Reflecting on St. Therese of Lisieux, and Families Coping with Mental Illness
by the mother of an adult with mental illness

The family will be in the spotlight in
several events this fall. First, the
World Meeting of Families will
convene in Philadelphia Sept. 22-25,
and the XIV Ordinary General
Assembly of the Synod of Bishops
on the Family will meet in Vatican
City Oct. 4-25. In addition, the first
couple ever to be canonized at the
same ceremony, Louis and Zelie
Martin, will be so honored Oct. 18,
during the Synod of Bishops. The
Martins lived ordinary but holy lives
in nineteenth-century France. They
were parents of nine children,
including St. Therese of Lisieux,
Carmelite nun and a doctor of the
church.

this journey into the often
frightening world of mental illness.
Her writings provide some direction
and comfort to families who
experience the stigma of mental
illness, terror that their beloved ill
family members will harm
themselves or others, sorrow in
their relapses, and confusion about
next steps. In family parlance, they
know that St. Therese “gets it.”
A mother of a person with mental
illness identified some of Therese’s
thoughts, in bold below, as having
been helpful as she tried to cope
with her child’s illness. The
mother’s comments follow
Therese’s.

mental illness. No one sends a card,
no one brings a meal, no one asks
about the ill person’s health.
Families spend thousands of dollars
on conventional and alternative
care, trying to find answers. While
they search for a cure, their ill family
members often live in excruciating
pain. Spiritually and often
financially, families feel poor.
Knowing that God is a God of mercy
paves the way to hope.

“Jesus has always shown me the
only way that leads to the fire of
divine love: it is that of a little child
who, full of trust, falls asleep in its
father’s arms.” Families aware of
St. Therese’s “little way” are
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