Léonie Martin –
“Poor Léonie!”
Sister of St. Thérèse of Lisieux

T

here was little noteworthy to recall of her
earlier life in Alençon and Lisieux
where she was the antithesis of her
sister in every way, in health, temperament
and general behaviour. Born on 3rd June
1863, she was a sickly child from day one,
prone to every ailment a child could incur,
most distressing of all being a purulent
form of eczema, which affected her even
into her adult years. Compounding her
difficulties, her little sister Hėlène died at the
age of 5 when Léonie was 7, depriving her of
a companionship to the probable detriment of
her development at that age. The demands
made by her health may well have masked the
underlying components of her personality; she was
emotionally unstable, disruptive, capricious, disobedient
to her parents. Many a parent will identify with a child
falling into one or other of her negative attributes, but
few with a child harbouring them all!
The notion that she was ‘different’ occurred to her and
she wondered if she had been exchanged at birth for
another baby? To be assured by her mother that she had
never been with a nurse. Zélie, now Saint Zélie, when the
end of her life was nearing from the terminal cancer
which afflicted her, could only cry “what will become of
Léonie (then 14) if she loses me?”
On a pilgrimage to Lourdes just two months before she
died (June 1877) a heartfelt petition of Zélie to the
Blessed Virgin was for the healing of Léonie and “make
her a saint”.
Léonie of slow intelligence, her schooling had been
intermittent and broken, with brief sojourns at boarding

school at Le Mans where her sisters Marie and Pauline had
been educated, and where her Visitandine aunt Sr. M.
Dosithée was a teacher. The attempts ended in failure, she
being “sent home” as she was unmanageable. All her life she
had expressed a desire to be a religious, which sceptical
observers would understandably question. Her aunt,
Sr. M. Dosithée, however had wisdom to discern
hidden worth and promise in her character and
predicted a positive future for the child, who
could, without being unkind, be designated
the eponymous “difficult child”.

All the while her desire to be a religious never left her.
She put it to the test for the first time when she was 23,
but two months saw her home. She tried again a year
later with the Visitation Sisters in Caen, but her health
saw her home again after just six months. At 30, she was
received once again but once more was not strong
enough for the complete observance of the Visitation
Rule and returned home after two years’ postulancy.
Extraordinary as it may seem, she was afforded a final
opportunity when she was 36, and lived her life as a
Visitation nun for 42 years until her death in 1941.

Her prediction was evidenced in a
providential change in Léonie’s attitude to
her mother shortly before she died,
becoming surprisingly attentive and tender
Léonie
to her. After Zélie died, Léonie endeavoured
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to be more a source of consolation to her
age 32
father and her sisters, the desire to become
a religious never leaving her. She became
more sociable, albeit still with a tendency to
solitude, retiring into herself.

From her earlier attempts at religious life, she was under
no illusions as to the rocky road she was undertaking.
And so it turned out to be. Adapting to the religious life
made demands on her nature. Her lack of
commonsense, her tardiness at assigned tasks and her
general limitations attracted many reproaches and
humiliations. But in her sister Saint Thérèse’s “Story of a
Soul” she had discovered the “Little Way”. It opened her
eyes and became for her an unfailing compass in her
endeavours to overcome the handicaps of her
temperament and her life-long sense of inferiority. When
she failed, with tears she started again. Always aware of
her own incompetence and burdened by a loneliness of
heart, it was a constant battle, but gradually a gentle
acceptance of her imperfections emerged. She was
possibly harsh on herself when she said “I have always
been a blockhead – a log – and I ask Jesus to set the log
on fire with the spirit of love”. Through constant effort, the
rebel of long ago became docile and meek.

However, the deep seated goodness discerned by her late
aunt Sr. M. Dosithée came to the surface more and more,
none so striking as her attendance upon an old woman,
unclean, verminous and dying, who she cleaned and
comforted and after she died, prepared her body for burial.
Thérèse in her biography recalls her kindness to herself
especially during the mysterious illness when she was 10
from which she was miraculously cured. When her father
Louis was hospitalised, herself and her sister Cėline were
unremitting in their attention to him. When he died and
Cėline had entered Carmel, Léonie was invited to live with
Uncle Isidore and Aunt Cėline where she was loved like a
dear daughter.

Jesus provided me
with so much love

When age brought increased disability, in her humility
she opted for a reduction from Choir sister to Associate
sister. She emanated a cheerfulness which attracted the
affection of her community sisters, where she, the
“Convent Donkey” as she described herself, was greatly
loved. Her dreadful childhood became a memory,
achieved by practising as best she could the counsels
she found in the “Little Way” of littleness,
abandonment and humility.

Aspects of her personality not evident before came to
light. For example, when acting as assistant portress, it
fell to her to receive a visiting prelate who enquired if it
would be possible for him to meet the sister of Saint
Thérèse of Lisieux? “I will ask our Mother Superior” Léonie
replied, “but I do not think she will give permission!”.
Seeing his disappointment, she added “I can assure you
that you will miss nothing; it would not be worth your
while!”.
In 1935, now aged 72, she was feared to be terminally ill,
although ready in herself to meet the Lord. The Holy
Father sent her his Apostolic Blessing and she recovered.
She let it be known afterwards “If I fall ill again, be sure
not to tell him”.
Of her Mother Superior’s concern for her in her old age,
she asks: “why is she fearful of losing me, a cracked
window-pane, a tottering, shaking old building, so easily
replaced?”.
With advancing years she was faced with a prospect
which appalled , of having to wear dentures! In a letter to
her, her Carmelite sister Mother Agnès gently
reprimanded her: “It does not matter to God whether you
have a humpy forehead or cracked teeth”.

hand of the Lord in this clear manifestation that His Love
is unrestricted, and reflects the Love of a Father for every
child of His, the weakest as much as the strong?
Léonie, Sister Françoise Thérèse, died on 16th June 1941.
The esteem in which she was held by her Congregation
was demonstrated by her Order in having her body
honoured by interment in the crypt of their chapel.
Thousands came to pray and do her honour. Her
reputation for holiness had by then percolated outside
the convent walls and numerous favours were attributed
to her intercession. The process of her Beatification and
Canonisation was officially announced on 2nd July 2015.
Many devotees of the Martin Family who were generally
unaware of the transformation which had taken place in
the life of Léonie were taken completely by surprise. On
exhumation her body was intact and when, by the grace
of God, she is beatified, will be available for the
veneration of the faithful. The words of her earlier
biographer, Father Albert H. Dolan O. Carm. as long ago
as 1948 were providentially confirmed –

“God made the violet too”.

Nuns are people too!
She, who had been regarded by many as a lost cause is,
by God’s grace, an example of his Fatherly love for souls
who feel lost and abandoned and without hope; for every
parent who may have felt hurt by a child’s behaviour, for
any family in distress, and indeed for souls who have not
succeeded at first attempt at the religious life. She is
there too for adolescents and young people swamped
as they are by the raging pressures, distractions and
temptations of the present secular and technological
age. She knows what trouble is. St. Thérèse and Léonie,
two sisters, the one gifted beyond measure and the other
at the opposite extreme – is it a presumption to see the
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