The Heart of Vocation

Recently we had a telephone call from a young man who demonstrated a deep spiritual life and wisdom given to him by God. For the purpose of anonymity we shall call the young men Andrew.  

Shortly after graduating from high school, Andrew entered a Benedictine monastery and remained there for about two years, finally taking a leave of absence. During his leave he met a young woman whom we shall call Catherine; they fell in love and shortly after married. Like Andrew, before her marriage Catherine had tried her life as a Benedictine nun of Perpetual Adoration, but God had other plans for her. Andrew and Catherine had a very happy and productive marriage, but tragedy intervened.  This past August 6th Catherine died from cancer at the age of 24. During the recent phone conversation, Andrew accepted our condolences but explained that they had had a beautiful marriage, one that was centered in the Lord, and they realized the true meaning and call, in fact the primary vocation, of every Christian is the call to holiness. Marriage is a sacrament given to a couple so that they may grow in their own purification and together, through the grace of marriage, grow in holiness. Andrew said, “Catherine and I felt that in our short years together Catherine had fulfilled the true meaning of marriage and had come to the end of its purpose for her in bringing her to the holiness of God in death. I miss her very much, and some days I am very lonely, but I know that God has a purpose for me and that I must go forward without Catherine with whatever the Lord wishes.” 

Andrew isn't sure at all what the future has in store for him or what God's divine Providence will set before him.  “Perhaps I may remarry,” he said, “or return to the monastery, or pursue the priesthood, or spend the rest of my life as a widower. All I know is that I am at peace because I wish to do God's will alone.” 

The story of Andrew and Catherine is very similar to the story of a couple who will be beatified this coming October 19, Mission Sunday.  Louis Martin felt God had called him to be a Trappist monk but found out that that was not his calling.  Similarly Zelie-Marie Guerin thought that she was called to be a contemplative nun like her sister, but poor health prevented her from entering the convent. By divine Providence the couple met one day while crossing a bridge; their relationship developed, and finally they were married. Their intention was initially to live their marriage as some of the early Christians did, in continence as brother and sister. After almost a year of marriage a wise priest told them that God had intended that married couples should mutually love one another and increase and multiply. Louis and Zelie had nine children born to them, seven girls, two of whom died shortly after birth, and two sons, who also died in infancy. When the youngest child, born Marie Francoise Therese, was only 4½ years old, her mother died of breast cancer. All five daughters were raised by their father Louis, who moved the family shortly after his wife's death to Lisieux. The youngest child, of course, is now one of the most popular saints in the Church and is commonly called the Little Flower. St. Therese is also the third woman doctor of the Church. It was the second eldest daughter, Pauline, who first entered the cloistered Carmelite monastery in their town, becoming Sister Agnes of Jesus and later Mother Agnes of Jesus.  Marie, the eldest, followed Pauline, becoming Sister Marie of the Eucharist. The third daughter, Leonie, tried several times to enter the Poor Clare monastery and the Visitation monastery but always left because of emotional problems.  Her sister Therese said shortly before her death that Leonie would become a nun and would persist in that vocation until death. Her prediction came true. Leonie entered the Visitation monastery, taking the name Francoise Therese. The church is now also examining her as a possible candidate for sainthood. Celine, who was next to the youngest, took care of their father Louis after Therese entered Carmel, and her remarkable care was highly praised by her sister Therese, especially when Louis came down with dementia. Only six weeks after the death of Louis, Celine entered Carmel, receiving the name Sister Genevieve of the Holy Face and remaining there until her death in 1959.

The Church in raising Louis and Zelie Martin to the altar of God is showing us the beautiful dignity of married life and family life. Marriage is that God-given institution to one man and one woman to live together for the building up of the kingdom of God. We are all aware that this sacred sacrament is under attack by the secular world; indeed family life itself has suffered greatly in recent years.  We all need the wonderful example of men and women who demonstrate by their lives and who come to realize, as Andrew and Catherine did, that our primary vocation is a call to holiness. Whether we are married or single, consecrated religious or ordained, or living as a widow or widower, we are all called to be holy. Let us ask the intercession of Louis and Zelie Martin that marriage and family life may be restored to their proper dignity and that all of us may persevere in our own particular vocation to the one common vocation of holiness.

