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In honor of Mary, the Mother of God






Then the King will say to those on his right hand, “Come, you whom my Father has blessed, take for your heritage the kingdom prepared for you since the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you made me welcome; naked and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, in prison and you came to see me.” Then the virtuous will say to him in reply, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you; or thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and make you welcome; naked and clothe you; sick or in prison and go to see you?” And the King will answer, “I tell you solemnly, in so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me.”

—Matthew 25:34–40








| INTRODUCTION | The Mother I Knew



A life not lived for others is not worth living.

—Mother Teresa



September 13, 1997

It was 2 a.m. when I arrived at Saint Thomas Church in Calcutta on the day of Mother Teresa’s state funeral. I had landed hours earlier with the other members of the official U.S. delegation led by First Lady Hillary Clinton. My fellow delegates had gone off to catch up on sleep, though two sisters of the Missionaries of Charity who had flown with us went straight to the motherhouse to join the hundreds of their fellow MCs converging upon the city.

Queens, presidents, dignitaries, and celebrities from all over the world had come to attend the funeral, including the anchors of the three American television networks and CNN. (The same international press corps had covered Princess Diana’s funeral a week earlier.) Every high-end hotel in the city was filled to capacity. The U.S. delegation was split between the two finest—the Oberoi and the Taj Bengal—but I had no interest in sleep. I wanted to get as near as possible to Mother.

Even at that early hour, there was a crowd milling about outside the 150-year-old church, and dozens of sisters were in quiet conversation near the entrance. Mother had lain in state here, draped in an Indian flag, for a week, and hundreds of thousands of well-wishers had filed past her body. She would ride to her final resting place on the same gun carriage that carried Mohandas Gandhi’s body in 1948. There were military personnel and city police at the ready, though the sisters were doing a fine job guarding Mother themselves. I entered the sanctuary of the church and saw a good number of them keeping vigil, and I joined them. There were few dry eyes in the sanctuary.

Mother Teresa looked remarkably well preserved. The team of embalmers from Bombay who had come to Calcutta immediately after her death could be proud. Their efforts were aided by six hastily installed air conditioners that fought bravely to counteract the punishing subtropical heat. Still, her face was somewhat ashen, and her hands and feet a little discolored. Her darker complexion made her look Indian. She was dressed in her trademark sari, and her rosary—which in times past she would swap with mine when we prayed on a car trip—stretched from her hands, resting on her stomach. Her body seemed sacred. On the night Mother died, Sister Gertrude had carefully withdrawn vials of blood from Mother to preserve it for reliquary. (I was later given a blood relic.) A sister had given me several medals when I first came to the foot of Mother’s coffin. I took these medals, and my rosary, and touched them to her bare feet. Now, as I knelt before her body, I could grieve freely, and I did. These were not all tears of sadness. I was overcome with gratitude to God and to this woman who had given me so much joy.

Just as the Roman calendar is separated into eras before and after the birth of Christ, so my life can be fairly divided into two distinct periods: before and after Mother. Meeting her not only reshaped how I thought and acted, but ultimately determined every significant choice I made, from the jobs I have taken, to the woman I married, to the house we live in, to how I spend my days. I knew Mother during the last twelve years of her life, from 1985 until her death in 1997. I was her lawyer, and legal counsel for the Missionaries of Charity (work I continue to do), but more important, I was her friend, and Mother was mine. She guided me on matters big and small and allowed me to help her where I could. She showed me that everyday moments offer the greatest opportunity to serve God by doing “small things with great love.” It is no exaggeration to say that she taught me how to live and love.

So many memories rushed to mind as I knelt at Mother’s feet in Saint Thomas Church. All the joys I had known with my wife and our children could be traced back to that fateful day in 1985 when Mother welcomed me in Calcutta and sent me to Kalighat, her Home for the Dying. She brought me to Jesus—not the concept of Jesus, not the historical figure of twenty centuries ago, but the living God whom I could access by faith.

I thought, too, of all the friends I had made because of her. Many of the people I cherished most I had only met because they were close to Mother: Sandy McMurtrie, for instance, and the filmmaker Jan Petrie. Naresh and Sunita Kumar, the Calcutta couple who were like family to Mother, had become family to me. I thought of the many MC sisters I had come to know and love over the years, as well as the MC fathers with whom I had lived in Tijuana and who were my brothers for life.

Most of all, though, I thought of the “poorest of the poor,” from the many dying men and women I came to know at the Gift of Peace AIDS home to the soup-kitchen regulars across town whom I befriended. Mother referred to the neediest as “Jesus in His distressing disguise of the poorest of the poor.” She based this belief on the actual presence of God in the person of the poor on the teaching of Jesus recorded in Matthew’s Gospel:


For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink… sick and you visited me…. In so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me.



This passage was central to the mission of the Missionaries of Charity, and Mother made a point of working the words “you did it to me” into nearly every public or private talk I heard her give. Her faith told her she interacted with God whenever she helped the poor, which was why she distinguished the work she and her sisters did from social work. She once said in an interview, “The work is only the expression of the love we have for God. We have to pour our love on someone. And the people are the means of expressing our love.”

My relationships with the people the Missionaries of Charity served had Mother Teresa’s fingerprints on them. There was no chance I would ever have met them without Mother’s invitation to touch “Jesus in His distressing disguise,” which, by degree, I slowly came to realize they were.

Memories of them constitute some of the most graphic proofs to me of the loving presence of God in the world, of the ocean of mercy that engulfs the willing and unwilling alike, and of the debt I owe Mother Teresa for changing the entire trajectory of my life. This realization descended upon me in waves of gratitude in Saint Thomas Church, but also sadness. She was gone for good, no longer a phone call or plane ride away.

As I prayed in the early hours of September 13, 1997, I was hounded by a simple question that had nagged me for some time: Why me? Why did I get to have this privileged relationship with Mother Teresa? I surely didn’t deserve it. I know the sinner I was on the day I met her, and how I felt at Kalighat, helping a sick man not through any good purpose, but because I was too proud to admit to the sister in charge that I didn’t want to touch him. I am still that same sinner. So why me? I didn’t have an answer that night, but I do now.

I believe God gave me Mother Teresa for three reasons. First, because I needed her desperately. I was a sinner, who loved earthly pleasure and who might have spent these last thirty-seven years indulging myself had it not been for Mother and the graces from above that she revealed. My life was purposeless, and she took me in. Her love and kindness during those first years helped me acknowledge my own brokenness and need for God, and His healing touch. In a way, she nursed me back to life. She taught me to pray, love the word of God, and frequent the Church’s sacraments because she knew that if I didn’t, I would grow lost again.

And she gave me the MCs, the poor entrusted to them, and the wonderful people drawn to volunteer in their service, so I would be in good company and not stray. Mother’s love revealed to me my vocation. Her maternal heart helped me embrace it. And this is the second reason God brought me to Mother, so I could help the MCs after she was gone. I have kept the pledge I made when I visited her in the hospital and will keep it until my services are no longer needed or valuable.

Finally, I am convinced that my experiences with Mother, and my observations of the last twelve years of her life, were meant to benefit others. The lessons I learned from her about living, loving, and aging, and how to come closer to God, deserve to be shared.

People need to know the Mother I knew.

This book is the story of the Mother Teresa I observed, studied, and followed. Many others were closer to her, especially the members of her Missionaries of Charity family. And I am particularly conscious of the fact that chronicling my relationship with Mother might appear to exploit our friendship (for the record, I will not financially benefit from this book—the royalties will be donated to her sisters, priests, and other charities aligned with her life’s work). My purpose in writing this book is to show her as I knew her—not as the perfect, plastic saint that she inevitably became in the minds of some people, but the real person who had friends and liked chocolate and told jokes and occasionally got angry. Seeing her humanity, with all the sweetness and frailty that entails, makes her life and works all the more remarkable.

I have kept personal journals throughout my life, and I took copious and contemporaneous notes during my years with Mother. I wanted to remember and be able to tell my children. I also have boxes of correspondence and other material arising from my legal representation of her (the Mother Teresa Center, the organization the Missionaries of Charity tasked with promoting and protecting her legacy, granted me permission to share this information). The stories here are based on those journals and files, as well as hours of interviews I conducted with her friends and sisters, especially those who were with her at the founding of the Missionaries of Charity.

Mother has been gone for twenty-five years now, and this book is intended to bear witness to the person she was. I hope you will get a sense of what it meant to be friends with a living saint: how humbling and challenging—and at times frustrating—it was to be in the presence of someone so in love with God. She was a holy woman and the tenderest of mothers, and it was the great blessing of my life to know her and serve with her.






| CHAPTER 1 | Calcutta



The poor are the hope and salvation of mankind.

—Mother Teresa



The easiest way to understand Mother Teresa is through Calcutta. The twentieth century was one of great political upheaval for the vast Indian metropolis, compounded by floods, famine, and numerous refugee crises. During her first decade in the city, the population nearly doubled; by the time she died in 1997, it had nearly doubled again. Calcutta has come a long way in the last twenty-five years, but millions still live in poverty, without adequate food or medical care, in sanitary conditions unimaginable to most Americans.

But where others saw squalor and misery and privation, Mother Teresa saw the children of God, created in His image. She saw dignity, something precious, in everyone. In even Calcutta’s poorest, she recognized the longing to be wanted. The city’s desperate need made Mother Teresa who she was. Its abandoned children and lepers reached out for help, and she was mother to them all. Calcutta, with all its suffering, was her spiritual home, the place where she created something beautiful for God.

I was twenty-eight, a lawyer and a senior advisor to Oregon senator Mark Hatfield, when I met Mother Teresa. My boss was chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee, and such an influential position brings perks for the staff. During the 1985 summer recess, I was sent on a fact-finding mission to Malaysia, Hong Kong, and the Thai-Cambodian border. Hatfield had been the only senator to vote against U.S. military involvement in Vietnam, and after the war ended, he was the leader in Congress on refugee protection and resettlement. He felt our country had a moral obligation to those who faced persecution for helping the U.S. military. I was sent to see the Indochinese refugee camps where we were processing thousands of claims for resettlement and expending hundreds of millions of dollars.

Hatfield was a devout Southern Baptist and had been friends with Mother Teresa since the early 1970s, long before she became a household name. She had visited his office on Capitol Hill just before I joined. Since my official business had me in her neighborhood, a swing through Calcutta for a courtesy meeting was easy to arrange, and my boss gave me the introduction I needed.

Like everyone, I knew her as a holy woman who lived among the poor, helping desperate people few bothered to notice. Pope John Paul II, whom I admired greatly, had taken a special interest in her work and was often photographed with her. And I had friends in Washington, Jan and Randy Sterns, who had adopted a child from one of Mother Teresa’s orphanages in India. Natasha Gabriella was an energetic, cheerful little girl, and seeing her brought thoughts of Mother Teresa’s work to the fore. On Jan’s recommendation, I read Malcolm Muggeridge’s book about her, Something Beautiful for God. Muggeridge had a somewhat cynical take on organized religion—a take I identified with—so his admiration of Mother made me even more curious. The response of this agnostic to his sojourn with her was striking: “For those of us who find difficulty in grasping with our minds Christ’s great propositions of love… someone like Mother Teresa is a godsend. She is this love in person; through her, we can reach it, and hold it, and incorporate it in ourselves.” She and her work in India had clearly touched him deeply.

I looked forward to telling people that I had been to Calcutta and met Mother Teresa. That was the ostensible reason for my side trip. But, secretly, I hoped she could somehow heal me, as Jesus healed the blind men. Despite my great job and wide circle of friends, my life in Washington felt hollow. It was the opposite of everything Muggeridge had written about the life of his newfound friend: She was joyfully, enthusiastically living the Christian Gospel and the Catholic faith. I hoped that meeting her in person might reignite my spiritual life and set me back on course, just as it seemed to have done for Muggeridge.

I had always called myself a Catholic. Religion was the life preserver that kept me afloat through a turbulent childhood. My parents had separated when I was in fourth grade. My mother raised five children in Jacksonville, Florida, and she made sure we went to Catholic schools and got to church on Sundays. Her sincere faith and lovely piety made a strong impression on me. But by the time I got to Florida State University in 1974, my being Catholic and going to church every week was more about making myself interesting to girls than it was about having a true relationship with God. The parts of Church teaching that made demands on me, I simply ignored. I was foul-mouthed if it got me a laugh; enjoyed gambling, drinking, and sexual pleasure; and thought nothing of lying to others to get around a problem.

Any sense of sin was dulled by my familiarity with it. Pascal described it best: “Sinners lick the earth, that is to say, love earthly pleasures.” I had licked the earth. In my selfish pursuits, I had hurt people who genuinely loved me, including my college girlfriend, whose heart broke when I didn’t marry her. I was a comfortable, cultural Catholic who held God under my command.

But nine months before my trip to Southeast Asia, God woke me up. My friend Jimmy committed suicide. He was a real competitor: a six-foot-six small forward on the FSU basketball team, but also a 4.0 student in philosophy. He was a lover of classic literature and a practicing Catholic, and we connected on every level. We were inseparable. We went to discos and pubs, played golf and tennis, sunned ourselves at the beach and double-dated. We were members of the same fraternity, took our summer vacations together, and tried to outdo each other in offbeat humor. I was the best man when he married his beautiful college sweetheart. Not even five years later, in a fit of despair, he jumped off an Interstate 95 overpass in Lantana, Florida, into southbound traffic.

I had failed my friend. I knew Jimmy was struggling; he was drinking too much, and his last visit to D.C. had been a disaster. Everything was dark and discouraging to him, from his recent divorce to his failed attempts to land a job as head coach for a basketball team. He was on a roller coaster that wouldn’t let him off. One minute he was on his knees crying and asking God for help, and the next he was back to obsessing about his ex-wife and foundering career. He arrived at my apartment a mess and left a few days later in worse shape. But instead of going straight to Florida when Jimmy called me almost desperate, ranting incoherently, just a week before his suicide, I had stayed in Washington. And now he was gone. I was haunted by guilt, and my faith was shaken. How could a loving God let all this happen? Where was He when Jimmy was suffering? Why didn’t He send me to the rescue?

In the months after Jimmy’s death, I threw myself into my work. I prayed less, and I drank more. I cultivated a snide cynicism, nurtured by the phony social rituals and mercenary friendships of Capitol Hill. My hypocrisy allowed me to spot it instantly in others. Outwardly, I might have seemed a great guy—successful at work, fun to be around, and, by all appearances, religious. I even dabbled in tutoring inner-city kids once a week, which soothed my conscience and impressed other people. I was my little brother’s keeper for two whole hours a week. I had everyone fooled. But I couldn’t fool myself.

This was the man who sought Mother Teresa in August 1985. She was living the Gospel and practicing the faith that I had been taught as a child. I hoped if I met her, she could ease my guilt over Jimmy and point me toward a more meaningful life. I thought she might tell me to become a priest. Most of my friends were marrying, and since I had no desire to commit myself to a woman for life, I wondered if God wanted me in the seminary. Such thoughts show how truly lost I was. I was grasping for answers and increasingly convinced that if I could just be with Mother Teresa for a moment, she might provide them to me.

I needed to go to Calcutta.



Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu was born August 26, 1910, in Skopje, North Macedonia, then part of the Ottoman Empire. The tiny girl known by her middle name, Gonxha (meaning “flower bud”), was drawn to stories of missionaries from an early age and was only eighteen when she informed her mother that she felt called by God. She wanted to be a missionary in India “to go out and give the life of Christ to the people.” It would require courage and great sacrifice, but she had a toughness born of tragedy.

Gonxha had grown up ethnic Albanian and Catholic in a predominantly Muslim and Orthodox Christian community in modern-day North Macedonia. Her mother, Drana, was a deeply religious and highly self-disciplined woman who had a well-earned reputation for caring for the poor. She never turned away the needy and often gave them a meal, explaining to her children that the poor were also part of their family. Gonxha’s father happily bankrolled his wife’s generosity. Nikola was a successful merchant whose building and trade activities took him as far as Egypt. He was also a passionate Albanian nationalist, active in the movement demanding independence from Turkish rule. This hobby was not without risk; politics in the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I were volatile. In 1919, he traveled to a dinner meeting of political activists in Belgrade, where he was poisoned. When he returned home gravely ill, eight-year-old Gonxha was sent to find a priest to administer the last rites to her dying father. The priest arrived in the Bojaxhiu home in time to anoint Nikola before he was rushed to the hospital, where he died.

Immediately following Nikola’s death, the Bojaxhiu family found themselves with nothing more than the roof over their heads, as all of Nikola’s business assets were appropriated by his Italian business partner. It was only Drana’s fortitude and enterprise that pulled the family through. She sold handcrafted embroidery and other cloth materials to provide for the family’s needs, as well as the needs of the poor who continued to come to their door.

After so much loss, Gonxha knew her choice to leave home would be a heavy cross for her mother to bear. But her mother gave her blessing, telling her daughter, “Put your hand in Jesus’ hand, and walk alone with Him. Walk ahead, because if you look back you will go back.” Her daughter would never forget her courage or her advice.

Gonxha wept as the train pulled away from Skopje on September 26, 1928. Her mother accompanied her as far as Zagreb, where they said their final goodbyes. They would never see each other again. Many years later, Mother Teresa said that when it was time for her to die and be judged, she would be measured by how well she’d honored the sacrifice she demanded of her own mother: “My mother will judge me. She did not accept my going. I think of her when I’m tempted. What would she say?”

After a brief stop in Paris for an interview with a Loreto nun to whom she had been recommended by a Skopje priest, Gonxha arrived at the headquarters of the Sisters of Loreto in Dublin. The Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary, commonly known as the Sisters of Loreto, is a religious order focused on teaching and evangelism. Gonxha stayed in Ireland studying English for about six weeks, and on December 1, 1928, she began a five-week voyage to India, where the Sisters had a long-established presence.

As she sailed away from her life in Europe, she composed a poem she called “Farewell.” She described herself as “Christ’s happy little one” traveling toward “steamy Bengal” and “torrid India.” The final stanza gives a glimpse of the price she paid to leave all she loved for an unknown land:


Fine and pure as summer dew

Her soft warm tears begin to flow,

Sealing and sanctifying now

Her painful sacrifice.



She spent Christmas without a Mass because there was no priest on board the ship, but one boarded at a stop in Sri Lanka, which made for a prayerful New Year’s celebration. She set foot on Indian soil in Madras. Nothing in her childhood had prepared her for the shock of what she saw. She recorded her first impressions for the diocesan magazine back home:


Many families live in the streets, along the city walls, even in places thronged with people. Day and night they live out in the open on mats they have made from large palm leaves—or frequently on the bare ground. They are all virtually naked, wearing at best a ragged loincloth…. As we went along the street we chanced upon one family gathered around a dead relation, wrapped in worn red rags, strewn with yellow flowers, his face painted in colored stripes. It was a horrifying scene. If our people could only see all of this, they would stop grumbling about their own misfortunes and offer thanks to God for blessing them with such abundance.



She reached Calcutta on January 6, 1929, the feast of the Epiphany—the day Christians celebrate the universality of Christ’s birth and message. This coincidence was fitting for the girl who would become the most celebrated missionary of the age.

She spent her initial years in India at a convent at Darjeeling, high in the foothills of the Himalayas, studying Scripture, theology, and Catholic teachings. She took her first vows in May 1931 and became Sister Teresa, choosing to name herself after Thérèse of Lisieux. Nicknamed the “Little Flower,” Saint Thérèse had, as Mother Teresa later described it, a way of “doing small things with great love” and provided the model for her life.

After vows, Sister Teresa was sent to the Loreto community in Calcutta’s Entally neighborhood, to teach at Saint Mary’s School. In a letter she sent home, she described her “indescribable happiness” at being in Calcutta. She shared with her friends back in Skopje her impressions of her new home and the price she was paying in her quest to save souls.


The heat of India is simply burning. When I walk around, it seems to me that fire is under my feet from which even my whole body is burning. When it is hardest, I console myself with the thought that souls are saved in this way and that dear Jesus has suffered much more for them…. The life of a missionary is not strewn with roses, in fact more with thorns; but with it all, it is a life full of happiness and joy when she thinks that she is doing the same work which Jesus was doing when He was on earth, and that she is fulfilling Jesus’ commandment: “Go and teach all nations.”



She barely left Calcutta for the next thirty years, only occasionally having to travel in the wider Bengal region. She spent the vast majority of her life in that city, teaching and ministering to its poorest.



Calcutta was not always the scene of misery and chaos its name brings to mind. Founded in 1686, it was the proud capital of British India and a thriving hub of trade for two centuries. The British built a Western-style city with commercial and government buildings, large homes, parks, long avenues, streetcars, and public utilities. But in 1911, they moved their capitol to New Delhi, and Calcutta saw its power and influence begin to decline. By the time Mother Teresa arrived in 1929, Calcutta was showing signs of decay. The process would be accelerated in the years to come by religious strife, war, and communal violence—and by an ever-burgeoning population. A succession of floods, famines, and refugee migrations would slowly overwhelm the city’s infrastructure.

Despite such woes, Calcutta remained a vibrant cultural center throughout the upheavals of the twentieth century, and it continues to be the intellectual center of the nation. Authors, poets, philosophers, and masters of faith have made Calcutta a home for the aesthetically inclined. This combination of beauty and brokenness inspired Mother Teresa, and she made the city her canvas. She allowed its needs to feed her compassion and the fire of her Christian faith. Without the captivating contrasts of the city in which she labored—the vibrancy of its culture and the intensity of its suffering—she might never have captured the world’s imagination. It was as though the abandoned children and lepers of the city made her a mother, and their need created her heroic capacity to serve. But there were limits to what even she could do. Her good intentions were always overwhelmed by the magnitude of the need that suffocated the city. A need that could never be met.

I feared that in my quest to see Mother Teresa, I, too, would be overwhelmed. Mother and her sisters had labored for thirty-five years to reach the destitute, but her patchwork of programs did not stretch nearly far enough. She described their work as a “drop in the ocean.” There is simply no way to go to Calcutta and escape exposure to the pavement dwellers, beggars, and miserably poor. I was fearful of sinking into the quicksand of the city’s abject poverty and had planned a five-day stopover in Hawaii on my way home from India as a reward for my courage.

My plane from Bangkok landed in Calcutta at Dum Dum Airport as the sun was rising. I retrieved my bags and, still at the airport, was engulfed by everything I feared: barefoot children pleading for money, mothers dressed in rags with babies and outstretched hands, wiry men grabbing for my luggage, cows roaming the terminal, and, worst of all, no sign of my ride from the U.S. consulate.

I had no rupees, no Bengali, and no friends—just regret that I had come at all.

As I looked for my ride, street kids surrounded me, gesturing toward their mouths to say they were hungry. They called me “Uncle, Uncle” and repeated the only other English word they seemed to know, “money,” sometimes tugging at the pockets of my pants. Eye contact only made them more frantic, so I tried my best to look through them as I batted grubby hands away and kept moving.

When it was clear to me a consular official was not going to ride up and whisk me away, I marched, bags firmly in hand, over to the area where cabs were lined up. With a phony display of confidence, I picked a driver at random and loaded my bags into the back of his ancient Ambassador-model cab.

I had picked a lemon. Minutes after we left, the car broke down. It rolled to a stop on a dirt road somewhere along the fifteen-mile route from the airport to the city. The driver angrily spoke words that had the unmistakable, international sound of cursing, and I harmonized in English. I soon found myself with both hands on the back of the vehicle, pushing to see if some movement would get it to start. I realized that if I succeeded, the cabbie might drive off with my luggage, which, at that point, seemed a fitting addition to the morning.

But the car coughed back to life, I jumped in, and we headed south to the city. From the exhaust cloud in the back seat, I shouted “New Kenilworth Hotel, Little Russell Road,” over and over, hoping the volume and repetition would surmount the language barrier. In every direction, I saw bodies, young and old, lying on the pavement and dirt. Even at this early hour, it was already sweltering and bustling. People shouted, police whistles screamed, birds scavenged among the refuse scattered everywhere. There was an incessant blaring of horns from cabs as they jostled with rickshaw drivers, bicyclists, and barefoot men pulling wagons. Add in the smell of raw sewage and burning garbage, and you can imagine this hellish tableau. This panorama of agony was overwhelming for a white-bread congressional staffer. I felt I could have fallen off the face of the earth at any moment, never to be found. The cabbie located the hotel, but my $20 bill was useless to him. The hotel clerk inside allowed me to exchange some U.S. currency so I could pay properly, and with that, my odyssey from the airport to the hotel was complete.

The New Kenilworth Hotel was old, and my room had only a fan to stir the humidity and heat. As I wasn’t scheduled to go to the Missionaries of Charity’s headquarters until the next morning, I needed something to do with myself. I decided on a walk around the neighborhood before the afternoon rains started. I knew this would subject me to more beggary and filth, but having discovered at the airport my capacity to ignore human suffering, I thought I could handle it. I wanted to experience the feel of the streets, as I had done in Brussels and Bangkok.

But this adventure was as ill-fated as my arrival. There were no street markers or traffic signals, almost none of the building signage was in English, and I couldn’t understand a word anyone was saying. I was lost within minutes.

Trying to retrace my steps simply made matters worse. I wandered for hours, sweat soaking through my clothes. The indistinguishable shops, ramshackle houses, crowded hovels, and hammer-and-sickle signs of the local Communist government created a maze of identical corners and alleys. Laughing children ran and played, oblivious to their squalid surroundings. Men wrapped in the traditional Indian dhoti bathed at a pump of running water. Others brushed their teeth along the curb or cooked food over charcoal fires mere feet from where garbage sat rotting.

What struck me was how busy everyone seemed to be. There wasn’t the idleness you may see in the slums of the United States. There were other things you don’t see in America: dogs pitiably emaciated and covered with mange and lesions; goats tethered to a rope under the watchful gaze of a shop owner whose store was also his home; Muslim women in black burkas; Hindu women in saris with red dots on their foreheads and bare stomachs; men lying along curbs, faces to the pavement, sleeping, sick, possibly dead; and cows stopping traffic as they searched for pastures nowhere to be found. The overcrowding everywhere, the sheer density of Calcutta’s population, was like nothing I had ever seen anywhere. It felt like a baptism of fire.

Eventually, a well-dressed businessman who spoke English gave me directions to my hotel. As I drew near its entrance, another English-speaking Indian approached me. He asked if I wanted female company. He pointed to a girl standing a short distance away who could not have been fifteen years old. I glared at him and walked quickly to my hotel’s entrance, sickened. I had had enough of Calcutta for one day. I regretted not booking a room at the only nice hotel, the Oberoi, which was nearby in the market district. But after the misery I had seen on the streets, my room with its cockroaches and ceiling fan felt palatial.

In bed that night, I tried to cope with what I had seen, heard, and smelled. It was the rickshaw pullers that I couldn’t get off my mind. They all looked the same: short, thin, and muscular in the most wiry way. Their skin was baked dark brown, their faces were filthy, their teeth rotting. Barefoot, they were always in a hurry and wove their way through stalled traffic, pulling passengers in the carriage behind them. Some observers referred to them as “human horses” because of how they bore their burdens at a slow trot.

Frommer’s India on $25 a Day was the popular travel guide at the time. It attempted to acknowledge the moral and ethical dimension to the rickshaw puller’s plight:


A rickshaw—if your conscience can stand this example of imperialist exploitation—is marvelous for an even closer viewing [of street life]. And however you feel about rickshaws, they’re an intimate way to see the action. (To socially conscious Westerners who complain about how rickshaws “exploit human dignity,” one local editor replied succinctly, “Well, if everybody refuses to hire them the problem will solve itself: they’ll all starve to death.”)



Calcutta is not an easy place. For me, it has always been full of moral and spiritual challenges. On that first trip, the city forced me to walk through streets full of suffering and filth. It paraded everything I was dreading. Much of what I saw scared me, and a lot of it disgusted me. But after a day in the midst of the rickshaw pullers and the hungry children and the men bathing in the street, I was no longer so afraid.

In revealing itself to me, Calcutta was helping me see myself better, too. It was stripping me of my pride. I had more in common with the beggars than I wanted to acknowledge. The difference was that their imperfections were on full display while mine were hidden. Despite my newfound gratitude for my filthy hotel room, it couldn’t provide the respite I wished for; I was acutely aware that the man in the mirror was not as worldly-wise as I had thought. I was forced to encounter all that was disordered, filthy, and broken in me.






| CHAPTER 2 | Meeting Mother



Accept whatever He gives, and give whatever He takes, with a big smile.

—Mother Teresa



My second morning in Calcutta began at 5 a.m, but I had been awake for hours. I had tossed and turned all night in my hot, damp hotel room, overwhelmed by the city and nervous about my appointment. I was going to meet Mother Teresa, my whole reason for coming to Calcutta.

I was already sweating when I got down to the lobby, where a driver from the consulate was waiting to take me to the 6 a.m. Mass at the motherhouse of the Missionaries of Charity, the convent headquarters of the religious congregation. My meeting was scheduled for immediately after the service. The clean, orderly compound was a relief after the filth and chaos of the city. The chapel was on the second floor, and it was packed with hundreds of nuns in identical blue-striped white saris. I scanned the crowd for Mother Teresa, but it was impossible to tell which tiny covered head was hers. I found a spot with the volunteers and tourists in the far-right corner of the chapel and sat along the back wall, craning my neck to catch a glimpse of the service.

The chapel’s windows overlooking Lower Circular Road were open, but offered little relief from the heat and humidity. They did let in waves of exhaust fumes, though, and the screeches of the trams and the cries of the blackbirds on the building’s ledges. But this cacophony could not detract from the loveliness of the sisters singing their praises to God as Mass began. Here were true “choirs of angels.”

The scriptural readings at Catholic Masses are not chosen locally. They are taken from the Lectionary, an extensive collection of Bible passages selected long ago by the Vatican. The selections are followed in order, without exception, year after year, all over the world. Weekday Masses include a reading from one of the four Gospels, preceded by an Old or New Testament selection. This Mass was on the “Tuesday of the 20th week of Ordinary time, Year One,” which happens every other year in mid-August.

I had wondered as I was getting ready that morning whether one of the day’s readings might have a secret message for me from God, since I had come all this way for enlightenment. I was not disappointed. The Gospel passage and the sermon that followed seemed intended just for me. The reading was from Matthew 19 and began with Jesus’s words: “I assure you, only with difficulty will a rich man enter into the kingdom of God. I repeat what I said: it is easier for a camel to pass through a needle’s eye than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”

It is a passage I had heard many times before, but never in a city where the distance between the rich and poor was so dramatic and obvious. I looked across the chapel at women who had voluntarily taken a vow of poverty, and I felt ashamed. At a material level, the contrast of my life of comfort and ease with their simple, unencumbered lives could not have been clearer. At the spiritual level, too, I was the rich man of the Gospel: I was focused on worldly achievement and material things. I was far from heaven, and the humble nuns made this impossible to ignore.

The priest said there are two types of people in the world: those who gather and those who give. And every man must decide which he will be. The nuns around me had all made their choices. But what choice had I made? Nearly all my activities were dedicated to my professional and social advancement—those not dedicated to my own pleasure, of course. Outside of work, most of my time was spent watching television or going to movies and sporting events. I looked around the chapel and saw people my age from all around the world who had come to India to serve others in the most difficult conditions. And there I was, seated among them as a spectator. I was the gatherer incarnate. The priest’s homily and the nuns’ quiet example also forced me to confront how selfish my trip was; thanks to me, Mother Teresa was about to become a particularly good story to impress Hill staffers at two-for-one happy hours.

The shame of this realization alone would have been enough to transform a humble man. I was ashamed, but equally unbowed. I may have been no selfless servant like the others in the chapel, I thought, but I had plenty of company out in the real world. If I wasn’t doing much hands-on work for others, I wasn’t harming anyone either. The priest demanded a choice, but I was sure I could be a gatherer and a giver.

Shortly after the homily, I caught my first glimpse of Mother Teresa as she walked up to receive Holy Communion and distribute it to her sisters. It was only for a moment, then the congregants stood, and she was lost again in a sea of white saris. The sisters filed out of the chapel in a rush. They and the other volunteers were off to do their work in the Missionaries of Charity’s homes: caring for the infants at the Shishu Bhavan orphanage, tending to the dying at Kalighat, or bathing and feeding the disabled or mentally ill at Prem Dan. These givers were alive with purpose; they had somewhere to be.

This tourist, on the other hand, was in no rush. I had come to Calcutta to gather, not give, and it seemed the nuns were doing a fine job without me. I was soon alone in the chapel. I had spotted Mother Teresa again as she filed out with the others but did not know where she had gone, and I had the impression I was going to have to hunt her down. But, within moments, she re-entered the chapel to do her daily meditations on the passion of Christ as represented in fourteen images—what Catholics call the Stations of the Cross—which were evenly spaced along the chapel’s back wall. I remained on my bench in the corner as she progressed from one to the next, slowly moving in my direction, holding her small prayer book tightly, inaudibly reciting the prayers appropriate for each station. I was seated below the last one. She finally made her way to the end and stood directly in front of me, only a couple of feet away. She never removed her eyes from the image above my head. She seemed lost in prayer, alone with God.

When she finished this last meditation, she turned and walked over to the front of the chapel to kneel before the statue of Mary, the mother of Jesus. Then she left. I cautiously followed and watched her disappear behind the translucent white curtain that separated the sisters’ private quarters from the public areas of the motherhouse. I found a sister nearby, presented my letter of introduction from Senator Hatfield, and impressed upon her how important I was and why I merited an audience with Mother Teresa. She politely asked me to be seated on a bench and went behind the curtain.

Within minutes, Mother Teresa appeared. She burst into the area where I was seated with the energy of a schoolgirl. She came out so fast and seated herself next to me so quickly that I didn’t have the chance to stand and properly greet her. There I was, sitting next to a living saint! She was so tiny—not even five feet tall—but had large soft hands that enfolded mine when she welcomed me. They were like pillows. Her accented English was perfectly clear. Her hazel eyes locked on mine.

In an instant, I realized that she was everything I wasn’t. She was focused, purposeful, cheerful—I was struck by how fully alive she seemed. That week she had turned seventy-five, yet she was youthful and vigorous. She asked about Senator Hatfield and thanked me for his letter. She also asked if I knew her Missionaries of Charity sisters in Washington. I confessed to her that I didn’t, and she asked me to convey her greetings to them upon my return.

Then came her fateful question: Had I been to her Home for the Dying, Kalighat? I explained that I had only arrived the day before, though a simple no would have sufficed. “Go there,” she said, “and ask for Sister Luke.” I told her I would be pleased to go to Kalighat. I had the rest of the day to kill, and I thought the visit might lead to the kind of wondrous experience that Malcolm Muggeridge had described in his book. Even if it didn’t, it would no doubt make for a good story for the folks back home.

This concluded our brief conversation—it lasted only a few minutes. She stood up and, Indian-style, clasped her hands together in front of her face to bid me goodbye. She turned and was gone.



From an early age, Agnes Gonxha dreamed of a missionary’s life. She knew it would be a life of hardship and austerity. But she did not want an easy life, and her early experiences as a nun did not disappoint. In 1931, the newly professed Sister Teresa was sent to the Entally neighborhood of Calcutta, to the walled Loreto compound where about seven hundred Indian girls boarded and studied. Most of the girls attended classes in English at the main school; at Saint Mary’s, a separate school also on the grounds, classes were taught in Bengali. Sister Teresa taught history and geography at Saint Mary’s and, for a period of time and at her request, was assigned to teach at the local parish school, Saint Teresa’s, an experience which introduced her to the misery just outside the compound.
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