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“A biography-in-verse that brims with beauty, pain, insight, and humility, Thérèse informs as it inspires. In Sarah Law’s honest and perceptive portrayals, the ‘busy stillness’ and ‘little ways’ of this Carmelite nun become a ‘petal, flaming high in Christ’s kaleidoscope.’ This is a poetry pilgrimage you’ll want to take.”


—Marjorie Maddox, author of Transplant, Transport, Transubstantiation
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“Little souls, little petals, little Carmelite—the word little is intrinsically woven into the life of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, and it appears repeatedly, in all the right places, in this poetic biography of the saint. The poems enthrall by their attention to sensory detail and the underlying strength they evince. Through them we learn how Thérèse’s ‘little world blossom[ed] / under her sword’s steel.’ A deeply moving and memorable work.”


—Sofia Starnes, author of The Consequence of Moonlight: Poems
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“In lyrical snapshots Sarah Law has captured the most important events in the short life of the Carmelite whom Pope Pius X called ‘the greatest saint of modern times.’ I will come back, she promised, and these powerful poems make her real, present, accessible: ‘she will be your sister, / with a shield, and a sword, / a rose, / and a whispered word.’”


—Robert J. Edmonson, CJ, translator of The Complete Thérèse of Lisieux
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“Thérèse of Lisieux had the soul of a poet, and this life of Thérèse in poetry, inspired by the photos, reminiscences, and incidents of the saint, penetrates the depths hidden in the seeming triviality of her life and her ‘resolute littleness,’ adding fresh and new insight.”


—Jennifer Moorcroft, author of Saint Thérèse of Lisieux and her Sisters
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Introduction



Towards the end of her short life, a twenty-four-year-old woman came to the conclusion that ‘Everything is grace.’ Sister Thérèse had received little education and seen little of the world, and she died before the start of the twentieth century. But something about, or within, her life had led her to this lucid insight. It is difficult to identify exactly what qualities have made her such a significant figure for many, including me. This elusive quality of grace she both perceived and embodied has drawn me back over many years (far more years of life than Thérèse had herself) to look again at her life in all its resonant littleness. And because resonant littleness is such a hallmark of her life and spirituality, it seemed appropriate for me to approach Thérèse with poetry, a form that often works with littleness as a way of approaching mystery.


Marie Françoise-Thérèse Martin was born in 1873, in Alençon, Normandy, the final child and fifth surviving daughter of Louis and Zélie Martin, devout Catholics and members of the bourgeois middle class. Thérèse’s mother died when Thérèse was four. Louis moved the family to Lisieux to be nearer to his brother-in-law, Isidore Guérin, and his family. Thérèse briefly attended school but was mostly home educated. When she was nine, Thérèse’s favourite older sister, Pauline, left for the Carmelite convent in Lisieux. Four years later, her eldest sister, Marie, joined the same convent. Two years after that in 1888 Thérèse herself entered the Carmel at the age of fifteen. Her sister Céline joined the same convent in 1894 after the death of their father, bringing her camera with her.


Thérèse was an obedient, affectionate, and attentive nun. In the Carmel she developed a spirituality that was notably confident and daring rather than fearful. Her ‘little way’ also emphasises the value of small acts done with love and thereby imbued with meaning. She died tragically young, after months of dreadful suffering, from tuberculosis in September 1897. Because of the spiritual value placed on reparatory suffering prevalent in nineteenth-century French Catholicism, she was denied significant pain relief in these last agonising weeks. She also struggled with doubts about the existence of heaven throughout these last months of her life, finding consolation in neither faith nor hope. But within the confines of her circumstances, her will was extremely strong, and her commitment to love God and her religious sisters was remarkable. So too was her wider love for humanity and the sense she had, towards the end of her life, that after death she would continue her mission to help those on earth. However, at her death, another nun in the same community wondered whatever could be said about Thérèse, the young sister who had been so kind and quiet. Surely her obituary would be extremely brief?


In fact, her death-notice or circulaire, an obituary circulated among other Carmelite convents, was comprised of Thérèse’s own writings, and was in effect a book-length memoir. It was found so moving that when it became available to the general public, further print-runs were needed. By 1925 Thérèse was canonised and declared ‘the greatest saint of modern times’ by Pope Saint Pius X. In 1997 she was proclaimed a Doctor of the Church. She is Patroness of the Missions, of France, of Russia, and of florists. Her relics have toured the world. Even in the twenty-first century, she is immensely popular among devout Catholics and beyond. In 2009 thousands of people came to pay respects to her relics when they visited various venues in England; in 2019 they visited Scotland. They have toured much of the rest of the world too. There is something about Thérèse which still catches at the heart.


Her memoir has never been out of print and has been translated into many languages. As well as the three manuscripts which make up The Story of a Soul and Thérèse’s own letters, poems and short plays, there are her purported last words recorded by her sisters, family correspondence, and witness statements for the beatification and canonisation processes. As one reads these, certain moments in Thérèse’s life stand out as lucid and resonant, if not conventionally significant, and from these moments I drew many of my poems. For example, when she was a very young child, she wanted to know how everyone could be filled with God’s love when so many were small and far from perfect: her older sister Pauline poured water into a tall glass and a little cup to show her that neither was fuller than the other. Another example is the ‘conversion’ from tearful sensitivity she felt one Christmas as a teenager. She prayed for Henri Pranzini, a condemned criminal, and was convinced that she had been given a sign of his conversion on the scaffold. Telling her beloved father she wanted to enter the Carmel, she was moved when he picked and gave her a little white flower. Then there is the daring spiritual metaphor she drew from her experience of being in a lift, or elevator, during her 1887 trip to Paris: she likened it to the undeserved uplift of divine love. Also in 1887 she begged Pope Leo XIII for permission to become a Carmelite, having been told by the Bishop that she was too young. Pauline (then Sister Agnès) tried to console her in her struggle to have her vocation recognised by suggesting she was an abandoned plaything of the child Jesus—a somewhat bittersweet analogy.
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