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Mother Teresa

September 5th 2007 marks the 10th anniversary since the death of Mother Teresa of Calcutta. 

World famous for her work with the poor, the ill and the dying, Mother Teresa won acclaim, recognition and plaudits from world leaders, governing bodies and major organisations that saw her awarded with, among other things, the Nobel Peace prize in 1979.   
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She was born Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu in 1910 in what is now known as the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia to Albanian parents. 

Agnes’s father died when she was about 8 years old.  Being brought up a catholic, she became fascinated by stories of missionaries and their work, and apparently had already decided that she would like to dedicate her life to religion by the age of 12.

When she was 18 she left home to join the Sisters of Loreto as a missionary.  After leaving home she would never set eyes on her mother and sister again.

Going first to Ireland with the mission, where she learned to speak English, she then went on to start her novitiate in Darjeeling, near the Himalayas.  
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She took her solemn vows on 14th May 1937 while serving as a teacher at the Loreto convent school in eastern Calcutta, choosing the name Teresa after the patron saint of missionaries.  

Although happy teaching at the Loreto school in Calcutta, she became troubled by the poverty around her.  A famine in 1943 brought misery and death to the city; and the outbreak of Hindu/Muslim violence in August 1946 plunged the city into despair and horror.

It was on September 10th 1946 that Teresa experienced what she would later describe as "the call within the call" while traveling to the Loreto convent in Darjeeling for her annual retreat. 

She felt that she was being called to leave the convent to help the poor by living amongst them.  It was, she felt, an order and that to fail would have been to break the faith.  
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Beginning her missionary work with the poor in 1948, she replaced her long, traditional Loreto habit with a simple white cotton sari decorated with a blue border and then ventured out into the slums.  

She started a school in Motijhil and shortly thereafter she started tending to the needs of the destitute and starving.  Her efforts quickly caught the attention of Indian officials, including the Prime Minister who expressed his appreciation.

Such sacrifices do not come without cost, however.  Having no income she, too, had to resort to begging for food and supplies.  It is hardly surprising that she experienced doubt, loneliness and the temptation to return to the comfort of convent life during these early months. 
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On October 7th 1950, Teresa received permission from the Vatican to start what would become the Missionaries of Charity.  Its mission was to care for, in her own words, "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."

It began as a small order with 13 members in Calcutta but today it has more than 4,000 nuns running orphanages, AIDS hospices and charity centers worldwide, and caring for refugees, the blind, disabled, aged, alcoholics, the poor and homeless, and victims of floods, epidemics, and famine. 
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In 1952 Mother Teresa opened the first Home for the Dying in space made available by the City of Calcutta.  With the help of Indian officials she converted an abandoned Hindu temple into a free hospice for the poor. 

She renamed it Kalighat, the Home of the Pure Heart. Those brought to the home received medical attention and were afforded the opportunity to die with dignity, according to the rituals of their faith; Muslims were read the Koran, Hindus received water from the Ganges, and Catholics received the Last Rites. "A beautiful death," she said, "is for people who lived like animals to die like angels — loved and wanted."

After this, she soon opened a home for those suffering from leprosy and went on to open several more such centers in Calcutta. 

By the 1960s as her work expanded, she had opened hospices, orphanages and leper houses all over India – and this was soon followed by centers being set up in Venezuela, Rome, Tanzania, Austria, dozens of countries in Asia, Africa, Europe and the USA.

There will always be questions that surround any high profile figure and Mother Teresa in life and death was - and is - not exempt from controversy.  

Her critics include journalist and celebrated atheist Christopher Hitchins, as well as broadcaster Tariq Ali, who have argued that her organisations provided substandard care and that she was primarily concerned with converting the dying to Catholicism.  They also argued that she used donations for missionary activities that would promote Catholicism elsewhere instead of attending to those for which the money was intended.  The catholic church has dismissed most of these criticisms.  

Another criticism from Hitchins is that Mother Teresa carried out her work, not for the benefit of the recipients, but because she wanted to please Jesus and expand the number of Catholics.  “I’m not a social worker” Hitchins  quotes Teresa as saying.  “I don’t do it for this reason.  I do it for Christ.  I do it for the Church.”

Another interesting reaction to her work came from broadcaster and commentator Malcolm Muggeridge, who made a documentary about Mother Teresa in 1969 called Something Beautiful for God.  With much of the film shot in extremely poor lighting conditions, the documentary crew believed much of the footage would be unusable.  

However, on their return to the UK they found that the film was actually of extremely good quality and could be used after all.  

Muggeridge himself believed that this was a miracle of ‘divine light’ radiating directly from Mother Teresa herself.  The crew, on the other hand, believed that it might have had a bit more to do with the new kind of Kodak film they were using.  No matter, Muggeridge soon converted to Catholicism. 
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Although she became an international celebrity, Mother Teresa’s death was an event that garnered little press attention or public reaction.  This was due completely to the fact that just 6 days previously, Diana, Princess of Wales had died in a car crash, so heralding the biggest news event of the 1990s.  

In sharp contrast, then, it could be argued that a woman who had committed almost the whole of her life to the poor, the sick and the needy, was overlooked in death by the media and the people of the world, in favor of a much younger and more attractive person who had been seen to dedicate some of her life to the poor, the sick and the needy. 
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This sentiment may well be a simplification and there are other reasons why Diana’s death grabbed the world’s attention more than Mother Teresa’s, but it must be said that the difference in reaction and the tributes that followed said much about the celebrity culture that we lived in then, and are even more immersed in now.  
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It could also be argued that another facet of her life that some might read as being at odds with her work, is that in order for her to achieve Sainthood, proof is needed that she performed at least two miracles. 

Although there are many who would recognise the value in this, there are those who would see this as a distraction from the actual effects of her work.  

Perhaps the real miracle is the fact that somebody from such an anonymous and inauspicious background could elevate herself to the position where the results of her work were acknowledged all over the world.  

No matter, there will always be conjecture and speculation, for a number of reasons, around such a figure. 
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Those wishing to defend her work could do a lot worse than quote the opinions she voiced upon receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979.  When asked how one could help to bring about world peace, her message was, “Go home and love your family.”  She also added, interestingly, that the poverty of the west was more difficult to deal with than the poverty of the 3rd world. 
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She said, “When I pick up a person from the street, hungry, I give him a plate of rice, a piece of bread, I have satisfied. I have removed that hunger. But a person that is shut out, that feels unwanted, unloved, terrified, the person that has been thrown out from society - that poverty is so hurtful and so much, and I find that very difficult."

Further Reading:

No Greater Love – Mother Teresa.  A collection of writings and observations by the late Nobel Peace Prize winner includes reflections on love, prayer, giving, service, poverty, generosity, hope, forgiveness, and Jesus. 

Mother Teresa of Calcutta. A Biography – Edward Le Joly. Traces the life of Mother Teresa, explains her decision to help the poor and homeless, and describes her accomplishments.

Mother Teresa: Come Be My Light. Rev. Brian Kolodiejchuk.  This compilation of 66 years of letters written by Mother Teresa show that she regularly suffered crises of faith. 

The Final Verdict: Aroup Chatterjee. A criticism of Mother Teresa’s life and work by a native of Calcutta who argues strongly against the ‘myth’ believed by the western world. 

Viewing

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/september/5/newsid_2499000/2499693.stm  Film showing Mother Teresa’s final public appearance. 

