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There are two ways to live:

you can live as if nothing is a miracle;

you can live as if everything is a miracle.

—Albert Einstein
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Prologue

The convent’s caretaker was an ordinary man. Quiet and industrious. Good with his hands. Good with people. And while he rarely spoke of himself, if pressed, the caretaker would say he was diligent, clever, and careful about protecting precious things—such as his family and his planet. He wasn’t Catholic. Of course, that never stopped the nuns from liking Phil McCord. He always fixed what was broken.

In his fifty-plus years, the caretaker had pondered and solved many conundrums—like snarled plumbing and leaky roofs, like who he was and why he was here. But after his baffling overnight cure, McCord faced new questions. And some of those questions bothered him deeply.

Had he really deserved God’s help?

Would he ever receive a bill for his divine favor?

If that bill came due, how much would it cost him?

The caretaker was shaped by an endless appetite to see and to grasp the intricate machinery of this world and beyond. He peered past the obvious surface, past accepted explanations. He ripped apart riddles, busted them down to better comprehend their complexities. How did electricity work? How did a biomass furnace function? How much of our paths were forged by self-determination and how much by a higher power? By McCord’s estimation, people generally made their own choices and their own way in this life, and rarely—very rarely—did God step in. He compared his own vision of faith to the massive web of National Security Agency supercomputers that simultaneously eavesdropped on millions of e-mail chats and phone conversations.

“They listen to everything and occasionally they pick up one snippet of something. I look at it like that: God doesn’t micromanage but when something pops up, when there’s an opportunity to do something with meaning, there will be an intervention.”

That was one of the lessons he had learned after he beat the incalculable odds and suddenly got better.

In blue jeans and a gray beard, the caretaker mirrored his humble, homey surroundings. Indiana was his land, and the place had branded him with certain essential values: Earn your keep, mend your own problems, and hash out your big decisions at the supper table. That was where he spent the better part of each evening, sitting across from his wife. She once had been a farm girl. Now she was a nurse. A touch sarcastic, she had seen a lot of blood and a lot of death. She kept him grounded.

“I wonder what all this means?” he posed one night as they shared another steaming meal at the circular wooden table nestled just off their kitchen, next to a bay window.

She usually just listened quietly for a while, letting him vent, letting him search.

“Was I just at the right place, at the right time? Am I worthy? How did this happen? How did that work? What caused it? It wasn’t like there was a bolt of lightning or something. I don’t understand.”

“I’ve seen people walk away from so much worse,” she finally answered. “It is what it is. Deal with it. It happens. I’ve seen it. In fact, I’ve seen a lot of it. Accept it.”

If only I could, he thought.

If only it was that easy.

Looking back at his trial in 2003, he had done just as the priests had asked. He had told the truth. Yet long after he had watched the priests smile at his miraculous tale, the caretaker fought to find some context in which he could understand those facts, some universe in which that truth made sense.

Before his swift recovery, he had been so frightened. So anxious and desperate. At least now he was healthy. He had found new vision. But he had not yet found peace. He still could not answer his own immense questions. He still had not cracked the most perplexing mystery of all.


CHAPTER ONE

The Woods

The sisters simply called it “the crypt.” Smelling of cold stone and old dampness, the underground chapel felt like a secret sanctuary. Between numerous brick pillars stood life-size statues of saints, their smooth features bathed in candlelight. Beneath the snug ceiling, rows of neatly lined pews faced a raised altar. In a narrow chamber near the altar, concrete drawers encased the corpses of three nuns.

The crypt had only two ways in or out. One dark corner offered a wooden ladder that led to a trapdoor in the main floor of the motherhouse. In another nook, fifteen wooden steps—barely wider than an old woman’s shoulders—linked the chapel to the convent above. On a frosty Friday evening, October 30, 1908, that stairwell thundered with a solemn, steady parade of sisters. Draped in full black habits, they descended to the catacomb to recite communal prayers and confess private sins. Near the end of the procession, one hunched nun gripped the railing with a quivering left hand that had gone cold and numb. She staggered on unsteady feet. Her bloated belly throbbed. Her head whirled in a dizzying grayness. She was forty-eight years old.

Her body was dying.

Sister Mary Theodosia Mug was a meticulous woman with deep-set eyes hardened by pain. She had spent almost half her life in the rural enclave—Saint Mary-of-the-Woods—an academy and college for young women and a community of nuns. In the classrooms she taught English to young girls. At night she composed music and wrote poetry. Slight and sickly since her teenage years, Sister Mary Theodosia nonetheless blazed with a fierce creative energy. Her literary achievements filled entire bookshelves: dozens of magazine articles, a compilation of hymns, and a 500-page book published nationally. Yet her litany of ailments was equally extensive: neuritis in her right hand and arm, lung trouble, heart disease, rheumatism, and then, in 1906, breast cancer followed by a mastectomy that had destroyed the nerves and muscles in her left shoulder, leaving her left arm rigid and useless. Despite the surgery, the cancer had spread, sprouting in her abdomen, eventually forcing her to loosen her belt one notch at a time—four inches in all—just to ease the growing pressure of the tumor.

Eventually the disease turned her stride into a hobble. What puny morsels of food she could chew, she was forced to swallow while standing. Even so, she vomited almost continuously, sometimes unable to keep down even a slurp of water. But each day and night, Sister Mary Theodosia planned her classroom lessons, penned her melodies, played the organ at morning Mass, authored her articles, and tried to live while her insides rotted. Each day and night, she also prayed. And that crisp October evening would be no different.

Like the other nuns clustered in the basement chapel, Mary Theodosia first would step into a slender wooden booth. As a priest listened on the opposite side of a mesh partition, she would offer her confession—one of the Catholic sacraments and a convent ritual. After Mass, she would wait for the other sisters to exit the chapel, climb the stairs, and return to their bedrooms in the motherhouse high above. Finally, in the empty stillness, Mary Theodosia would stand alone and ask for some healing.

But not for herself.
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Five miles northwest of Terre Haute, Indiana, tucked into a thicket of pin oak and black walnut trees, Saint Mary-of-the-Woods was established on October 22, 1840, as a rustic Roman Catholic outpost in ardently anti-Catholic country. Its feisty founder, Mother Théodore Guérin, had been handpicked by her French religious order, the Sisters of Providence, to lead five young nuns from Ruillé-sur-Loir, France, across the hurricane-battered Atlantic on a sailing ship to New York City, then westward via trains, river-boats, and horse-drawn carriages to the rough-and-tumble Upper Midwest. Out there, from the woodlands and lime-green meadows of western Indiana to the shores of Lake Michigan 180 miles to the north, Catholicism already was proliferating as French, Irish, and German immigrants surged into the region. The bishop of Vincennes, Indiana (a diocese that then included Chicago), had sought the French nuns to run Catholic schools, to treat the sick, and to convert more souls.

After reaching New York and trekking nearly eight hundred miles through the eastern United States, the six women crossed the swollen Wabash River on a stagecoach and, minutes later, finally arrived at their destination—a lone farmhouse in the trees. With a loose grasp of English and a few trunks full of clothing, Mother Théodore and her French missionaries went to work, building a self-sufficient farm, a religious colony, and, fairly quickly, some potent adversaries. Then again, bedlam was nothing new to Mother Théodore, a woman who had often stared down turmoil with her “bright, luminous, and serene eyes,” as a fellow sister once said. Throughout her life she had been neck-deep in illness, rough waters, and even a family murder.

She was born Anne-Thérèse Guérin on October 2, 1798, in the last days of the French Revolution. She grew up in a beachfront cottage perched on the northwest French peninsula of Brittany, overlooking the English Channel. She was raised by a devoutly Catholic mother, and for a time she attended a small school in her village, Étables. But the decade-long revolution had transformed France from an aristocratic monarchy where the Catholic clergy held sway to a nation beset with antireligious uprisings. Churches were closed, clerics were executed, and public worship was temporarily banned. In hushed tones, behind the rock walls of her modest home, Anne-Thérèse learned the Catholic catechism from her mother, Isabelle Lefevre Guérin. The little girl found courage in her outlawed faith. One biographer described her as “buoyant, mischievous [and] commanding.” In womanhood, the same biographer wrote, Anne-Thérèse “had a fine appearance and an attractive personality and, as might be expected, there were many offers for her hand. She promptly declined all.” The reason: during her first communion at age ten, Anne-Thérèse had promised God to someday become a nun. And that vow, she believed, was sacred.

Anne-Thérèse was the second of four Guérin children. But an older brother had died of burns after his fireside cot caught a spark from the hearth, engulfing the boy and his blankets in flames. A younger brother had died in infancy, leaving only Anne-Thérèse and her sister, Marie-Jeanne. Their mother somehow endured the losses of her sons, but her emotional resolve soon would crumble.

Isabelle Guérin came from royalist bloodlines. Her relatives were part of the French nobility that supported the overthrown monarchy. The girls’ father, Laurent Guérin, had Italian roots and served as a ship’s captain in the French navy. Captain Guérin was loyal to his military commander, Napoleon Bonaparte. Following Napoleon’s bloody invasion of Russia in 1812 and the French Army’s subsequent retreat, Captain Guérin steered his vessel back to France, docking in the south. He disembarked and immediately began journeying north—alone—to reunite with his wife and daughters. Shortly into his trip, however, a band of thieves attacked the naval officer. They snatched the money he was bringing home and left him dead on the road.

The violent ambush nearly destroyed the Guérin family. At the time, Anne-Thérèse was fourteen years old and her sister eight. After receiving word of her husband’s death, Isabelle lapsed into a deep ten-year depression, forcing Anne-Thérèse to care for both her mother and little sister. Anne-Thérèse took a job as a seamstress to buy basic provisions for the cottage. She tended a small vegetable garden outside their cottage to help keep the family fed. But in those gloomy, grueling years, Anne-Thérèse began to flash hints of her late father’s soldierly nerve and his head for business. The teenager pulled her remaining family through the crisis with her grit and her prayers.

By age twenty, over her mother’s objections, Anne-Thérèse decided to fully devote her life to Catholicism, keeping her promise to become a nun. She entered the Sisters of Providence convent at Ruillé-sur-Loir, a small river town located 132 miles southwest of Paris. She took the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and she was given the name Sister Saint Théodore; then, as now, it is common for nuns to rename themselves in honor of saints, regardless of the saint’s gender. Théodore was derived from a Greek word that meant “gift of God.” Convent life, however, could not shield the young nun from additional torment. Soon she contracted smallpox, and the blistery rash spread inside to her esophagus and stomach, ravaging her digestive system. She barely survived the illness. For the rest of her days, her meals consisted of only mild broth and bland, soft foods such as porridge.

After her recovery, at age twenty-six, her superiors appointed Sister Théodore superintendent of a troubled, six-hundred-pupil school in Rennes, a town at the confluence of two rivers in northwestern France, and the capital of Britanny. The school was notorious for its unruly children, but Sister Théodore firmly restored order in the classrooms and even managed to lure some of the students’ parents into the Catholic faith. She spent nine years in Rennes before being redeployed about ninety miles south to Soulaines, a country village, where she divided her time among teaching, studying medicine under a local doctor, and ministering to the sick. Not long after her transfer, the bishop of Vincennes, Simon Bruté, sent his top priest to Ruillé-sur-Loir to request a cadre of the congregation’s hardiest nuns for a risky assignment in the American frontier. The bishop had recently purchased about an acre of land from a local farmer, Joseph Thralls, in a clearing just outside Terre Haute, Indiana. There, Bruté had overseen construction of the first church in Vigo County. He dubbed the tiny Catholic compound “Saint Mary-of-the-Woods.” Now he needed some nuns to create a convent on his patch of Indiana wilderness. Having taken command of her own failing family and the rowdy schoolchildren in Rennes, Sister Théodore emerged as the first candidate to shepherd the small band of nuns across the ocean. “We have only one sister here who could lead a mission like that,” one of her superiors told Bruté’s representative. “If she volunteers, we will accept.” But, still weak from her bout with smallpox, Sister Théodore initially declined the offer. Her superiors countered Sister Théodore’s hesitation with an ultimatum: If she chose to stay in France, the entire American undertaking would be scrapped. Reluctantly—not wanting to leave her beloved France or her mother and sister—she agreed to go.

On July 27, 1840, Sister Théodore and five other French sisters set sail from the port at Le Havre aboard a sailing ship called the Cincinnati. Their stormy, forty-day voyage would test their faith and their stomachs. “When I felt the vessel beginning to move and I realized I was no longer in France, it seemed as if my soul were being torn from my body,” Sister Théodore later wrote in her diary. All six sisters were sobbing. Even worse, before exiting their homeland, the nuns learned that Bishop Bruté had died unexpectedly in Vincennes at the age of sixty. His replacement would be Father Célestine de La Hailandière, the emissary Bruté had dispatched to France in search of recruits. In Indiana, Bishop La Hailandière would become Sister Théodore’s most ferocious adversary.

The Cincinnati was buffeted during the ensuing weeks by four separate storms during which “waves appeared like mountains,” gales bent the masts “like reeds,” and the creaking ship “seemed on the verge of sinking,” Sister Théodore recounted in her diary. During the tempests, the nuns became either so nauseated they couldn’t leave their beds or so frightened they told God they were ready to sacrifice their lives “should it please Him.” When calmer days dawned, the sisters prayed on deck in a corner or watched from the rails as whales surfaced and spouted plumes of water. On September 7 they finally spotted the rooftops of New York City. Because the Cincinnati could not maneuver to port, the passengers were asked to climb down a rope ladder and step into boats to reach the docks. When several nuns nervously balked at descending over the side of the ship, Sister Théodore barked: “Come, sisters, if we must die, let us die and say nothing about it.”

Their subsequent overland journey on rails, canals, and rock-strewn buggy trails took almost as long as their ocean crossing. On October 22, a Thursday, they stepped off a horse-drawn carriage into a seemingly empty forest. They hiked down a deep ravine and trudged up the leafy opposite bank before they finally viewed a simple farmhouse—the home of Joseph and Sarah Thralls and six of their twelve children. Also waiting there were four young American girls who hoped to join Sister Théodore’s religious community. After introductions, the newcomers were shown to their temporary accommodations: the farmhouse attic, where the six sisters and four prospective nuns would sleep on straw mats. The dormitory was so crowded, the women dressed in their beds. As wintery weather fell, snow blew into their room through cracks in the roof. “It is bitterly cold. Everything is frozen, even our bread,” Sister Théodore noted in her journal. In November, Bishop La Hailandière purchased the Thralls’ house outright along with the family’s fifty-five acres of land and some farm equipment and animals. The plot, which had cost the diocese $1,345, instantly became the first convent for the Indiana branch of the Sisters of Providence. (The Thralls family moved only about a mile south.) As was customary in those years, the head of the tiny new religious institution was given a title to match her authority. Sister Théodore became Mother Théodore.

The nuns cleared some land to prepare vegetable gardens for the spring. Their first church altar consisted of two planks driven into the mud, with a third plank placed across them. In the American outback, the initially tentative Mother Théodore blossomed into a willful leader, defeating her own self-doubts and defending her new turf against attacks from both people and nature. In their shady notch—“this remote solitude,” as she called it—Mother Théodore took barely a year to erect a boarding school and academy for young women (later Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College). The first student enrolled on July 4, 1841. Over the next fifteen years, traveling throughout Indiana by stagecoach, riverboat, and buggy, she established parish schools in eleven towns, including Fort Wayne and Evansville, as well as three orphanages, two pharmacies and, at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, a brick motherhouse for the sisters. Amid that rapid expansion, however, Mother Théodore and her nuns often ran low on funds and food, battling crop failures, biting bugs, and snake infestations. Worse, they feared that their isolated settlement was “surrounded by enemies,” as she once wrote in her journal.

They had their reasons.

In October 1842, a suspicious fire tore through the barns and granary that held the nuns’ winter supply of flour and other freshly harvested provisions as well as their entire store of animal feed and all their farming implements. Their survival stash was turned overnight into a pile of black ash and charred metal. Because they lived in a region rife with anti-Catholic sentiment, the nuns believed the inferno had been set intentionally in an effort to frighten them back to France.

Meanwhile, the emotional flames also raged in the hottest war of Mother Théodore’s life—a savage feud with her immediate church superior, Bishop La Hailandière. The French cleric and the French nun, each forty-two years old when their paths clashed, wrestled for almost a decade over who should control the community of nuns and who should own the land where the sisters lived. Mother Théodore wanted possession of the deed to their property, noting that she and the sisters already had paid more than $4,000 for the plot. The bishop wouldn’t yield. By 1845 the frustrated founder wrote a desperate letter to the bishop of Detroit, asking that she and her sisters be allowed to uproot from their compound and restart their community in Michigan. The request was not approved. La Hailandière saw the mother superior as insubordinate. She saw him as overbearing and chauvinistic—a theme that would color Mother Théodore’s legacy decades after her death, and shape the sisters’ worldview well into the twenty-first century. Ultimately, during an 1847 showdown between the nun and the bishop at his home in Vincennes, La Hailandière locked Mother Théodore in a room alone for the better part of a day as punishment for what he saw as her insolent behavior. Soon he stripped her of her vows and ordered her to leave the diocese “and go elsewhere to hide in her disgrace,” according to one of her journals. Once she was in exile, La Hailandière also mandated that she be forbidden to write letters to her fellow sisters. But immediately after receiving La Hailandière’s decision on May 20, 1847, the mother superior contracted pleurisy and spiked a high fever, sending her to a sickbed. She became, she wrote, “occupied only in preparing myself for death, which I believed was not far away. But I was mistaken.” She rallied. La Hailandière, also unhappy after all the years of bickering, had asked to resign his office in 1845 and again in 1846. During Mother Théodore’s 1847 sickness, Pope Pius IX finally granted La Hailandière’s request and he was transferred back to France. That war was over, yet its causes remained murky. Historians later speculated that La Hailandière was mentally unbalanced, or overwhelmed by the culture shock of living in America, or secretly in love with the mother superior, or perhaps all three.

Once more, Mother Théodore regained her strength and dashed off a letter to the archbishop of Baltimore, with whom she had been corresponding. In her note she revealed that her nemesis had left the nuns with some curt words: “He would have nothing more to do with us.”

With the clash put to rest, the congregation’s schools continued to attract more pupils, and Mother Théodore forged a reputation from Indiana to Illinois as an independent pioneer with a backbone for business, a heart for deep faith, and eyes that crackled with dry humor—which she often flashed during the storms of her life. She once wrote in her journal, “We were to find a multitude of enemies athirst for the blood of the French. Until then we had not fought unto the shedding of blood, but this was a night of slaughter. I may say without boasting too much that several of my enemies perished in my hands.” In that entry she was referring to mosquitoes.

Her Catholic commune near the river soon adopted a shortened nickname that echoed their founder’s robust exterior and softer charms: “the Woods.”

But as her thriving ministry was winning new souls and new sisters, Mother Théodore’s body began to deteriorate following decades of chronic digestive trouble. A heart condition further weakened her and forced Mother Théodore back to a sickbed in March 1856. She had cheated death a half dozen times during her life—surviving cholera, arsenic poisoning, and a near drowning in the Wabash River. Yet she always had pulled through, usually after saying a prayer. That spring, however, she grew uncharacteristically quiet and withdrawn in her convent room. The other sisters worried their founder might be in a fatal tailspin. Mother Théodore scrawled her final diary entry on March 17, six days before Easter: “I am obliged to remain in bed. What a beautiful week to be upon the Cross!” She died eight weeks later, at 4:00 a.m. on May 14, 1856. She was fifty-seven.

Following her funeral, all of the nuns escorted her coffin as pallbearers carried it to a shady spot on the east side of the convent grounds. The Woods’ first cemetery, which then contained the remains of four other Sisters of Providence, was nestled next to a small log chapel named for Saint Anne, the patroness of sailors and someone to whom Mother Théodore had often prayed during her harrowing ocean travels. Under Mother Théodore’s instruction, some of the nuns later decorated the chapel’s interior walls with the iridescent shells of mussels and oysters plucked from the Wabash River. Her plot was marked by a simple, small wooden cross etched in Latin: “I sleep but my heart watches over this home that I have built.”

At the time, the Woods housed eighty-three nuns who pledged to sustain Mother Théodore’s vision of Catholic activism and self-reliance. They taught their classes, offered their faith, and tended to the apple orchards and horse pastures that spilled across their now sixty-seven-acre property. And the sisters kept on building. By 1890 they had completed construction on Providence Hall, a redbrick convent deemed a technological marvel because it boasted running water and electricity. When the power was first switched on, three stories of windows suddenly glowed with six hundred incandescent lamps, bathing the lawn outside in yellowish warmth. The sisters who gathered to watch the occasion forever referred to that night as “the illumination.” Next door to their plush living quarters, they also erected a new shrine, the Church of the Immaculate Conception—a towering Italian Renaissance–style basilica adorned with marble columns, Bavarian stained glass, and Stations of the Cross cut from alabaster. Beneath the massive church they installed their own basement chapel and a twelve-drawer burial chamber accessible via a trapdoor in the floor and a slim wooden staircase that led down from Providence Hall.

Their elegant campus—along with Mother Théodore’s enduring celebrity and the sisters’ earthy values—helped attract hundreds of other young women to study in the tall trees. Many of those students later professed their vows and joined the Sisters of Providence. Among these was a teenager named Nellie Mug.

She was born in 1860—four years after Mother Théodore’s death—christened Helen, and raised seventy miles upriver in Lafayette, Indiana, a former French military outpost that gave rise to Purdue University. Her mother, Ellen Phillips, was a native of Fort Wayne and her family had come from Ireland. Ellen had attended the Woods academy during Mother Théodore’s final months, taking a religious class from the founder herself. When Mother Théodore died, Ellen was among the line of students who had viewed the body, placing her rosary beads against Mother Théodore’s remains. After completing school, Ellen married John Theodore Mug, a Dutch immigrant and an affluent retailer. She gave birth to two daughters and nicknamed her oldest “Nellie.” In Lafayette, Ellen nurtured Nellie’s skills on the piano and with the pen, eventually enrolling both of her daughters at her beloved alma mater. Nellie graduated from the Woods academy in June 1877, but decided to stay at the convent. She loved academics and she loved God. She wanted to become a Sister of Providence, and she wanted to teach children. The following January she was accepted as a novice—a nun in her first year of training. And she took a new name, Sister Mary Theodosia.

Four years later, at twenty-one, she took her vows as a nun and donned the traditional habit: a black veil draped over a white headband, a white neckpiece worn from chin to chest, a black woolen cape with long sleeves and matching floor-length skirt, and a small white cross that dangled from a black neck cord. Now Sister Mary Theodosia had to learn how to instruct children. She embarked on a ten-year circuit through Catholic schools in Ypsilanti, Michigan; Galesburg, Illinois; Kansas City, Missouri; and Boston, Massachusetts, working her way up to the rank of local superior, or principal. But Mary Theodosia’s body already was showing hints of catastrophic failure.

To ease the neuritis attacks that weakened her right arm, doctors sent Mary Theodosia to soak in mineral baths in Mount Clemens, Michigan. Later they tried to zap her arm nerves back to health with electrical impulses. Neither treatment worked. Then Mary Theodosia contracted heart and breathing troubles—possibly resulting from fibromyalgia. She was forced to take a one-year leave from her school job in Michigan. Frequent gastritis left her visibly thin. She wore thick eyeglasses with noticeable magnification to help correct her poor vision, but they only accentuated the young nun’s frail appearance. Finally, in 1891, she was reassigned back to the Woods to teach English and philosophy to academy students and the novices.

After her daytime classes and the evening meal, alone in her Providence Hall bedroom, Mary Theodosia often poured her faith into her writing. She crafted dozens of religious poems, many of which were published in magazines. Some of her compositions—for example, “The Will May Approve But the Heart Must Bleed”—seemed to hint at her lingering sickness. Still, she wrote. And her superiors noticed. Soon they allowed Mary Theodosia to pursue a second career. She began authoring religious articles for publications like the Catholic Encyclopedia, the New York Catholic News, and the Indianapolis Journal.

Many nights, she wrote until long after nine thirty, when the electric lights in Providence Hall were shut off. Some midnights passed with Mary Theodosia crouched over candlelight, scrawling words onto paper at a wooden desk in her room. As a journalist, she was thorough and painstakingly precise, lacing her articles with solid reporting, injecting her prose with a confident voice. In a piece she penned about Mother Théodore, Mary Theodosia described the founder’s relaxed charisma and her relentless teaching style: “Absence of formality gave a charm to Mother Théodore’s counsels that insured for them a readier acceptance than any studied discourse could have done.… Every duty was an opportunity to her for imparting a lesson which places in evidence her constant zeal.”

The speed and literary skill with which Mary Theodosia churned out articles deeply impressed Mother Mary Cleophas Foley, the community’s general superior at the dawn of the twentieth century. In fact, Mother Mary Cleophas soon would come to see her in-house wordsmith as the perfect choice to undertake the convent’s boldest, most audacious mission: building the case for Mother Théodore’s sainthood.

With her pen, Mary Theodosia could help the Sisters of Providence launch a historic crusade.

That is, if her body didn’t give out first.


CHAPTER TWO

The Quest

The Woods hummed with heavenly whispers in 1900. Behind the stained glass of the chapels, along the pathways that linked the dormitories and classrooms, the nuns were taught to believe their founder carried serious clout in the hereafter. And in the first days of the new century, they were not shy about gazing skyward and soliciting her help.

When the sisters struggled to quell boisterous students in their classrooms, they were encouraged to openly invoke Mother Théodore’s name. On warm days, Mother Mary Cleophas Foley, then general superior, sometimes led packs of young nuns across campus and into the cemetery. Standing at the foot of their most famous grave, the sisters prayed for personal favors through Mother Théodore’s “intercession”—her ability to hear their solemn pleas from heaven and to, in turn, ask God to intervene in their lives below.

Intercession, Roman Catholics believed, was made possible by a saint’s proximity to God. But if an intercessory prayer seemed to induce something wondrous, something that seemed to defy the maxims of science—like the spontaneous cure of a terminal disease—Catholics stamped that brand of divine aid with a rare name: miracle. The Catholic Church specifically defined a miracle as a work of God—a temporary suspension of nature’s laws, delivered directly from God or through the intercession of a saint.

When intercessory prayers allegedly prompted such supernatural favors, the Church conducted special investigations to vet the facts and question the witnesses. Only the pope could ultimately affirm miracles. But according to Catholic doctrine, a pope-approved miracle was proof that the deceased holy person invoked in the original prayer was indeed a saint.

In Catholicism, achieving sainthood was the highest honor. And by 1901, Mother Mary Cleophas and her convent colleagues believed the moment was drawing near to make their intercessory prayers more official. They foresaw a hardy crusade to deliver Mother Théodore to sainthood—in Catholic terms, to canonize her.

The fiftieth anniversary of her death would arrive in 1906. Under Roman Catholic edicts at the time, no canonization cause could be formally initiated until a candidate had been dead for fifty years, the original idea being that if a person was truly worthy of saintly devotion, her fame and cult following would still shine five decades after her final breath. At the Woods, 1906 loomed as a bright landmark. But before any sanctification campaign could begin, some preparatory work had to be done—and most of those duties would fall on the increasingly ill Sister Mary Theodosia Mug.

The mandated half-century waiting period was just one of many stringent guidelines decreed by the Vatican and tucked into the Catholic canonization rulebook since 1234. In that year, Pope Gregory IX took the first tentative steps toward formalizing Catholic saint-naming, establishing the protocol for investigating the lives of candidates. During the preceding thousand years, the practice of picking and classifying saints had been little more than a chaotic, jumbled popularity contest. Local churches kept their own individual lists or “calendars” of venerated dead and martyrs—those killed in the name of the religion. As a result, the roster of Catholic saints had exploded into a disorganized, bloated catalog of more than ten thousand holy names, including many who had never existed and some whose glorified deeds were mere fables.

Consider, for example, the curious case of Saint Philomena. On May 5, 1802, inside a Roman tomb painted with second-century frescoes of Madonna and Child, and long thought to have been a burial place for early Christian martyrs, the ancient bones of a teen-aged girl were discovered in the dirt. Archaeologists determined that her skull had been crushed. Tiles near her tomb indicated the girl’s name might have been Philomena. A small bottle filled with a dark liquid was found with the body. Church lore held that martyrs were often interred with vials of their blood to signify their sacrifice. Shortly after the corpse was unearthed, a nun in Naples, Italy, announced that she had received a wave of religious visions about the mysterious young victim. According to those visions, the Roman emperor Diocletian had demanded to marry Philomena. But when she refused and pledged her virginity to Jesus, Philomena was tortured and killed like other Christians of the day. The nun’s revelation seemed to explain everything. The story spread among the Catholic faithful.

By 1837 Saint Philomena had a Vatican-certified feast day—part of the Catholic calendar of saints—plus a papally approved shrine near Naples. She also had global cult following. In the early 1960s, however, scientists began to unravel the real story behind that body from the tomb. Archaeologists were given permission to test the bones. They determined that the remains came from a woman who had lived in the fourth century CE—specifically, in a time when the wholesale persecution of Christians had ceased. And that vial of liquid found with the body? Analysis showed it was funeral perfume, not blood. In 1961 the Vatican stripped Philomena of her feast day. The Vatican’s reversal did not, however, deter her most devoted followers, who chose to trust that the mythical martyr’s indomitable tale was valid. As of 2009, at least a half dozen Saint Philomena churches and schools still existed in the United States, scattered from Portsmouth, Rhode Island, to Carson, California. Philomena fans maintained their pilgrimages to the Sanctuary of Saint Philomena, an ornate gold church near Naples, flanked by twin four-story clock towers. And a website created to celebrate “Saint Philomena, Virgin & Martyr” continued to offer Philomena statuettes at a price of $59.95 each.

But the Vatican’s about-face on Philomena proved that, if presented with fresh evidence, Catholic leaders would react and step in to preserve their saint-naming operation—an ancient custom they believed to be airtight and pristine. Centralized to the Vatican, the canonization process remained a largely secretive enterprise built on the collection of hard evidence, sworn testimonies, and mounds of medical records. And although the system had been overseen by the pope since the thirteenth century, it often was described as the most democratic process within the Church simply because causes never were started at the top; they had to begin in the would-be saint’s home diocese, with the people on the ground. Since the first canonization reforms of 1234, fewer than one thousand new saints had been recognized by the Catholic Church as of 2009.

Called by some historians the Western world’s oldest legal system, the route to canonization included Church trials that, in many ways, mirrored criminal court trials. All cases of alleged miracles—typically medical cures—were first tested by local Catholic tribunals, and always heard behind closed doors. The trials were held in the same dioceses in which the prospective saints lived, or in the places the purported miracles were performed in the name of the would-be saints. Priests trained in canon law—the internal, ecclesiastical codes that guided the Catholic Church—were appointed by local archbishops to serve in the traditional roles of judge, prosecutor, and defense attorney. Further, the priests were assigned to pepper alleged miracle witnesses with a series of blunt questions. The priests were expected to weed through, pluck out, and document all the pertinent theological and medical facts. Ultimately these facts were sent to Rome for judgment.

At the Vatican, alleged miracles were first evaluated by a group of doctors appointed by the Holy See—a special task force called the Consulta Medica. If the Vatican’s doctors could not find a scientific explanation for a purported miracle, the case was next passed to a panel of Vatican theologians. If the theologians voted to approve the alleged miracle, the case was presented to the final jury: a consistory of cardinals and bishops and, ultimately, the pope himself.

The allegedly supernatural cures that flowed through that web of Vatican ductwork were the fuel for Catholic sainthood. Under canon law, no person—no matter how piously he lived or how selflessly he served—could be canonized as a saint unless and until two miracles were attributed to him following his death. This was the price of saintly admission. Approved miracles were the lifeblood of the Church’s heavenly hierarchy, the bricks and mortar that built much of the modern roster of saints—from Joan of Arc to Mother Cabrini. And this was the stuff of exhaustive inquests.

Miracles, in fact, dominated two of the three fundamental steps needed to reach Catholic sainthood. Initially, Church examiners dissected the candidate’s living deeds, even her words, verifying that she displayed seven specific qualities: faith, hope, and charity along with prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. If these characteristics were confirmed, the pope then decreed that the candidate had lived a life that was “heroic in virtue.” Upon that proclamation, the candidate received the title “Venerable.” Then things moved into a more mystical realm. Church investigators next had to validate two instances in which living people facing apparently incurable illnesses or impossible hardships conquered those troubles after praying to and invoking the name of the deceased “virtuous” person. The evidence had to show that the laws of nature, medicine, and science were inexplicably lifted. One pope-approved miracle allowed a candidate to reach an intermediate threshold called “beatification.” A second sanctioned miracle led to canonization, and sainthood. Martyrs, meanwhile, required only one Vatican-verified miracle to be named saints.

In the eyes of the pope and Catholics around the world, a miracle showed that the soul who was invoked in prayer had God’s ear and, thus, the power to intercede in earthly troubles. This was a core concept of Catholic theology. For the faithful, this was where the inexplicable resided, and where science surrendered to God’s will. For skeptics, this was the front line for an epic confrontation between belief and reason.

During the local Church tribunals—and, later, inside the Vatican panels that ultimately ruled on these alleged miracles—medical doctors were summoned by Catholic officials to help decipher the MRI scans, biopsy results, and hospital records of the alleged miracle recipients. In a rare alliance of religion and science, clerics and doctors worked together to declare whether certain spontaneous healings fell into one of two categories: explainable medical anomalies or the works of God. For a miracle to be endorsed, Church investigators had to certify that the event under their scrutiny transcended not only their expert appraisal but all natural laws. An alleged miracle was a paradox: the only way to verify one, according to the Church, was to show it defied scientific verification.

But long before all that analysis and reasoning was applied by the doctors and theologians in Rome, saintly pursuits encountered a far more mortal buildup—a necessity of modern business and a chore essential to any grand crusade or small campaign: public relations. Whether the would-be saint was a pope or a backwoods nun, his followers first had to sell his candidacy to the masses in the pews and the Church brass in Italy. They had to enthusiastically make the case for eternal admiration. In the computer era, that typically translated into splashy websites, grassroots glad-handing, souvenir shops, phone banks, and, by some estimates, about $1 million in expenses for legal fees and, ultimately, for staging massive celebratory ceremonies in St. Peter’s Square.

In 1901, when the Sisters of Providence began mulling over Mother Théodore’s potential sainthood, they faced the mountainous job of globally publicizing her cause from their remote outpost in the Indiana trees. It was a tall order. She was a French immigrant known mainly within the confines of the American Midwest. Moreover, when it came to judging saintly candidacies, Rome didn’t often look beyond the borders of Europe. In that era there still were no American saints.

The founder’s dramatic tale, the nuns understood, had to be spread to the Catholic faithful via the written word. Her words. The tedious job of translating Mother Théodore’s massive collection of letters and journals from French to English originally fell to Sister Mary Eudoxie Marshall, who had arrived at the Woods from England in 1852. By 1900 she was pushing eighty and still had not finished the work. So Mother Mary Cleophas Foley assigned her budding scribe, Sister Mary Theodosia Mug, to the vital project.

Mary Theodosia immediately saw that the journals were merely multiple sheets of large, thin paper, each folded in half to form six individual books, spanning two or three years apiece. Mother Théodore had drawn straight vertical columns on each page to organize the dates of her entries and her thoughts and observations. Filled with a flourished, cursive handwriting that alternated between black and blue ink, the journals offered colorful albeit businesslike snippets about her hostile drama with Bishop La Hailandière, her near-death illnesses, and those faced by the other nuns. She chronicled her perils on the high seas and referenced farm life: penning the hogs, buying butter in Terre Haute, wearing heavy underwear in winter, and enjoying “little boiled squirrels,” a favorite convent meal. Some of the pages also carried scorch marks and tiny spark holes from an 1889 fire that had erupted inside the building where the journals were being stored.

Not long after Mary Theodosia began translating the last stack of journals, the new bishop in Indianapolis, Francis Silas Chatard, decided that Mother Théodore’s legacy—not to mention her possible canonization campaign—needed a lift, and some polish. Roman Catholic edicts required that all beatification and canonization causes be formally launched by local bishops in the candidate’s home diocese. In 1901 Chatard formally instructed Mother Mary Cleophas to choose one of her nuns to write an exhaustive biography of the Woods founder. In part, Chatard sought to clear up some of the misconceptions that a number of priests and bishops, both at home and abroad, held about the tough-minded French missionary. Many of those familiar with Mother Théodore’s name had only been given La Hailandière’s decidedly harsh description of her. Put bluntly, she had a bad reputation among some clergymen who didn’t appreciate a woman who stood up to men. But Chatard recognized that a book about Mother Théodore’s sacrifices and selfless works could serve as the first sales pitch for her eventual sainthood.

The biography was assigned to the most accomplished writer on campus, Mary Theodosia. To speed the book’s completion, Mother Mary Cleophas suspended the remainder of Mary Theodosia’s community duties. This was job one.

Mary Theodosia plunged hard into the project in 1901, scouring the full trove of Mother Théodore’s now fully translated writings, searching for gritty anecdotes and examples of her stout faith. Mary Theodosia also mined her own notes from conversations she had held years earlier with four of the six founding sisters. As a teenage student and novice, Mary Theodosia (then just Nellie Mug) had devoted hours to talking with the surviving missionaries. She had listened to their tales and jotted down their vivid memories. Now those oral histories would breathe life into her book.

The grind of reading, editing, outlining, and, finally, threading Mother Théodore’s story into twenty-four chapters consumed almost three years—a grueling stretch drawn out by the slow deterioration of the author’s health. By then, the ache from her neuritis prevented Mary Theodosia from raising her right arm high enough to place it on a desk. So she wrote the entire manuscript in pencil while resting each sheet of paper at knee height.

The final version filled 499 pages. It was titled Life and Life-work of Mother Theodore Guérin, and was dedicated to “Mary Immaculate.” Mary Theodosia never signed her name as the author, simply listing the work’s creator as “a member of the congregation.” In 1904 the book was published by a New York firm, Benziger Brothers, which broadly promoted the title and trumpeted its journalistic bite. Within her chapters, Mary Theodosia had exposed a controversial reality faced by many religious orders: how convent leaders had to remain accountable to their sisterly congregations while simultaneously fending off sexism in the church’s male hierarchy. As ironic proof of this motif, some priests in Indianapolis hated the book because they felt it dishonored La Hailandière. But Bishop Chatard—who had originally encouraged the biography—shot down one protesting priest with a crisp reply: “We are having it read in our dining room now.”

More important, Mother Théodore’s story was on bookstore shelves. Her cause for sainthood would gain added steam. Reviews were positive. Although Mary Theodosia occasionally lapsed into flowery, passionate prose when portraying the woman who had shaped her own life, she more often stuck to succinct and spare sentences—a style likely influenced by her Indiana roots—as evidenced in this portrayal of Mother Théodore’s dying days: “Her affability and genial manner impressed all who approached her.… Sickness made no change in her sentiments unless to deepen her trust, her humility, and her love.”

But as a stooped Mary Theodosia scrawled that somber sentence onto a sheet of paper, she was about to face a diagnosis that would test those very same traits.
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On a gray December day in 1907, as snow flurries caked the cluster of gravestones on the east side of the Woods, workers slashed their shovels into the dry, dead grass. Soon they had sliced far enough through the chilled Indiana soil to reach the remains of the cemetery’s most famous name. Finally they hoisted the body of Mother Théodore Guérin back to daylight.

The macabre ceremony had been ordered by Bishop Chatard—partly to inspire a new wave of public worship for Mother Théodore, but also, quite honestly, to get a glimpse of her half-century-old corpse. As head of the Indianapolis Diocese since 1878, Chatard had been mesmerized by stirring tales about the French missionary and her Catholic compound near the river. He suspected that Mother Théodore had a legitimate shot at canonization. And according to Catholic customs, the bishop now needed to inspect her remains, to verify that the body in the grave indeed belonged to the legendary founder of the Woods.

What was more, a new shrine had been built for Mother Théodore beneath the freshly consecrated Church of the Immaculate Conception in the heart of the campus. Her body would be stored in a basement tomb, making it more accessible to the sisters and to any visitors who wanted to stand close and offer prayers for her intercession or for her canonization. The shrine, supporters reasoned, would further stoke her cause.

At the time of the exhumation, Chatard was well into his second professional career. A Baltimore native with graying hair, boundless energy, and the intellectual muscle to win almost any argument, Chatard originally had studied medicine at the University of Maryland, graduating as a physician. At age twenty-three, however, he experienced a “revelation,” according to several historical accounts. The divine message told Chatard to go to Rome and join the priesthood. Later, as he climbed through the ranks of the Catholic Church, Chatard maintained his sharp interest in medicine—and in medical miracles.

In 1885 he had personally investigated the puzzling cure of an eastern Indiana girl named Rosa Warren, who had fallen ill with meningitis-like symptoms: chills, fever, severe neck swelling, partial paralysis in her legs, and an odd tightening of her back muscles that had caused her head to be drawn so far back that her eyes were fixed upward. Rosa, raised as a Methodist, wasn’t known as a particularly devout girl. But the night before she was scheduled to make a seventy-mile journey to Indianapolis for medical treatment, she entered Our Lady of Lourdes chapel in her hometown of Oldenburg and prayed to the Virgin Mary for healing. At dawn she was taken to Indianapolis as planned. Three weeks after her symptoms first appeared, they abruptly vanished. When she returned to Oldenburg the day after her recovery, Chatard was waiting. He interviewed Rosa, jotting notes as they talked. She insisted it was her prayer—not her Indianapolis doctor—that had restored her health. According to an article published on June 28, 1885, in the New York Times, Chatard openly “vouched for” what the newspaper called an “extraordinary faith cure.” The bishop ruled that Rosa had not suffered from meningitis after all, but from a spinal “concussion” caused by a recent roller-skating fall. Yet her injury, he said, had spontaneously and inexplicably healed following the girl’s prayer.

Twenty-two years after that medical anomaly, Chatard, the ex-doctor, was similarly mystified after he received a report from the Woods describing what the sisters saw when they opened the coffin of their beloved founder.
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Mother Théodore’s exhumation on that snowy day marked a grisly but solemn step common to sainthood campaigns. During the first phase of a canonization bid, a candidate’s remains often were unearthed and placed within or beneath a new temple. The disemtombment tradition had two purposes: to reignite awareness for the would-be saint’s cause and to allow local Church officials to inspect the remains in order to certify their authenticity.

Since the earliest days of Catholic saint-naming rituals, exhumations also allowed supporters a chance to pluck relics from the corpse—pieces of the deceased person’s clothing, strands of their hair, even their bones. The worship of holy relics spanned multiple faiths—Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity—as well as much of secular history. The word “relic” itself is derived from the ancient Latin expression for “remainder.” The Bible describes the healing of several people who grasped relics, including Elisha’s bones and Paul’s handkerchief. During the Middle Ages, this belief raged more fervently: many thought holy relics were packed with heavenly influence that could offer a medical cure or divine protection, and the hunt for relics sometimes sparked wars. For centuries, Catholics had embedded saintly relics—often tiny bone chips—in the stone slabs that made up their church altars. While many among the faithful still believed that touching a relic could bring miracles, modern Catholic doctrine stated there was no inherent magic in these sacred pieces, nor were they lucky charms; they were merely stored as public mementos, reminders of the person, and tangible pieces to petition for intercession.

In Mother Théodore’s case, assorted relics also were collected from her body, including four of her fingers, a rib bone, and something else: her brain.

After saintly candidates were exhumed, the subsequent examinations sometimes provided an eerie windfall. If local Catholic officials saw that the body was not “corrupt”—had not naturally deteriorated—that evidence could help support the canonization cause. One example involved Philadelphia bishop John Neumann, who died in 1860. Never embalmed, he was buried in a wooden casket beneath the floor of St. Peter of the Apostle Church. His tomb was lined with bricks. Despite dampness in and around the grave, Bishop Neumann’s remains were fully intact when he was exhumed in 1902 for a pre-canonization inspection. In 1977 he became the fifth American saint.

If an exhumed body had decomposed as nature intended, the Catholic Church didn’t rule out that candidate for sainthood. Any inexplicable preservation, however, was seen as a boost to the cause. That notion dated back to a time, centuries ago, when Catholics believed the corpses of their saints emitted a pleasant, flowery smell. They called it “the odor of sanctity.” And they took that scent to mean that the person had been chosen by God.

After Mother Théodore’s body was disinterred, the sisters placed her remains in a cedar box lined with soft linen. They inventoried her remains. They gazed at her bones. They took note that the flesh that once surrounded her skeleton had naturally decayed and vanished. Then they spotted something they had not expected. Inside the skull, they saw what appeared to be her brain—“as fresh and entire as if death had just occurred,” according to exhumation records in the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods archives. Bishop Chatard—the ex-physician—immediately understood that this discovery defied the laws of science. He told Mother Mary Cleophas to bring in three independent doctors to conduct their own analyses—and one of the three, he urged, had to be a non-Catholic to give the process extra credibility. The physicians would each survey the remains, Chatard instructed, and then fully document their findings.

On December 10, 1907, Dr. Leon J. Willien came to the Woods to begin this strange series of examinations. Sixty-six years old and a native of France, Dr. Willien was well known to the sisters: he was a Terre Haute gynecologist, the nuns’ community physician, and he had been trying to treat Mary Theodosia’s worsening illness. Now he was studying the brain of the woman whom Mary Theodosia had spent years researching and profiling.

Following a few moments of analysis, Dr. Willien declared that the brain seemed fully preserved. In addition, he stated that brain tissue, laden with water during life, was the most fragile material in the human body and the first organ to dissolve after death—usually within six hours. The next day, a Wednesday, Dr. Willien returned to the Woods accompanied by two more physicians. They too probed Mother Théodore’s brain and then, according to convent records, they stood before a notary public and gave sworn affidavits in which they “marveled” at the brain’s condition.

Amid the grim inspections, however, the sisters stole a moment to dabble in the supernatural. They borrowed the brain for a bit of relic alchemy. Although Catholic tenets stated that the remains of saints and saintly candidates possessed no special healing force, nuns at the Woods—in 1907—believed otherwise. On December 20, the brain was “applied” to the burned foot of Sister Mary Alma Ryan, according to convent archives. A high-ranking nun, Sister Mary Alma had recently accompanied Mother Mary Cleophas to Europe, where they visited Catholic basilicas to gather internal décor ideas for their new Church of the Immaculate Conception. After returning to Terre Haute, Sister Mary Alma had undergone an operation, the details of which were not clear. But while she was under sedation, a medical aide had rested a hot water bottle on Mary Alma’s foot, severely scalding her skin and preventing her from walking. After the founder’s brain was touched to Mary Alma’s foot, however, she suddenly was able to walk with crutches and with the help of a special shoe, according to convent records. The sisters characterized her healing as “miraculous.”

The final test of the brain’s authenticity came on Christmas Eve 1907. Dr. Willien brought to the Woods a fourth doctor, Frank Barbour Wynn, an anatomy expert and ranking member of the American Medical Association from Indianapolis. Dr. Wynn also was a Methodist. At first Dr. Wynn thought the lump inside the skull might have been merely clay or mineral deposits somehow trapped from the surrounding soil. But when he placed
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