
NOTRE DAME, Ind.— In Mortal Blessings, a lyrical adieu to her mother, 
renowned Catholic essayist, poet, and professor Angela Alaimo O’Donnell 
explores how the mundane tasks of caregiving—bathing, feeding, taking her 
mother for a walk in her wheelchair—during her mother’s final days became a 
sacramental experience.

As O’Donnell tells the story of her mother’s fall and declining health, she pres-
ents deeply personal meditations on the sacramental significance of daily care-
taking rituals. Despite their difficult relationship, O’Donnell understood these 
tasks not as a burden, but rather as an opportunity to celebrate her mother’s life 
and their family’s love. 

O’Donnell’s reflections present a very real insight into grief, unconditional love, 
and memory. Anyone who has cared for or grieved a lost loved one will relate to 
O’Donnell’s fears and hopes during her mother’s final days. Through the height-
ened awareness of her mother’s, her sisters’, and her own actions as her mother 
was dying, O’Donnell reveals the surprising grace found in loss and the infinity 
of these profound, sacramental moments waiting to be discovered. 
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Angela Alaimo O’Donnell teaches courses 
in American Catholic studies, English, and 

creative writing at Fordham University, where 
she also serves as associate director of Fordham’s 
Curran Center for American Catholic Studies. 
Her most recent book of poems, Waking My 
Mother, is a collection of elegies focused on 
the relationships between mothers and daugh-
ters. Her previous book, Saint Sinatra & Other 
Poems, was nominated for the Arlin G. Meyer 
Prize in Imaginative Writing. She is also the 
author of The Province of Joy, a book of hours 
based on the prayer practice and grounded in the 
theological imagination of Flannery O’Connor.

O’Donnell also writes essays that engage literature and art in the con-
text of the Catholic intellectual tradition. O’Donnell is a columnist 

for America and also contributes to Christian Century, Commonweal, and col-
umns and blog essays devoted to books and culture. Her poems have been pub-
lished in twenty different magazines and journals.
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“Mortal Blessings is a  
stunning meditation on the 
sacramentality of our living 
and our dying. As practical 
as it is inspiring, its wisdom 
will be a gift of hope and 
peace for many.”

Ron Hansen   
Author of   

Mariette in Ecstasy


