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Fatherheart Revelation in the Spirituality of 

In my personal reading I have recently come 
across two books which have had a significant 
impact on me. They are both written by Joseph 
F Schmidt and they are about the life of Saint 
Therese of Lisieux. I read a lot of Catholic writers, 
but I was taken by surprise at how these books 
and their subject moved me and stirred my heart. 
I have decided to write a paper which I believe 
will be important in the life and ministry of our 
family, Fatherheart Ministries, and the work to 
which we are called. I am going to set out my 
reasons upfront as to why I think it is important 
to know about her spirituality.

A number of us within Fatherheart Ministries 
(myself, Trevor Galpin and possibly others)
have been prospecting in the ancient mines of 
historical theology to see if we can find nuggets 
of revelatory gold about the Father. I know that 
Trevor has done a considerable amount of research 
of the Church Fathers, the Reformers and the 
great saints and scholars throughout church 
history. I believe that, in Therese of Lisieux, I 
have stumbled upon a rich seam of revelatory 
gold that lies, so to speak, closer to the surface - 
in modern times. Discovering the spirituality of 
St. Therese is to discover a new resource which 

is readily accessible to us. We sometimes quote 
from people like Origen, Augustine, Luther or 
Wesley, but Therese is yet more recent.

What is exciting is that she is not unknown 
and obscure. In actual fact, she is currently the 
most popular saint in contemporary Catholicism. 
Her recognition by the Catholic Church, both 
hierarchy and laity, speaks of a seismic shift in the 
understanding of what Christianity means. The 
Catholic Church, through the canonisation of this 
young woman, is giving notice of its recognition 
that there is sea-change in spirituality.

Relevance to  
FatheRheaRt MinistRies

I am writing this paper for a number of reasons:

1. Because Therese is a shining example of one 
who journeyed the same journey that we find 
ourselves on. I find her insights stunning and 
I hope you will find the same. I have found 
my heart resonating with her experiences and 
how she expresses them and I am sure that 
you will find a resonance in your heart too. 
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2. Because Therese is the personification of a 
seismic paradigm shift within the Catholic 
Church. She embodies the shift into a new era 
of Christianity. It is a shift in the perception 
and revelation of who God is and what it 
means to be a Christian. It is a shift in how 
we relate to God and consequently how we 
live out our daily Christian life and walk.

3. Because Therese gives us (in Fatherheart 
Ministries) a prototypical model and a language 
for ministry within a Catholic context.

My hope is that this paper, containing many 
quotes from Therese herself and leaning largely 
on two books by Br. Joseph F Schmidt will be a 
resource for this ministry, particularly in relations 
with our Catholic brothers and sisters. It gives a 
powerful point of contact between the revelation 
that we treasure (coming primarily through 
James and Denise ) and the culture of Catholic 
spirituality. The citing of the example of St. 
Therese of Lisieux, the Little Flower, and quoting 
her spiritual experiences will help to open the 
way for Fatherheart Ministries to speak within a 
Catholic context.

I find it personally fascinating that we see the 
revelation of the Father as a new day in the histo-
ry of the Church. And it truly is. But maybe we 
(from our Evangelical/Pentecostal/Charismatic 
background) have looked too exclusively from a 
Protestant Evangelical perspective. Here we have 
a Catholic woman, now a saint and ‘doctor of the 
Church’, who made a breakthrough in the late 
19th century. Mind you, I believe that Therese’s 
spirituality has still largely not been grasped.  
We are still on the cutting edge of the movement 
of God in ministering the substance of the love 
of God. 

Who Was theRese?

Saint Thérèse of Lisieux (Born Marie-
Françoise-Thérèse Martin) was a French 
Carmelite nun in the late 19th century. She is 
popularly known as “The Little Flower.” Thérèse 
felt an early call to religious life, and overcoming 
various obstacles, in 1888 at the early age of 15, 
she became a nun and joined two of her elder 
sisters in the cloistered Carmelite community 
of Lisieux, Normandy. After nine years in the 
Carmelite convent and having spent her last 
eighteen months in Carmel in a ‘dark night of 
the soul’ she died of tuberculosis in 1897, at the 
age of 24. At the time of her death she was known 
only to her family, and the community in which 
she lived.

However, soon after her death, a collection 
of her autobiographical writings, printed and 
distributed to an initially very limited audience, 
achieved widespread distribution and she rapidly 
became one of the most popular saints of the 
twentieth century. She was beatified in 1923, and 
canonized in 1925. On October 19, 1997 Pope 
John Paul II declared her the thirty-third ‘Doctor 
of the Church,’ the youngest person, and at that 
time only the third woman, to be so honoured. 
Devotion to Thérèse has developed around  
the world.

Personally speaking, having coming from a 
background of extreme religious sectarianism, I 
now believe that the love of God eradicates all 
schism within the Body of Christ. You may not 
agree with how Catholics view this woman, but 
you can still appreciate her at the level of her 
humanity in her relationship with God. She had 
no idea that her book The Story of a Soul would 
‘go viral.’ It went viral because it caught the 
imagination of millions of people, who identified 
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with this simple French girl, who died at the age 
of twenty-four.

theRese’s Relevance FoR 
conteMpoRaRy catholicisM

In 1997, Therese was officially declared 
“Doctor of the Universal Church.” This is a title 
reserved for a saint who has not only lived a holy 
life and been officially canonised, but who also has 
made a significant contribution - which is already 
being extensively recognised by the faithful - to 
the development of the church’s understanding in 
the area of theology and spirituality. As a ‘Doctor 
of the Church’ she is regarded as a teacher of the 
church’s official doctrine for modern people. Pope 
John Paul II affirmed Therese as “one of the great 
masters of the spiritual life of our time... Therese’s 
Little Way is really a way that has been dormant 
and hidden rather than a completely new way. 
God raised up Therese to proclaim and confirm 
the hidden, authentic gospel way.”

On proclaiming her a ‘Doctor of the Church’, 
Pope John Paul II pronounced, “The Spirit of 
God allowed her heart to reveal directly to the people 
of our time the fundamental mystery, the reality of the 
Gospel…the lure of her message is actually the mystery 
itself of God-love. At the root, on the subject’s part, is 
the essence of being the Father’s ...children in Jesus, this 
is the most authentic meaning of spiritual childhood.”

The Cathechism of the Catholic Church includes 
the following quote of Therese in the section 
entitled The Church is Holy:

“Love, in fact, is the vocation which includes all 
others. It’s a universe of its own, comprising all time 
and space. It’s eternal.”

The example of Therese is recognised to be 
instrumental within the Catholic Church in 
fulfilling the stated aims of the Second Vatican 
Council, some of which are as follows:

reestablishing the authentic image of God as 
the loving, merciful Abba, Father of Jesus, and 
that no evil is beyond the reach of divine mercy.

affirming that holiness, available to the little 
ones, is not necessarily a matter of great actions 
but of letting the Lord work in us and through us 
in the ordinary experiences of life.

affirming that the image of God as a loving 
Father could be balanced with Isaiah’s image of 
God as a compassionate mother.

According to Thomas Merton, Therese’s Little 
Way is “...an explicit renunciation of all exalted 
and dis-incarnated spiritualities.” In other words, 
her spirituality is effective and relevant in the 
vicissitudes of everyday life.

Br. Joseph F Schmidt comments, ‘To modern 
people, burdened with a sense of homelessness 
in life and suffering a sense of quiet despair, 
Therese would say: “You are looking for love and 
transcendence, for connectedness and companionship, for 
affirmation and a sense of fulfillment. I have discovered 
what you search for; it is God, it is divine love stooping 
down to embrace you. I know a way that will lead you 
out of your darkness and suffering. The way is the path 
of accepting divine love into your life, of willing to be 
available to the beloved God even in your weaknesses 
and despair. It is the way of being aware of your need 
for love, willing to give yourself to God’s loving embrace 
like a child abandons itself with confidence and love into 
the arms of its loving parent, and then freely sharing 
love with others in creative good works of peace and 
justice. It is the willingness to be the person God calls 
you to be.”’
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theRese’s Revelation  
in the haRshly Religious 

context oF heR tiMe

Therese’s era was a time when perfectionism 
was thought to be the ideal of the Christian life. 
Jansenism, a heresy that promoted a false image 
of God as punitive and vindictive. As a child and 
into young adulthood, Therese heard preaching 
purporting to be gospel truth that advocated 
perfectionism as the ideal, fostered human effort 
as the basis of hope, and represented Jesus’ Father 
as a God of vengeance and wrath, of limited 
patience and punitive justice.

Joseph Schmidt comments, “Therese brings 
to the understanding of the Gospel a spirit of 
delight and awe. She sees the Scriptures with the 
audacity and boldness, the freshness and hope, 
the directness and bluntness, the astonishment 
and utter trust of a child who looks for the first 
time at infinite possibilities and promises...when 
the Gospel speaks of our being called to be like 
God and tells us that God is love, Therese accepts 
this as a truth to be lived brashly.”

seeing FatheRheaRt Revelation 
in theRese’s liFe and WRitings

What follows is for the most part taken directly 
from the two books by Joseph F Schimdt. The 
narrative is his and it includes quotations from 
Therese’s writings. I have made a few editorial 
comments which I preface with my initial ‘S.H.’ 
To make for easier and more relevant reading 
I have used familiar phrases and topics within 
Fatherheart Ministries, including both A School 
and B School subjects.

Just one further observation. It seems that 
Therese had few heart-blockages to her experi-

ence of the loving parental affection of God as 
father and mother. I believe this was due to her 
upbringing which was in an extremely loving  
parental home. Tragically, her mother, Zelie died 
when she was a young child, which was a severe 
blow, however this was partially compensated for 
by the loving nurture of an older sister, Pauline, 
and also the tender ‘maternal’ (as well as paternal) 
affection of her father, Louis.

the Revelation oF the loving 
natuRe oF god the FatheR

* ‘In October 1891, through a retreat given by 
a Franciscan, Fr. Alexis Prou, she had a revelation 
of the tender and loving parenthood of God. She 
had always been prone to a certain scrupulous fear 
of offending God- a tendency that had poisoned 
her spiritual life - and was still plagued by the 
thought that no one knows whether they are 
worthy of love or hatred - an idea that had been 
sown in her heart as an eleven-year old. Now 
Therese was suffering from great interior trials of all 
kinds, even to the point of asking myself whether heaven 
really existed.

 
 In the presence of the Franciscan she felt 

her soul expand and she opened her heart. Fr. 
Prou understood her immediately. He assured her 
that, “my faults caused God no pain; ...and that 
God was very much pleased with me.”

 Therese was completely confirmed in what 
she had intuitively known in her heart, that God 
is more tender than a mother.

 “Fr. Prou launched me full sail upon the waves 
of confidence and love which so strongly attracted me, 
but upon which I dared not advance. My nature was 
such that fear made me recoil, with love, not only did I 
advance, I actually flew....For me, prayer is a surge of 
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the heart; it is a simple look turned toward heaven, it is 
a cry of recognition and of love, embracing both trial and 
joy; finally, it is something great, supernatural, which 
expands my soul and unites me to Jesus.”

 Therese was beginning to discover in a 
new way the reason for her very existence. She 
was deepening her sense of identity and self-
worth in the security of her relationship with her 
loving Father.’ 

* ‘That is why Jesus came: to show us a life 
completely filled with God and lived fully in 
God’s love. God is love and God is in love with 
us, Therese was certain. God wants us to live 
heart-to-heart with Him, not as servants who are 
fearful and distant (1 John 4:8; John 15:18). If God 
had simply wanted obedient, fearful servants, it 
would have been enough for God to have sent 
only the writers of the Old Testament.’

* ‘She understood that Divine love was 
primary. God loves us first.’

* ‘For Therese, heaven was the “eternal 
embrace of her heavenly Father.”’

the Revelation oF  
the MotheR heaRt oF god

* ‘Having never had access to the complete 
Bible before (a situation common to most 
Catholics in this era) Therese was overjoyed to 
be able to read passages of the Old Testament that 
she had never known. Several texts, especially 
from Isaiah, now became an important source 
of personal inspiration for Therese, helping her 
understand her Beloved’s way with her. Studying 
these Old Testament texts, Therese gained insight 
into what she called the science of love.’

* ‘She was delighted to read in the Book of 
Proverbs, that God treasured especially the little 
ones, “Whoever is a little one, let him come to 
me.” (Proverbs 9:4)’

* ‘She read in the passages of Isaiah and also 
rejoiced to know that:

As one who a mother comforts, so will I comfort you; 
you shall be carried at the breast, and upon the knees 
they shall caress you. Isaiah 66:12-13

* ‘She exclaimed, “Ah! Never did words more 
tender and more melodious come to give joy to 
my soul.”

 She now knew for certain that it was true; 
God was like a mother, and her own mother’s love 
and her father’s maternal love had been but faint 
images of the divine infinite love…”there is 
nothing to do but to be silent and to weep with 
gratitude and love. O my God, you have surpassed 
all I have hoped for.”’

* ‘She loved to imagine herself in the arms of 
her loving Father, knowing that, as Isaiah wrote, 
God shall feed His flock like a shepherd; He shall gather 
together the lambs with His arm, and shall take them 
up in His bosom. (Isaiah 40:11)

 In the hands of Jesus the Good Shepherd, 
in the arms of the Father welcoming the prodigal 
son, and under the longing gaze of the mother 
sweeping the house looking for the lost coin, 
Therese would fully come to know in her deepest 
self that she had nothing to fear.’ 

* ‘She understood that to receive divine mercy 
was really to participate in the life of the Holy 
Spirit.’
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* ‘Therese understood by revelation the role 
of her weak human response to grace. Therese 
understood grace not as something that God 
gives, but as the divine, loving presence at the 
core of her being. By the end of her life she came 
to the point of abandoning herself completely into 
the arms of God, her loving Father, knowing her 
weakness and placing no emphasis whatsoever in 
her own merits.’

iF you aRe to be coMpetent at 
anything as a chRistian,  

be coMpetent at Receiving!  
- the cRoss as the ocean oF 
love, as the eteRnal attitude 
in the heaRt oF the FatheR.

* ‘Therese was coming to an understanding 
that for her to love Jesus was primarily for her 
to receive Jesus’ love. To love was not a matter 
of her trying to love Jesus or to love others with 
her own love. She knew she could not do that, 
simply because her own love was mostly self-love. 
The ‘charity’ entering her heart at the moment 
of her conversion was divine love coming into 
her in a new way, inviting (and empowering) 
her to love in a new way. She was limited and 
weak but she could receive love. She knew that 
the attitude itself of receptivity and reciprocity 
gave Jesus pleasure. Standing at the foot of the 
cross, Therese was aware of being at the point 
of union of union with God and the world...she 
saw herself at the center of divine love, receiving 
and mediating that love to the world. This self-
understanding was a great grace for Therese, and 
by giving this grace to her, her Beloved had, in 
one bold and stunning stroke, accommodated 
both her gifts and weaknesses.’

[S.H.We see here Therese’s theology of 
the cross, that the cross is the faucet of the 
“ocean of the love of God” to pour out 
into the world. By standing at the foot of 
the cross she can receive that love and be a 
conduit of that love to the world.]

* ‘Having come to clarity about the gospel 
truth that the primary way for the followers 
of Jesus to love God is to allow divine love to 
envelop them…’

Weakness, the poWeR oF 
sonship - the Way oF holy 

childhood - the little boy in 
the knight’s aRMouR.

* ‘Her ‘Little Way’ is the way of holy childhood. 
Commenting on this, Pope John Paul II said, 
“What truth of the Gospel message is really more basic 
and more universal than this: God is our Father and we 
are His children?”’ 

* ‘Therese’s weakness also made her understand 
again that...she could continue to do her simple 
acts, her ‘nothings’, in union with Christ, 
inconspicuously serving others,...in the ongoing 
difficulties of her ordinary life, but now out of a 
deeper awareness of the nature of love. She would 
move more and more deeply into the disposition 
of abandoning herself to the will of her loving 
Father.’

* ‘Her totally new way would mean deepening 
her spirit of self-surrender to God’s will, 
becoming more and more willing to run toward 
her prodigal Father, taking the downward path of 
Zacchaeus, remaining little in her weakness and 
spiritual poverty.’
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* ‘On her ‘little way’, Therese expected God to 
carry her when she was too feeble to walk alone. 
And to be carried in the arms of God meant to 
be free of discouragement or self-condemnation.’

gloRious FReedoM

* ‘Therese now possessed the self-confidence 
that she would need in abundance, especially in 
the face of religious authority, to continue on a 
new path that would increasingly diverge from 
the contemporary path of holiness.’

* ‘Learning from Jesus and Paul:

“Jesus was uniquely free and creative in his daily life. 
By Jesus’ words and actions which flowed from his free 
and creative compassion, he became dangerous to both 
the Jewish religious establishment and the Roman social 
structure.”

“For St.Paul, inner freedom expressed in creativity 
and compassion was the essential defining characteristic 
of the Christian’s life in Christ. ‘For freedom, Christ 
has set us free.’ Galatians 5:1”’

“FatheR is loving Me  
Right noW!”

* ‘To enter the Divine Love, she was ready 
to receive that love in surrender and gratitude in 
the simple experiences of her life. Therese was 
certain that this would happen because of her 
loving Father’s great condescension.’ 

the cloud oF love -  
1 coRinthians 13

* ‘[For Therese] love was the most excellent 
way and the smallest act done under the impulse 
of pure love was of more value than all other acts. 

Therese wanted to share in that pure love. In that 
way she would participate in all the vocations of 
all the members of Christ’s body. As her vocation 
in the mystical body she would choose to be at 
the fountain of love, at the heart itself. In that 
flash of grace she delighted.’

the MinistRy oF love  
is autoMatic

*  ‘Song of Songs 1:4, “Draw me, we will run 
after you.” Noticing that the verse says ‘Draw me’ 
but then expands to say ‘we’, she understood that 
when a soul allows itself to be captivated by the 
love of God, the soul cannot run alone; all those 
whom it loves are swept along with it. A soul that is set 
on fire with love cannot remain inactive.’

a FeMinine  
spiRituality

* ‘From Therese shone forth with particular 
clarity the feminine dimensions of God’s 
perfections, especially God’s mercy and 
forgiveness.’

* ‘From St. John Damascene’s more humanly 
effortful, even ‘stereotypically masculine’ image 
of  “lifting up or raising up of the hand and 
heart to God”, Therese has moved to the more 
willing and cooperative attitude, even ‘feminine 
stereotypical’ stance of allowing the heart, having 
been empowered by the action of the Holy Spirit, 
now to surge with the inner energy of the divine 
impulse.’

aWaReness oF  
institutional Misogyny 

[S.H. I have quoted this to show that in her 
heart she knew (despite the culture of men-
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only priesthood) that ministry was for all.]

* ‘Therese had a continuing desire to become 
a priest.

“I truly believe that those who have so lovingly 
desired the priesthood and have not attained to it in this 
world will enjoy all its privileges in the next.”

opening the heaRt  
to love

* ‘In her self-awareness, she came to learn 
universal truths about love; how love originates, 
how it is nourished or blocked, and how it grows. 
Her life became a microcosm of love, her teaching 
a school of love. Therese wrote, “Jesus deigned to 
show me the road that leads to this divine furnace of 
God’s love and this road is the surrender of the little chid 
who sleeps without fear in its Father’s arms.”’

Weakness and the  
childlike heaRt

* ‘Therese had glimpsed an important secret 
of God’s love, a secret that often eluded the wise 
and learned who could and did climb a certain 
number of steps on that ‘rough stairway of 
perfection’. It was the secret revealed to the little 
children who were too small to do any climbing 
at all. Therese’s secret was in knowing that “the 
nature of love is to humble oneself,” and that it is the 
nature of divine love to stoop down and lift her 
up and transform her.’

* “Perfection seems simple to me. I see it as sufficient 
to recognise one’s nothingness and to abandon oneself 
as a child into God’s arms. I rejoice at being little since 
children alone and those who resemble them will be 
admitted to the heavenly banquet.”

the tWo tRees

FReedoM FRoM the knoWledge 
oF good and evil. FReedoM 

FRoM the judgeMent oF heRselF 
and otheRs.

* ‘Her ‘spirituality of imperfection’ is summed 
up in her statement, “I am simply resigned to see 
myself always imperfect and in this I find my joy.”’

* ‘By accepting her faults, Therese received the 
grace that took her, like Mary Magdalene, into 
the arms of her Beloved.

“The remembrance of my faults humbles me, 
draws me never to depend on my strength which 
is only weakness, but this remembrance speaks to 
me of mercy and love even more.”’

* ‘She had become distrustful of the very 
notion of ‘striving’ in the spiritual life. She called 
the quest for being perfect ‘the rough stairway of 
perfection - the rough stairway of fear!”’

* ‘To attempt to combat evil by wilfulness, 
Therese now suspected, was to destroy evil with 
evil, fire with fire, malice with malice, making the 
last state of self-righteousness or discouragement 
sometimes worse than the first (see Mark 3:23; 
Matthew 12:43-45)’

* ‘“Merit does not consist in doing or in giving 
much, but rather in receiving, in loving much.”’

the tRee oF liFe as the 
antithesis oF legalisM.  
“it’s all about love!”  

(the pRostitute Who Washed 
the Feet oF jesus)



#9

* ‘Talking about saints who had had a past life 
of sin, Therese wrote:

“Those souls to whom “many sins were 
forgiven because they loved much,” I love them 
too; I love their repentance, and especially...their 
loving audacity!” When I see Magdalene walking 
up before the many guests washing with her 
tears the feet of her adored Master, whom she is 
touching for the first time, I feel that her heart 
has understood the abysses of love and mercy in 
the Heart of Jesus, and, sinner though she is, this 
Heart of Love was not only disposed to pardon 
her but to lavish on her the blessings of his divine 
intimacy, to lift her to the highest summits of 
contemplation.”’

* ‘Therese adored Mary Magdalene’s audacity 
and familiarity toward Jesus. Mary Magdalene 
was confident that her faults were consumed 
in the devouring fire of Jesus’ love and Therese 
expressed her own similar audacity and confident 
love.’

* ‘Self-hate or any self-violence as an expression 
of repentance and guilt was not Therese’s way. 
Rather, her way was to throw herself into the 
arms of her loving Father, acknowledging her 
weaknesses.’

* ‘She never kept a ledger of deeds, good or 
bad. Therese was in love, and a person in love 
does not keep account of such things. “There is a 
science God doesn’t know,” she said, “...arithmetic!”’

* ‘She took everything as coming from 
God;…to abandon yourself to God and to think 
of yourself as little as possible, not even to seek 
keeping an account of whether you make spiritual 
progress or not.’

* ‘Growing in confidence in her understanding 
of authentic sanctity and resisting the mistakes 
issuing from Jansenism, perfectionism, and 
Pelagianism, Therese had begun teaching the 
younger sisters under her care that what was 
required for holiness was not more self-concern 
about their spiritual progress, nor even interest 
in keeping records of their defects and virtues, 
and certainly not any wilful effort or violent, self-
punitive reparation for their faults and sins. She 
shared with them, rather, her own desire for ever 
closer union with God.’

* ‘Her own intuitive image of God stooping 
down and embracing her in a union of love was 
confirmed by God’s word.’

* ‘The ‘little way’ is not a way of achieving 
holiness with spiritual accomplishment but a 
way of being taken into the heart of holiness, the 
Heart of Love. It is not a way of grasping God but 
a way of allowing God to grasp us in our trust and 
willing receptivity, in our emptiness and spiritual 
poverty. It is not a way of acquiring and holding 
on to merits and accomplishments, but a way of 
giving up all concern about such things. It is not a 
technique to reach God, since God does not need 
to be reached. God is already embracing us for 
it is in God that we live and move and have our 
being (Acts 17:28).’

the thiRd laW -  
“i Will cause theM to do it!”  
the baptisM oF the spiRit oF 
love as the catalystic poWeR 

FoR holiness.

* ‘In her growing maturity, she surrendered 
into the reality of who she was with her gifts and 
weaknesses, allowing God’s mercy and love to 
correct any faults that would be corrected and 
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to prompt any spiritual progress that would be 
made.’

* ‘As she continually welcomed God’s Spirit 
of Love into her heart, she did not thus need 
to ‘generate’ love within herself to give to God 
and others. She needed, rather, to unblock the 
movement of the Holy Spirit within her. The 
Spirit of divine love, available through her willing 
self-surrender, would become, as Jesus had said, a 
fountain of living water surging up and abiding in 
her as her love for God, her love for herself, and 
her love flowing to others.’

oveRcoMing the WoRld - the 
battle FoR the eMotions

[S.H. Throughout her life, as an overly 
sensitive person, Therese struggled greatly 
with the rollercoaster turmoil of her 
emotions. This was the dominant area of 
her soul-life. At the age of 14 she had an 
experience of the ‘saving of her soul’ in this 
area.] 

* ‘This ‘complete conversion’ was to free her 
from the darkness and swamp of melancholy and 
depression, for she was helpless in the clutch of 
her excessive feelings. She recalled with joy and 
amazement, “The work I had been unable to do in ten 
years was done by Jesus.”’

* ‘For her, “the experience of the Spirit” would 
also include an occasion when we were able to 
remain tranquil and not retaliate in the face of an 
unjust accusation; a meaningless event borne in 
patience and suddenly yielding meaning.’

tRue chRistian chaRacteR

* ‘When pressed to say something religiously 

pious and edifying to a visitor, Therese replied,“I 
love only simplicity. I have a horror for pretence.” 

* ‘Instead of the appearance of holiness, 
Therese preferred honesty and truth. She said, 
“What is truth? To see things as they really are.”’

* “Sanctity (holiness) consists in a disposition of the 
heart which makes us humble and little in the arms of 
God, conscious of our own weakness, and confident to 
the point of audacity in the goodness of our Father.”

loving otheRs

* ‘In community, Therese learned that 
loving herself, loving others and loving God 
were really one act of love; the Holy Spirit’s of 
God’s love acting in her...She learned that love 
radiated from the uniqueness of the loving person 
and was founded on the person’s spiritual and 
psychological maturity as well as the person’s 
natural gifts and weaknesses...the ways of love 
are always creative and emerge spontaneously 
from the true self living in Christ.In community 
she learned through great trials to see her own 
distinct feelings, and to grow in love and refrain 
from judging others.’

* ‘During the nine years of convent life, 
Therese discovered particularly what love 
is not and how subtle forms of hostility can 
overwhelm the human heart. She discovered how 
hurt, resentment and antagonistic feelings can 
contaminate love in human relationships.’ 

loving ouR eneMies

* ‘She reflected, “We don’t have any enemies in 
the community of Carmel...but there are feelings!”

 The feelings of hostility were spontaneous 
and often only momentary. They were among 
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the natural feelings that if freely prolonged and 
cultivated, however, could drip poison into a loving 
heart. Therese noted, “Ah! What peace floods the 
soul when she rises above natural feelings.”

 By remarking that, “We don’t have any 
enemies, but there are feelings,” Therese was also 
pointing to the fact that natural feelings do not 
only identify ‘the enemy’ but they also actually 
invent ‘the enemy.’ She began to understand that 
‘the enemy’ was the label placed on any person 
who aroused the natural feelings of repugnance, 
hostility or threat - or any such feelings of being 
a victim.

 The one labelled ‘the enemy’ was simply 
the one who did not fulfill preferences and 
expectations and who aroused opposition. The 
label had nothing to do with whether the person 
was lovable, good or effective. One person’s 
adversary could be another person’s best friend.

 Feelings of love, even feelings of liking, 
were not necessary to walk the path of authentic 
love. What was necessary was to let go of thoughts 
and feelings of natural antipathy. This could only 
be done by finding refuge in a deeper relationship 
with God.’

the doWnWaRd MoveMent oF 
love - theRese’s ‘little Way’ 

* ‘With her life slipping away, Therese saw 
her path as the spirituality of Zacchaeus and of 
the publican/tax collector (Luke 18:9-14) of the 
gospel parable. It was a spirituality, not of doing 
great things, acquiring merit and being perfect; 
rather, like the way of Zacchaeus, the ‘little way’ 
was the way of descending, of responding to Jesus 
call (to Zacchaeus) to “Come down!” (Luke 19:5), 
of being with Jesus and then letting Jesus’ love 
transform her as He wished. Like the publican, as 
a sinner eating at the table of sinners, she would 
go to her loving Father by way of His mercy. 

“Our sins serve to glorify the mercy of God,” she 
boldly confided to another sister.’
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APPENDICES

I have included some Appendices which 
are very interesting. They are sizeable 
portions taken directly from the books but 
they deal with topics which can be in our 
minds, and raised in ‘Question and Answer’ 
sessions at schools/INS.

Appendix 1.

Her interpretation of “Be perfect, just as 
your heavenly Father is perfect.”

‘Therese was aware that Jesus’ words recorded 
in the Gospel to ‘be perfect, just as your heavenly 
Father is perfect’ were sometimes used to prove 
that the call to Gospel holiness was indeed a 
call to flawless moral perfection and that wilful 
striving to be perfect was the means to sanctity 
(Matthew 5:48).
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Therese had no scriptural resources or 
authorities to validate her insights, but as she 
read more and more of the Gospel and as she 
contemplated Jesus’ life, she became certain that 
Jesus was not teaching perfectionism but was 
proclaiming a new kind of holiness. 

Even within the immediate context of Jesus’ 
words to “be perfect, just as your heavenly Father 
is perfect,” she noticed that Jesus was primarily 
speaking about a “new commandment”. In the fifth 
chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus had been 
repeating the theme of former religious teachings: 
“You have heard that it was said...But I say to 
you…”; “It was also said...But I say to you…”; You 
have heard that it was said to your ancestors...But 
I say to you…” (Matthew 5:27-28, 31-32,33-34)

Having set up this contrast between the old 
and the new commandments, Jesus reached the 
climax of his teaching with the final and most 
important commandment of all: “You have heard 
that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour 
and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your 
enemies, and pray for those who persecute you...
So be perfect, just as your heavenly Father is 
perfect.” (Matthew 5:43-44, 48)

Jesus’ new commands fulfilled the law by 
refining and superseding the teachings of the past. 
Therese recognised that the directive to “love 
your enemies” was the most important part of 
these new teachings precisely because it revealed 
the essence of God’s perfection, which consisted 
in God’s universal mercy: 

“For if you love those who love you, what 
recompense will you have? Do not the tax collectors do 
the same? And if you greet your brother only, what is 
unusual about that? Do not the pagans do the same?”  
Matthew 5:46-47

God is perfect, Therese realised, in extending 
all-inclusive love so that, “He makes His sun rise on 
the bad and the good, and causes rain to fall on the just 
and the unjust.” (Matthew 5:45)

Therese understood that Godlike perfection 
consisted in loving even ‘the unjust’ and ‘the bad,’ 
even those who were enemies, who rejected love. 
God’s love was freely given to all, even God’s 
enemies, and did not insist on any kind of wilful 
striving or on any prior condition of perfection.

Jesus’ command that His disciples be perfect 
as “your heavenly Father is perfect” was not, 
therefore, a command for moral perfectionism 
wilfully achieved. Rather, it had to do with the 
inclusivity of authentic love.

Therese noticed also that the parallel text 
to that of Matthew’s “Be perfect, just as your 
heavenly Father is perfect” was the verse in Luke 
that enjoined compassion, not perfection. Luke 
stated Jesus’ new teaching this way: “Be merciful, 
just as your Father is merciful.” (Luke 6:36) In 
Luke’s text, Therese believed Jesus was stating 
clearly that God’s perfection consisted in love and 
compassion.’

Appendix 2.

Dealing with Old Testament ‘problem 
passages’, also ‘Love is the judgement’.

S.H.: In the following passages Therese is 
shown bringing out a very important point 
about how God is seen in the Old Testament 
compared to the New Testament. You will 
see that she brings out a crucial principle of 
how to compare the biblical texts.
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‘Therese was now more convinced than ever 
that the Jansenistic images of God in some spiritual 
books, often taken from the Old Testament and 
portraying God as vengeful and supporting 
violence, were corrected by images of God as a 
loving parent. Was it possible that some images of 
God were more accurate than others, even if both 
were in the Scriptures? Although images of God 
such as warrior, judge, or eternal rock of shelter 
were in the Scriptures, and although each image 
might contain an element of truth, did one image 
portray God more fully than another?

Therese knew that no one image of God 
would adequately reveal the reality of the 
mystery of God. The incomprehensibility of the 
nature of God was the reason why the Scriptures 
presented so many images of God. But she was 
also convinced that, yes, the image of God as a 
loving parent was more truly accurate than any 
other image.

 
Not only had the image of God as a loving 

parent arisen from her own experience and 
from her reading of the New Testament, but it 
had now been confirmed by the Old Testament 
passages she had recently discovered. Even more 
important, Jesus himself had addressed God 
tenderly as “Abba,” as loving Father, as “Daddy.”

Also contemplating Jesus’ life and teaching in 
her prayerful study of the Gospels, Therese saw 
that all the various images of God in the Old 
Testament had to be balanced by the reality of 
Jesus, and Jesus himself is not a humanly invented 
image of God but God-made-man. The passages 
from Isaiah, Proverbs, and Wisdom portrayed 
God as a loving parent and Jesus himself had acted 
like a loving parent.

The Father of Jesus and Jesus himself were 

in love with the world and could not be on the 
side of wrath and vengeance ( John 3:16). The 
spiritual writers who stressed the false notion 
of Jansenism might be able to quote the Old 
Testament to try to  prove that God was wrathful 
and full of vengeance, but they were wrong in not 
understanding that Jesus’ life placed everything in 
the Bible in a new perspective.’

That is why Jesus came: to show us a life 
completely filled with God and lived fully in 
God’s love. God is love and God is in love with 
us, Therese was certain. God wants us to live 
heart-to-heart with Him, not as servants who are 
fearful and distant (1 John 4:8; John 15:18).

If God had simply wanted obedient, 
fearful servants, it would have been enough 
for God to have sent only the writers of the 
Old Testament.

S.H. The above statement is a brilliant 
observation. In this one statement she has 
summed up the fact that the New Covenant 
is a covenant of love and sonship. 

‘Therese taught the sisters that God was not 
on the side of violence - not the so-called ‘good’ 
violence connected with combating evil in oneself 
or others, and not even in the ‘sacred’ violence 
associated with worship and reparation.

However, this was new teaching for the sisters 
and one young sister challenged Therese. The 
sister pointed to a psalm that in the common 
translation said that divine justice “extended 
over the whole earth.” The sister understood 
God’s ‘ justice’ to mean ‘God’s vengeance’. And 
by “extended over the whole earth,” she believed 
the psalmist meant that God’s wrathful violence 
would be meted out everywhere for every wrong.
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Therese did not deny that such a passage was 
in the Psalms. She also knew that spiritual books 
would not have helped the sister correct her 
image of God. Nor on this occasion did she fully 
explain her own vision that even God’s justice 
“seems to me clothed in love. However, she did 
know that further reading in the Scriptures, 
especially in the Gospels, would give a more 
accurate understanding of the Father of Jesus. For 
now, however, Therese simply paged to another 
psalm that said that, “God’s mercy reaches to 
the heavens.” (Psalm 36:6). This meant, Therese 
told the sister, that God’s mercy and love 
surpassed justice.

An important principle of biblical 
interpretation

By turning to another psalm, Therese, in effect, 
guided the sister into an important principle of 
biblical interpretation that Therese herself used to 
great profit. Therese invited the sister to consider 
the principle that Scripture passages shed light on 
one another, and that a broader scriptural context 
would help the sister know that no one human 
image of the infinite mystery of God could 
possibly be completely true. Jesus would confirm 
that the image of God not as vindictive judge but 
as loving parent is the most nearly accurate one.1

Therese further said, “All of God’s perfections 
appear resplendent with love; even his justice (and 
perhaps this even more so than the others) seems to me 
clothed in love.”

1.    I would assert here that ‘God as father’ is not merely 
a human image for Him. He is father in His essential 
nature. SH

Appendix 3. 

Therese’s reclaiming of language which 
has been misused by religion.

Therese redeemed the use of pious, 
religious language. She did not reject or 
abandon using it but rather give it a different 
meaning. She still used words )which were 
used so much in a ascetic religious way) 
such as ‘oblation,’ ‘consume’, ‘martyr’, 
‘holocaust’, and ‘victim’.

Therese, however, would deliberately subvert 
and transform the meaning of these words from 
images of violence into images of love and 
devotion. She would offer herself to God as a 
‘victim’, not to be victimised by God’s alleged rage, 
but to be completely available to God’s love. She 
would be a ‘martyr’, not to be destroyed in God’s 
supposed wrath, but to surrender in gratitude to 
the embrace of God’s loving union. She would be 
a ‘holocaust’, not to be annihilated by the fire of 
sacrificial violence, but to be ‘consumed’ by being 
enveloped in God’s purifying and transforming 
love. She would be an ‘oblation’ to be poured 
out into the ocean of God’s mercy. “I ask God 
to consume me incessantly, allowing the waves of 
infinite tenderness shut up within God to overflow into  
my soul.”

Stephen Hill, Taupo, August 2014


