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A Life of Compassion 
) (
Gonxha
 (Agnes) 
Bojaxhiu
 was born on August 26, 1910 to parents Nikola and 
Dronda
 in Skopje, 
Yugoslovia
. She was the youngest of three surviving children though two of her siblings died before their first birthday. Her father was a successful contractor and during the early years of Agnes’ life, the family lacked for nothing. Her father, however, died suddenly when Agnes was 8 leaving her mother the task of providing and raising the children on her own. Though Agnes remembers many days without enough to eat, her mother’s stalwart faith in the goodness of God and His provision were deeply influential in the formation of her heart and character. It was her mother’s example of kindness, generosity, and compassion for the poor that first inspired Agnes towards her future calling. “My child,” she remembers her mother saying, “Never eat a single mouthful until you have someone to share it with,” (22). 
When Agnes was 18 and first told her mother of her decision to become a nun and move to India, her mother said she could go but on the condition that she was truly ready to live her life “only for Jesus” (36). In September of 1928 at the age of eighteen, Agnes moved to Ireland to join the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary, otherwise known as the Sisters of Loreto. There she received the name by which she is widely recognized today, Sister Teresa after St. 
Terese
 of 
Lisieux
. 
Joining an order in the 1920s not only meant entering a life of chastity but giving up the right to see your family again. In December of 1928, Mother Teresa boarded a ship for India never to see her mother or sister again. Upon her arrival in Calcutta in January, 1929 she was confronted with extreme poverty. “It is not possible to find worse poverty,” she wrote in her first days there (52). Yet along with this discovery came the realization that a simple placing of her hand upon the dirty heads of children could cause unexplainable amounts of joy. “How little it takes to make simple souls happy!” (53). 
) (
“By blood, I am Albanian. By citizenship, an Indian. By faith, I am a Catholic nun. As to my calling, I belong to the world. As to my heart, I belong entirely to the Heart of Jesus.
) (
Nobel Peace prize winner
) (
In 1979, a small and before then unknown woman stepped up to the podium to receive the acclaimed Nobel Peace Prize for her grandiose efforts to help the poor and dying of the Calcutta streets. She touched hearts speaking of the beauty to be found among the poor and the emptiness found among the Western rich. She spoke against abortion and encouraged families that love starts first within the home.  She spoke of the gospel and exhorted Christians that you don’t have to travel around the world to be a light but to start by sharing the good news with their neighbor. She quickly became a household name and greatly through this notoriety received funding for the ministries that survive and have expanded through today. 
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Maiden of Mercy
)
 (
The Call Within a Call
) (
After a period of years as a novice working as a teacher in the Loreto School convent for children from the nearby slum, Agnes made her final vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience in 1937 and formally assumed the name, ‘Mother Teresa.’ During this time in her life, Mother Teresa sought the spiritual direction and mentorship of a priest named Father Celeste Van 
Exem
 in the nearby monastery of 
Entally
. Though he was hesitant to accept the position of spiritual director to what he remembers as a seemingly “ordinary” nun, Mother Teresa’s persistence and singular devotion to the cause of the poor caught his attention and he agreed. Father Van 
Exem
 was to become one of the main voices and influences in Mother Teresa’s life for the next forty-five years. 
During her years as a teacher in the Loreto School, Mother Teresa wrote of looking out the window to the slum on the other side of the convent walls and how her heart would ache to do something for them. It was in September of 1946 that Mother Teresa was sent by train to Darjeeling for rest after becoming sick when she felt “the call within a call” (69). Though she would say little about the experience, the message and direction of her life from then on was made clear: “I was to leave the convent and help the poor while living among them. It was an order. To fail it would have been to break the faith” (70). 
Upon her return to the Loreto School in October, Mother Teresa held a retreat on Jesus’ cry, “I thirst” from the cross together with the Samaritan woman’s request, “Give me a drink.” The spiritual insights gleaned from these passages during her Darjeeling retreat were to become the basis for the congregation she was to found. The order was founded with the intent to “quench the infinite thirst of Jesus Christ on the cross for the love of souls” (76). The “Missionaries of Charity” as they were to become, each had the words, “I thirst,” inscribed in the chapel as a reminder of Jesus’ desire to draw humanity to himself coupled with humanity’s intrinsic need for God. This thirst was a thirst that could only be quenched by love, and as Mother Teresa would often say, a person could only love others to the extent they themselves had been filled up with God’s love through inner communion with Him (91). It was God’s love and not her own, that built up to create what people would call a fire within her to reach out to the lost and the suffering. 
) (
“If you can’t feed a thousand people, then just feed one.” 
-Mother Teresa
)
 (
The Work Begins
) (
Though those close to Mother Teresa recognized God’s will in this call within a call, it was not well received by the superiors in the Church. Going to live among the poor meant leaving the confines of convent life. When Mother Teresa wrote to the Archbishop asking for an indult of exclaustration that would allow her to physically leave the convent but remain under her vows as a nun, her request was denied. The Archbishop told her she would have to apply for an indult of secularization, which would force her to leave the religious order entirely and return her to a life of a layperson. Under the advise of her spiritual director, mother Teresa went above the Archbishop and wrote to Rome through Father Van 
Exem
. It took over a year and a half, but finally she received official approval. Mother Teresa’s immediate response upon hearing the news from Father Van 
Exem
 was, “Father, can I go to the slums now?” (105). 
And so it was that on the evening of August 16, 1948, Mother Teresa left the Loreto Convent quietly in a taxi with three white saris edged with blue stripes purchased from a local bazaar and five rupees in her pocket. She wanted to be completely dependent on God to provide the rest of her needs and of those to whom she was to minister in this new life among the poor. 
In the telling of Mother Teresa’s story, her eagerness to leave 
Loreto
 and start work in the slums is frequently highlighted, however, the pain of her departure is commonly overlooked. “Leaving 
Loreto
 was my greatest sacrifice, the most difficult thing I have ever done,” Mother Teresa later acknowledged. “It was much more difficult than to leave my family and country to enter religious life. Loreto, my spiritual training, my work there, meant everything to me” (111). 
After a brief course in medical training, Mother Teresa rented a room in St. Josephs, a home for priests outside of 
Motijhil
, the slum she had seen from her convent windows. Every morning after mass she would go into the slum and teach the children. She started out in an open area between two huts. Soon she rented two huts; one served as a home for the sick and dying, the other as a classroom. Despite criticism that her efforts were pointless and effected no change, Mother Teresa’s work grew. 
“Somehow the love with which the work was carried out belied the nonsense of teaching the alphabet to waifs who would probably never read, and hygiene to those who would probably never buy soap.” (130).
) (
“The King will reply, “Truly, I tell you, whatever you did for the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did it for me.”
-Matthew 25:40
) (
Our life of poverty is as necessary as the work itself. Only in heaven will we see how much we owe to the poor for helping us to love God better because of them.”
-Mother Teresa
)
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Dear Jesus, 
H
elp me to spread Thy fragrance everywhere I go. Flood my soul with Thy spirit and love. Penetrate and possess my whole being so utterly that all my life may only be a radiance of 
Thine
. Shine through me and be so in me that every soul I come in contact with may feel Thy presence in my soul. Let them look up and see no longer me but only Jesus. Stay with me and then I shall begin to shine as you shine, so to shine as to be a light to others.
-Mother Teresa’s daily prayer
)[image: ]“Love is a fruit in season at all times, and within reach of every hand.” 
-Mother Teresa
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“Not all of us can do great things. But we can all do small things with great love.” 

-Mother Teresa
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“It is not how much we do but how much love we put in the action that we do” 

-Mother Teresa



It would be inaccurate to portray Mother Teresa’s story as all triumph and enthusiasm without also telling of the daily pains and struggles to keep going. Especially in that first season in the slums there were frequent doubts, loneliness, and temptations to return to the comfort of Loreto life. Each day she was faced by more pain and setbacks than many people experience in a lifetime. It was only through her personal times of prayer and seeking the Lord that she found the daily strength to endlessly love and give of herself with joy. In later years, a US congressman reportedly asked Mother Teresa if she felt discouraged looking out at the sea of poverty knowing she had made such a small difference. She responded saying, “God has not called me to be successful. He has called me to be faithful” (251). And faithful she was; as her faithfulness continued in the small things, God trusted her increasingly with more and more. 

The first ten girls to join Mother Teresa in the formal order she established were all former students from her time teaching at Loreto. After a few moves and acquisitions, the Sisters of Charity moved into two houses that remain their central location in the heart of Calcutta today. Mother Teresa led by example, never requiring the Sisters to do anything she was not prepared to do herself. The Sisters maintained strict prayer, work, and dietary schedules so as to honor the Lord in all they did. They observed silence in their time together save after the evening meal when they shared stories from the day’s work. 

In 1952 there was a scandal in Calcutta newspapers about the amount of dead and dying flooding the streets. Mother Teresa approached the government and asked for a facility in which she might care for these dying to get them off the streets where they might die beautifully. “A beautiful death is for people who lived like animals to die like angels—loved and wanted,” Mother Teresa would say; it was for a man who had never had a bed to clutch the simple bed frame he was lying on and say, “Now I can die like a human being,” (180).  Within the first few years of the ministry tens of thousands of people’s lives had been saved as a result of the Sisters ministrations and love (189). 

The city of Calcutta is dedicated to Kali, the Hindu goddess of death and fertility. Pilgrims would travel from all over to die there for it is the wish of every devout Hindu in the city to be cremated in the Kalighat temple. The government chose to give Mother Teresa and the Sisters the pilgrims’ dormitory attached to Kali’s Temple, directly above where the dead are cremated. Within 24 hours of entering the building, the Sisters had transformed the filthy rooms with decaying bodies into the Nirmal Hriday, the Place of the Immaculate Heart and they ministered to people from within the center of Hinduism in the city. 







The Ministry Grows

“Let us touch the dying, the poor, the lonely and the unwanted according to the graces we have received and let us not be ashamed or slow to do the humble work.”
-Mother Teresa


“I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a stone across the waters to create many ripples.”

-Mother Teresa


[image: ]
As time went on, it became clear the thirsty Christ was calling for the Sisters to “expand the range of responses” from mobile leprosy clinics to training in carpentry to disaster relief. In 1977 a cyclone hit Andhra Pradesh making 2 million homeless and destroying everything in its path. Mother Teresa and a group of Sisters immediately traveled there and set up a house with the Red Cross and other agencies working 24/7 for an endless multitude of suffering and homeless. This was the first of many disasters to which Mother Teresa and the Sisters responded and whose timely arrival became legendary. From these sprung opportunities to start Missionary of Charity homes and within a decade Mother Teresa had established sites working with the poor in Venezuelan villages, the homeless in Rome (on direct invitation of the Pope), the sick in Tabora Tanzania, drug addicts and alcoholics in Melbourne, refugees in Jordan, strip clubs of Soho, gang-ridden South Bronx of New York, post-riot East Pakistan (current Bangladesh), starving of Ethiopia, ghetto of Belfast, warn-strewn Ghaza, and civil violence filled Lima (130-152). 

Mother Teresa’s recognition and international influence grew quickly. In 1975, she was chosen to attend a UN sponsored World Conference in Mexico City. In 1976, the Church invited Mother Teresa to teach on the Eucharist in honor of the US’ bicentennial celebration in Philadelphia. In 1977, Indira Gandhi gave Mother Teresa a scarf (a sign of highest honor) in recognition of her “work on behalf of humanity” (188). In 1978, she wrote to the Indian Parliament in favor of the Freedom of Religion Bill quoting Gandhi’s support of freedom and peace and in 1979 she received the Nobel Peace Prize. 

She was widely respected by many faiths. Christians saw her as a saint; Hindu’s saw her as the “reincarnation of Jesus”; Muslims looked on her as an “evolved spirit”; and people of all religious beliefs acknowledged her as a “holy person” (233). She received invitations from presidents in China, the US, Albania, England, Ireland, Poland, Spain, Belgium, Jordan, Italy, Venezuela, Peru, to come work with the poor and address the citizens of their nations. As she traveled around the world, she would hand people her “business cards”. On them was written:
The fruit of silence is prayer
The fruit of prayer is faith
The fruit of faith is love
The fruit of love is service
The fruit of service is peace.



An International Influence

“I want you to find the poor here, right in your own home first. And begin love there. Be that good news to your own people. And find out about your next-door neighbor—do you know who they are?”

-Mother Teresa in her Nobel Peace Prize Acceptance Speech



Today Mother Teresa’s vision lives on through the 707 Missionary of Charity houses in 133 countries throughout the world; it lives on in every person who sees the poor and suffering as “Jesus in disguise” and offer a cup of cold water to a brother or sister in need; it lives on in those who love others until it hurts out of love for the Father who did the same for them. Her life and singular devotion for the poor and the dying is a beautiful picture of Christ’s love for the world, who came not for the healthy but for the sick, who came not for the well but for those in need of a doctor. She has inspired religious devotion and social movements that have impacted millions all around the globe. May those of us with a heart to follow her lifestyle of service in and among the poor seek to belong “only to Jesus” as Mother Teresa’s own mother admonished at the start of her ministry. 

Social Movement 


As Mother Teresa’s health began to decline, she resigned her position as the head of the Missionaries of Charity in 1991. Doctors strongly advised her to slow down, and though she delegated more responsibilities, she was never still. In the last years of her life, she maintained a rigorous schedule of visiting Sisters and dignitaries around the world despite undergoing two surgeries to clear blocked arteries in her heart, sustaining a broken collarbone, a broken ankle, and contracting pneumonia and malaria. 

She died at home in Calcutta on September 5, 1997 and was quietly laid to rest in the chapel. One week later the Indian government gave her a State funeral. Her body was carried through tens of thousands of mourners in the Calcutta streets on the same gun carriage that had borne the bodies of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. 


Passing the Torch 

“
May God break my heart so completely that the whole world falls in

-Mother Teresa



Sisters at the Mother Teresa home in Jangpura with volunteers from the States
THE MINISTRY CONTINUES
· 4,500 sisters 
· 707 missions 
· Active in 133 countries
· Tens of thousands of people volunteer every year
· Millions of lives that have been touched as a result of these ministries 
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