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Celebrating Christian Marriage: Scenes from Three Marriages

LOUIS AND MARIE-AZELIE MARTIN

Louis Martin (1823 – 1894) grew up a devout Catholic in France. He believed that he had a

vocation to be a monk, but was rejected by the local Augustinian Monastery because he 

did not know Latin. Louis decided to be a watchmaker and jeweler. In 1858, Louis met 

and fell in love with Marie-Azelie (Zelie) Guerin (1831 – 1877) and they were married after 

three months. Deeply in love, but also deeply pious, Louis and Zelie had decided to live as 

brother and sister in perpetual continence. But a wise confessor discouraged them in this. 

They changed their lifestyle, and eventually had nine children. Of these nine, in the un-

fortunate but all too common experience for couples at that time, they lost three infants, 

and a five year old daughter, Helene. All five of their surviving daughters became nuns.

Zelie was a talented lacemaker, setting up her own business at the age of 22. She was 

so successful that Louis sold his business and worked in partnership with her. Louis was 

something of a dreamer and a brooder, loving nature, flowers and meadows. He was a 

private man, creating a little den for himself in the attic of their home, a monastic cell 

for praying, reading and meditation. His daughters could only enter for serious spiritual 

conversation.

Louis was the dreamer, Zelie was the practical business woman. She established a suc-

cessful mail order business for her laces. In the evening, she would be the one who read 

the business section of the newspaper to keep up with the trends. It was her efforts that 

made it possible for Louis to spend his time in prayer, and to go on pilgrimages to Char-

tres, Lourdes, Germany and Constantinople. Zelie died of breast cancer at the age of 45. 

After her death, Louis sold her lacemaking business and moved to Lisieux where Zelie’s 

brother Isidore Guerin lived with his wife and two daughters.

In 1889 Louis suffered two strokes and spent three years hospitalized in an asylum. When 

he returned home, he was cared for by his daughter’s Celine and Leonie until his death 

in 1894. 
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Louis and Zelie Martin are most famously known as the parents of Saint Therese of Li-

sieux. Therese and her sisters learned from them their deep love for Jesus Christ and the 

Church that led them into their religious vocations.

In 1994 Pope John Paul II recognized Louis and Zelie for their holy lives declaring them 

“venerable”, the first step towards the declaration of sainthood. On October 2008 Jose 

Cardinal Saraivz Martins, legate of Pope Benedict XVI, presided at the Mass of Beatifica-

tion in the Basilique de Sainte-Therese, Lisieux. Blessed Zelie and Louis Martin now need 

but a miracle solely attributed to their sole and joint intercession deemed credible at the 

Congregation for Causes of Saints to be declared saints of God.

JOHN AND LAVINIA

John entered the United States from Canada in 1928. When the depression hit in 1929, he 

was fortunate enough to have a job with the local utility company, climbing poles and fix-

ing the time clocks on the streetlights. He met Lavinia at the gatherings of the immigrants 

from Canada, and they were married in 1934.

While they had a Scottish background, both families were Catholic. From the first night of

their marriage John and Lavinia prayed the rosary together. In John’s family as he grew 

up, his mother led the family in prayer. Lavinia made it clear that John was to lead the 

prayer for their family. The family rosary was to be a permanent practice for their family 

as they gathered each evening after dinner. As the family grew, John would always pray 

the first decade, then Lavinia the second, and as the children grew each would take a de-

cade. They ended family prayer with the Litany of Loreto led by the oldest daughter, and 

the Litany of St. Joseph, led by the oldest son.

John worked for the street utility for over 40 years, climbing poles in rain and shine. He 

survived a fall from the top of a pole, and a bout with scarlet fever along the way. During 

World War II he took an extra night job providing security at the docks for shipping. He 

arrived home in the morning, to get out to work his day job.

John was always proud that Lavinia did not have to go out to work. They had nine chil-

dren, one dying at birth, who became the saint the rest of the family prayed to for in-
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tercession. About 1940 Lavinia began to suffer the effects of rheumatoid arthritis which 

would twist her fingers and stiffen her joints for the rest of her life. While frustrated with 

her limited movement, Lavinia did not complain about her pain. She radiated hospitality 

for those who came to visit and explore New York City, and always welcomed her chil-

dren’s friends into her home.

John was active in the parish, working in the credit union and the St. Vincent de Paul So-

ciety. The family always attended Sunday Mass and had a formal dinner at about noon. On 

weeknights, dinner was always at 6:00pm. Most nights the family ate silently, but there 

were always opportunities for conversation and storytelling. John would share stories 

from his childhood, and stories he had read from the Catholic Digest. 

All the children attended Catholic school, and took an active part in school activities. 

There were two vocations to religious life, as two of the girls entered the Little Sisters of 

the Poor, where they continue to serve until this day.

After his retirement, John continued to live a faithful life. He was not enamored with the

changes that came after the Second Vatican Council, perhaps feeling that something 

important from his childhood was being taken away. While strongly opinionated, he was 

open to discussion. He died on Christmas Eve at the age of 74, weary from his labors. 

John died ready to celebrate his new birth in Jesus Christ in his true home.

Lavinia lived another 10 years or so, taking every opportunity to gather her family and 

welcome in the new grandchildren who arrived on a regular basis. The last five years of 

her life she spent in a home of the Little Sisters. She said that they were the happiest 

years of her life as she could take her walker down the hall every day to attend daily Mass 

and participate in all the other religious events in the home.

CHRIS AND ELAINE

Chris and Elaine met when her parents moved to Illinois to take a new job. Elaine had con-

tinued to live in California where she worked and went to college. Elaine worked in a day-

care respite care facility run by the Catholic Church. They took care of children who were 
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severely developmentally disabled so that their primary care givers could have some free 

time for themselves.

When Chris had to go to California on business, he gave Elaine a call to see if they could 

meet for lunch. She said that would be fine, except that was also the day she would be 

visiting one of the children she had cared for who was now in a county facility. Chris said 

he would be fine to go along.

Chris later shared how moved he was by the experience of Elaine interacting with the 

child she was visiting. When they arrived in the room where the child lived, Elaine played 

some of his favorite music on a cassette tape recorder, removed him from his necessary 

restraints, held him in gently her arms and sang to him. After the visit Chris shared with 

Elaine that he had never witnessed God’s love so alive in the world then that experience 

of her visit with that young boy. Chris also realized that this was the quality of love he was 

looking for in his own life.

Chris and Elaine have now been married for over 20 years. Chris has had a variety of jobs. 

One year he built a 60 by 30 foot lodge for a friend single handed, learning the carpentry 

skills along the way. He was a religious educator for two parishes. He worked as devel-

opmental director for a legal services agency. Finally, Chris created a web business from 

scratch and he and Elaine bought a local store in the same business. They have been dil-

igently building the business together for the last few years.

Chris and Elaine have six children, the oldest who is now married and in his mid 20’s, the

youngest who is eleven. They have made the sacrifice to send their children to Catholic

schools, where they are active participants in school activities. The oldest son spent two

years after graduating from high school on the Catholic evangelization effort, The Na-

tional Evangelization Team, traveling the United States and Australia giving retreats and 

Christian witness to young people.

All of their children so far have been active in the retreat and formation programs at their 

local Catholic high school. The family regularly attends Sunday Mass, they are active in 

their parish and school, and they tithe for the needs of their parish.
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What makes their family work most of all is their commitment to family dinner in the eve-

ning, no matter what how late the hour. Before dinner everyone is given the opportunity 

to pray for the intentions of someone that they know is in need. At their table, everyone 

has a voice, and a chance to share. At any time a song can break out, or dialogue from 

a show they are participating in or from a favorite movie. One evening during dinner the 

oldest daughter got a call from a friend. She asked the friend if she could call her back 

later as she wanted to continue the conversation that was going on at the dinner table 

with her brothers and sisters. Not too long ago after dinner the children cleared the din-

ing room floor and the family did swing dancing until late in the evening.

Chris and Elaine ‘s story continues. It is a marriage based on Christian principles of loving 

and sharing with one another. Each day they make a new commitment to God, each other 

and their children to be open to the graces of this life he has called them to.

THREE GENERATIONS OF MARRIAGE

While the couples in these stories are separated by time, we can recognize some similar-

ities in their marriages.

GOD IS THE PRIORITY

Before they entered marriage, each of the couples had a strong personal relationship with

God. They practiced lives of personal prayer and service to God. This was the foundation 

by which they were able to respect and help one another continue in that relationship. 

This respect is acted out in their lives of faithfulness to one another which is founded in 

the conviction of God’s steadfast love for them as persons and as a couple.

A SACRAMENTAL RELATIONSHIP

This is a great mystery, but I speak in reference to Christ and the church. (Ephesians 5:32)
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The Greek word mysterion is translated into the Latin as sacramentum. Marriage is a sac-

rament in which the man and woman are the principle celebrants. The priest or deacon is 

the witness to the promises husband and wife make to one another.

The promises made are but the beginning of the journey together. As the couple grows in

relationship with one another and with all other who enter into their lives, they in ways 

known only to God, bear witness to what it means for the Church to live in relationship 

with Christ. In their mutual love, the grace of God becomes active and real in the world. 

Everyone who sees them, hears them, witnesses their acts of service, are experiencing in 

a real but hidden ways the love of Christ in the world, and the promise of its fulfillment in 

heaven.

MUTUAL RESPECT
Each couple in their own way recognized theirs as a mutually subordinate relationship. 

(Ephesians 5:21). In Christ, they recognized that they could not exist as a couple unless 

they were supportive of one another in all their endeavors. Each was and is called to help 

the other in whatever way they can to become the best version of themselves.

OPEN TO NEW LIFE

The couples were open to new life. This was expressed in the children who share their life,

but it is also expressed in their service to others in the parishes, in their neighborhood, 

and in the community. It is also in their willingness to help their children fulfill the dreams 

that God has for them. Louis Martin supported Therese’s entrance into the Carmelite 

community when she was 14 years of age. John and Lavinia supported their oldest daugh-

ter’s entrance into the Little Sisters of the Poor three days after her graduation from high 

school. Chris and Elaine are learning how to support their children so they may follow the 

dreams God has for them.

MARRIAGE PREPARATION

Each couple enters into marriage filled with hope. But it is also a scary time to speak of 

the values of Christian marriage with so much of the culture speaking of marriage with 

disrespect. But faithful Christian marriages have existed across the centuries, and their 

principles are life-giving. We will continue to explore these life-giving ways as this link 

develops.


