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			In Memoriam

			Mary M. Angello, loving grandmother and one of the first to introduce me to Mother Angelica

			1928–2013

			and

			Loretta Barrett, agent extraordinaire and the first person in publishing to believe in Mother’s story

		

	
		
		
			Those whom I love I reprove and chasten; so be zealous and repent.

				Behold, I stand at the door and knock.

				REVELATION 3:19–20

				He who has the bride is the bridegroom….

				He must increase, but I must decrease.

				JOHN 3:29–30

			

		

	
		
			
			FOREWORD

			The book you hold in your hands was harder for me to write than any I have written.

			For years I carried it in my heart with an uneasy dread. I had promised Mother Angelica that I would tell her “full story” and deep down I knew I was the only one who could complete it. I had already written Mother’s biography, which ended in 2004, and edited several volumes of her spirituality and thought. Our personal relationship, and the weight of this final project, transformed this book into something of a burden.

			For years I carried the unfinished story within me. I anguished over how to impart it—how to capture Mother’s hidden last years so that the reader could experience her impact far beyond the confines of the corner room at her monastery where she would spend much of her last twelve years.

			I conducted interviews, kept notes, visited Mother whenever I could, and wrote chapters in between other projects. It was supposed to be an addenda to the original biography. But it got longer and longer, and I realized that it would have to be a stand-alone book. A sequel. Over the course of about six years I never managed to finish it. On a few occasions Image urged me to turn the project in and publish it before Mother’s passing. Each time I resisted. The truth is, I didn’t want to complete this book because on a deep, personal level it was a source of regular contact with my friend and mentor, who was slowly slipping away.

			Mother Angelica had totally surrendered herself to God’s designs for her at that point. She was ready for death. But I wasn’t—and neither were her sisters. She told me once: “I’m not mine. God has rights over me. If he wants to take one leg at a time, that’s His right. I am not my own property… . I am obliged to use my body, my soul, my mind, my efforts for the glory of God. That’s what I call a vow of total surrender.”

			Following scores of visits over many years, as I went to leave, she would take my hand, simultaneously white-knuckle my arm, and repeat with a determined serenity, “Full story. Full story.” I knew what she meant: “Tell the full story.” It was a reminder of her demand nearly twenty years earlier when I started work on her biography. The burden would come flooding back. Still I couldn’t bring myself to complete the book until she was gone (at least from this life), when the tale was truly finished.

			Then on Easter Sunday, 2016, the girl who was Rita Rizzo, died. In between anchoring live coverage of Mother’s memorial services and funeral in Birmingham, I finally made good on my promise. I completed edits the week of her death, and somehow all the chapters, the interviews, the precious moments, and the insights gelled.

			Reading it again, I am transported back to those grief filled days when I struggled with the fact that my friend, dear Reverend Mother, would not be in my life as she had been for so many years. Beyond the tears and loss—which I still feel—there is a great joy that now others can experience these crucial last years of Mother’s journey. There are rich lessons here and some hard ones.

			Truth is never an easy path to trod, and people oftentimes latch on to vastly different things in the same story. They see what they need to see or perhaps only what they are cabable of seeing. As Flannery O’Connor once said, “The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.” Similar to the first biography, when the book was published, there were those intimates of Mother who thought I revealed too much. Others wished I had told more. In fact, I cut about twenty pages from the manuscript to protect Mother’s privacy and that of her sisters. It was mostly color and details unimportant to Mother’s character or journey. Reading it again, I feel I shared just what was necessary and nothing more. I told the “full story” as she desired. From the letters I have received from women and men caring for parents, college kids, retirees, superiors of religious houses, and even Cardinals—it’s clear that Mother’s final bow, her grand silence, has touched them in unexpected ways.

			Shortly after Mother’s passing I saw the Pulitzer Prize—winning musical Hamilton on Broadway. Tears of joy and sorrow streaked down my cheeks at the end of the show. Not because of Hamilton—whom I have long revered—but because of Mother. The musical ends with the lyric, “Who lives? Who dies? Who tells your story?”

			“Me, Mother,” I thought sitting in the third row of the Richard Rodgers Theatre, “I told the full story. We did it.” And it goes on. How excited I am to hear how the rest of Mother’s story will alter your own. I know it will. Such is the power of Mother Mary Angelica’s witness, especially at her life’s end.

			Raymond Arroyo

			New Orleans, Easter 2018

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			The spacious cell at the monastery where she spent her last years was almost always muggy—like any grandmother’s room. The whir of the oxygen machine in the corner ricocheted off the tiled floor, providing the only constant sound in the space. Bookshelves and a dresser near her bed were laden with statues of saints, an oversized Child Jesus, religious cards, and relics. And there, bundled in a hospital bed, beneath a faded painting of the wounded Savior, a white ski cap atop her head, lay the most powerful and influential woman in Catholicism: the indomitable Mother Angelica.

			As late as 2010, although she was bedridden and weakened by a stroke, the old nun’s spunk remained intact. I walked into Mother’s cell one afternoon to find her tugging the bedsheets up over her mouth, engaged in a daily war.

			“Mother, you have to eat if you want to stay strong and healthy,” the tiny Vietnamese nun, Sister Gabriel, fussed, extending a spoonful of mashed potatoes toward Mother’s face. Angelica, having none of it, turned her glance toward the doorway.

			
			“Is she trying to force-feed you again?” I jokingly asked as I entered.

			Mother smiled broadly, tilting her face toward Sister Gabriel’s spoon, and lowered the bed linen. Then just as the food approached, she yanked the sheet up again blocking the potatoes’ entry.

			“Oh, Mother,” Sister Gabriel said in frustration. Delighting in the mayhem, Angelica let loose a wheezy cackle for my benefit. She winked at me and then having had her fun, quickly opened her mouth to accept the first morsel of lunch.

			“She always gives me a hard time with lunch. Don’t you, Mother?” Sister Gabriel said, offering a second scoop of potatoes. Mother pursed her lips and slowly shook her head from side to side. Lunch was over.

			The moment struck me as classic Mother Angelica: the steely will, the slightly subversive humor, the joy that millions all over the globe had come to love were on full display for anyone entering that overheated room. I was partly to blame for the show. Sister Catherine, the onetime vicar of Our Lady of the Angels Monastery, claimed that Mother would “perform” when I showed up. It was as if she remembered the fun we had in days gone by and wanted to let me know that she was still game—her disability be damned.

			
			My regular visits with Mother Mary Angelica never really ended. The frequency of our personal meetings was impeded by her stroke and her eventual confinement to the cell, but they continued—vastly altered—right up until her passing.

			Mother Angelica hired me as news director at EWTN in 1996 and over time became much more than an employer to me. I cohosted her Mother Angelica Live program for a few years, and we often had long personal conversations at the end of the workday or after the live shows on Tuesday and Wednesday evenings. While I was working on her biography, from 1999 to 2001, we’d meet every Saturday in her monastery parlor, peering at each other through the wrought-iron latticework separating the world from the cloister. During those intense interviews she could be explosive, hilarious, conspiratorial, and holy—at times all at once. With Italianate gusto she shared how a tenacious faith reshaped the life of a wounded girl from Canton, Ohio, and changed the world.

			In the lusterless suburbs of Birmingham, Alabama, this crippled nun, who barely graduated high school, founded a cable network in her cloister garage in 1981. She would tend the fledging operation for two decades, crossing swords with errant bishops, beating back takeover attempts, and struggling with her own infirmity to make the Eternal Word Television Network the largest religious media organization on the planet. It was her personality—her particular ability to connect with viewers and spiritually console them in moments of distress—that propelled the thing forward. They could feel her faith and were warmed by it. Away from the cameras, it was Mother Angelica’s mystical intimacy with pain and suffering that fueled EWTN’s growth and made her one of the world’s most beloved spiritual figures.

			
			The rigid white headgear of her habit could barely contain the nun’s expressive face as she related the dramatic turns in her life during our times together. With each interview my understanding of her deepened along with our friendship. At times Mother would get so comfortable, especially over shared meals, that she would shift her weight in the overstuffed leather parlor chair, place a long, lean hand against her face, and really open up. She’d share troubles and fears, intimacies and secrets restricted to only a few of her sisters.

			In June 2001 our conversation turned to some bishops who had caused her heartache in the past, men who never really cared for Mother’s spiritual emphasis or style: “They don’t pay me any attention. They’re just waiting for me to die. But I won’t! Ha ha.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief; a satisfied smile spread across her face. Then she exhaled and suddenly the mood changed. “I talked to the Lord recently,” she confided in a hush, “and I said I would like to stay until the worst is over—for the Church, for the community.”

			The Lord accepted her proposal. But I doubt if even Mother could foresee the consequences of her request.

			
			Later that year, on Christmas Eve, a stroke precipitated by a cerebral hemorrhage nearly killed Angelica, depriving her of the speech that had built her broadcast empire. In 2004, an injury would shrink her world, physically restricting her to a corner bedroom at Our Lady of the Angels Monastery. To outsiders, and even to some of her closest collaborators, it would appear Mother Angelica’s story was over. The old abbess became ill, was shut up in her room, and waited for God to come for her. But there is much more to the story—a story that has been hidden from the public until now.

			In her protracted silence—for more than a decade—Mother Angelica would struggle for her soul, fight for her religious community, see the fulfillment of her last mission, and radically transform the lives of people she had never known. She would indeed stay until the worst was over.

			Our society has a tendency to ignore or diminish the value of the infirm and the frail elderly. Their suffering and physical debilitation are reminders of our own mortality and the last act that awaits us all. But as the lives of Blessed Mother Teresa and Saint Pope John Paul II teach us, the end can be the most efficacious part of a life. It is a time of weakness and physical hardship, but it can also be one of spiritual union with God. For those striving for holiness, the “last things” can include supernatural attacks—temptations to doubt after a lifetime of belief. Mother was no exception. As I spoke to the sisters who cared for Mother, I learned details about her last years that even those closest to the monastery could not fathom.

			
			In these pages are the particulars of Mother’s 2004 secret journey to the Far East, a trip that would cost her dearly; firsthand, in-depth revelations of her physical struggles and the abiding faith that sustained her—even through the upheaval of her own religious community; accounts of the supernatural phenomena surrounding Mother in her last days and the spiritual warfare she waged in her cell; as well as intimate stories of her early years never before seen in print.

			When I reviewed the three years of interviews I had conducted with Mother—her final interviews—I came across things I didn’t know existed, or had overlooked as I was writing the biography. Mother’s unpublished words shed new light on her painful final years, and put them in astonishing perspective. Having written an exhaustive biography of Mother Angelica and edited three volumes of her teachings and prayers, I thought I had written my last Mother Angelica book. My intention was to compose an epilogue for the biography consisting of a few details of her last days with some excerpts from our interviews and leave it at that. But when I sat down to write, so much new material emerged that another book presented itself.

			Equally as fascinating as the facts surrounding Mother’s last years are the many lives she influenced during her long public absence. Via reruns on EWTN, Mother continued (and continues) to be a part of our lives. Though her live television career was long over, the heart of her ministry—pain and suffering offered up for the good of others—continued unimpeded in her final cloistered years. Gathered here is the fruit of her labors: the personal testimonies of many people scattered throughout the world whom she reached spiritually from a monastery bed in Hanceville, Alabama.

			
			This work also permits me a chance to reflect on my personal relationship with Mother Angelica, something I have never written about before.

			What follows is the conclusion of Mother’s biography, a synopsis of her life leading up to this work, my personal account of our loving friendship, and a tribute to a cherished spiritual icon.

			Attentive readers will notice that EWTN is mentioned only in passing here, as it had little connection to Mother in her final years. Following her resignation in 2000 and full withdrawal in 2001, she had no input into the day-to-day affairs of the network, nor was she or her sisters involved in the administration. That said, the spiritual ties to EWTN ran deep, and Mother always considered the network part of a personal mission entrusted to her alone.

			—

			Long ago, Mother made me promise to “tell the full story” of her life. This is the final chapter of that story—one that is as startling and inspiring as everything that preceded it. Reverend Mother, this is for you.

			
			Even now, I still meet with Mother in memory and in spirit. And though I miss her physical presence, the writing of this work has allowed me to once again spend long hours with Reverend Mother and share her essence with others. This final book in the canon captures the last bittersweet years of a faithful woman who, in her grand silence and through great pain, transformed more lives and did more good than anyone could have imagined. It is also an opportunity to have one last visit with the sister we called “Mother.”

			Raymond Arroyo

			Virginia, APRIL 2016

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			The Last Journey

			
				We need to suffer patiently not only the burden of being ill, but being ill with the particular illness that God wants for us, among the people that He wants us to be with, and with the discomforts that He permits us to experience.

				—ST. FRANCIS DE SALES

			

			The old abbess had that familiar twinkle in her eye when I popped the question. Only one eye was visible at the time, as a black patch, secured by her glasses, covered the other. The left side of her face had been paralyzed by a series of ministrokes a few weeks earlier. The mouth that had so often held smiles now turned downward, distorting her speech. During what was to be our last formal interview, in November of 2001, I asked Mother Angelica what would be her next great work—her next project. She paused for a moment, brushed some cookie crumbs from her habit (since we were snacking at the time), and said in a slurred voice, “Foundations. The Lord is calling us now to give Him new foundations—new monasteries. We’ve got a lot of nuns here, and I think that’s what we’re supposed to do next.”

			
			At that point, Mother Angelica was in the midst of a long-desired, if rather ambitious, retirement. For a contemplative Poor Clare nun, Angelica was always a doer and a builder, a foundress of not only a couple of religious orders, but of a massive international broadcast empire. In March of 2000 she had retired from the Eternal Word Television Network; and though she would continue to host the Mother Angelica Live show, her goals had changed. As she entered her seventy-eighth year, the abbess intended to spend her retirement in the cloister, meditating on the Scriptures, mothering her community, and eventually sending nuns out to build new monasteries.

			Those plans evaporated on Christmas Eve of 2001. That day a devastating stroke caused by a brain hemorrhage nearly killed her. In the aftermath, Mother’s speech was severely restricted, her movement limited. She was forced to focus on her physical recovery. Even pushing a walker through the monastery hallways proved challenging. Suddenly reading her beloved Scriptures became a chore. She could no longer find the words to teach lessons to her nuns, and the hope of overseeing the construction of new contemplative houses seemed beyond reach.

			
			Long before the stroke, some of her sisters—junior professed nuns in the late 1990s—remember Mother giving them lessons in the cramped Birmingham monastery that was once their community home. In their recollection she would scan the faces of her young daughters and, on more than one occasion, announce, “Prepare, sisters, the Lord will scatter you like rose pedals across the land.” Her young sisters would not soon forget the prophetic summons.

			In 2004, a plump, bouncy nun, Sister Mary Fidelis, scurried through the halls of Our Lady of the Angels seeking her friend, Sister Marie Andre. Fidelis felt God was calling her to continue her religious life elsewhere. She had heard that a bishop out west was looking for contemplative nuns to reside in his diocese. In an attempt to discover if anyone shared her wandering spirit, Fidelis cornered Marie Andre: a slender nun with crescent-shaped eyes who had an adventurous spirit and a fondness for the Lord of the Rings trilogy. When asked if she had any interest in leaving the Shire of Hanceville to begin a new foundation, Sister Marie Andre refused. But later, in June of that year, after being diagnosed with breast cancer, Marie Andre had a change of heart.

			“I had a strong sense that the Lord was calling me to found a new foundation,” Sister Marie Andre told me. “You would have thought that I would have wanted to stay put, since I was going through chemo. But I believe the Lord wanted to take me out of my comfort zone.”

			
			Sisters Marie Andre and Fidelis shared their thoughts with the vicar of Our Lady of the Angels Monastery, Sister Mary Catherine. Catherine was Mother Angelica’s right-hand nun, the second in command, who oversaw the day-to-day affairs of the monastery during Mother’s health woes. The vicar was a practical but impulsive nun from Louisiana’s bayou country. Once informed that these young sisters felt God calling them to create a new foundation, possibly in Phoenix, Arizona, she leapt into action. In the late summer of 2004, the vicar and the two younger nuns presented the idea to Mother Angelica.

			The old abbess was resting in her room when they appeared. The nuns explained what they had discerned, told Mother that the bishop of Phoenix would welcome contemplatives into his diocese, and asked her permission to found a new monastery. Mother listened intently, eyed Sisters Marie Andre and Fidelis, then deliberately declared, “I say, go!” The sisters quickly wrote Rome for permission.

			News that younger sisters were initiating a new foundation was not viewed happily by a select group of the forty-two nuns residing at Our Lady of the Angels Monastery. Some of the senior professed nuns thought there should be no new foundations since their current home, which cost tens of millions of dollars, was barely five years old. There were also hard feelings about the way these younger nuns had proceeded without first securing the blessing of the senior sisters at a chapter meeting. With the full support of their vicar, Sister Catherine, the young nuns had rearranged the order of the necessary permissions. They would eventually seek the blessing of the professed nuns. But not initially.

			
			It was all reminiscent of the way another superior, Mother Veronica in Canton, Ohio, had enabled the vision of one of her young nuns—a certain Sister Mary Angelica—to become a reality in the late 1950s. The abbess was a huge booster of Sister Angelica’s dream to build a monastery in the South, with the goal of praying for racial healing. The announcement that Angelica was making plans to erect a Birmingham foundation set off intense rivalries within the walls of Sancta Clara Monastery in Canton. In the end, Angelica secured the needed permissions, and her abbess allowed her to take some of the monastery’s best young sisters to the South. The superior’s actions would deprive the Canton monastery of future leaders and destabilize it for years to come.

			Perhaps the memory of all this caused the older nuns at Our Lady of the Angels Monastery to hesitate when talk of a new foundation surfaced in 2004.

			There was a nucleus of nuns who regularly congregated in Mother Angelica’s cell. This small cadre of sisters was part of a long-standing inner circle that surrounded Mother long before she took ill. Each served her abbess in a unique way, and each is at least partially responsible for the longevity Mother enjoyed in the wake of crushing physical limitations. They sometimes referred to themselves as “Little Mothers”:

			
			Sister Margaret Mary, the nurse: a solemn nun of delicate constitution and refined tastes. She was the dispenser of medicines, the final word on Mother’s health, and the shadow designer of the Shrine of the Most Blessed Sacrament in Hanceville.

			Sister Michael, the cook: a loyal sister of Polish descent with a reedy voice and definite opinions. She was one of the original nuns who traveled from Ohio to Alabama with Mother Angelica in 1962.

			Sister Regina, the gardener: a hearty Southern nun with an easy Italian laugh and a fierce devotion to
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				Rita Rizzo to Mother Angelica: 1923–2004
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