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ST THÉRÈSE OF LISIEUX 

 

Marie Francoise Thérèse Martin was born in Alencon in the French province of 
Normandy on January 1873. She was the youngest of the nine children of Louis and 
Zelie Martin. Four of the children died during infancy. 

Thérèse had a wonderful mother, who trained her in virtue from her earliest 
years. Although her mother died when Thérèse was only four, Thérèse's memory 
began young, and she had vivid memories of her mother. 

Thérèse vividly remembered her mother's last illness. She wrote in her 
autobiography: "The touching ceremony of the last anointing is also deeply 
impressed on my mind. I can still see the spot where I knelt by Celine's side." 

Thérèse's mother died on 28th August 1877. Following her death, Thérèse's 
father took Thérèse in his arms and said: "Come, kiss your poor little mother for the 
last time." Thérèse didn't speak to anyone about her feelings. She looked and 
listened and saw many things the other members of the family would have kept 
from her. 

Following Zelie's death, the Martins moved to Lisieux. Louis Martin decided to 
move there to bring his children into closer contact with Zelie's family. Thérèse was 
very happy at Lisieux. Pauline, Thérèse's second eldest sister, became her little 
mother, and taught her a lot about her religion. 

Thérèse was very sad when she learnt that Pauline had decided to enter the 
Carmelite convent in Lisieux. Her sorrow made Thérèse ill. Thérèse was later to 
attribute her illness to the Devil's rage at Pauline entering Carmel. Fortunately 
Thérèse improved sufficiently to attend Pauline's clothing, when she received the 
Carmelite habit and the name Sr Agnes of Jesus. When she returned home, Thérèse 
believed that she had been cured but she suffered a more serious relapse. Her family 
prayed hard for her recovery and Thérèse's father had Masses said for her at Our 
Lady of Victories shrine in Paris. Thérèse was cured when the miraculous statue of Our 
Lady in her room came to life and smiled on her. 

Thérèse's eldest sister, Marie, prepared her for her First Communion. As was the 
custom then, Thérèse made an enclosed retreat in preparation for her First Communion. 
She paid great attention to the talks given by the Retreat Master, Fr Domin, and even 
wrote a summary of them. 

Thérèse received her First Communion on 8 May 1884. She shed tears of joy. On the 
afternoon of her First Communion Day, Thérèse read the Act of Consecration to Our 
Lady in the name of her companions. 

Thérèse was confirmed shortly afterwards. Following her confirmation Thérèse 
began to suffer from scruples. She was very touchy, and it didn't take much to make 
her cry. However, Thérèse received the grace to overcome her tearfulness. Each year, 
Thérèse would put her shoes by the fireside on Christmas Eve, as French children do. 
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Her father was usually delighted to see Thérèse's joy on opening her presents. 
However, at Christmas 1886, Thérèse's father considered her childish putting her shoes 
by the fireside. Thérèse overheard his remarks, and went immediately to open her 
presents. Thérèse had received the grace not to cry at her father's remarks, which 
would normally have reduced her to tears. 

Thérèse had a great zeal for souls. She prayed hard for the conversion of a hardened 
criminal, Pranzinni. His repentance as he went to his death served to increase Thérèse's 
longing to save souls. 

When Thérèse sought permission to enter Carmel at the age of fifteen, the 
authorities considered her too young, Thérèse's father took her and her youngest 
sister, Celine, on a pilgrimage to Rome. They attended a papal audience. During the 
audience, Thérèse asked Pope Leo XIII for permission to enter Carmel when she was 
fifteen. The Pope prudently advised her to do what her superiors decided. 

Thérèse entered the Carmelite convent in Lisieux on 9 April 1888. The Mother 
Prioress, Mother Marie de Gonzague, was severe with her because she doubted 
whether Thérèse had a genuine vocation, and thought that Thérèse had entered 
simply to be with her sisters, Marie and Pauline. 

Thérèse considered the Mistress of Novices a saint. However, because of her 
simplicity, Thérèse had little to say when she went for spiritual direction. Sr 
Febronie said laughingly to her during recreation: "My child, it seems to me you don't 
have very much to tell your Superiors." "Why do you say that?" Thérèse asked. 
"Because your soul is extremely simple, but when you are perfect, you will be even 
more simple: the closer one approaches God, the simpler one becomes . . ." In her 
autobiography, Thérèse admitted that Sr Febronie was right, and in later years Thérèse 
found it easier to open her soul without ceasing to be simple. 

Thérèse received the habit and the name Sr Thérèse of the Child Jesus and of 
the Holy Face on 10 January 1889. Thérèse had prayed for snow on her clothing day, 
and despite the high temperature, her prayers were answered. This was the last 
ceremony which Thérèse's father was able to attend as his health failed. 

Thérèse was professed on 8 September 1890. Her retreat prior to her Profession 
was a time of spiritual dryness, during which she came to believe that she did not have 
a genuine vocation. Thérèse confided her temptation to the Mistress of Novices, who 
reassured her. Thérèse was delighted that she was professed on Our Lady's Birthday. 

Thérèse received the veil on 24 September 1890. It was a sad day for her, because 
her father was unable to attend. 

It was only during an epidemic that Thérèse was allowed to receive daily 
Communion. The privation of daily Communion was a great trial for her. Thérèse 
prayed to St Joseph that a change might come in this regard. Shortly afterwards, Pope 
Leo XIII issued his decree, permitting religious to receive Communion daily if they 
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had their confessor's permission, and forbidding Superiors to veto this permission. 
Thérèse served as Mistress of Novices, without bearing the title. 

This demanding office would not normally be confided to a young religious. 
However, Thérèse was very prudent. She taught her novices the Little Way of spiritual 
childhood. Spiritual childhood is a response to Christ's words: "Unless you become as 
little children, you shall not enter the kingdom of Heaven." 

Love is the key to St Thérèse's Little Way. The soul loves God as its Father and 
Mary as its mother. Humility and confidence are important virtues in the Little Way. 
There is also an emphasis, as in Alcoholics' Anonymous, on living one day at the time. 
Thérèse wrote in her autobiography: "If I did not suffer moment by moment, I could 
not remain patient. If we become discouraged, it is because we are thinking too 
much of the past or the future." 

Thérèse placed a great importance on praying for priests. When she was asked 
before her Profession, why she had come to Carmel, Thérèse replied: "I have come 
to Carmel to save souls, and especially to pray for priests. Thérèse became the 
spiritual partner to two missionary priests. Thérèse wrote to them when her 
Superiors instructed her to do so. Although Thérèse considered that benefits can 
come from such letters written under obedience, she held that a nun should never 
seek permission to write to her spiritual partner. When given a second spiritual 
partner Thérèse was fearful that her merits could not spin out to embrace two priests, 
but her Superior assured her that a Carmelite's zeal should embrace the entire 
world. 

When Celine entered Carmel after their father's death, Thérèse was her 
Mistress of Novices. Celine (Sr Genevieve) tended to be selfish, but Thérèse helped 
her overcome her fault. Through teaching Celine the Little Way, Thérèse greatly 
helped her on the road to holiness. 

While Prioress, Pauline (Mother Agnes of Jesus) commanded Thérèse to write 
her autobiography. Thérèse obeyed; without asking what use the  manuscript 
could be. Mother Agnes later asked her successor, Mother Marie de Gonzague, to 
ask Thérèse to write about her religious life. These manuscripts together with a 
letter which Thérèse wrote to her sister, Marie, (Sr Marie of the Sacred Heart) were 
published after Thérèse's death, under the title The Story of a Soul. While the work 
does not have great literary value, it has done immense good for souls. 

Thérèse believed that great corporal penances were not for those who followed 
the Little Way. Although faithful to the austerities prescribed by the Carmelite Rule, 
Thérèse saw that the most penitential natures were not always the holiest, and that 
self-love sometimes takes delight in excessive mortification. 

Thérèse suffered from spiritual dryness for seven years but she would never 
shorten her prayers. Thérèse firmly believed that not a second should be taken away 
from the time devoted to mental prayer. Knowing how Our Lady loves the Rosary, 
Thérèse had the custom of the Family Rosary introduced into her home at Lisieux. 
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On Trinity Sunday, 9 June 1895, Thérèse obtained permission from Mother Agnes 
of Jesus (Pauline) to offer herself as a victim to the merciful love of God. She knew 
that while saints including St Margaret Mary Alacoque, had offered themselves as 
victims to God's justice to take on themselves the suffering which sin deserves, none 
had yet offered themselves as victims to the love of God, to make up for the way in 
which God's love is spurned. 

Thérèse did not consider that offering oneself to the merciful love of God would 
necessarily involve increased sufferings. However, she was prepared to suffer whatever 
God wanted her to suffer for the salvation of souls. She considered generosity a 
prerequisite for offering oneself as a victim to the merciful love of God: Thérèse 
persuaded other nuns to offer themselves as victims to the merciful love of God, allaying 
their false fears that such an offering would increase their sufferings. 

Although Thérèse desired sufferings, she did not pray for them. She simply 
yielded herself up to God's design for her. However, on her deathbed, Thérèse 
commented: "I didn't think it possible to suffer so much. I can only explain it by my 
great desire to save souls." 

Thérèse showed great fortitude in her sufferings. Although harassed by 
temptations against faith for the last eighteen months of her life, Thérèse did not 
mention this to the other nuns who mistakenly believed that she was walking the way 
of spiritual delights. Although Thérèse would have liked to discuss her temptations 
with her sister, Celine, she was frightened of communicating to her the contagion 
of doubt. In reply to Celine's questions, Thérèse would answer: "Ah, if only you 
knew . . .  I would not want you to suffer these temptations for even five minutes." 
However, Thérèse considered that these temptations against faith served to take 
from her any natural pleasure she might have felt at the thought of going to 
Heaven, for she was tempted to doubt Heaven's existence. 

Thérèse had such a great spirit of interior mortification that she could not bring 
herself to ask God for any consolations. She urged Celine to follow her example. 
Thérèse was also on the lookout for those acts of mortification which could be 
performed without harming one's health. She was anxious that her acts of mortification 
should remain hidden. 

Thérèse's faith enabled her to see everything in its true light. She was therefore able 
to give the novices sound advice. Thérèse wanted her novices to always be serene and 
never become upset about life's trials. 

Thérèse suffered greatly during her last illness. Pulmonary tuberculosis of the most 
painful kind, gangrene of the intestines and large painful ulcers caused Thérèse great 
suffering. However; she never complained. Indeed, the more Thérèse suffered, the more 
cheerful she was, because she had resolved to meet suffering with a smile. To these 
physical sufferings were added spiritual dryness and temptations against faith. 
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The fact that Thérèse didn't complain meant that she was given less consideration 
than she otherwise would have received. When the infirmarian told Thérèse to go for 
a walk in the convent garden, when Thérèse knew that a rest would have done her 
more good, Thérèse offered her fatigue for a missionary, in order that her 
exhaustion might relieve his. 

Thérèse died on 30 September 1897. Her last words were: "My God, I love you." 

During her lifetime, Thérèse had prophesied that after her death she would let fall a 
shower of roses. By this, she meant that she would obtain many favours for people. 
Following her death, so many favours were received that Rome was petitioned to waive 
the then current rule that fifty years were to elapse from the time of a person's death, 
before the introduction of his or her Cause. Miracles multiplied and Thérèse was 
canonised in 1925. 

Although Thérèse had never worked in mission lands, she was proclaimed 
Patroness of the Missions. She had a great desire to join the Carmelites in Hanoi, 
but her health rendered this impossible. Before entering Carmel, St Thérèse was 
attracted to an active missionary Congregation. However, she considered this 
attraction a 'temptation', considering that she could do more good for the 
missions by a life of prayer and penance in a Carmelite convent than by working 
actively on the mission fields. 

During her last illness, St Thérèse expressed her conviction that her mission of 
teaching souls her Little Way was about to begin. The translation of her 
autobiography into various languages was an important way of bringing this about. 

It is impossible to estimate the tremendous amount of good that has been brought 
about through St Thérèse's intercession. When St Maximilian Kolbe planned to found 
the Militia of the Immaculata to work for the salvation of all souls, he placed his 
apostolate under Thérèse's patronage. The heroic efforts of the Servant of God, Edel 
Quinn, to establish and expand the work of the Legion of Mary in Central Africa were 
backed up by prayer to St Thérèse of Lisieux. Today, the remarkable efforts of Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta to help the poorest of the poor is the apostolate of one who has 
chosen St Thérèse of Lisieux as her patroness. 
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