiences all of this with immense astonishment. "I am the first one surprised by what is happening: how could I have invented such a story?" she says, fully aware that it is all the work of the Holy Spirit.

The missionary horizon opens up
Attentive to God's inspirations, Mother Elvira understands that she must also open houses for girls because "they are the poorest." They need someone to speak to them about the importance of women and the tremendous wealth of love and life they carry within, which they can distribute to everyone, especially to men and children. On December 8, 1993, the first female fraternity is opened in Savigliano (Cuneo). 
Through the desire of a former drug addict boy, Nicola, who was also marked by AIDS, and thanks to his prayers and the suffering he offered for the little ones, the Community opens its heart to abandoned and marginalized children and adolescents. Thus, in January 1996, Mother Elvira sends the first group of missionary men and women to Brazil.

Over time, the realities of the Community multiply: many young people who have been reborn to a new life stay on to reach out to others in need, becoming the first "missionaries." The first "Cenacolo families" are formed. Men and women who feel the call of God to consecrate themselves in the Community come forward to Mother Elvira. Faced with this latest "surprise" from the Holy Spirit, after some initial hesitation, Mother Elvira joyfully welcomes the newest saplingà s born from the "poverty of addicts."

"God has given me the patience to follow what He was showing me": an unexpected and unplanned missionary horizon opens up, embracing the entire world. The small seed planted by God's love in Mother Elvira's heart, on the hill of Saluzzo, has grown over the years, generating a "beautiful story" that continues to unfold even today.

"If you do not become like children"... the years of illness
Around the age of 70, Mother Elvira starts showing symptoms of a disease that will eventually leave her unable to speak and gradually requires round-the-clock assistance. Elvira carries this cross with great freedom and the sense of humor that has always characterized her, comparing the increasing loss of words to the language of children, who say "ta-ta-ta."
After the time of "fiery" catechesis and words that pierced the hearts and consciences of those who listened, the time of the "gentle breeze" arrives. In this phase, Elvira speaks the language of tenderness, of embracing, of smiles, of winks, and of silence… a silence which speaks more than many words and continues to reach the hearts of those who meet her, making her an even more powerful instrument of God's love.
Smiling has always been her favorite "weapon," and in moments when words become difficult, her smile becomes more intense than ever. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite her illness and age, Mother Elvira retains her vitality as always: her zest for life drives her to resist, to fight, to never stop, and to begin each day with a smile. This creates a circle of love and of lives that serve, sacrifice, and inconvenience themselves around her. Her life in the last period continues to teach and transmit immense faith and love.

Life never dies!
Mother Elvira spends the last years of her life in the House of Formation, assisted and lovingly guarded by her sisters. She always said, "To serve is to reign!" and her daughters take care of her, as a true "queen" who spent her entire life in "loving, loving, loving... and serving."
"When they say that Elvira has died, woe to you! Please don't say it. You must sing, dance... because I am alive. Life never dies!" Eternity opens wide for Mother Elvira on August 3, 2023 at 3:50 at the age of 86, in the House of Formation of the Cenacolo Community.
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