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  Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.


  PHILIPPIANS 4:8 KJV


  


  


  In memory of Mother Teresa, whose life eternally renders glory to God.


  In honor of the Missionaries of Charity, who follow every day in her footsteps, serving Christ in the “distressing disguise of the poor.”


  And


  In honor of my parents, George and Inez Poplin, for the extraordinary and countless number of “small things done with great love.”


  Introduction


  Telling the Truth About Mother Teresa
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  In the spring of 1996, I went to Calcutta to work for about two months as a volunteer with Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity. Mother Teresa was eighty-six years old; I was forty-four. It was about a year and a half before her death in September 1997. Two years prior, I was at a monastery in Pecos, New Mexico, when I saw an excellent film by Ann and Jeanette Petrie in which a group had followed and filmed Mother Teresa for five years.[1] Before this, I had not given the work of this small, curious-looking nun much thought, but the film touched me in a way I could not explain. The very force of her work and her life had an inexplicable effect on me.


  After that, I found a number of books that were collections of her letters, speeches and interviews; and a book by Malcolm Muggeridge that had been significant in introducing her to the West.[2] One thing Mother Teresa repeatedly said was that their work was religious work, not social work. I found this statement intriguing and wanted to know what she meant. What could those of us who live and work outside a religious order learn from her religious work?


  Therefore I sent a letter to the Mother House in Calcutta in the fall of 1995 asking if I could volunteer during my upcoming spring sabbatical from the private graduate university where I work. For months I received no answer and then, the week before my sabbatical began, a letter arrived saying that I could come. I had asked what to bring to Calcutta. The letter from Sister Priscilla, who was in charge of volunteers, answered, “Come with a heart to love and hands to serve Jesus in the crippled, the abandoned, the sick and dying in any one of our centres.”


  While this response quickened my spirit, my “soulish” mind did something else with it. All of my years of secular education and experience—still very much alive in me—fought with the phrase “to serve Jesus.” Surely I had volunteered to serve people. I had just begun to encounter people who talked about Jesus as a living person, someone with whom they had a relationship. While I had attended Sunday school in a liberal Protestant church somewhat regularly during my childhood due to my father’s faithfulness, I had for many years walked far from God. In fact, if the truth were told, I had become quite hostile to what I thought was Christianity. I had tried almost everything to fill the void I unconsciously sensed.


  The void and the search to fill it took many forms. First, I was never sure what I was supposed to do in the world. Was I falling into jobs, relationships and philosophies of life randomly? Was I going anywhere or getting anything done? Could I ever contribute? Somehow I was certain that everyone is supposed to contribute something, but I was confused. What exactly was my purpose for being on this planet? I filled my life with lots of activities, but perhaps this was to avoid the serious questions which I felt had no answers. Second, I was certain that spiritual reality did exist, but I had accepted what many intellectuals believe: that Christianity is not where progressives go for “spiritual action.” Therefore, to fill the void spiritually, I dabbled in feminist theology, various Eastern religions and forms of meditation, drugs, and the New Age movement in its multiple forms.


  Intellectually the void was filled by constantly learning, accepting and teaching a wide range of contemporary philosophies and theories as they applied to education. Indeed, I had also come to believe and teach what my fellow leftist intellectual and radical feminist friends believed—that Christianity was oppressive, the root of most social ills in the world. Of course it never occurred to me to raise my head above my radical texts to notice that the places founded on Christianity just happen to be where people are the least oppressed. I also had tested most of what the world has to offer in the way of lifestyles and methods of entertainment and escape. I was, as the song proclaims, “looking for love in all the wrong places.”


  In January 1993, I did what I never imagined I would ever do: I opened my life to Christ. It began with an unshakeable dream, followed by a friend’s counsel, and ended (or rather began) with a prayer that was more of a timid request said with considerable measures of resignation, hope and doubt. Much to my surprise, at age forty-one, I knelt down at a communion rail in a tiny Methodist church in Glen Alpine, North Carolina, where my mother had grown up, and said to Jesus, “If you are real, please come and get me.” And he did. I began the lifelong journey of pursuing his presence in my life, trying—albeit clumsily—to follow him. Yet even my newfound commitment to Christ had not prepared me for what I was about to experience at Mother Teresa’s. I should have been able to foresee this in my uneasy response to the name of Jesus in the letter.


  I tell you this before I begin the story about Mother Teresa and the Missionaries because I believe I am not alone in my struggles to understand the truth of her life and work—struggles born of living in a secular age. I can see now that even the church in which I grew up taught more about being a “good humanist” than about living with and for Christ. For the first few years after my return from India, I attempted to write this book in a way I thought would appeal to everyone. Even though I did not personally seek a secular interpretation, I felt that only such a description of her would resonate with our culture and time. After repeatedly starting to write and then laying it aside for long periods, I finally realized: one cannot understand or explain Mother Teresa in secular terms. Indeed that is precisely what she meant when she said, “Our work is not social work; it is religious work.”


  My struggle to write this book, to tell the truth about Mother Teresa, and my struggles in the university are a testimony both to a lost public conversation and to a worldview that is very difficult for many in Western culture to comprehend fully, even some of us who profess Christ. As one colleague put it in a recent discussion about Mother Teresa’s “dark nights,” she was like a medieval Christian, which says as much about our current Christian convictions and understandings as about her otherworldliness. She lived her faith more like the mystics who lived in ancient monasteries, believing in penance, daily communion, and a strictly disciplined life of prayer and work. Yet, here she was in the center of one of the world’s most chaotic urban cities.


  Mother Teresa was not interested in universities, philosophies, worldviews or public conversations. She was not an intellectual, and yet she had a profound understanding of the Christian life. More astonishingly, she lived it; there was no guile in her. As an intellectual, I have often convinced myself that I am living something just because I think I understand it.


  She was not simply a good humanitarian. When I tried to write about her in this way, I had to concentrate on her work, but dismiss the power of God that brought it into being and sustained her. Rather, she was a devout, simple, strong and sacrificial woman who fully belonged to Jesus. She told us she was called by God (she did not decide on her own) to go into “the dark holes of the poorest of the poor” to do small things with great love in order to bring Christ to the poorest and the poorest to Christ.


  Mother Teresa was like a prophet crying in the wilderness, revealing all at once my poverty, my wretchedness and my possibilities. Abraham Heschel once wrote that true prophets of God “ceaselessly shatter indifference.”[3] He believed they reveal the heart of God, imploring us to return to him in “a world that is not so much devoid of meaning as deaf to meaning.” That was Mother Teresa’s life. To see her and the Missionaries serving the poor and living among them simultaneously shatters our indifference to God and humanity, critiques our privilege and disturbs our comfort. This was not what she consciously set out to do. As Heschel pointed out, prophets are often reluctant messengers that simply allow God to speak through them. All prophets and apostles suffer, and Mother Teresa was not immune to this. She said our suffering was nothing compared to Jesus’ who suffered the ultimate sacrifice to achieve our freedom. The supreme injustice is that the perfect man/God was crucified to redeem the world.


  In this book I am not trying to convince anyone that Mother Teresa or the Missionaries are perfect. I am certain they have “bad” days (though never a bad hair day). She said herself that the greatest hindrance to their work was that they were not yet saints, not fully able to spread the full love of Christ because of their human weaknesses. Neither is this a biography; others more capable have written those.[4] Since I cannot write about Mother Teresa from a secular point of view without distorting who she was in Christ, I will leave it to the readers of other religious or secular faiths to translate the stories for themselves.


  This, then, is the simple story of my brief encounter with Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity and of my struggles then and now to understand—and more importantly, to live—the lessons in our culture and times. It is an ongoing tale of how I listen to God through her life and through the lives of others who graciously serve as guides to me. It is the story of how God used her and the Missionaries to cause a crisis in my own life which revealed more clearly my purpose and my calling.


  Mother called it “finding your Calcutta.”*


  *In January of 2000, the name of Calcutta was changed to Kolkata. I use Calcutta in the text because all my experiences and Mother Teresa’s life were lived prior to this, and it would be inaccurate to use Kolkata in quotes from her.
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  Getting There
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  When I wrote to Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity asking if I could come and work for a couple of months, I did not have in mind “Do[ing] Something Beautiful for God.” Yet this is the message that hung above the doorway to the children’s center where I would eventually be assigned. In all honesty, I was thinking of doing something for myself that had more or less to do with serving the poor and with my relationship with God. It was not for some beautiful or holy reason that I was going to Calcutta. Indeed I harbored no thoughts that they needed my help or that I would even be particularly helpful. I wanted to know why Mother Teresa said her work was not social work but religious work. She said repeatedly that they do not run hospitals or schools but “religious centers.”


  When by mid-December I still had no reply, I felt discouraged. Other opportunities waited in the wings for sabbatical. I had been invited to do a series of lectures in Great Britain, and a friend wanted me to study with her in Jerusalem, but my heart was set on Calcutta. I knew it was very likely that the Missionaries did not want another volunteer or would write and tell me to volunteer in my own city, as I had heard they sometimes did. As I mailed the letter, I prayed that God’s will would prevail because that is what a Christian is supposed to do. However, I was not yet three years following Christ and did not really understand the seriousness of this principle yet. In prayer I committed my desires into God’s hands. My emotions did not necessarily agree. I wanted to go despite the fact that I had hardly set foot outside the United States and had certainly never traveled anywhere as foreign to me as India.


  Arriving home late after teaching the last class of the semester, I reached in the mailbox and pulled out a tattered, once-pink-now-yellowed envelope. The return address was Calcutta. The letter, postmarked New York City, was lined with ten- and one-cent stamps. I was later to learn that traveling sisters and returning volunteers often took mail to foreign countries to lessen the expense of overseas postage. I immediately opened the fragile envelop to discover inside a small, mismatched, white piece of paper obviously typed on an old manual typewriter. The message began, “Thank you very much for your letter. You are welcome to share in our works of love for the poorest of the poor.”


  My heart, which only a few moments before had been heavy, was now as light as air. My sabbatical was set. In an instant I began making plans in my mind. I would leave for Calcutta in March after finishing a writing project, and stay until May. Then I would join my good friend, Geralyn, a Benedictine sister, at the end of her studies in Jerusalem, and we would travel with her classmates on the route that Paul had taken through Turkey and Greece. She and I would continue to visit various places important to each of us on the way home. First, I had to know what Mother Teresa meant when she said her work was not social work but religious work.


  Through a series of divine interventions, the trip came together effortlessly. First, Marjorie, an alumnus and friend who grew up in India, called to wish me a Merry Christmas. I had lost touch with her when she moved to northern California. She told me she was on her way to see her family in India for Christmas. When I told her I was going to Calcutta, she immediately volunteered that I should come and stay with her and her husband as soon as she returned, and they would take me to the Indian consulate in San Francisco to apply for my visa. She sent me a list of all the paperwork I would need. We completed the whole process in January in the time it took to drive into the city, drop off the forms and enjoy lunch on the beach while we waited.


  Marjorie also told me about her friend Neepa from Calcutta living near me that I should call. I did and was invited over for tea. That afternoon while Marjorie’s friend showed me books on Calcutta and introduced me to masala tea, a couple also from Calcutta, Mitra and Swapan, dropped by. The man had a cell phone long before they were common. He asked to see the information the Missionaries had sent me regarding places to stay, and the date and time of my arrival. At that very moment, he called a friend living in Calcutta—Goudi, an accomplished architect. Goudi told him she would meet me at the airport and that I could stay with her for a few days until I found a place to live. Things were coming together with very little effort on my part.


  On the Friday before I left, I visited a friend who is a Korean acupressurist, Syng Yu. We talked about the trip, and he told me of his adventures in India. Before I left, he reached into a closet and handed me a roll of Indian bills left over from a trip years before. I had no idea how much money he had given me, but I was grateful.


  On Sunday before my Monday departure, I knelt in church and looked up at the larger-than-life crucifix over the altar. I was nervous about the trip, and in my spirit I felt the Lord say, “Now it is just between you and me.” I wondered if my newfound faith would sustain me.


  On Monday, the terminal in Los Angeles was chaotic. There was no Indian money at the currency office, but they assured me there would be plenty in London. The plane departed over an hour late. My connection in London to a Delhi-bound flight was tight; there was nothing to do but pray. (I thought of prayer like this, though now I see it must be very offensive to God, as though his power is only a last resort. Nevertheless, he is very merciful to his children—especially his little new ones.) As the flight continued, I began to read my Bible. An Englishman approached and said, “You don’t often see people on airplanes reading a Bible. Tell me about yourself.” I told him I was a new Christian and was on my way to work with Mother Teresa and the Missionaries. He said he was part of World Vision and that he and his wife once had been to see Mother Teresa. He told me they would pray for me; I was grateful.


  As the plane finally landed in London, we learned from the cabin crew that there would be additional security measures prior to our next flights. I looked at my watch and realized my plane for Delhi was about to leave. As I waited in the packed aisle of this enormous plane, an airline employee began paging, “Would Mr. Poplin please identify himself at the door.” Despite the mix up on gender, I assumed they meant me. When I got to the door, I identified myself. They whisked me off to a waiting airport cart. I flew through security checkpoints with the airline agents clearing the way. At last I boarded the plane and we left. I was tremendously relieved and knew I was the recipient of great grace and favor. Once again, I had not had the opportunity to exchange money.


  I arrived in Delhi after ten in the evening. Although I had a reservation at a hotel, I did not know how far it was from the airport. My travel agent had told me to take a cab and that I would need Indian currency, but the currency exchange was closed. I was hoping that I had enough in the wad of bills Syng Yu had given me. I found I had plenty; in fact, the money totaled over one hundred U.S. dollars—more grace. I slept and woke early enough for breakfast in this land of new sights, sounds and smells.


  As the flight took off for Calcutta, I began to wonder if this stranger really would show up to greet me and take me into her home. One would think that by now my faith had risen; and it had. However, for new Christians, sheer faith in unknown situations is a precious but fragile jewel, always held with great amazement, yet tentativeness, as though one may awake and find the grace suddenly gone. I think at first we assume grace means having our own plans fulfilled and feeling good, rather than that grace is also the propeller for growth. Sometimes this means not having our plans fulfilled and not feeling good. Real trust in God, I was later to learn, demands faith in both situations.


  As I emerged from customs on Tuesday morning, there were Goudi and her friend holding a sign with my name on it. By the end of the first day, we were rapidly becoming good friends, and she volunteered that I rent her extra room. Her flat was only a twenty-minute walk from the Mother House where I would begin work each day with Mass and prayers.


  The sights, smells and sounds of Calcutta took some getting used to. It seemed that everyone who drove a car honked incessantly. The smells were not just aromas of new cuisine (which I quite enjoyed) but of rotting garbage, the refuse of cows considered holy and people living on the streets. I was clearly in a foreign land, yet I began to feel completely safe in the arms of a God I scarcely knew.


  2
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  A Day in the Life of a Missionary of Charity
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  I arrived in Calcutta on Tuesday, and on Thursday, I walked in to report for volunteer duty, naively thinking I had come to answer a simple and somewhat academic question. Inside the Mother House, a tremendous sense of peace filled the space in sharp contrast to the chaotic street. The Mother House was where Mother—as she is always called here—lived with a group of finally professed sisters (those who had taken final vows that at that time took nine years) and a larger group of novice sisters. The administrative work of the Missionaries of Charity is largely conducted here. Inside a small room off the dining area, Sister Bethany and a volunteer were speaking with newly arrived volunteers.


  I immediately discovered that the Missionaries ran many centers in Calcutta alone—including a home for the dying, two children’s homes, two homes for disabled adults who were not able to live alone and many others. Sisters lived at each of the other centers. I volunteered to go wherever I was most needed, assuming it would be with the adults at Nirmal Hriday (Pure Heart), the Home for the Dying. However, Sister Bethany told me they had many volunteers for adults at that time and few for children. Would I please go down the street to Shishu Bhavan (Children’s Home), to help with the sick and handicapped children there? Unbeknownst to them, I had begun my career teaching handicapped children. I agreed and was given a little handwritten assignment card and instructions to report the next morning after Mass to Dana, the volunteer in charge of volunteers for that center. Dana had served in Calcutta for about nine months while on a year’s leave from teaching in inner-city Chicago. She was one of the most faithful volunteers.


  The first few days, I took a cab from Goudi’s flat. I soon discovered that the route to the Mother House was quite simple and began to memorize it. A cab strike the second week set me to walking probably before I would have otherwise. It was just turning light when I would start out at about 5:20 a.m. Sleeping people littered the street; some were just rising and bathing at public water spigots. Goats followed their owners who stopped by residences and businesses to deliver fresh milk.


  By the time I reached the Mother House each morning, the sisters had already had early prayers and begun the chores of cooking and preparing for the day. They had also washed and hung to dry the saris worn the day before by drawing water in buckets from a single spigot in the courtyard and beating the saris on the pavement. At 5:50, we all met together in the chapel for Mass, the official beginning of our day.


  The chapel was a long, rectangular room with a concrete floor on the second story of the Mother House. It was sparse, like everything else. We took off our shoes before entering and sat or knelt on the floor like the Missionaries. The back, right section was reserved for volunteers and visitors. Two small, woven stools in the middle section of the back were for Mother Teresa and some of the older sisters to sit on, except when kneeling. A couple of benches behind the volunteers allowed guests to sit if needed. The chapel contained no other chairs or benches. My weak Protestant-raised knees became Catholic quickly; we knelt much more than is typical in Catholic churches in the United States, and kneeling cushions were nowhere to be found.


  A crucifix hung in the middle of the long wall that faced onto the street. The words “I thirst” were written over it. Even at 6:00 a.m., Calcutta traffic was heavy and noisy, and the chapel’s ancient public address system of little effect. A statue of Mary stood off to the right. Fresh, handpicked flowers graced the altar area. Two chairs behind the altar and to its left were reserved for priests from all over the world who presided on different days. English is the official language which unites the Missionaries around the globe. Yet they also speak the languages of the people they serve in each location. Additional prayers recited before and after Mass were typed on a card, a copy of which we were given as a gift when we left. A board outside the chapel announced prayer requests for ill families, sisters abroad and other special requests.


  Mother Teresa often urged volunteers to come to Mass and special sessions led by a priest one evening a week. We also could attend Adoration, an hour of prayer, in the evenings between six and seven o’clock. I attended Mass almost every day and Adoration on occasion. After Mass, Mother Teresa frequently spoke with us and handed out religious medals, rosaries and especially little cards with prayers on them—Mother called them her “business cards.” I still have my turquoise and black plastic rosary she handed me one day and a number of her “business cards.” A small but constant stream of visitors appeared at Mass and the centers.


  There were some days when for no explainable reason and without thinking, we spontaneously lowered our heads as Mother Teresa passed. On these days, she would touch our heads lightly and bless us. Her black eyes were intense and undistracted when she spoke to you. I wondered if in her later years, when she was less able to do the hard labor at the various centers, she increased her attention on the volunteers. I would often see her during Mass look out over our motley group and bury her head in her hands to pray.


  Following Mass, we ate a small breakfast of a slice of bread, a tiny tropical banana and a cup of hot tea. Then, at seven, the Missionaries spilled out into the streets two-by-two or four-by-four to go to various parts of the city. They carried plastic bottles of water recycled and refilled after collecting them from the volunteers. We followed them to the centers we had been assigned. Even in the short blocks I had to walk from the Mother House to Shishu Bhavan, I noticed that the Missionaries were not always appreciated. Most of the time people simply stared at them as oddities; occasionally someone would insult them by word or expression. A man in whose store many of the volunteers bought water would tell us that “they should let those people die. India has too many people.” The Missionaries gently ignored the insults, choosing instead to smile, fold their hands and bow their heads in a gesture of blessing. Some people would timidly return the greeting.


  Every morning additional, temporary centers sprang up in streets all over Calcutta. The lack of a building did not deter the Missionaries from serving where needs were greatest. Sisters would carry heavy bags filled with supplies. Several sisters in a moment could turn a street corner into a medical or food dispensary, or a school for children. They taught by drawing in the dirt if necessary. The “schools” were not really schools; they existed only to prepare children for school. They were daytime places of refuge and joy for street children. Mother said of them,


  They are nothing, they are just little primary schools where we teach the children to love the school and to be clean and so on—if we didn’t have these little schools, those children, those thousands of children would be left in the streets. So we have to choose either to take them and give them just a little or leave them in the street.[1]


  Upon arriving at Shishu, a man opened the compound doors to inquire of the visitor’s intent. I walked in easily beside Dana who was now well-known. A couple of ambulances were parked just inside the gates, donated by groups around the world to take children to the hospital or doctor, or to carry the infirm or dying on the streets to the appropriate center. Across the front of the largest building in the complex where children for adoption live was a large sign: Do Something Beautiful for God. This was one of Mother’s favorite expressions. To the right was a large, covered patio where the hungry from the streets were fed, and a medical dispensary was set up each day.


  The three-story building above this patio is where I spent most of my time. The ground floor contained rooms for an office and medical supply storage; children with tuberculosis lived on the second floor; and children with other illnesses and handicaps lived in the large room at the top. We left our shoes outside and took plaid aprons from the hooks. Forty to fifty children ranging in age from newborns to ten-year-olds lived in this top room. It was bright and sunny and always very warm despite the work of ceiling fans, but the children seemed not to notice. They greeted us by calling us “auntie.” The older and more verbal children would often try a few foreign words on us. Bonjour and hello were frequent favorites. They giggled at our responses. Giggling was the universal language since so few volunteers spoke any Bengali. Most of the children were Muslim, though Calcutta is about half Hindu and half Muslim. It is estimated that slightly over 2 percent of Indians are Christian.[2]


  The children and infants had various handicaps and illnesses ranging from serious deformities to mild forms of retardation. The illnesses varied from intestinal viruses to malaria, hepatitis, tuberculosis and other diseases. Sometimes we nursed children who were ill and not for adoption; we simply kept them until they recovered. Other times, we cared for healthy babies whose parents were ill. Whatever the need, there was always a way to meet it and always enough room for one more.


  Off to one side of the large room was a laundry area with showers and bathrooms for the children. Laundry, done by hand in large tubs, was endless; the soiled, plaid, cotton diapers multiplied before your eyes, like autumn leaves while you rake them. Another crude bathroom (by Western standards)[3] served the adults, and a staircase led to the roof where older children sometimes played with volunteers. Next to the laundry and bathroom was another small room for food distribution, and on the other side of the same wall was a room for preparing infant formulas.


  At one end of the spacious room were infants in bassinets and at the other end, large cribs and youth beds for older children. A space along the wall facing the street provided the children a place to play. At the infants’ end were wooden benches under more windows where we sat to feed them. The older and ambulatory children roved through the room playing their made-up games. Their jovial antics went unnoticed by sleeping infants who were accustomed to the noise of Calcutta.


  No air conditioning relieved the heat in the centers because of the Missionaries’ commitment to living like the poor. The only place I saw fans was the children’s home. The temperature outside rose above 110 degrees Fahrenheit; I doubt it ever fell below 100 during the day while I was there. The children and Missionaries seemed unaffected. Nights offered little relief from the sweltering heat and oppressive humidity. I read that Calcutta has the most serious air, water and sound pollution of any city in the world. The depth and breadth of poverty in Calcutta is difficult to describe. The lack of sanitation for those who live on the streets, and the cows and other animals that roam freely, creates even more problems.


  Volunteers worked every day except Thursdays. On this day the novices ran the centers while the other sisters took care of business, confession, reconciliation, inducting new volunteers and extra prayer. Except a few days when suffering with a cold or stomach flu, I worked six days a week. I would feed, wash clothes, clean, change diapers and play with the children. I was assigned most “tall” cleaning tasks because at five foot eight inches, I towered above most of the sisters. Since many of the volunteers were very young and not as comfortable with babies, I soon found myself primarily working with sick infants while the younger volunteers helped keep the older, handicapped children fed and entertained with imaginative, spontaneous games.


  Most of the volunteers were young, in their twenties, and came from all over the world. While I was there, the majority were from Europe, followed by Asia and North America; fewer were from Africa and South America. Frankly, some volunteers needed more care than they were capable of giving, and they were not always dependable. There were a few days when only two or three of us showed up at Shishu Bhavan. Many of the young volunteers arrived in India in search of ashrams, temples, mosques, meditation centers and even the small street vendors with charms, spiritual advice and tattoos. Mother Teresa was just one stop on their journey. They were often taking a year off college or deciding whether to go to college, searching for what to try next. They had come primarily to “find themselves” and secondarily to “help others.” I often just listened to their conversations over breakfast.


  Some of these young volunteers seemed lost in a world that offered them more choices than direction. They wanted to be countercultural, but did not know why or how. They wanted to believe that all religions make people good, and they desperately wanted to be good. They often described themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” I believe Mother Teresa drew them because they already had become disillusioned with the world, and their lives felt uncertain and meaningless. She was someone who knew her purpose in life. They admired her work but had little understanding or teaching about the Christ that led and sustained her. Some ignored her talk of Jesus and pleas to attend Mass, chalking it up to an old woman who did not understand their world. They were unaware that this was the most important thing they could learn from her. Her simplicity, certainty, notoriety and commitment to the poor drew them. Dana, the teacher from Chicago, was one of the few volunteers I met who was there largely because of her commitment to Christ. She was an evangelical Protestant. There must have been others, but they were the exception and not the rule.


  It was painful for me to see the young seekers as they mirrored my not-so-distant past. I knew the indefinable pain they suffered—the uncertainty, the constant moving from one thing to another in hopes of finding a formula that would make them feel and be good. I knew some found Mass boring. I knew some were wandering while they rebelled against their parents (yet depended on their parents’ money). They, like me, had come to distrust all authority, not yet realizing that authority, like anything else, can be good or evil. I also had gone in search of what I believed were more exotic or intellectual religions because I did not understand the depth of Christianity. To be honest, I avoided Christianity because I knew that if Christ were real, he would not have approved of my life and I would have to change. It was much later that I realized his disapproval was really because he wanted so much more for me.


  I also observed that those of us volunteers from the more technologically developed nations were physically weaker. We were much more prone to catching colds and stomach viruses, and much less able to maintain our vigor in the humid heat. We were used to air conditioning, antibiotics, antibacterial soaps and purified water.


  Other men and women from poor communities also worked alongside the Missionaries as paid helpers. The children called them Mashi, which means “aunt” in Bengali. They performed incredible amounts of work at the centers. Some were committed Catholics and very faithful to that work as well.


  Our shift lasted from early morning until after the children had finished their lunch. We helped feed the infants and children their breakfast, lunch and a midmorning snack, usually fresh fruit. The lunch was generally rice, vegetables and dal (a mixture like lentil soup). Occasionally we had boiled eggs to crumble over the food. We fed, changed and played with the children, and helped the Missionaries and Mashis with daily tasks. After lunch, the children rested in their beds or on large mats on the floor. Then it was time for us to go. Another group of volunteers would arrive in a couple of hours and work from three to six. Such was the day of a volunteer.
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