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Background to the Marriage of the Parents of St. Thérèse,

Venerable Louis and Zélie Martin.

In celebrating the 150th anniversary (Sunday 13th July 2008) of the marriage of the parents of St. Thérèse, Venerable Louis and Zélie Martin, we have truly celebrated no ordinary event.  This blessed marriage not only gave us the greatest saint of modern times but also gave us one of the most perfectly lived out examples of Christian marriage in the history of the Church.  No surprise then that they are to be Beatified in Lisieux on Mission Sunday, October 19, 2008.  Indeed, the official prayer for the Cause of their canonisation sums it all up neatly;

“God Our Father, I thank you for having given us Louis Martin and Zélie Guérin.  United and faithful in marriage, they have left us an example of Christian living and evangelical virtue.  In raising a large family through trials, suffering and bereavement, they put their trust in You and always sought Your will.

Deign, Lord, to make known Your will in their regard and grant the favour I ask, in the hope that the father and mother of St. Thérèse of the Child Jesus may one day be held up by the Church as a model for the families of our time.  Amen.”

Saint Thérèse herself puts it most beautifully in a letter “God gave me a father and mother more worthy of heaven than of earth”.

Indeed, it is precisely because of the needs of the families of our time that it is important that we celebrate every aspect of the lives of these two saintly people.  Their coming together makes a beautiful story; each had earlier attempted to enter religious life.

We take up the story at the point where Zélie was grieving at the departure of her only sister, Marie-Louise to enter the Visitandines.  It was at the time of the distressing separation from her who was in truth the “soul of her soul”, that Zélie Guérin suddenly saw the prospect of marriage open up before her.  Was she seriously thinking about it, or did she still feel, albeit unawares, the attraction of the nun’s veil and the life which it confers?  Rather below middle height, with a very pretty face and a very innocent expression, brown hair, simply dressed, a long well-shaped nose, black eyes sparkling with decision, into which now and then there came a shade of melancholy, she was an attractive girl.  She was all vivacity, refinement and good nature.  Possessed of a lively, cultivated intelligence, very sound practical good sense, a noble character and, above all, intrepid faith, she was a woman above the ordinary, who could not but attract attention.

A lady living in Paris wanted her to come and live with her and offered to bring her into society.  Zélie smiled at the proposal.  She had no intention of throwing herself at anyone.  But now it was that Providence intervened and, firstly, by means of a strong-minded woman anxious to marry off her son, a holy man but too much in love with bachelorhood.

Captain Martin’s wife did not resign herself to seeing Louis, who would soon be thirty-five, burying himself in the pious solitude of the watch-maker’s shop in the Rue du Pont Neuf and the Pavilion.  She railled him jokingly without apparently making any impression.  At some professional classes, which she was attending in her free time in order to specialise in one of the stitches of the famous lace (Point d’Alencon) and so add to her domestic resources, she had met Zélie Guérin at close quarters and observed her solid qualities combined with many attractions.  Was this not the wife of whom she had dreamed for her son?  She made overtures to her and succeeded in overcoming a resistance that had appeared invincible.

A mysterious incident facilitated the acquaintance.  One day when Zélie Guérin was crossing the bridge of Saint Léonard she met a young man whose distinguished appearance, dignified bearing and reserved manner made a favourable impression on her.  At that same moment an inner voice murmured: “This is he whom I have prepared for you”.  The identity of the passer-by was soon revealed to her.  She learned to know Louis Martin.

The two young people did not take long to learn to appreciate and become fond of each other.  Their mutual moral harmony was so quickly established that their private engagement was sealed by a formal religious betrothal without delay and three months after their first meeting they were able to be united together before God.  On the 13th July 1858, they plighted their troth in the splendid church of Notre Dame.  The Abbé Hurel, Dean of Saint Léonard, who had doubtless lent to the project the support of his authority as a spiritual director, received the vows of the pair.  The ceremony took place at midnight as quietly as possible, as though to enjoy only the sacred Christian aspect of the event; perhaps also because the great works of God are accomplished in the night silence and this was a work of greatness from which was to be born the Saint of Lisieux.

The house in the Rue du Pont Neuf had been hastily arranged to receive the newly married couple.  As it was large and had a private entrance, it was possible for two families to live there quite separately and that without encroaching upon the space taken up by the workshop and the jewellery business.  Louis’ parents were installed on the first floor.  Zélie transferred her business to her new home.  She lived there close to her own people, since only a short section of the main road separated her from the Rue Saint Blaise.

From this happy union ultimately nine children were born, four of whom died in infancy (two boys and two girls).  All five surviving sisters became nuns, four of them Carmelites, among them the great St. Thérèse (the Little Flower) and one, Léonie, became a Visitandine.

