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ALTHOUGH SHE LIVED OVER 200 YEARS AGO, FOUNDER OF THE PRESENTATION SISTERS, 
NANO NAGLE, HAD A THOROUGHLY MODERN APPROACH TO LIVING AUTHENTICALLY 
AND DISCERNING ONE’S PURPOSE IN LIFE

BY MICHELLE JONES

NANO NAGLE AND 
DISCOVERING OUR “-NESS”
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‘Nano Nagle, Foundress of the Sisters of the Presentation’ by Jennifer Norton

The 2006 film You, Me and Dupree 
concludes with Dupree (played by Owen 

Wilson) on stage in a conference room 
exhorting the enthusiastic crowd before him 
to find and live from their inner “-ness”. 
“What’s ‘-ness’?” he rhetorically asks. “It’s your 
name, plus ‘-ness’!” What Dupree is pointing 
to is the importance and joy of discovering 
and living from the unique identity inscribed 
upon the fabric of our being. He means the 
same thing by “-ness” as T. S. Eliot means by his 
reference to one’s “deep and inscrutable 
singular name” in his poem ‘The Naming of 
Cats’.

Nano Nagle is the perfect example of what 
Dupree has in mind. For all its complexity, 
Nano’s life was remarkable for her simplicity 
of being and purpose; clearly, she knew and 
lived from her “Nano-ness”. Here, we will 
explore Nano’s story from the perspective of 
her living from her deep and inscrutable 
singular name, and consider how she can 
inspire us to discover and live from our own, 
God-given “-ness”.

CALLED TO SPEND HER LIFE FOR THE 
POOR
With our minds on Nano’s anniversary in April 
(she died on April 26, 1784), we need look no 
further than the scene of her death to discover 
Nano’s “-ness”. Nano’s last words to the small 
group of sisters gathered at her bedside were 
“Love one another as you have hitherto done. 
Spend yourselves for the poor.” Nano’s life was 
branded with a call to spend her life for the 
poor. 
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It took time for grace to germinate and 
cultivate within Nano the seed of her deep and 
inscrutable singular name. Nano was far 
removed from the reality of poverty in her 
early years. After her schooling (perhaps in 
Belgium), Nano and her sister Ann entered the 
Parisian social scene and became well-
accustomed to its glamour and leisure. Yet 
when the sisters returned to Ireland after the 
death of their father, Nano was profoundly 
moved by the devastating impoverishment 
and societal breakdown that confronted her 
in her homeland. Stark was the contrast 
between the circumstances she had known 
abroad and what now surrounded her. 

This bitter taste of life’s realities awakened 
Nano to the simple, integrating thread of her 
life; it awakened her to her God-given “-ness”. 
Nano discerned that to be truly herself, she 
had to spend her life in service of the poor. 
Although her life from this time forth was far 
from simple, this simple, clear imperative 
guided Nano throughout the rest of her life. 
Clarity regarding what her life was most deeply 
about was her inner light as she navigated her 
way through the darkness of adversity, false 
starts, disappointments and uncertainties. 

Initially, Nano and Ann served the poor as 

best they could from their own resources. 
Then, after their mother’s death, which was 
soon followed by the death of Ann, Nano 
decided to fulfil the demands of her deepest 
heart by entering a convent in Paris. This 
proved to be something of a dead end: Nano 
was aching to be of concrete service to the 
poor, but the convent’s rule of enclosure 
meant that she couldn’t reach them. So, 
inevitably feeling rather a failure and surely full 
of uncertainties, yet in profound faithfulness 
to her deep and inscrutable singular name, 
Nano returned to Ireland. 

Back home, Nano moved in with her brother 
and sister-in-law in Cork and embarked on the 
incredibly risky venture of establishing a 
school for impoverished girls. This was in 
direct contravention of the Penal Laws, and 
could have landed Nano in jail; certainly, she 
faced great opposition from her brother when 
he found out. In this bold venture, Nano 
demonstrated that we are enabled to do the 
apparently impossible when we are heeding 
our “-ness”.

The unfolding of Nano’s ministry is familiar 
to many of us. This one school led to seven 
schools for poor children across the city of 
Cork. Nano further fulfilled the mandate 

inscribed upon the fabric of her soul by visiting 
the poor by night. Again, this was perilous 
work but her inner flame, which we see 
represented by the lantern she famously 
carried about with her, emboldened her to go 
beyond her own natural boundaries.

We continue to witness Nano living from the 
deep simplicity of her singular name in the way 
she sought to provide for the perpetuation of 
her work of educating and caring for the poor. 
As her ministry grew, Nano looked for a 
community of women that would give her 
work stability into the future. A congregation 
of Ursuline sisters from France agreed to help. 
Nano poured her own money, which she’d 
inherited from an uncle, into building a 
convent in Cork, and she also paid for Irish 
women to travel to France to be formed as 
Ursulines and to travel back again. We can 
imagine the extent of the organising, planning 
and excitement that would have consumed 
Nano over many months and years. And we 
can only imagine how bitter Nano’s 
disappointment would have been when 
enclosure again became a stumbling block. 
The Ursuline Sisters were not permitted to go 
beyond the convent walls to join in Nano’s 
mission of spending herself for the poor. 

Ever faithful to her “-ness”, Nano eventually 
founded her own order – a non-enclosed 
order, the order that would eventually be 
known as the Presentation Sisters of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary. Thus, Nano finally made 
formal and explicit the reality that had defined 
her life – the commitment to spending herself 
for the poor. This is the Presentation legacy 
which, in a variety of forms, flourishes today. 

Visiting the poor by 
night was perilous work 
but her inner flame, 
represented by the 
lantern she famously 
carried about with her, 
emboldened her to go 
beyond her own natural 
boundaries

‘Nano and the Children’ by Annette McCormack. The sculpture is located at Nano Nagle’s birthplace in 
Ballygriffin, Cork. Photo: Dalal Smiley
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NANO’S LIFE AS INSPIRATION FOR 
BECOMING WHO WE ARE
Nano’s simplicity of being and purpose can 
encourage us to uncover and embrace our 
inner “-ness”. In his book Discovering Your 
Personal Vocation, the Jesuit theologian 
Herbert Alphonso refers to our “-ness” as 
our “personal vocation”. He says that for 
each of us, our personal vocation is “my 
unrepeatable uniqueness, the ‘name’ by 
which God calls me, my truest or deepest 
self”. Clearly, in using the word “vocation”, 
Alphonso has in mind something far 

deeper, something far 
more interior and 
fundamental than 
what is traditionally 
understood by that 
term. Alphonso goes 
on to explain that “the 
personal vocation is 
precisely a person’s 
unrepeatably unique 
way of giving and 
surrendering self – not 
of closing in on self. In 
other words, the 
personal vocation is 
precisely a person’s 
unrepeatably unique 
way of opening out 
onto community – 
opening out onto 
social reality, social 
responsibilities, social 
commitment.” 

Our “-ness”, or our 
personal vocation, is 
the key to wholeness in 

our lives. If we are in touch with and living 
from the divinely given meaning of our 
lives, we may be busy, but we are not 
scattered. We see this in Nano. She ran 
schools, visited the sick, cared for the 
elderly, and initiated and led a religious 
order – yet there is a fundamental unity 
in her life: throughout everything she did, 
she was spending herself in service of the 
poor. Clarity about her personal vocation 
helped Nano to know what to say “yes” to, 
and what to say “no” to – whether it was 
saying “no” to enclosed religious life, or 
“yes” to the risky business of starting 
illegal schools.

We needn’t attend a conference with 
Dupree in order to discover and come to 
live from our “-ness”. Rather, as we see in 
Nano’s story, it is as simple – and 
challenging – as being attentive to the 
whispers of our deepest selves within the 
circumstances of our lives. It is a matter of 
discerning within the fabric of our being 
the orienting and integrating thread that 

makes us uniquely ourselves. It can help 
to ask ourselves questions such as, “When 
and how do I experience myself as being 
fully alive and bringing life to others?” 
And, “In those times when I’m feeling 
restless and somehow estranged from my 
truest self, what is it that is being denied 
or not sufficiently expressed?” 

Of course, prayer is the ideal space for 
exploring these questions. After all, our 
“-ness” is our God-given meaning; it’s that 
deep and inscrutable name which is at the 
heart of our existence and the key to our 
flourishing and integration. We can be 
confident that as we come before our 
God of love with childlike simplicity and 
trust, we will come to know deeply what 
it means for God to say to us personally “I 
have called you by name, you are mine” 
(Isaiah 43:1). Additionally, a spiritual 
director can provide invaluable guidance 
and support as we seek to be attuned to 
that spirit which shapes the core of our 
being. 

Nano Nagle died well over 200 years ago, 
yet, because she was steadfastly faithful to 
the deepest truth of her being, her light 
continues to shine brightly in our world. 
If, inspired by Nano, we discover and live 
from our divinely-gifted “-ness”, we too 
will bring light and life to those around us 
and beyond – whether we realise it or not. 

My thanks to Srs Margaret Walsh PBVM 
and Anne O’Leary PBVM for their kind 
assistance with fact-checking and images, 
respectively. 
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It can help to ask 
ourselves questions 
such as, “When and 
how do I experience 
myself as being fully 
alive and bringing life 
to others?”

Nano Nagle: artwork by students of Binalbagan Catholic College, 
Negros, the Philippines. Photo: Anne O’Leary PBVM
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