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From the moment a soul has the grace to know God, she must seek.

— MOTHER TERESA 
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FOREWORD 
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Mother Teresa has caught the imagination of the world not because she is a great writer or theologian, but because she is a person of immense compassion and openness. On one level she has been receptive to her calling, led first by inner promptings to enter a convent, then to focus her life work clearly and exclusively on service to the poor, and then to create her own religious community. Because of her undefended state, she feels the suffering of the world, of the old and the very young and those between. She knows firsthand the meaning of empathy and more so the profundity of pathos.

In the intimate reflections published in this  book, we learn some of the secrets of this person, often publicly recognized as small in physical stature but great in spirit, who stops to care precisely for those whom the world in general neglects. Her particular kind of Christianity, with its spiritual vision, methods of prayer, and inspiring figure of Jesus, she tells us, keeps her personal spirits and her unlimited compassion high.

To a sophisticated modern reader, some of her ideas and language, especially her piety, may seem naive and unnecessarily self-denying. As I read her thoughts, I’m led back in memory to my own early school days when I was taught by nuns to “mortify the body and the senses.” But there is indeed wisdom in finding ways to silence the busy life and to become less preoccupied with self. For Mother Teresa, apparently her lifelong habit of quieting her ego through prayer has led to a vibrant life in the world and the rich development of her personality. Modern psychology has yet to discover what the religions have taught for millennia — that loss of self leads to the discovery of soul.

As I read her words, I try to hear them not as naive, but as sophisticated in a way that is largely foreign to modern taste. Rather than avoiding suffering, she becomes intimate with it. Rather than heroically trying to overcome death, in the style of modern Western medical philosophy, she focuses her attention on a person’s emotional state and sense of meaning in the last moments. She is acutely attentive, too, to the feelings of children, a strong sign, in my estimation, of a person profoundly initiated in the ways of the soul.

In current psychological jargon, insight, self-awareness, and working on one’s life are central in the project of becoming a self. But Mother Teresa could teach psychologists a thing or two, as when she tells the story of a woman who underwent profound personal change when, on Mother Teresa’s astute advice, she began to wear less expensive dress. Beneath Mother Teresa’s straightforward faith and personal honesty lies a subtle knowledge of human motivation.

Some readers might find Mother Teresa’s Christian faith, so unapologetically presented in the language of love and prayer, an obstacle. Anxious, defensive, and proselytizing religion swirls around us daily, to the point that many find an institutional religion repugnant. To those readers I would suggest that they let go of certain literalistic and infantile meanings that they may attach to theological language, and hear the challenging message that Mother Teresa evidently senses in her faith. I can read a Buddhist exhorting me to see the Buddha-nature in an animal in much the same way I can be encouraged by Mother Teresa to see Jesus in a dying man or the mystical body of Christ in the community of humankind.

Too often religion is imagined and lived as a purely spiritual activity, sometimes as a mental exercise in belief and explanation. In Mother Teresa’s life and words we find religion’s soul, in the sense that her faith is inseparable from her compassion, and her compassion is never disconnected from her behavior. In a purely spiritual religion, a follower may profess beliefs loudly and intolerantly — I don’t see much service to the poor and sick among those who would like us all to adopt their beliefs. When religion is largely mental, spiritual attitudes may never get translated into compassionate action in the world community.

What is absent in these passionate words of Mother Teresa is any attempt to convert us to her beliefs. She simply describes her strong faith and tells us about her work with the poor and the sick. Her stories are obviously not meant to convince us of her religious convictions; rather, they simply demonstrate how human beings, when given the most basic kinds of love and attention, find significant transformation and discover their humanity, dignity, and at least momentary happiness.

Many describe Mother Teresa as a rare “living saint.” I appreciate that sentiment. We need saints, just as we need some of the old words such as sin, grace, faith, and evil. Once, we could reflect on our experience philosophically and theologically; today we have reduced all analysis of our situation to the psychological, the sociological, and the political. These reductive ways of thinking render experience more narrow and superficial, while they give the illusion that if we could only become thoroughly hygienic we’d be free of our problems.

Mother Teresa doesn’t speak or work within such a limited social scientific framework. Prayer and dedication are still relevant to her, and in them she finds her values and her life work. Thinking of her as a saint, we might consider her example impossible for us to emulate, but the reflections she captures in this book could show us, as she says, that we can all be saints — not without our imperfections and follies, not without our need to confess to failings daily, but nevertheless dedicated to the community of people, especially those in distress, who make up our family, our neighborhood, and our world.

— THOMAS MOORE 

author of Care of the Soul and 

Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life 

January, 1997 
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On Prayer 
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Prayer is in all things, in all gestures.

— MOTHER TERESA 

Why are you sleeping?

Wake up, and pray . . .

— JESUS TO THE DISCIPLES
 ASLEEP IN THE GARDEN, LUKE 22:46 NAB 
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I don’t think there is anyone who needs God’s help and grace as much as I do. Sometimes I feel so helpless and weak. I think that is why God uses me. Because I cannot depend on my own strength, I rely on Him twenty-four hours a day. If the day had even more hours, then I would need His help and grace during those hours as well. All of us must cling to God through prayer.

My secret is very simple: I pray. Through prayer I become one in love with Christ. I realize that praying to Him is loving Him.

In reality, there is only one true prayer, only one substantial prayer: Christ Himself. There is only  one voice that rises above the face of the earth: the voice of Christ. Perfect prayer does not consist in many words, but in the fervor of the desire which raises the heart to Jesus.

Love to pray. Feel the need to pray often during the day. Prayer enlarges the heart until it is capable of containing God’s gift of Himself. Ask and seek and your heart will grow big enough to receive Him and keep Him as your own.

We want so much to pray properly and then we fail. We get discouraged and give up. If you want to pray better, you must pray more. God allows the failure but He does not want the discouragement. He wants us to be more childlike, more humble, more grateful in prayer, to remember we all belong to the mystical body of Christ, which is praying always.

We need to help each other in our prayers. Let us free our minds. Let’s not pray long, drawn-out prayers, but let’s pray short ones full of love. Let us pray on behalf of those who do not pray. Let us remember, if we want to be able to love, we must be able to pray!

Prayer that comes from the mind and heart is  called mental prayer. We must never forget that we are bound toward perfection and should aim ceaselessly at it. The practice of daily mental prayer is necessary to reach that goal. Because it is the breath of life to our soul, holiness is impossible without it.

It is only by mental prayer and spiritual reading that we can cultivate the gift of prayer. Mental prayer is greatly fostered by simplicity — that is, forgetfulness of self by transcendence of the body and of our senses, and by frequent aspirations that feed our prayer. “In mental prayer,” says Saint John Vianney, “shut your eyes, shut your mouth, and open your heart.” In vocal prayer we speak to God; in mental prayer He speaks to us. It is then that God pours Himself into us.

Our prayers should be burning words coming forth from the furnace of hearts filled with love. In your prayers, speak to God with great reverence and confidence. Do not drag behind or run ahead; do not shout or keep silent, but devoutly, with great sweetness, with natural simplicity, without any affectation, offer your praise to God with the whole of your heart and soul.

Just once, let the love of God take entire and absolute possession of your heart; let it become to your heart like a second nature; let your heart suffer nothing contrary to enter; let it apply itself continually to increase this love of God by seeking to please Him in all things and refusing Him nothing; let it accept as from His hand everything that happens to it; let it have a firm determination never to commit any fault deliberately and knowingly or, if it should fail, to be humbled and to rise up again at once — and such a heart will pray continually.

People are hungry for the Word of God that will give peace, that will give unity, that will give joy. But you cannot give what you don’t have. That’s why it is necessary to deepen your life of prayer.

Be sincere in your prayers. Sincerity is humility, and you acquire humility only by accepting humiliations. All that has been said about humility is not enough to teach you humility. All that you have read about humility is not enough to teach you humility. You learn humility only by accepting humiliations. And you will meet humiliation all through your life. The greatest humiliation is to  know that you are nothing. This you come to know when you face God in prayer.

Often a deep and fervent look at Christ is the best prayer: I look at Him and He looks at me. When you come face to face with God, you cannot but know that you are nothing, that you have nothing.
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It is difficult to pray if you don’t know how to pray, but we must help ourselves to pray. The first means to use is silence. We cannot put ourselves directly in the presence of God if we do not practice internal and external silence.

The interior silence is very difficult, but we must make the effort. In silence we will find new energy and true unity. The energy of God will be ours to do all things well, and so will the unity of our thoughts with His thoughts, the unity of our prayers with His prayers, the unity of our actions with His actions, of our life with His life. Unity is the fruit of prayer, of humility, of love.

In the silence of the heart God speaks. If you face God in prayer and silence, God will speak to  you. Then you will know that you are nothing. It is only when you realize your nothingness, your emptiness, that God can fill you with Himself. Souls of prayer are souls of great silence.

Silence gives us a new outlook on everything. We need silence to be able to touch souls. The essential thing is not what we say but what God says to us and through us. In that silence, He will listen to us; there He will speak to our soul, and there we will hear His voice.

Listen in silence, because if your heart is full of other things you cannot hear the voice of God. But when you have listened to the voice of God in the stillness of your heart, then your heart is filled with God. This will need much sacrifice, but if we really mean to pray and want to pray we must be ready to do it now. These are only the first steps toward prayer but if we never make the first step with a determination, we will not reach the last one: the presence of God.

This is what we have to learn right from the beginning: to listen to the voice of God in our heart, and then in the silence of the heart God speaks. Then from the fullness of our hearts, our mouth will have to speak. That is the connection. In the silence of the heart, God speaks and you have to listen. Then in the fullness of your heart, because it is full of God, full of love, full of compassion, full of faith, your mouth will speak.

Remember, before you speak, it is necessary to listen, and only then, from the fullness of your heart you speak and God listens.

The contemplatives and ascetics of all ages and religions have sought God in the silence and solitude of the desert, forest, and mountain. Jesus Himself spent forty days in the desert and the mountains, communing for long hours with the Father in the silence of the night.

We too are called to withdraw at certain intervals into deeper silence and aloneness with God, together as a community as well as personally. To be alone with Him, not with our books, thoughts, and memories but completely stripped of everything, to dwell lovingly in His presence — silent, empty, expectant, and motionless.

We cannot find God in noise or agitation.  Nature: trees, flowers, and grass grow in silence. The stars, the moon, and the sun move in silence. What is essential is not what we say but what God tells us and what He tells others through us. In silence He listens to us; in silence He speaks to our souls. In silence we are granted the privilege of listening to His voice.

Silence of our eyes.

Silence of our ears.

Silence of our mouths.

Silence of our minds.

. . . in the silence of the heart
 God will speak.

Silence of the heart is necessary so you can hear God everywhere — in the closing of the door, in the person who needs you, in the birds that sing, in the flowers, in the animals.

If we are careful of silence it will be easy to pray. There is so much talk, so much repetition, so much carrying on of tales in words and in writing. Our prayer life suffers so much because our hearts are not silent.

I shall keep the silence of my heart with greater care, so that in the silence of my heart I hear His words of comfort and from the fullness of my heart I comfort Jesus in the distressing disguise of the poor. 
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Real prayer is union with God, a union as vital as that of the vine to the branch, which is the illustration Jesus gives us in the Gospel of John. We need prayer. We need that union to produce good fruit. The fruit is what we produce with our hands, whether it be food, clothing, money, or something else. All of this is the fruit of our oneness with God. We need a life of prayer, of poverty, and of sacrifice to do it with love.

Sacrifice and prayer complement each other. There is no prayer without sacrifice, and there is no sacrifice without prayer. Jesus’ life was spent in intimate union with His Father as He passed through this world. We need to do the same. Let’s walk by His side. We need to give Christ a chance to make use of us, to be His word and His work, to share His food and His clothing in the world today.

If we do not radiate the light of Christ around us, the sense of the darkness that prevails in the world will increase.

We are called to love the world. And God loved the world so much that He gave Jesus. Today He loves the world so much that He gives you and me to be His love, His compassion, and His presence, through a life of prayer, of sacrifice, of surrender to God. The response that God asks of you is to be a contemplative.

If we take Jesus at His word, all of us are contemplatives in the heart of the world, for if we have faith, we are continually in His presence. By contemplation the soul draws directly from the heart of God the graces, which the active life must distribute. Our lives must be connected with the living Christ in us. If we do not live in the presence of God we cannot go on.

What is contemplation? To live the life of Jesus. This is what I understand. To love Jesus, to live His life in us, to live our life in His life. That’s contemplation. We must have a clean heart to be able to see — no jealousy, anger, contention, and especially no uncharitableness. To me, contemplation is not to be locked in a dark place, but to allow Jesus to live His  passion, His love, His humility in us, praying with us, being with us, and sanctifying through us.

Our contemplation is our life. It is not a matter of doing but being. It is the possession of our spirit by the Holy Spirit breathing into us the plenitude of God and sending us forth to the whole creation as His personal message of love.

We shall not waste our time in looking for extraordinary experiences in our life of contemplation but live by pure faith, ever watchful and ready for His coming by doing our day-to-day duties with extraordinary love and devotion.

Our life of contemplation simply put is to realize God’s constant presence and His tender love for us in the least little things of life. To be constantly available to Him, loving Him with our whole heart, whole mind, whole soul, and whole strength, no matter in what form He may come to us. Does your mind and your heart go to Jesus as soon as you get up in the morning? This is prayer, that you turn your mind and heart to God.

Prayer is the very life of oneness, of being one with Christ. Therefore, prayer is as necessary as the  air, as the blood in our body, as anything, to keep us alive to the grace of God. To pray generously is not enough; we must pray devoutly, with fervor and piety. We must pray perseveringly and with great love. If we don’t pray, our presence will have no power, our words will have no power.

We need prayers in order to better carry out the work of God, and so that in every moment we may know how to be completely available to Him.

We should make every effort to walk in the presence of God, to see God in all the persons we meet, to live our prayer throughout the day.

Knowledge of the self puts us on our knees, and it is very necessary for love. For knowledge of God produces love, and knowledge of the self produces humility. Knowledge of the self is a very important thing in our lives. As Saint Augustine says, “Fill yourselves first, and then only will you be able to give to others.”

Knowledge of the self is also a safeguard against pride, especially when you are tempted in life. The greatest mistake is to think you are too strong to fall into temptation. Put your finger in the fire and it  will burn. So we have to go through the fire. The temptations are allowed by God. The only thing we have to do is to refuse to give in.
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Prayer, to be fruitful, must come from the heart and must be able to touch the heart of God. See how Jesus taught His disciples to pray. I believe each time we say “Our Father,” God looks at His hands, where He has carved us. (“I have carved you on the palm of my hand.” See Isaiah 49:16.) He looks at His hands, and He sees us there. How wonderful the tenderness and love of God!

If we pray the “Our Father,” and live it, we will be holy. Everything is there: God, myself, my neighbor. If I forgive, then I can be holy and can pray. All this comes from a humble heart, and if we have this we will know how to love God, to love self, and to love our neighbor. This is not complicated, and yet we complicate our lives so much, by so many additions. Just one thing counts — to be humble, to pray. The more you pray, the better you will pray.

A child has no difficulty expressing his little  mind in simple words that say so much. Jesus said to Nicodemus: “Become as a little child.” If we pray the gospel, we will allow Christ to grow in us. So pray lovingly like children, with an earnest desire to love much and to make loved the one that is not loved.

All our words will be useless unless they come from within. Words that do not give the light of Christ increase the darkness. Today, more than ever, we need to pray for the light to know the will of God, for the love to accept the will of God, for the way to do the will of God.

[image: 1577312015_0032_001]
For me, prayer means launching out of the heart toward God; a cry of grateful love from the crest of joy or the trough of despair; it is a vast, supernatural force that opens out my heart, and binds me close to Jesus.

— SAINT THERESE OF LISIEUX 

I give you my word, if you are ready to believe that you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer, it shall be done for you.

— JESUS, MARK 11:24 NAB 
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