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By Adam Taylor
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON—Mother Teresa, the
Roman Catholic missionary who became
an international icon for her charitable
work, has been dropped into modern India’s
religious debate after the head of the Hindu
nationalist group Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) criticized the intentions behind
her work.
“It’s good to work for a cause with self-
less intentions. But Mother Teresa’s work
had ulterior motive, which was to con-
vert the person who was being served to
Christianity,” RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat
said Monday at the opening of an orphan-
age in Rajasthan state, the Times of India
reported. “In the name of service, religious
conversions were made. This was followed
by other institutes, too.”
Bhagwat’s comments caused a storm
among opposition politicians, angered by
the implication that a womanwho won a
Nobel Peace Prize for her work in India
would have had ulterior motives. Congress
party official Rajiv Shukla demanded an
apology, while the newly elected Delhi chief
minister, Arvind Kejriwal, said Teresa was a
“noble soul” and asked RSS to spare her.
This controversy about Mother Teresa,
who died in 1997, is far from her first. Her
saintly reputation (she is quite literally on
the path to sainthood— she was beatified
in 2003) was gained for aiding Calcutta’s
poorest of the poor, yet it was undercut by
persistent allegations of misuse of funds,
poor medical treatments and religious evan-
gelicalism in the institutions she founded.
In his critique of Mother Teresa,
the devoutly Hindu Bhagwat finds an
unlikely ally in the work of devoutly athe-

ist Christopher Hitchens. The late British
writer became one of the most vocal critics
of Teresa in the 1990s, tying his reputation
to assailing a womanwho was, at the time,
an unassailable figure.
In 1994, Hitchens, along with British
Pakistani journalist Tariq Ali, wrote an
extremely critical British documentary on
Mother Teresa, titled “Hell’s Angel.”
The documentary, which drew heavily
from the account of Aroup Chatterjee, an
Indian-born British writer who worked
briefly in one of Mother Teresa’s charitable
homes, listed a catalog of criticisms against
Mother Teresa. It found fault with the con-
ditions in the facilities of Mother Teresa’s
Missionaries of Charity in Calcutta, which
one journalist compared to the photographs
she had seen of Nazi Germany’s Bergen-

Belsen concentration camp, and Hitchens
rallied against the “cult of death and suffer-
ing.”
The documentary also argued Teresa
was an “ally of the status quo,” pointing to
her relationships with dubious figures all
around the world, most notably Haitian dic-
tator Jean-Claude Duvalier and scandal-hit
American financier Charles Keating. “She
may or may not comfort the afflicted, but
she has never been known to afflict the com-
fortable,” Hitchens explained.
“Hell’s Angel” sparked an international
debate, and Hitchens soon followed it up
with a pamphlet, unfortunately titled “The
Missionary Position,” which repeated and
expanded upon his criticisms. As Bruno
Maddox put it in a review for The New York
Times, Hitchens concludedMother Teresa
was “less interested in helping the poor than
in using them as an indefatigable source of
wretchedness on which to fuel the expan-
sion of her fundamentalist Roman Catholic
beliefs.”
Many who support Mother Teresa dis-
pute these accounts, but they exist and
frequently are debated. In fact, when com-
pared to the criticism that already exists
about Mother Teresa and theMissionaries
of Charity, Bhagwat’s words look relatively
meek.
However, those comments are being
received in the light of ongoing religious ten-
sions in India, accented by PrimeMinister
NarendraModi’s pious Hindu faith and per-
sonal history with RSS.
Religious conversions in particular have
become a touchy subject in the predomi-
nantly Hindu nation, withMuslims said to
be pressured into converting to Hinduism
and Christian converts fearing violence.

Mother Teresa, right, blesses her successor, head of the Missionaries of Charity, Sister Nirmala, in March 1997 in Calcutta, India. Mother
Teresa, who was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979 for her humanitarian work died in 1997 at the age of 87. (AP file photo/Saurabh Das)

To someworldwide critics,
Mother Teresa is still no saint

As a part of the Year of
Interfaith Service this is the fifth
in a series of Insights on various
religious perspectives on service.

By Ed Brayton
Advisory Board, Center for Inquiry —
Michigan

In October, a soup kitchen inSpartanburg, South Carolina,
refused to allow the Upstate

Atheists to help prepare and
serve meals to the homeless.
The soup kitchen leader said
she would resign before she
would let an atheist into her
kitchen.
In November, the Kansas
City Atheist Coalition was
told by amission its members
could not help deliver meals on
Thanksgiving to the needy as
they had done for years.

These situations are unfortu-
nate and are a symptom, I think,
of howwe tend
to build walls
between us rath-
er than bridges.
We spend a lot
of time drawing
lines between
our religious
“tribes,” but I
believe there is
an important shared principle
found in all the great religions
and in secular humanism, which
is my philosophy.
It’s called karma in the
Hindu, Buddhist and Sikh faiths.
It’s called the Golden Rule in
Christianity. It’s also found in the
writings of Confucius and in the
Hebrew Scriptures.
Philosophers sometimes call it

the principle of reciprocity.
Service to others is one of
the five pillars of Islam. In
Buddhism, the idea of Dana or
Daan is the cultivation of gen-
erosity. The Hebrew Scriptures
contain hundreds of verses about
the importance of helping the
poor and the needy.
Andmy favorite passage in the
New Testament is when Jesus
tells his followers, “Whatever
you do to the least of these, my
brethren, you do unto me also.”
Even as an atheist, I find that
to be a powerful statement of
human compassion.
We should treat others well
because we wish to be treated
well. We should seek justice for
others because we want justice
for ourselves. We should protect
the rights of others because we

want our own rights protected.
Our shared humanity demands
it. And, I believe, we spend far
toomuch of our time and energy
dividing ourselves on the basis
of religion rather than uniting
around this basic principle that
we should be able to agree on.
A year ago, I had the opportu-
nity to represent the Center for
Inquiry—Michigan, a 17-year
old secular humanist organiza-
tion in Grand Rapids, at an inter-
faith Thanksgiving service.
In my brief talk, I suggested
to the leaders of many religious
communities there that we go
beyond getting together once
a year to say nice things to one
another, that we join forces
throughout the year on service
projects that alleviate human
suffering and improve the lives

of those in our community.
Now, with the 2015— Year of
Interfaith Service, we can join
our efforts, not only this year, but
in the future to provide service to
our community.
I believe Grand Rapids can
provide a powerful counter-
example to what happened in
Spartanburg and Kansas City.
Rather than letting our reli-
gious differences divide us,
we can, and should, allow our
shared values of compassion and
service to others bring us togeth-
er to make our community a bet-
ter place for all of us, regardless
of our religious positions.
The effectiveness of our efforts
can only bemagnified if we
build bridges rather than walls
between us.
Email: Interfaith@gvsu.edu
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U.S.missionary
held for ransom
inNigeria

An Americanmissionary
has been kidnapped in Nigeria,
according to her sponsoring
denomination.
The FreeMethodist Church
said on its website it received
a report last week that the Rev.
Phyllis Sortor was kidnapped
from the Hope Academy
compound in Emiworo. The
message from Bishop David
Kendall said U.S. officials are
working with Nigerian author-
ities to find and rescue her.
Kidnappings for ransom
are common in Nigeria and
most victims are returned
unharmed.
According to the church
website, Sortor works with a
child sponsorshipministry and
recently opened a school for
the children of Fulani herds-
men, who areMuslim.

VATICAN CITY

Pope honors Armenian
mystic St. Gregory
Pope Francis declared St.
Gregory of Narek, a 10th-centu-
ry mystic and poet revered by
Armenian Catholics, a doctor
of the church.
Last week’s designation
of one of the highest church
honors on an Armenianmonk
comes just weeks before
Francis celebrates aMass
to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the start of the
massacre of Armenians by
Ottoman Turks that some call
the first genocide of the 20th
century.
The title of doctor of the
church is reserved for people
whose writings greatly have
served the universal church.
Gregory, who lived about
950 to 1005, is considered one
of the most important figures
of medieval Armenian reli-
gious thought and literature.

NASHVILLE, TENN.

Bakers: Dispute violates
religious freedom
Two Oregon bakers who
might have to pay $150,000 in
damages to a lesbian couple
for refusing to bake them a
wedding cake said they’re
taking a stand for religious
liberty.
Aaron andMelissa Klein
took part in a news confer-
ence last week at the National
Religious Broadcasters
convention in Nashville,
Tennessee.
The Christian bakers have
said they served gays and les-
bians, but could not in good
conscience make a cake cel-
ebrating a same-sex wedding.
The Oregon labor depart-
ment said a judge rejected the
Kleins’ contention the state’s
discrimination laws violate
their religious freedom.
—The Associated Press
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Pope John Paul II holds his arm around
Mother Teresa as they ride through Calcutta,
India in this 1986 photo. (AP file photo)


