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Dear Friends in Christ, 
 
We’re not even a week into September, and so 
many of you have already contacted us asking for 
additional copies of our articles on Mother 
Teresa. Clearly, we all can see the blessing that 
she was—and continues to be—for the whole 
Church! 
 
This is why we have decided to offer these 
articles in the form of a special digital pamphlet 
for you, our readers. Feel free to view, download 
and share this pamphlet with your friends, family, 
and fellow parishioners.  
 
May the Lord bless the whole Church this month 
as we celebrate St. Teresa of Calcutta’s life! 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jeff Smith 
President 
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“Spread Love Everywhere”
“If you can’t feed a hundred people, 
then feed just one.” She’ll remind 
you that the mission field is vast, 
because there is more than mate-
rial poverty: “The hunger for love is 
much more difficult to remove than 
the hunger for bread.”

St. Mother Teresa. As you know, 
Pope Francis will declare Mother 
Teresa a saint on September 4. So 
it’s no surprise that we have dedi-
cated this month’s issue to her. This 
tiny, creative, persistent, and prayer-
ful woman will always be a hero to 
me. Like so many others, I felt a con-
nection to her, even though I never 
met her. It was her witness that 
moved me to start taking my chil-
dren to serve at one of her shelters in 
Washington, DC. There, we would 
pray with the residents, serve lunch, 
and wash the dishes. 

I also connected with her devo-
tion to prayer. It seemed that when 
she wasn’t working, she was praying: 
morning prayer and Mass early in the 
morning, noontime prayer at lunch, 
and adoration and evening prayer 
after dinner—followed by time spent 
with her sisters. Mother Teresa often 
spoke about being very tired, but in 
the next breath, she would say that 
her times of prayer, whether alone or 
with other people, rejuvenated her 
and inspired her to do more. 

Years ago, a young 
priest who was a 
friend of mine had 

the opportunity to meet 
Mother Teresa. On the 
day for his appointment 

with her, he went to the convent and 
was brought into a separate room 
to wait for Mother to come in. A 
whole hour later, she came into the 
room and warmly greeted him—then 
she got right down to business. She 
asked him to come and serve God’s 
holy poor in Calcutta. He told her 
that he couldn’t because of his par-
ish responsibilities. So she suggested 
that he take a sabbatical so that he 
could come for a year. When he 
said he could not, she blessed him, 
wished him well, and went back to 
work. And that was that.

This story illustrates just how sin-
gle-minded Mother Teresa was: God 
had called her to love and care for the 
poor, and that calling took top prior-
ity in her mind. She never stopped 
inviting people to stretch themselves 
so that they could do extraordinary 
things for God. It didn’t matter if 
they were rich or poor, powerful or 
everyday—she wasn’t afraid to ask. 

You and I will never receive a per-
sonal invitation from Mother Teresa 
to come to Calcutta. But if you lis-
ten with your heart, you’ll hear her 
repeating something she liked to say: 
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The Spirit of Catholic Living

Finally, I connected with Mother 
Teresa’s persistent call to love peo-
ple, wherever they are, whoever they 
are, and whenever we can. This call 
to love has led me to try to be uplift-
ing and encouraging with everyone I 
meet. As she said, I want to “spread 
love everywhere” and to “let no one 
ever” come to me without “leaving 
better and happier.”

I hope you enjoy reading this issue 
on St. Teresa of Calcutta. I hope it 
helps you draw closer to Jesus. I hope 
too that it motivates you to go out 
and do small things with great love—
just as she did.

Joe Difato
Publisher
(joe@wau.org)
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Hers is quite a success story, even 
though she insisted that she was called 
to be faithful, not successful. But for 
all her popularity and success, not 
many know about the way in which 
God formed her and prepared her for 
her calling.

Discerning Her Call. She was born 
Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu on August 
26, 1910, the youngest of three chil-
dren of Albanian parents. She grew 
up in the multiethnic, multifaith 
town of Skopje, where her father 
was a successful businessman. By 
her own account, her childhood was 
happy, and on the day of her First 
Holy Communion (at the age of five), 
she was graced with a “love of souls,” 
a gift from God that would come to 
characterize her whole life.

The sudden death of Agnes’ 
much-loved father in 1919 left the 

ONLY ALL

A Look at Mother Teresa’s Life and Calling

By Kathryn Spink

FOR  GOD

AND JESUS

Mother Teresa as a teenager, before she became a Loretto sister.
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Hers is quite a success story, even 
though she insisted that she was called 
to be faithful, not successful. But for 
all her popularity and success, not 
many know about the way in which 
God formed her and prepared her for 
her calling.

Discerning Her Call. She was born 
Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu on August 
26, 1910, the youngest of three chil-
dren of Albanian parents. She grew 
up in the multiethnic, multifaith 
town of Skopje, where her father 
was a successful businessman. By 
her own account, her childhood was 
happy, and on the day of her First 
Holy Communion (at the age of five), 
she was graced with a “love of souls,” 
a gift from God that would come to 
characterize her whole life.

The sudden death of Agnes’ 
much-loved father in 1919 left the 

family financially insecure. But it also 
allowed Agnes’ faith to be fuelled by 
her devout mother and by priests 
at the local church. By the age of 
twelve, she felt called to be a mis-
sionary among the poor, but she was 
reluctant to leave her mother alone. In 
addition to this reluctance, she also 
had times of doubt: Was she really 
called to “belong completely to God”? 
A few years later, a Croatian priest 
introduced her to St. Ignatius Loyola’s 
Spiritual Exercises, in which she found 
the answer that she was looking for. 
The thought of mission work filled 
her with joy, despite the challenges 
and sufferings it entailed. And that joy 
was all the confirmation she needed.

Agnes’ eventual departure to 
become a Loreto Sister was nonethe-
less difficult. At the age of eighteen, 
when she told her mother, it was 
only after a delay that she received 

When Pope Francis canonizes Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta this month, he will be adding his voice 
to those of the millions around the world who 

already regard her as a saint. A symbol of goodness for people 
everywhere, she was the recipient of many awards, including the 
1979 Nobel Peace Prize. When she died on September 5, 1997, 
her congregation, the Missionaries of Charity, encompassed 594 
homes in 123 countries. She left behind her more than 3,800 
sisters, nearly 380 brothers, thirteen priests, and countless co-
workers, all committed to living in her spirit throughout the world.

By Kathryn Spink
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on inside her. In 1931, for example, 
she spent a little time helping out at 
a small medical station that served 
the suffering poor. Already by this 
time, she saw an intimate and myste-
rious relationship between them and 
the vulnerable Christ. In the hospital 
pharmacy, there hung a picture of 
Christ the Redeemer surrounded by a 
crowd of people on whose faces were 
engraved the torments of their lives. 
As she confronted the needs of the 
waiting throngs, Sister Teresa would 
look at that picture and think: “Jesus, 
it is for you and for souls!”

In 1937, shortly before making her 
final vows and becoming “Mother 
Teresa,” she wrote to her spiritual 
director of how she had joyfully car-
ried the cross with Jesus. She told 
how crosses used to frighten her. 
But now, she embraced suffering, 
and because of this, “Jesus and I 
live in love.” The precise nature of 
these crosses, which had made her 
weep, remained unspecified. She 
may have been referring to her expe-
rience as an Albanian and being an 
outsider in Loreto life in India. But 
more profoundly, she referred to a 
“darkness” that was her compan-
ion: a darkness that would become 
the subject of a number of letters 
to successive spiritual directors and 
priests, published only after her death. 

her blessing—along with the reminder 
that her daughter must now be “only 
all for God and Jesus.”

From Sister to Mother. When 
Agnes set sail for India in 1928, she 
had chosen Teresa as her religious 
name. She was at pains to empha-
size that this was not after the great 
Teresa of Àvila but after Thérèse of 
Lisieux, “The Little Flower.” Agnes 
loved how Thérèse pointed the way 
to holiness through fidelity in small 
things and how she spoke of the 
immense power of suffering to win 
God’s grace for others. She was also 
touched by Thérèse’s desire to “love 
Jesus as he had never been loved 
before,” a reminder of the words 
Agnes’ mother used. But there must 
have been something prophetic in 
this choice of names as well, for just 
as Agnes would in her later years, 
Thérèse had experienced a spiri-
tual darkness that she endured only 
through faith—a “blind” faith that 
offered no consolation.

For more than fifteen years, Sister 
Teresa taught history and geography 
in a responsible but unexceptional 
way. Her sisters in Loreto remem-
bered her for her industriousness, her 
readiness to perform menial tasks, her 
ill-fitting sandals, and her fun-loving 
nature. But something else was going 

These letters give the impression that 
Mother Teresa experienced both 
interior suffering and spiritual dry-
ness, a feeling that God was absent 
despite her great thirst for him. 

Refuse Him Nothing. Such was 
Mother Teresa’s love for God that 
in 1942, like Thérèse of Lisieux, she 
made a private vow never to refuse 
him anything. She was determined 
that this vow would touch every 
aspect of her life, that she would say 
yes to God in every circumstance, no 
matter how challenging or difficult 
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on inside her. In 1931, for example, 
she spent a little time helping out at 
a small medical station that served 
the suffering poor. Already by this 
time, she saw an intimate and myste-
rious relationship between them and 
the vulnerable Christ. In the hospital 
pharmacy, there hung a picture of 
Christ the Redeemer surrounded by a 
crowd of people on whose faces were 
engraved the torments of their lives. 
As she confronted the needs of the 
waiting throngs, Sister Teresa would 
look at that picture and think: “Jesus, 
it is for you and for souls!”

In 1937, shortly before making her 
final vows and becoming “Mother 
Teresa,” she wrote to her spiritual 
director of how she had joyfully car-
ried the cross with Jesus. She told 
how crosses used to frighten her. 
But now, she embraced suffering, 
and because of this, “Jesus and I 
live in love.” The precise nature of 
these crosses, which had made her 
weep, remained unspecified. She 
may have been referring to her expe-
rience as an Albanian and being an 
outsider in Loreto life in India. But 
more profoundly, she referred to a 
“darkness” that was her compan-
ion: a darkness that would become 
the subject of a number of letters 
to successive spiritual directors and 
priests, published only after her death. 

These letters give the impression that 
Mother Teresa experienced both 
interior suffering and spiritual dry-
ness, a feeling that God was absent 
despite her great thirst for him. 

Refuse Him Nothing. Such was 
Mother Teresa’s love for God that 
in 1942, like Thérèse of Lisieux, she 
made a private vow never to refuse 
him anything. She was determined 
that this vow would touch every 
aspect of her life, that she would say 
yes to God in every circumstance, no 
matter how challenging or difficult 

it might be. This vow dealt not only 
with the heroic aspects of holiness 
but the everyday routines of life as 
well. In the spirit of St. Thérèse’s 
“Little Way,” she promised to do 
small things with great love. Every 
action, every sacrifice, was to be moti-
vated by love.

On September 10, 1946, on a train 
to Darjeeling and in the course of a 
subsequent retreat, Mother Teresa had 
a powerful experience of the Lord in 
which he asked her to leave Loreto 
and found a new congregation in Cal-
cutta dedicated to the “wholehearted 

Church in Loreto Convent where Mother Teresa lived before the founding 
of the Missionaries of Charity in Kolkata.

HER SISTERS IN LORETO 

REMEMBERED HER FOR 

HER INDUSTRIOUSNESS, HER  

R E A D I N E S S 

TO PERFORM MENIAL 

TASKS, HER ILL-FITTING 

SANDALS, AND HER 

FUN-LOVING NATURE.
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free service of the poorest of the poor.” 
The goal of this congregation would 
be to meet Jesus’ thirst for souls as 
he hung on the cross. Remembering 
her vow, Mother Teresa knew that she 
could not refuse him. Jesus’ thirst—
his longing for the love of the broken 
bodies of the poor and his desire to 
offer himself as spiritual drink to these 
poor—was at the heart of all that fol-
lowed. Jesus wanted their love, and 
he wanted to give himself to them so 
that they would be free to give them-
selves back to him.

But before she could step out in 
faith to fulfill this vision, she had to 
convince her spiritual director and her 
religious superiors that this “second 
calling” was indeed valid. Loreto had 
taught her obedience, but for a while, 
their directions to wait appeared to 
be in direct conflict with God’s will. 
She insisted on the need to respond 
swiftly, but in obedience she sub-
mitted to the Church’s directives, 
painful though it was. Finally, in April 
1948, Rome granted her an “indult of 
exclaustration,” allowing her to start 
life in the slums while still remaining 
a religious sister.

Leaving Loreto was the hardest 
thing Mother Teresa had to do. She 
was stepping out into one of the dark-
est, most disease-ridden areas of the 
world. And she was going there alone. 

She was aware of her inadequacy and 
the delicacy of her situation as a sol-
itary woman. The Loreto order was 
highly regarded in Calcutta. Could 
abandoning it really be God’s will? 
Some even condemned the move as 
a wile of the devil. But she was deter-
mined to deny Jesus nothing, not even 
the suffering that came from gossip, 
misunderstanding, and isolation.

A Life Filled with Joy. The work 
began with a tiny school where 
Mother Teresa taught her “stu-
dents” by scratching the alphabet 
in the dust and introducing them to 
the rudiments of hygiene. Tortured 
with fear and loneliness and not 
very good at begging, she was pain-
fully aware of the need for prayerful 
support. Gradually some of her for-
mer pupils joined her, and in 1950 
her new congregation was formally 
established. In 1952, she wrote to a 
friend in Belgium, whose ill health 
prevented her from joining the con-
gregation, and asked her to offer 
her suffering to the Lord as a form 
of intercession for Mother Teresa’s 
work. And thus began the “Sick and 
Suffering Co-Workers,” whose num-
bers continued to grow alongside the 
Missionaries of Charity.

It wasn’t just religious sisters who 
joined her either. Laypeople came, 

feats_SEPTEMBER_16.indd   8 6/17/16   3:22 PM



September 2016  |  9

and she eventually founded a lay 
branch of her congregation, as well 
as an order of priests. She opened 
soup kitchens, children’s homes, 
homes for the dying, leprosy clin-
ics, and homes for AIDS victims. A 
prayerful woman whose outreach 
was fueled by contemplation, she 
was constantly uncomfortable with 
her growing popularity, especially 
with the increased requests for her to 
speak at conferences and gatherings 
all over the world. But again, she did 
not refuse the Lord, no matter how 
much it cost her.

While the world acclaimed her, 
Mother Teresa came to see this very 

world, not just the world of the poor, 
but the world of the middle class 
and the world of the well-off, as an 
open Calvary. Her travels to wealthier 
countries convinced her that spiritual 
poverty was a bigger problem than 
the physical poverty of the “Third 
World” in which she worked. Faith-
ful to the last in her determination 
to love God as he had never been 
loved before, and in spite of the phys-
ical hardships and spiritual suffering 
she endured, Mother Teresa’s life 
was filled with joy. Why? Because 
she always found Jesus in the poor. 
Because every act of love brought her 
“face to face with God.” n

She was aware of her inadequacy and 
the delicacy of her situation as a sol-
itary woman. The Loreto order was 
highly regarded in Calcutta. Could 
abandoning it really be God’s will? 
Some even condemned the move as 
a wile of the devil. But she was deter-
mined to deny Jesus nothing, not even 
the suffering that came from gossip, 
misunderstanding, and isolation.

A Life Filled with Joy. The work 
began with a tiny school where 
Mother Teresa taught her “stu-
dents” by scratching the alphabet 
in the dust and introducing them to 
the rudiments of hygiene. Tortured 
with fear and loneliness and not 
very good at begging, she was pain-
fully aware of the need for prayerful 
support. Gradually some of her for-
mer pupils joined her, and in 1950 
her new congregation was formally 
established. In 1952, she wrote to a 
friend in Belgium, whose ill health 
prevented her from joining the con-
gregation, and asked her to offer 
her suffering to the Lord as a form 
of intercession for Mother Teresa’s 
work. And thus began the “Sick and 
Suffering Co-Workers,” whose num-
bers continued to grow alongside the 
Missionaries of Charity.

It wasn’t just religious sisters who 
joined her either. Laypeople came, 

Photo: The American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives (ACUA), 
The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.

MOTHER TERESA’S 

LIFE WAS FILLED WITH 

JOY BECAUSE EVERY 

ACT OF LOVE 

BROUGHT HER FACE-

TO-FACE WITH GOD.
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 The book was called Come Be 
My Light: The Private Writings of the 
Saint of Calcutta. In it, Fr. Brian Kol-
odiejchuk, a priest-member of the 
Missionaries of Charity, released a 
collection of Mother Teresa’s letters 
and personal writings that showed 
how she spent the last fifty years of 
her life in almost total spiritual dark-
ness. It turns out that for decades, 
this beloved nun who was looked up 
to as a model of holiness felt nothing 
but the absence of God in her heart. 
She felt “as if everything was dead” 
in her spirit and wondered, “How 
long will Our Lord stay away?” How 
could this be?

This was no temporary “dry 
period” to be resolved by extra prayer, 
clearer repentance, or a deeper sur-
render to Jesus. In fact, there was 
nothing temporary about this dark-
ness. Except for a brief period around 
the death of Pope Pius XII in 1958, 
Mother Teresa experienced no 
reprieve from her sense of isolation 
for the rest of her life.

A Mature Spiritual Woman. This 
was a disturbing revelation, giving 
rise to a number of questions. Is this 

“I  HAVE  COME

Mother Teresa’s Way of the Cross

TO  LOVE

THE DARKNESS”

Photo credit: Terry Fincher.Photo Int / Alamy Stock Photo
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 The book was called Come Be 
My Light: The Private Writings of the 
Saint of Calcutta. In it, Fr. Brian Kol-
odiejchuk, a priest-member of the 
Missionaries of Charity, released a 
collection of Mother Teresa’s letters 
and personal writings that showed 
how she spent the last fifty years of 
her life in almost total spiritual dark-
ness. It turns out that for decades, 
this beloved nun who was looked up 
to as a model of holiness felt nothing 
but the absence of God in her heart. 
She felt “as if everything was dead” 
in her spirit and wondered, “How 
long will Our Lord stay away?” How 
could this be?

This was no temporary “dry 
period” to be resolved by extra prayer, 
clearer repentance, or a deeper sur-
render to Jesus. In fact, there was 
nothing temporary about this dark-
ness. Except for a brief period around 
the death of Pope Pius XII in 1958, 
Mother Teresa experienced no 
reprieve from her sense of isolation 
for the rest of her life.

A Mature Spiritual Woman. This 
was a disturbing revelation, giving 
rise to a number of questions. Is this 

really how God treats his most faith-
ful and loyal servants? Was Mother 
Teresa really living a lie? Was she 
deceived? Or worse, was she a hypo-
crite to tell all of us to give our hearts 
to Jesus when it felt to her like God 
didn’t even exist?

As we try to answer these ques-
tions, it would be helpful to remember 
that it was not always this way for 
Mother Teresa. From her earliest years, 
she had a vibrant prayer life, which 
gave her a deep joy and a strong love 
for the people around her. Especially 
around the time of her calling into the 
slums of Calcutta, Mother Teresa felt 
very close to Jesus, even to the point 
of hearing his voice speaking to her 
heart. As he unfolded his plan for her 
and her new order, Jesus would call 
her “My own spouse” and “My own 
little one.” And she would respond by 
calling him “My own Jesus.” Clearly, 
these are not the words of one suffer-
ing from spiritual desolation!

It is also helpful to remember that 
Mother Teresa was already thirty-six 
years old when she heard the Lord 
call her into the slums. And the dark-
ness didn’t descend until she actually 
began that work two years later. At 

i n 2007, a book about Mother Teresa was published, 
grabbing headlines and causing people around the world 
to look at her in a completely new light.

Photo credit: Terry Fincher.Photo Int / Alamy Stock Photo
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turmoil to her confessor and spiri-
tual director, both of whom helped 
counsel her.

It is a sign of her faith that rather 
than collapse in despair, rather than 
return to the relative security of the 
Loreto convent, rather than run away 
from religious life, Mother Teresa 
pressed on. She sensed somehow that 
God himself was behind her dark-
ness, and she had vowed as a young 
woman not to refuse Jesus anything 
he asked of her.

It wasn’t until about eleven years 
into her work that, with the help of 
another spiritual director, she came to 
understand what was going on in her.

“I have come to love the darkness,” 
she wrote, “for I believe now that it 
is a part, a very, very small part of 
Jesus’ darkness and pain on earth.” In 
this and other letters, Mother Teresa 
showed that she had come to see her 
painful situation as a way of sharing 
in Jesus’ life—a mysterious sharing in 
his suffering and in his cross.

Becoming One with the Poor. 
Why would God place such a bur-
den on Mother Teresa? Perhaps we 
can answer this by looking at the spe-
cial calling he had for her. Mother 
Teresa traces this call to the date 
of September 10, 1946. “It was on 
this day,” she wrote, “in the train to 

that point, she had been living the life 
of a Loreto Sister for twenty years—
praying, meditating on Scripture, 
giving herself in service to others, and 
drawing closer to the Lord.

This is important because it tells 
us that Mother Teresa was already 
a deeply spiritual woman when she 
began to experience this spiritual emp-
tiness. It tells us that Mother Teresa 
was a mature, stable woman with 
years of experience in the spiritual 
life. What’s more, her heroic dedica-
tion to her calling to the poor and her 
persistence in talking about the love 
of Jesus tell us that much more was 
going on in her heart than a simple 
dry spell. No, Mother Teresa contin-
ued to believe. She continued to serve 
his people. And she continued to love 
Jesus deeply. She didn’t lose her faith, 
and she never stopped surrendering 
herself to God’s will, no matter how 
hard it was.

Embracing the Darkness. So how 
did Mother Teresa respond to this 
darkness and emptiness? For years, 
she grieved over it, wondering what 
she could possibly have done to make 
the Lord withdraw from her. Was 
there some secret sin or defect on 
her soul? Had she displeased him in 
some way? She continued her work, 
however, and confided her inner 
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Darjeeling that God gave me the ‘call 
within a call’ to satiate the thirst of 
Jesus by serving Him in the poorest 
of the poor.”

During that train ride, Mother 
Teresa received a deep sense of how 
Jesus was thirsting for the poor, the 
dying, and the forgotten. He was 
longing for their love, and he was 
longing to share his love with them. 
So many homeless and hopeless were 
easy prey for temptation and sin. So 
many sick and dying in the slums 
were longing for someone to give 
them a cup of cool water, a word of 
comfort, or a gentle embrace. But no 
one was helping them.

Mother Teresa sensed that God 
was calling her to care for these poor 
souls, both materially and spiritually. 
She sensed that by giving them the 

attention and love they craved, she 
could bring Jesus to them and, in the 
process, quench both their thirst for 
him and his thirst for them. And she 
sensed that this calling would cost her 
quite a bit. It seems, however, that 
she was not expecting the cost to be 
as steep as it really was.

Not only would she bear the cost 
of becoming materially poor like the 
people she cared for, but God wanted 
her to become spiritually poor as well. 
And so he “withdrew” from her so 
that she could meet these discarded, 
abandoned people as one of them in 
every way, feeling deeply their isola-
tion, loneliness, and forgottenness. 
God remained “distant” from her so 
that she could feel deeply the thirst 
for love and affirmation that these 
poor ones knew. God made it feel 

turmoil to her confessor and spiri-
tual director, both of whom helped 
counsel her.

It is a sign of her faith that rather 
than collapse in despair, rather than 
return to the relative security of the 
Loreto convent, rather than run away 
from religious life, Mother Teresa 
pressed on. She sensed somehow that 
God himself was behind her dark-
ness, and she had vowed as a young 
woman not to refuse Jesus anything 
he asked of her.

It wasn’t until about eleven years 
into her work that, with the help of 
another spiritual director, she came to 
understand what was going on in her.

“I have come to love the darkness,” 
she wrote, “for I believe now that it 
is a part, a very, very small part of 
Jesus’ darkness and pain on earth.” In 
this and other letters, Mother Teresa 
showed that she had come to see her 
painful situation as a way of sharing 
in Jesus’ life—a mysterious sharing in 
his suffering and in his cross.

Becoming One with the Poor. 
Why would God place such a bur-
den on Mother Teresa? Perhaps we 
can answer this by looking at the spe-
cial calling he had for her. Mother 
Teresa traces this call to the date 
of September 10, 1946. “It was on 
this day,” she wrote, “in the train to 

Photo: The American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives 
(ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.

SHE COULD BRING JESUS TO 

THEM AND, IN THE PROCESS, 

QUENCH BOTH 

THEIR THIRST FOR HIM 

AND HIS THIRST FOR THEM.
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as if he was rejecting her so that she 
could understand how alienated and 
isolated the poor felt.

“I Thirst.” In this spiritual union 
with the poor, Mother Teresa came 
to embody—and to experience her-
self—the thirst that Jesus has for 
all of us. Imagine the desolation of 
never seeing someone you love, even 
though you long with all of your heart 
to be with him or her. Imagine the 
sadness of having once enjoyed a 
person’s presence only now to feel 
that that person has rejected you. 
This must have been how Jesus felt 
as he hung on the cross. This must 
be how Jesus feels too as he looks on 
the world and sees so many people 
who don’t know him, or worse, have 
turned away from him.

This revelation of Mother Teresa’s 
inner darkness can be unsettling to 
us. After all, if a woman as holy and 
dedicated as this felt nothing from 
the Lord, what hope is there for the 
rest of us? But as unsettling as it may 
be, Mother Teresa’s story can also 
teach us much.

First, Mother Teresa’s story can 
teach us about the power of our own 
faith and trust. She never stopped 
believing in Jesus, even when it felt 
like he had abandoned her. She never 
gave up on the Lord, and she never 

turned her back on the calling he had 
given her. She shows us that when we 
act in pure faith as she did, God will 
give us the strength we need to per-
severe and even succeed. Like Mother 
Teresa, we may not feel any affirma-
tion from the Lord. But again, like her, 
we can trust that if we have done all 
we can do, God will be pleased with 
us, and he will reward us. 

Second, and perhaps most import-
ant, it can teach us how deeply Jesus 
longs for each of us. In her longing for 
the Lord, as well as in her determi-
nation to give of herself to everyone, 
Mother Teresa gave a human face to 
an important spiritual principle. Her 
ready smile, her eagerness to serve, 
and her determination in the face of 
interior darkness all show us how 
Jesus looks upon us. In a sense, our 
Lord feels dry every day because of 
our lack of faith. Every day, he suf-
fers over the sins we commit, both 
large and small. And yet every day he 
pours himself out for us, hoping to 
win us back to himself just a little bit 
more. Mother Teresa’s faithfulness, 
as impressive as it was, is but a pale 
shadow of Jesus’ commitment to us.

May Mother Teresa’s life, her faith, 
and her unwavering love become for 
all of us an image of God’s love for 
us—and an example of the kind of 
love that we can all give back to him. n
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turned her back on the calling he had 
given her. She shows us that when we 
act in pure faith as she did, God will 
give us the strength we need to per-
severe and even succeed. Like Mother 
Teresa, we may not feel any affirma-
tion from the Lord. But again, like her, 
we can trust that if we have done all 
we can do, God will be pleased with 
us, and he will reward us. 

Second, and perhaps most import-
ant, it can teach us how deeply Jesus 
longs for each of us. In her longing for 
the Lord, as well as in her determi-
nation to give of herself to everyone, 
Mother Teresa gave a human face to 
an important spiritual principle. Her 
ready smile, her eagerness to serve, 
and her determination in the face of 
interior darkness all show us how 
Jesus looks upon us. In a sense, our 
Lord feels dry every day because of 
our lack of faith. Every day, he suf-
fers over the sins we commit, both 
large and small. And yet every day he 
pours himself out for us, hoping to 
win us back to himself just a little bit 
more. Mother Teresa’s faithfulness, 
as impressive as it was, is but a pale 
shadow of Jesus’ commitment to us.

May Mother Teresa’s life, her faith, 
and her unwavering love become for 
all of us an image of God’s love for 
us—and an example of the kind of 
love that we can all give back to him. n

Mother Teresa
IN  HER OWN WORDS

Photo courtesy: The American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives 
(ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.
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Love  Transforms

Photos courtesy: The American Catholic History Research Center and University 
Archives (ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.
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They need our hands to serve them and our hearts to offer them love. 
. . . One day I discovered a poor child who would not eat. His mother 

was dead. I found a sister who looked very much like his mother. I told 

her to do nothing but take care of the child. His appetite returned. 

Love  Transforms

We have been 
created with a 
purpose: to love 
and to be loved.

“

Photos courtesy: The American Catholic History Research Center and University 
Archives (ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.
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It is Jesus who 
hides under the 
likeness of the poor. 
. . . The lepers, the 
dying, the starving, 
the naked—all of 
them are Jesus.

“

J esus  in  the Poor

Photos courtesy: The American Catholic History Research Center and University 
Archives (ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.
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Throughout the day we have been in 

contact with Jesus through his image of 

sorrow in the poor and lepers. When the 

day ends, we come in contact with him 

again in the tabernacle by means of prayer.

“

J esus  in  the Poor
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See God’s tender concern 

for you and for me! He 

would do the same thing 

for each one of you.

“

God  Cares  for You
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A man came to our house and 
said, “My only child is dying! The 
doctor has prescribed a medi-
cine that you can get only in 
England.” While we were talk-
ing, a man came in with a basket 
of medicines. . . . Right on the 
top was the very medicine that 
man needed for his dying child! 
If it had been underneath, I 
wouldn’t have seen it. If he had 
come earlier or later, I would 
have not remembered. He came 
just in time. I stood in front of 
that basket and I was thinking, 
“There are millions of children in 
the world and God is concerned 
with that little child.”

Photos courtesy: The American Catholic History Research Center and University 
Archives (ACUA), The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC.

God  Cares  for You
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I remember a mother of twelve children, the last of them terribly 
mutilated. . . . I volunteered to welcome the child into our house, 
where there are many others in similar conditions. The woman 
began to cry. “For God’s sake, Mother,” she said, “don’t tell me that.  
That daughter is the greatest gift of God to me and my family. All our love is 
focused on her. Our lives would be empty if you took her from us.” Hers really was 
a love full of understanding and tenderness. Do we have a love like that today?

—Mother Teresa’s address “Women and the Eucharist” in Philadelphia, August 7, 1976

Tenderness  at  Home
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Peace and war start 
within one’s own 
home. If we really 
want peace for the 
world, let us start by 
loving one another 
within our families. 

“
Tenderness  at  Home
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BY BISHOP WILLIAM CURLIN*

It’s not every day the Catholic Church 
declares your friend a saint. But when Blessed 

Mother Teresa becomes Saint Teresa of Kolkata this 

month, that will be true for me. 

*This article was compiled and edited based on interviews with Special Features Editor, Kathryn Elliott. 

Mother Teresa and her sisters visit Washington, D.C. in 1975.
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“Risk Your Heart”

MY FRIENDSHIP WITH MOTHER TERESA
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Mother Teresa and her sisters visit Washington, D.C. in 1975.

challenged me to step out in faith 
and to extend myself beyond my 
comfort level. 

Once she phoned to say, “I’ll 
see you next Wednesday!” I asked, 
“You’re coming to Washington?” 
She said, “No, you’re coming to 
India!” I protested that I had no 
money for the trip, but she hung up 
without another word. I knew I had 
to find a way, so I called a lawyer 
friend to explain my predicament. 
He praised Mother in glowing terms, 
calling her a saint. “No, she’s a dic-
tator!” I replied. By the end of the 
call, though, he had offered to pay 
for my trip if I would ask Mother to 
pray for him and his wife. 

Watching how Mother Teresa 
related to people in distress also 
expanded my idea of charity. She 
and I were in the leper house in Cal-
cutta one day when workers brought 
a Hindu man in from the street. I 
went over to bless him, but Mother 
wanted more. “Bathe him,” she told 
me. I had no idea where to start, so 
she showed me what to do. Then, 
probably sensing my discomfort, she 
said, “Father, if you look with your 
eyes, you’ll see only a dying leper. 
But if you look with your heart, 
you’ll see Jesus lying here.” 

This bit of Mother’s wisdom 
changes everything, I discovered. 

Our friendship began in the 
early 1970s, when I was an inner-
city pastor in Washington, DC, and 
Mother was a little-known nun look-
ing to expand her Missionaries of 
Charity beyond India. Because my 
parish served many people in need, 
Mother stopped in at my rectory one 
day to discuss how her sisters might 
serve the “poorest of the poor” in 
Washington. 

As we talked, I kept pausing 
Mother to answer the front door. 
She asked what I was doing. I said, 
“I’m giving sandwiches to the poor. 
They come for food.” Her response 
took me by surprise. “Don’t just give 
them food,” she said. “Give your 
heart. Risk your heart.” Right away, 
that petite nun showed me how to 
be not just a social worker but a dis-
ciple worker—someone who serves 
the poor not out of pity but because 
it’s Jesus at the door. 

Over the years, I became one 
of her confessors, retreat masters, 
and spiritual directors. In reality, 
though, our first encounter set the 
tone: Mother Teresa was my spiri-
tual guide. 

“Bathe Him.” Mother was never 
shy about pursuing the interests of 
the poor, whether through prayer 
or force of will. Her approach often 
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Even if it’s menial, 

uncomfortable, or 

unpleasant, every 

task can become 

a spiritual work. 

Even if it’s menial, uncomfortable, or 
unpleasant, every task can become a 
spiritual work. True charity involves 
putting personal comfort aside and 
making a simple act of service into 
an act of the heart: a gift for Jesus.

Glorious Lowliness. Mother 
Teresa had an unusual appreciation 
for the “lowly” Jesus—persecuted, 
suffering, and abandoned by his 
friends. She was drawn to anything 
that gave her a share in his suffering. 
On one occasion, we were com-
ing out of a religious goods store 
when a woman suddenly ran up 
and spat on Mother. Who knows 
why! Without even pausing, Mother 
said, “God bless you, my child” and 
wiped the spit off as the woman ran 
away. We got in the car, and I apol-
ogized. She smiled and said, “It’s 
okay. They spat on Jesus.”

In situations like this, Mother 
Teresa radiated joy and serenity. 
And she wanted all the Missionar-
ies to display the same joy in every 
circumstance. “Sister, where’s your 
smile?” she would remind a nun who 
was rushing to the doorbell. “Always 
answer the door with a smile.” To 
Mother, a smile expressed recogni-
tion that Jesus was present in every 
person and place, no matter how 
humble. This was a witness to me, 

especially when she took me places 
where it was hard to smile.

Walking through Calcutta at 
night with Mother Teresa, I saw peo-
ple lying in gutters, maggot infested 
and abandoned. Overwhelmed by 
the misery, I asked her, “Where is 
God here?” She said, “There he is. 
Right there.” Where I saw desola-
tion, she saw Jesus and heard his 
assurance: “Whatever you did for 
one of these least brothers of mine, 
you did for me” (Matthew 25:40).

By living this verse as a reality, 
Mother elevated people who were 
in the most abject, miserable con-
dition. One man in her care said, 
“I was dying like an animal in the 
gutter; now I die like an angel.” She 
transformed his poverty into dig-
nity with kind words, a smile, and 
a gentle touch. Mother helped all 
her volunteers start to appreciate 
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the transformative power of loving 
the lowly.

Your Hands, His Hands. With 
accolades like the Nobel Prize, 
Mother Teresa started to gain pub-
lic recognition. This bothered her 
because she wanted to stay in the 
background and keep the focus 
on Jesus. Even when she walked 
through crowds reaching out for 
her, Mother would say, “It’s not me 

they are touching; they are trying to 
reach God.”

At the same time, Mother Teresa 
actually believed that Jesus walks 
the Earth in his disciples—in you 
and me. This, too, was a challeng-
ing idea for me! She asked me, “Did 
you know that when you pick up a 
child or feed a poor person or wash 
a dying person, your hands are the 
hands of Jesus? When you listen to 
the rejected, he’s listening. When 

Sisters washing 
the interior of the 
motherhouse in 
Calcutta, 1981.
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you speak, you echo the heart of 
God. Jesus lives in us.” 

Hearing people talk of demonic 
possession, Mother joked that 
Christians should long for another 
kind of “infilling.” “We don’t talk 
about being ‘possessed’ by Jesus, do 
we? When does Jesus take us over 
and fill us?” For her, this happened 
when she received the Eucharist. 
This was the high point of her day. 

“Thank you!” she told me one 
morning after I had celebrated Mass. 
Puzzled by her heartfelt gratitude, I 
said, “I haven’t done anything for 
you today yet.” She answered, “You 
took bread in your hands and said 
‘This is my body,’ and heaven came 
down on Earth and entered me.” How 
often I’ve thought of that. Every time I 
say Mass, I’m actually holding Jesus. 
Mother taught me to be caught up in 
the mystery of the presence of God. 

Love in the Night. Perhaps the 
greatest mystery about Mother Teresa 
is how she remained so faithful to 
God in the absence of feeling his pres-
ence. For many years, she loved Jesus 
without feeling like she was getting 
anything in return. 

When she spoke to me about this 
“dark night of the soul,” my idea was 
to tell her that it was a great gift, a pro-
found opportunity. She was to put no 

price tag on her love for God. Every-
thing was for him, and she was to 
ask for nothing in return here on 
Earth. The return, I told her, is when 
you see his face in eternity. “God is 
allowing you to give blind love. No 
consolation—just sure love.” Mother 
loved that. She kept saying, “Tell me 
again! Tell the sisters.” 

Faith is not good feelings. It’s 
getting up day after day and saying, 
“Lord, you don’t have to show me 
your presence. The incense is not 
flowing my way, but your way.” I 
believed all this, of course. But to 
watch Mother Teresa as she loved in 
the darkness was a profound oppor-
tunity for me too.

Shortly before she died, she told 
me, “My key to heaven is to love him 
in the night.” Her goal had become 
simply to love the Lord and ask noth-
ing in return.

Quench His Thirst. It’s only nat-
ural that people like me, who were 
privileged to know Mother Teresa, 
would be inspired by her example. 
But even without having met her, 
people all over the world have been 
touched by her simple faith and sim-
ple love. 

Missionaries of Charity who serve 
the terminally ill here in Washing-
ton tell of a longtime resident and 
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aide named Norman. One day he 
was standing outside the Adoration 
chapel, holding a glass of water. 
When a sister reminded him that 
food and drink are not allowed in 
the chapel, Norman pointed to the 
crucifix and the inscription under 
it: Jesus’ words from the cross, “I 
thirst.”

“It’s not for me; it’s for him,” he 
said. 

Like Norman, each of us can 
relate to Mother Teresa and be called 
on by her wholehearted, creative love 
for Jesus. Even if you didn’t meet her 
in person, her simple ways of lov-
ing will challenge you and give you 

new eyes. You will see Jesus and be 
better able to quench his thirst with 
acts of love. n

Bishop William Curlin, Diocese of 
Charlotte, was a friend, confessor, 
and spiritual director to Mother 
Teresa. Sister Dede Byrne, LWSH, 
contributed to this article.

“I was dying like 

an animal in the 

gutter; now I die 

like an angel.”
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When Mother Teresa accepted the Nobel 
Peace Prize, she said she would use the money to 
“make homes” for many people who had no home. 
“Because I believe that love begins at home,” she said, 
“and if we can create a home for the poor—I think that 
more and more love will spread.”

BY ANGELA BURRIN

Sharing the Strength 
of Presence

A GLIMPSE INTO VOLUNTEERING  
WITH MOTHER TERESA’S SISTERS
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I started volunteering at one of 
these homes soon after it opened 
in 1986. The Gift of Peace house 
in Washington, DC, was Mother’s 
response to the AIDS epidemic. A 
sprawling building located atop green 
hills, it has been a long-term home 
and final resting place for hundreds 
of street people. For me, it started 
as a place to “spread love” during 
long summer holidays as a teacher. 
Over the years, it has become a place 
where I also receive love—just as 
Mother Teresa envisioned. 

All for Jesus. Working alongside 
Mother’s sisters, volunteers like me 
get a glimpse into the saint her-
self. We set aside our identities as 
teachers, computer consultants, or 
homemakers and become collabo-
rators in the Missionaries of Charity 
vocation—to serve the poorest of the 
poor with love. 

There is a joy that can be felt at 
Gift of Peace. Through open chapel 
doors, you can see Jesus in the tab-
ernacle as you go about your work. 
Maybe that’s why we don’t see 
scowls on the faces of the sisters. 
They have said yes to Jesus’ invita-
tion to be his hands and feet, and he 
gives them strength. 

Many residents attend daily Mass 
at 7 a.m. They have rough pasts, but 

here they are family—a family that 
eats, works, and prays together. In 
the morning, the sisters pray the 
Rosary with residents. No one has 
to participate, but over the years, 
many have. Some are moved so 
deeply by the prayers and the sis-
ters’ love that they join the Catholic 
Church. Others grow in their faith 
and find new life in their relation-
ship with Jesus.

When I come into the kitchen and 
hear the sisters praying the Rosary—
even as they chop onions—my 
spirits are lifted. Praying out loud as 
I work has taught me that I can fill 
my day, mundane as it may be, with 
thoughts of God. At Gift of Peace, 
it’s a little easier because reminders 
of Jesus are all over the convent. If 
I’m distracted, I just have to look up 
at a picture of the Sacred Heart on 
one wall—or a crucifix on another—
and repeat the sisters’ mantra, “All 
for you, Jesus.”

A Family That Shares Gifts. 
With sincere attention to detail, 
Mother Teresa’s sisters strive to share 
God’s love with one another. One 
sister told me she was never inclined 
to do kitchen work before coming 
to the convent. Now she addresses 
residents’ dietary challenges with 
thoughtful preparation. If someone 
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needs his chicken boiled instead of 
fried, she prepares it separately. The 
sisters also make sure residents get 
new clothes periodically. They keep 
floors clean, walls freshly painted, and 
outdoor gardens tended. 

In a large family, lots of jobs need to 
be done. Able-bodied residents at Gift 
of Peace take their place in the family 
by helping out. One elderly resident 
I know used to take pride in mop-
ping the floors. Less vigorous now, he 
folds laundry. Meticulously button-
ing each shirt, he folds it and puts it 
away. With what energy remains, he 
removes labels from medicine bottles 
so that they can be recycled. This man 
is fully integrated into a new family 
that appreciates his gifts.

The same resident has blessed me 
personally by praying for a prison out-
reach I am involved with. He knows 
what prison is like, having spent 
decades in one himself. He always 
tells me, “Give my greetings to the 
ladies in prison.” I deliver the mes-
sage, and the women are happy to 
receive it. They don’t get a lot of love 
or outside contact. Through this 
man’s remembrance, they realize that 
there are people on the outside who 
care for them. In this way, the sis-
ters’ reach—as well as the spreading 
of love—extends far beyond Gift of 
Peace’s walls.

Stirred by the Spirit. The 
residents’ many needs provide 
opportunities for laypeople to love 
as Jesus did. When we volunteers 
turn our talents toward the less 
fortunate, the Holy Spirit stirs our 
hearts. I’ll give you an example.

A young girl accompanies her 
mother to Gift of Peace. Together 
they groom the ladies in the wom-
en’s wing, brushing their hair and 
painting their toenails. This teen-
ager could be out with her friends 
or watching television, but instead, 
she is bringing the love of Christ to 
many who feel unloved. This isn’t 
just a noble sacrifice. She is saying 
yes to Jesus, who has invited her 
to give up her plans for the day. 
So with her hands, she is painting 
toenails. But with her heart, she is 
lavishing the residents with atten-
tion, acceptance, and joy. 

W h e n  w e  turn 

our talents toward 

the less fortunate, 

the Holy Spirit 

stirs our hearts.
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No matter a volunteer’s age or 
background, the sisters soon find 
their strengths and put them to use. 
One man comes regularly to cut the 
male residents’ hair, setting up shop 
in the men’s bathroom. Another 
takes the sisters and residents fish-
ing. They then return and cook the 
fish for dinner!

I myself feel at home in the 
kitchen, so that’s where they put 
me. Specifically, the sisters asked 
me to make Sunday breakfast: 
ninety pancakes and ten pounds 
of bacon, prepared in just over an 
hour! It seemed impossible at first, 
but now I’m an expert at flipping 

twelve pancakes in quick succes-
sion. After cooking, I bring the 
food to the dining area and serve 
some of the residents. I’ve come 
to learn who likes extra syrup and 
who needs their pancakes cut up. 

Missionaries of Charity 
and volunteers serve at 
hundreds of homes like 
Gift of Peace.

feats_SEPTEMBER_16.indd   63 6/17/16   3:23 PM



64  |  The Word Among Us

I know I need to tell a blind resi-
dent, “The bacon is at six o’clock 
on your plate.” And I fill another 
man’s glass only three-quarters full 
because that’s how he likes it. 

Caring for the sick and dying 
is sometimes as simple as getting 
the bacon crispy, not burned. 
Other times it’s more challeng-
ing. I may not want to get up early 
on Sunday. Or there may be lan-
guage barriers with some of the 
residents. Sometimes I’m at a loss 

about how to help a resident who 
is in pain or troubled. That’s when 
I have to go back to Jesus for a 
moment and ask him for guidance.

The Strength of Presence. 
This unfolding process of giving 
and receiving love keeps me coming 
back to Gift of Peace. I’ve learned 
how to offer small but unique acts 
of love. And without looking for 
it, I’ve become the recipient of a 
few myself. It’s such a pleasure 
when a sister sets out bananas for 

me because she knows they’re my 
favorite—that’s the gift of being 
known. She is not my blood sis-
ter, but she cares for me just as 
naturally. 

Mother Teresa called this 
exchange of people caring for each 
other in her homes the “strength 
of presence.” She believed it was 
the most powerful tool for over-
coming evil. The power, of course, 
is from Jesus, who lives in each of 
his followers: “The one who is in 

you is greater than the one who 
is in the world” (1 John 4:4). It 
is Christ’s strength that infuses 
our presence. It is his strength 
that fills me when I look up at the 
large crucifix on the wall and say, 
“All for you, Jesus. Help me not to 
burn the bacon.” !
Angela Burrin is the director of the 
ministry to prisoners and college 
students at The Word Among Us 
Partners and volunteers every Sunday 
at Gift of Peace.

Caring for the sick and dying is 

sometimes as simple as getting 

the bacon crispy, not burned. 
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