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               The World’s Loveliest Rose
                There was once a mighty queen in whose garden the loveliest flowers for each season of the year and every country of the world were to be found, but it was the roses that she particularly loved and this was why she had a vast number of different varieties, from the wild dog rose with its apple-scented green leaves to the most beautiful rose of Provence, and they grew up the palace walls, twined round the columns and the window-sills, found their way into the passages and along the ceilings of all the rooms. And all the roses differed in fragrance, form and colour.

          But sorrow and sadness dwelt within; the queen lay on her sickbed and the physicians declared that soon she would die.

          ‘There is, though, one deliverance for her!’ the wisest amongst them said. ‘Bring her the world’s loveliest rose, that which is the expression of the highest and purest love; if her eyes catch sight of it before they break, she will not die.’

          And young and old came with roses from round about, the loveliest that bloom in every garden, but it was none of these; the flower had to be fetched from the very Garden of Love; but which rose there was the expression of the highest, the purest love?

          And the bards sang of the world’s loveliest rose, each naming his own. And messengers went throughout the land to every heart that beat in love, messengers went to people of every rank and age.

          ‘No one has yet named the flower,’ the wise man said. ‘No one has pointed to the spot where it came forth in all its glory. It is not the roses from Romeo and Juliet’s coffin or from Valborg’s grave, although the scent of those roses will always permeate legends and songs; it is not the roses that burst forth from Winkelried’s blood-stained lances, from the blood that sacredly wells out of the hero’s breast when dying for his fatherland, although no death is more sweet, no rose redder than the blood that then flows. Nor is it the miraculous flower for whose care the man for years and days, in long, sleepless nights, in the lonely room, devotes the prime of his life – the magic rose of science!’

          ‘I know where it blooms,’ a blissful mother said who came with her infant child to the queen’s sickbed. ‘I know where the world’s loveliest rose is to be found! The rose that is the expression of the highest and purest love. It blooms on the blushing cheeks of my sweet child when, invigorated by sleep, it opens its eyes and smiles at me with all its love!’

          ‘That rose is indeed lovely, but one yet lovelier exists!’ the wise man said.

          ‘Yes, far more beautiful!’ one of the women said. ‘I have seen it, a more sublime, holy rose does not flower anywhere, but it was pale, like the leaves of the tea rose; it was on the queen’s cheeks that I saw it; she had taken off her royal crown and herself walked in the long sorrowful night with her sick child, cried over it, kissed it and prayed a prayer to God for it, such as a mother prays in her hour of tribulation!’

          ‘Holy and marvellous in its power is the white rose of grief, and yet it is not that one either!’

          ‘No, the world’s loveliest rose I saw before the Lord’s altar,’ the devout old bishop said. ‘I saw it gleam as when the face of an angel showed itself. The young girls went to the communion table, renewed the covenant of their baptism, and roses blushed and roses faded on their fresh cheeks; a young girl stood there; she gazed with the full purity and love of her entire soul up towards her God; it was the expression of the purest and the highest love!’

          ‘May it too be blessed!’ the wise man said, ‘though not one of you has yet named the world’s loveliest rose.’

          Then a child entered the room, the queen’s young son; tears filled his eyes and covered his cheeks; he was carrying a large, open book, with a binding of velvet and large silver clasps.

          ‘Mother,’ the young boy said. ‘Oh, just listen to what I have read!’ and the child sat down beside the bed and read from the book about the one who consigned himself to death on the cross to save mankind, even those generations as yet unborn. ‘Greater love does not exist!’

          And a rosy sheen passed over the queen’s cheeks, her eyes grew so large, so clear, for she saw the world’s loveliest rose rise from the leaves of the book, the image of the one that sprang up from Christ’s blood on the cross.

          ‘I see it!’ she said. ‘No one ever dies who sees that rose, the loveliest rose on earth!’
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