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Mary Johnson
At Home in NH after 
20 Years with Mother Teresa
Words y Lisa J. Jackson

Imagine it’s the mid-1970s and you’re a high school senior. You have 
plans to go to college to pursue a career in communications. You’re 
young and there are so many options available, but for now, that seems 
the best fit based on your academic and social interests. 

Then, one day, you’re walking from one class to another 
and you pass the library and see the cover of Time 
magazine. The photo of the nun on the cover attracts 
you so intensely that you go into the library, grab the 
magazine, and read the entire article without any worry 
as to the repercussions of skipping a class.

When you finish absorbing the article and the photographs, inspiration 
warms your stomach, like a fire in a stove. Your future is clear. You don’t 
know the exact details, but you do know, without a doubt, that you are 
destined to meet and work with Mother Teresa.

Be careful what you set your heart upon, for it will surely be yours    -James A. Baldwin
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That is what happened 
with Mary Johnson, now of 
Nashua. After a year of mailing 
numerous letters to “Mother 
Teresa, Calcutta,” because no 
mailing address was available, 
Mary eventually made contact 
with the Missionaries of Charity 
and received a reply asking her 
to join them in the Bronx, New 
York.

In her memoir, An 
Unquenchable Thirst: Following 
Mother Teresa in Search of Love, 
Service, and an Authentic Life, 
Mary shares intimate details 
of the 20 years she spent as a 
nun in the order founded by 
Mother Teresa.

Mary shares how every 
minute of every day was 
scheduled from the moment 
she had to wake up, to when 
and how to pray, to the chores 
she had to complete, to what 
to eat, to the minute she had to 
be in bed for the evening. She 
talks about the restrictions on 

making friends, staying in touch 
with family, and not being able 
to write anything down.

She also shares many 
enjoyable experiences, too, such 
as when she was present at the 

introduction of Mother Teresa 
to Princess Diana, living in 
Rome, and following her heart. 

Mary started the 
Unquenchable manuscript 
after leaving the Missionaries 
of Charity in 1997 and moving 

to Texas. She met Darlene 
Bassett who became her 
benefactor and supported the 
Unquenchable project. 

In 2000, the friends started 
the non-profit foundation 

for women called A Room 
of Her Own (AROHO). Since 
its inception, AROHO has 
awarded more than $800,000 
to women writers in the form 
of scholarships, publication 
prizes, fellowships, and more.

Mary attended Goddard 
College in Vermont to work on 
Unquenchable while pursuing 
and completing an MFA in 
creative writing. Mary met 
and married her husband and 

they moved to Nashua in 2007, 
where Mary immersed herself 
in the community.

“I think I’ve written in every 
coffee shop and restaurant in 
Nashua at least once,” Mary says.

Mary connected with 

“In her memoir, An Unquenchable 
Thirst: Following Mother Teresa in 

Search of Love, Service, and an Authentic 
Life, Mary shares intimate details of the 
20 years she spent as a nun in the order 

founded by Mother Teresa.”

Mary Johnson (smiling behind Mother Teresa, with glasses on) served with her for 20 years in the Missionaries of Charity. While in her service 
she was regarded as the foremost expert, during that time, of Mother Teresa’s spirituality. With that understanding of Mother’s vision, the 
Sisters sent her across Europe to teach her message of love. Photo by Mary Johnson.
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Finding Mary

Mary Johnson’s website is much like she is—honest, informative, and 
reflective. You will find updates to various appearance dates around NH. 
The following web address is not a typo: www.maryjohnson.co  

For more info about A Room of Her Own, look online at www.aroho.org. 

First Monday of every month: March 4, April 1, May 6, June 3, July 1, 
August 5, September 2, October 7, November 4, December 2—Martha’s 
Exchange, 185 Main Street, Nashua—Writer’s Night Out where writers 
meet and mingle, sponsored by New Hampshire Writer’s Project.

Thursday, March 7—Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) 
2013 Convention in Boston, panelist on Religion and Stories: Heretics 
and Humanists Shift the Perspective (where she talks about Mother 
Teresa).

Saturday, March 9—Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AW) 
2013 Convention in Boston, panelist on I Never Promised You a Rose 
Garden (where she talks about the AROHO organization).

Saturday, April 6—2013 Writers’ Day Conference, SNHU Campus, 
Hooksett. Mary is leading a workshop on memoir writing called “Life’s 
Million Pieces: Constructing a Faithful Narrative for Your Memoir.” The 
workshop will explore the variety of possible approaches to memoir and 
some trickier questions that arise when you write about the other people 
in your life.

the New Hampshire Writers’ Project 
organization and found the Southern 
NH Women’s Writing Group who offered 
tremendous support in getting the 
voice of the book together and the book 
proposal written.

Mary also spent time in Peterborough. 
“I wrote early drafts of several chapters 
at the MacDowell Colony, when I was a 
fellow there in 2008. What a great place 
to write! I still think about that studio in 
the woods and the company of all those 
terrific writers and artists.”

After finding a publisher, Mary finished 
her book and saw it published in 2011.

Now considered a humanist author, 
Mary describes herself as “a passionate 
advocate for civil discussion about life’s 
big questions.” No longer focused on any 
religion, Mary’s purpose for the memoir is to 
tell her story as honestly and authentically 
as possible and to open avenues for 
discussion on life’s big questions. 

Mary has done readings and led 
discussions at several colleges and 
universities including New England 
College in Henniker where she spoke 
about “Following, and then leaving 
Mother Teresa.”

Every Now & ThenNHToDo

                                 Be not simply good; be good for something    -Henry David Thoreau
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Meeting Mary and Asking Life’s Big Questions
 
Mary Johnson shares what a guest might encounter at a 
“typical” event with her. She says that her events draw 
people of all sorts of religious backgrounds, young and old, 
men and women. Mary finds that people “are very engaged 
at events, listening with great attention, then asking 
thoughtful questions.” 

She structures the event based on how familiar people are 
with the book and her story in general and what the size of 
the group may be. If it’s a group where most of the people 
have read her story (a book group, for example), then she’ll 
start right in with discussion, and she encourages them to ask 
questions. “People usually have lots of questions,” she says. 

If she senses an “opening” in the discussion, she might ask 
pointed questions, but usually folks have plenty of questions. 
If it’s a group in which many people have not read her 
book, then will usually give some background and read a bit 
from An Unquenchable Thirst, and then she opens it up for 
questions. Mary tells us, “To me, the questions are the most 
interesting part.”  

She explains more fully: 
“At events people ask all sorts of questions, including 
some very big ones. Some of the most common 
questions I hear are: What do you believe in now? 
How do you find meaning in life without belief in 
God? Why do you think human beings suffer? It’s 
incredible how people open up sometimes—which is 
just what I had hoped my book would do. By being 
so honest, I think I give other people permission to 
be honest about their thoughts and experiences as 
well. The most intimate moments come more often 
in smaller groups where people know each other, 
but they also come at large events. One of the most 
thoughtful groups I had was at New England College, 
where—in addition to the regulars from the English 
and sociology departments—the entire basketball 
team showed up with their coaches. Those young men 
wanted to know about service and about breaking 
with the religious traditions of their families. It was a 
very moving discussion.” 

One of Mary’s most interesting group 
discussions about her book has been at Rivier 
University in Nashua. The private event 
with three Sisters, three former Sisters, and 
five women from the community was an 
intense three-hour conversation with women 
who had read the book and had a personal 
connection to the topic. 

Mary has spoken at numerous bookstores 
including the Milford and Peterborough 
Toadstool Bookshops, Water Street Books and 
Gibson’s Bookstore, and several libraries. 

Last Spring, Mary spoke about her 
experience with Mother Teresa at the Nashua 
Public Library. People traveled from around 
the state and two women drove from Toronto, 
Canada to this event to meet Mary and share 
in the discussion. The 99-seat auditorium 
only had one empty seat.

“I especially enjoy talking with people 
who have read the book,” Mary says. “I love 
speaking with groups large and small, secular 
and religious, men and women, students 
and senior citizens. For decades, I’ve been 
privileged to challenge people to ask big 
questions—and then provide innovative 
tools of support and discovery to help each 
individual journey to his or her own answers.”

Mary has been interviewed on the phone, 
NHPR, via online chatrooms, and Skype. She 
appreciates the numerous ways she can reach 
her audience. She’s also been on television.

“I was sitting at River Walk Café when a 
tweet came from Rosie [O’Donnell] saying 
she read my book and wanted to have me on 
her show,” Mary said. “I went outside and did 
little jig in the snow.”

Mary is at work on her second non-fiction 
book while celebrating and promoting the 
paperback release of Unquenchable. She’s filling 
her calendar with speaking engagements on 
numerous topics including personal growth, 
writing, Mother Teresa, women’s issues, and 
interfaith and secular themes.

Mary appreciates the work people put 
into crafting memories. “It is challenging 
for people to talk about deeply personal 
experiences.” And she knows how difficult 
it is to decide what to include and what to 
leave out of a memoir. She recommends that 
writers read a lot and read widely as well as 
connect with other writers. “When writing 
your memoir, be very honest and don’t hold 
anything back,” she says. “The reader will 
know if you do.”

As for the 20-year career choice, Mary 
doesn’t have regrets. “I was privileged to get 
to know Mother as much as I did.” 

Mary now savors embracing the mysteries 
of life, living mindfully, and pursuing activities 
such as yoga, gardening, and cycling. She also 
remains quite involved with AROHO.
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