SALT
AND LIGHT

Saint Kateri Tekakwitha,
inspire and walk with us.

S

aint Kateri Tekakwitha is
a true witness and model of one who followed
in Jesus’ footsteps during her
life on Mother Earth. St. Kateri’s
prayerful life exemplifies her close
relationship with her Creator God.
This young Mohawk–Algonquin
girl, named Sunshine by her father, was orphaned at the age of
four after losing both parents and
her younger brother to the smallpox epidemic that swept through
the Mohawk village which today is called the Mohawk Valley, along the Mohawk River, in
central New York State.
Tradition in native villages is that
an orphaned child is adopted by
members of the extended family.
Sunshine would now live with an
aunt and uncle. However, while
this little girl survived small pox,
her eyes were greatly affected,
which caused her to have difficulty walking outdoors. Because
of this impairment, she was given
the Mohawk name, Tekakwitha,
which means “placing or putting
things in order.”
Even as a very young girl, she was
quite different from the others
her age—some of it due to the
exterior scars on her face from
the smallpox, but interiorly, she

A banner of St. Kateri Tekakwitha hangs from the facade of St. Peter’s Basilica
during the canonization Mass for her and six other saints in St. Peter’s Square at
the Vatican in this Oct. 21, 2012. (CNS/Paul Haring)

seemed to have different values
from those girls her age and older.
Already deep within her being,
she seemed to be searching for
more. Tekakwitha was definitely not a follower just to “fit in”
with the other members in the
village. She faithfully performed
her household duties and all other
chores that were expected of her
by her aunt and uncle’s request.
She seemed to appreciate any
free time to be alone, to walk
outdoors and enjoy nature. There
was an inner call to something
more.
In her daily journey, she was ridiculed and physically threatened,

but never retaliated in any way.
Though she did not have the
knowledge to express it in words,
Tekakwitha was living a Christian
way of life. She was actually
already carrying the cross and
following in Christ’s footsteps—
which she would understand only
later on.
With poor vision, Tekakwitha had
an inner vision beyond what human eyes could see. She had
an interior beauty that seemed
to be expressed by the way she
lived in her village. She was quiet, serene, hard-working, kind,
thoughtful, and as we would say
today, “contemplative.” She was
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living an interior life that set her
apart from others, exemplifying
her strength, courage and determination. With these qualities,
her spirituality was being woven.
It included deep encounters with
her Creator through her prayer
life, respect for her people despite disrespect toward her, and
a commitment to work hard.
Later in her teen years, the Blackrobes [Jesuit priests] came to the
Mohawk village and Tekakwitha
was the only one drawn to them.
She wanted to know more about
who they were and why they
were in the village even though
they were not welcomed. It was
at this time that she began to find
out more about God. The presence of the Blackrobes seemed to
be for Tekakwitha what she had
been searching for in her life of
solitude. When she had the opportunity to meet with the Jesuit
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missionaries, they found her to be
a person of prayer with a desire to
know God on a deeper level. At
age 20, she asked for baptism. It
was at that time that a Jesuit baptized her and gave her the name
Catherine (Kateri [gah deh lee] in
Mohawk). From that time to the
present, she was known as Kateri
Tekakwitha. Each new name given to this young woman led her
on a spiritual journey to encounter
the Christ who suffered and was
ridiculed and rejected by his own
people. The new Christian, Kateri
Tekakwitha learned that to follow
Christ is to carry the cross and
remain focused on Christ Jesus
for strength, faith, trust and hope
for her people.

native elder, that we, too, can
follow an inner call leading us to
the unknown. With faith, trust
and love, Christ Jesus will lead
us to fulfill dreams and achieve
goals that will make us more human and Christ-like, like himself.
Saint Kateri Tekakwitha, inspire
and walk with us.
This reflection was written by Sr.
Kateri Mitchell, SSA, Mohawk Nation Turtle Clan, the executive director of the Kateri Tekakwitha Conference. The reflection was originally
published on USCCB’s To Go Forth
Blog in 2015.

The Universal Church raised this
young 24-year-old of the mid-seventeenth century to the altars of
the Church in October 2012. She
is teaching us today, as a true
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