
Rev. Glen Mullan St. Therese of Lisieux October 2, 2022  
27th Sunday in Ordinary Time (C) 

(Lk 17:5-10) 

 “I am the Child Jesus’ little ball; if He wishes to break His toy, He is free. 
Yes, I will all that He wills.”1  St. Therese of Lisieux is a saint who illustrates 
perfectly what it means to be the Lord’s “useless servant, who has only done her 
duty” (Lk 17:10).  Her “Little Way” also perfectly explains the Parable of the 
Mustard Seed.   

 Therese Martin was born in 1873 in the small town of Alencon in 
Normandy, France.  Her devout parents, Louis & Zelie, raised five daughters, after 
losing three in childbirth and one in early childhood.  All five girls would later 
enter religious life.  SS. Louis & Zelie Martin were canonized as a married couple, 
in 2015.   

 When Therese was only four the family was shattered by Zelie’s death.  
They moved to Lisieux, and Therese’s older sister Pauline helped care for the 
younger children.  Therese would later describe her childhood as a time of extreme 
sensitivity, sadness, and insecurity, to the point of illness.  It intensified at age nine, 
when her second mother Pauline left the family to enter religious life in the 
Carmelite monastery at Lisieux.  The trauma of this separation caused her to shut 
down emotionally, experience nervous tremors, and be confined to bed.   

 A decisive moment came when Therese was 10, and praying in her room 
before a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which seemed to smile at her.  She 
experienced a healing.  When her oldest sister Marie also entered the Carmelite 
monastery it solidified her own desire to join them, and she experienced a deep 
conversion and peace.  Even though she was only thirteen, she desired to run the 
“great race,” giving herself fully to God and the Church.   

 When she told her father, he cried and gave her a little flower which he 
plucked from their garden, symbolizing the way he had raised his children in his 
family to give glory to God.  St. Therese continues be known affectionately as the 
“Little Flower.”   

 The Discalced Carmelite Order, founded by St. Teresa of Avila, practice a 
strict enclosure separated from outside contact with the world.  The sisters devote 
themselves to an intense spiritual life of prayer and penance.  St. Teresa understood 
that everything good which happens in the world, happens only because of prayer.  
Carmelite monasteries are spiritual power houses for the Church.   

                                                 
1 Thérèse's account of the papal audience, November 20,1887. 
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 Therese was too young to enter this religious order with its rigorous 
demands, but this did not prevent her from repeatedly petitioning the mother 
superior, and her bishop, for a dispensation.   

 In 1887 her family participated in a month-long diocesan pilgrimage to 
Rome.  It was the only time she ever left Normandy, and was able to see the 
Church more extensively, and the need to pray for priests.  She was deeply moved 
at the Coliseum, where she desired to become a martyr, and experienced a desire to 
be a missionary to the ends of the earth.   

 During the group’s audience with Pope Leo XIII, Therese begged the Holy 
Father to give her permission to enter Carmel at age 15.  He replied, “My child, do 
what the superiors decide.  You will enter if it is God's Will.”  Upon their return, 
the bishop of Bayeux gave his authorization.  Beginning her postulancy, Therese 
was given the religious name “Teresa of the Child Jesus and of the Holy Face.”  

 There were 26 sisters at the time, many of them ill and elderly.  Religious 
life brings great challenges of patience and charity, accepting one’s weaknesses 
and those of others.  Therese had a transforming effect on the community.   

 Jesus says “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you would say to this 
mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you” (Lk 
17:6).  The paradox of the Kingdom of God is humility: in order to be great one 
must be small.  Faith – and Love – are to be found in the little things.  Our 
challenge is not to do “great things.”  Our challenge is to do little things with great 
love.   

 Therese began to discover the wisdom of her foundress St. Teresa of Avila: 
to do great things in the Church, you don’t have to do great things in the world.  
You can be entirely hidden from the world, and yet be its greatest mover.  Her 
desires to be a missionary and martyr could be fully realized within the walls of the 
monastery in Lisieux.  In First Corinthians, St. Paul describes the different roles 
within the Church (apostles, prophets, teachers), and then explains that the greatest 
gift is love.  St. Therese realized that her role in the Body of Christ was not to be 
one of the arms or legs working in the world.  Her role was to be the heart, to “be” 
that love of Christ which supports and gives life to every member of the Body.   

 “I knew that the Church had a body composed of various members, but in 
this body the necessary and more noble member was not lacking; I knew that the 
Church had a heart and that such a heart appeared to be aflame with love.  I knew 
that one love drove the members of the Church to action, that if this love were 
extinguished, the apostles would have proclaimed the Gospel no longer, the 
martyrs would have shed their blood no more… My call is love… In the heart of 
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the Church, my mother, I will be love, and thus I will be all things, as my desire 
finds its direction” (Autobiography).   

 During her years in the convent, Therese spiritually adopted the work of 
missionary priests in the Far East, and after her canonization she was proclaimed 
co-patroness with St. Francis Xavier of the Church’s missionary work. 

 Her religious name focused on two aspects of Jesus’ life.  The first was his 
holy childhood.  St. Therese lived and taught a spirituality of childhood.  It is 
known as the “Little Way.”  The most important gesture of a child is to lift up her 
arms so that her father can raise her to himself.  This is the attitude of trusting 
surrender and desire we must have before God.   

 “I will seek out a means of getting to Heaven by a little way – very short and 
very straight little way that is wholly new. We live in an age of inventions; 
nowadays the rich need not trouble to climb the stairs, they have lifts instead. Well, 
I mean to try and find a lift by which I may be raised unto God, for I am too tiny to 
climb the steep stairway of perfection… Thine Arms, then, O Jesus, are the lift 
which must raise me up even unto Heaven. To get there I need not grow. On the 
contrary, I must remain little, I must become still less” (Autobiography). 

 St. Therese dedicated herself to doing the smallest things possible, but with 
the greatest love.  In one of the famous little examples recounted in her 
autobiography, she describes being annoyed and distracted by the way an elderly 
sister rattled her Rosary beads when praying.  With a secret act of love, she 
converted her annoyance into gratitude, and came to enjoy that noise as a 
comforting music.   

 The other aspect of her spirituality was Jesus’ Holy Face, disfigured by the 
suffering of the Cross and imprinted in his burial shroud, and into the soul of his 
bride.  After a few years in religious life, Therese began to experience a spiritual 
darkness that echoed Jesus’ desolation on Calvary: “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me.”  She was tempted to doubt heaven, and the existence of God.  
On Good Friday in 1896, she coughed up blood and realized she had tuberculosis, 
an incurable illness that would lead to a slow and painful death.   

 Because her superiors recognized the depth of her sanctity and spirituality, 
they asked her to write out a spiritual autobiography, which is now famous: “The 
Story of a Soul.”  In extremely humble and simple terms, St. Therese sets forth her 
own “Magnificat”: “My soul magnifies the Lord… for he has looked with favor on 
his lowly servant… The Almighty has done great things for me… He has lifted up 
the lowly” (cf. Lk 1:46-55).   
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 Though she was virtually unknown at the time of her death in 1897 at age 
24, her fame quickly spread as people read her story, and received her miracles, 
which are often accompanied by the sign of Roses.  She was canonized in 1925, 
proclaimed a patroness of the missions, and more recently as a Doctor of the 
Church.   

 


