
 
 
 
 

The Pencil 
During an interview for Time Magazine in 1989, Mother Teresa of Calcutta was asked how she was able to 
accomplish so much for God.  She replied, “I´m like a little pencil in his hand.  That’s all.  He does the thinking. 
He does the writing.  The pencil has nothing to do with it.  The pencil has only to be allowed to be used.” 
 

I watched as Corito, with a stub of a pencil in her hand, wrote down the names of the sick and the deceased for 
whom we would offer the upcoming Mass. That pencil had definitely gotten a lot of use. Having begun its 
career at the standard 7.5 inch length, it was now worn down to a nub shorter than a golf pencil.  In Minnesota, 
where I had enough pencils and pens in my desk to last several lifetimes, that stub of a pencil would probably 
have been tossed in the wastebasket, but here it still had value and would remain in service until Corito could 
no longer grasp it and press graphite to paper (“lead” pencils never actually had lead, by the way). 
 

That pencil is representative of how Venezuelans see value in and make use of everything. Paper printed on 
one side never gets tossed. A woman in our parish hand draws cartoon booklets for kids, but can’t afford to 
buy paper. She treasures the printed-on-one-side paper a local business gives her as though she had won the 
lottery.  Broken plastic chairs that would end up in the trash in Minnesota are held together with wire and string, 
their lives extended to serve for several more years.  You know those well-worn sofas and chairs that get put 
out on the curb with a “free” sign in Minnesota? They would constitute a significant upgrade for most families 
here. Junkyard-worthy vehicles chug and sputter their way down our streets. What actually does get thrown 
away usually gets picked up and repurposed by folks rifling through the piles of garbage all over our city. 
 

What made Mother Teresa such an excellent pencil in the hand of God was, in her words, the way she allowed 
God to direct and use her. Just as Venezuelan people see value in items others might discard, God gave 
Mother Teresa the vision to see value in people literally discarded and left to die on the streets of Calcutta.  In 
that Time interview quoted above, Mother Teresa said that, over the years, her sisters had rescued 54,000 
homeless people from Calcutta’s streets. Around 23,000 of them had been brought to Kalighat, her home for 
the elderly in Calcutta, where they were cared for and lived out their final days in this world with dignity.   
 

Since its founding in 1950, her congregation, the Missionaries of Charity, has grown from 12 to more than 
5,000 sisters. That’s a lot of pencils in the hand of God!  Their mission, as Mother Teresa described it, is to 
care for "the hungry, the naked, the homeless, the crippled, the blind, the lepers, all those people who feel 
unwanted, unloved, uncared for throughout society, people that have become a burden to the society and are 
shunned by everyone."  Of their 760 places in 139 countries around the world, seven of their homes are here 
in Venezuela, one right here in San Felix where six sisters care for AIDS sufferers and elderly men with no one 
to care for them.  Since English is the congregation’s official language for community prayer, conversation 
among sisters, and written communication, we priests from Minnesota have been invited for many years to 
celebrate Mass with the sisters each Thursday morning. This has given us a special window into their lives and 
the way they show value for the lives of those for whom they care as pencils in the hand of God.   
 

Corito, pencil in hand, has a lot in common with Mother Teresa and her sisters. From her barrio home where 
neighbors are always stopping by, she gathers a few dozen folks each day for rosary and prayer and organizes 
efforts to visit the sick and elderly, bring food to those in need, and lead prayers in homes of those recently 
deceased.  Religious music blends with the whir of her sewing machine in her tiny seamstress shop where she 
produces outfits to order at prices lower than stores would charge.  If money is a problem, you can pay with a 
bag of rice or a few hours of neighborhood service…but don’t forget to come back for rosary in the evening.  
 

God writes with a lot of pencils, but it’s not as though they’re all number 2 graphites…more like a giant box of 
colored pencils.  Each pencil in God’s collection is a bit unique from the next…Mother Teresa, Corito, you, me, 
everyone, including those whom the world may consider of little value…you know, those worn down to a nub 
by the crosses and struggles of life…all different colors and shades in the hand of an artistic, ever-writing God.     
 

Points to ponder 
Do you value the things and people in your life? How are you a pencil in the hand of God?   
 

The Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis has staffed and supported parishes in the diocese of Ciudad Guayana in Venezuela since 
1970.  These “Did you know?” papers are designed to give you a better understanding of life in Venezuela and to strengthen 

connections between the parishes of the Archdiocese and their archdiocesan mission during our 50
th

 anniversary year.  Please direct 
any comments or suggestions for future papers to Fr. Denny Dempsey at ddempsey@churchofstdominic.org or 651-368-7324. 
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