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An inspiration in life,
nun serenely faces death

By H. JAMES TOWEY
other Teresa of Cal-
culta has taughtl the
world how to live and
love, and now she is
teaching the wurlgl
how Lo approach death with digni-
ty and fearlessness. At 86, and
aller several death-defying, il not

But as Molher Teresa has
shown, dying doesn’t have to be
this way. What is significant in
this part of her journey is her ac-
cepltance of death as part of her
life. She does not fear it, and she
does not think she will escape it.
She realizes that death is the gale
that leads (o the elernal love of

So when doctors suggested that
she undergo a risky electric shock
treatment Lo get her heart beat
regular, Mother simply said, “No
thank you. My heart belongs to
God." She said to them, “If some-
thing is going to happen to me, 1
wanl Lo be home, not here.”

It was not that Molher Teresa

miraculous, recoveries, Mother
Teresa knows thal her days on
Earth are drawing to a closc. She
has told her
Missionarics of
Charily nuns
and her atlend-
ing physicians
that she doces
not want any
further extra-
ordinary
means used o

1 prolong her
Towey life. Mother
Teresa 15

readying herself and others for
the fact that she may be going
home to God soon.

I have known Mother Teresa for
11 years, and Lo this day 1 do much
+of the legal work in the United
States for her, her congregation of
nuns, and her 30 homes for the
poor. When I first met Molher
Teresa in Calcutta in August 1985,
she bounded vut into the recep-
tion area with the energy of a
school girl — and at that time she
was 75. 1 have never known any-
one with such zeal and such limil-
less joy and energy. Indeed, her
indefatigable, cheerful presence
in the midst of lepers and AIDS
sufferers and the wretched has
won over the heart of the world.

But while she is saintly, she 1s
no less mortal than the, rest of us.
I had the exquisile opportunity to
go Lo Calculla two months ago to
visit Mother Teresa in Woodlands
Hospital. She had been taken
there after a debilitating bout
with malaria and recurrent car-
diac arrest. She was nol expecled
to live, and her heart had actually
stopped twice in the span of 10
days. Yet Mother Teresa was tran-
quil and prayerful, clutching her
rosary beads like a paratropper
might his ripcord. While flal on
her back, Mother Teresa pointed
above and said, “I am going home.
[ am going home to God.”
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That was the way it was
with Mother Teresa. She was
like Our Lady. She had such
trust, she believed without
understanding, she lived Our
Lady’s pronouncement at the
Annunciation: Nothing is im-
possible with God. It has been
said of St. Francis of Assisi
that he was the most Christ-
like person since Christ. I
think it will be said of Mother
Teresa that she was the most
Mary-like person since Mary,
living as a virgin mother for
80 many.

In the 12 years that I have
been privileged to serve
Mother Teresa and the Mis-
sionaries of Charity, I came to
see Mother as she described
herself: As a pencilin the hand
of God with which he wrote
love letters to the world. Now
the world has lost its mother,
but she has left with us last-
ing memories and many whose
lives God has changed through
her.

Mother loved to laugh.
When I saw her two months
agointhe Bronx, she was with

was renouncing modern medi-
cine, for in her life she had under-

gone numerous medical ir}lerven-
tions. She was simply saying that
she was accepling her mortal con-

dition, knowing that her tired -

body was giving way o the natur-+
al process of dying. She was re-..
nouncing any.
further extraor- -
dinary medical
procedures.

Advances in .
medical tech-
nology and -
treatment have -
extended
human longev-
ity Lo new
lengths in this
country. But the
problem with modern medicine -
in America is that we don't know
when Lo stop, and we don’t know
how Lo say “no” to procedures
which will not lead to a cure, or a
quality of life worthy of a human
being. .

There are no simple formulas
to apply to the question of when
to say no to modern medicine.
However, there is a clear consen-
sus in America that care at the
end of life has been “over med-
icalized.” So many people die in
hospilals, in intensive care beds,
with tubes up their noses and.
down their throats, even though
their prognosis was nil. A full 17
percent of the Medicare budget is
spentl on so-called “terminal
care.” Countless families have lin-
gering, unpleasant memories of
their loved ones’ last days. It is
small wonder the assisted suicide
movement, which Mother Teresa.
finds repugnant, has found sym-
pathelic ears. Americans know
that our current systems of care at
the end of life are often inhu-
mane,

Mother Teresa

God, and that death has not ended
life. but merely changed it,

While poll after poll indicates
that Americans believe in God
and believe Lhere is life after
death, we ofllen approach death as
though we believe in neither. It is
true thatl dying can be a frighten-
ing and fearful journey. But our
Judeo-Christian tradition has al-
ways taught that death does not
have the last word on life.

Mother Teresa is prepared to
die because she has spent her life
helping others Lo die, and prepar-
ing herselfl as well. lHer home for
the dying in Calcutta has seen
58.000 people breathe their last,
and her AIDS homes in the Unil-
ed Stales have helped hundreds
do the same.

God only knows when Mother
Teresa will breathe her last as
well. America would be wise Lo
learn from her about how to ap-
proach death, and how to journey
home Lo God. Natural death is not
the enemy of life, but part of it.

The author spent 22 months head-
ing the Florida Department of
Health and Rehabilitative Services.
Readers may wnite to him in care of
the Comnussion on Aging with Diy-
nity, 215 South Monroe St.. Suite
G20, I'.O. Box 11180, Talluhasseee,
Fla. 32301. He wrote this article for

the Sun-Sentincel.

- ‘Whenever Mother Teresa spoke publicly,
she always ended by quoting Matthew 25:
“Come. You have my Father’s blessing!
Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from

‘the creation of the world. For | was hungry
and you gave me food, | was thirsty and
you gave me drink.”’

her successor, Sister Nirmala.
I had to discuss a legal matter
with them dealing with some-
one who was making money
selling T-shirts with Mother
Teresa’'s image on them.
Mother laughed and said, “I
am no longer superior. Put
Sister Nirmala’s picture on the
T-shirts!”

She was in a wheelchair at
the time, and yet she played
that day with Mary and my
children as if she herself were
a little child.

Whenever Mother Teresa
spoke publicly, she always
ended by quoting Matthew 25,
and the great account of judg-
mentday where Jesus related,
“Come. You have my Father's
blessing! Inherit the kingdom
prepared for vou from the cre-

ation of the world. For I was
hungry and you gave me food,
I was thirsty and you gave me
drink.” No doubt when she
went home to God, those very
words which she spoke so of-
ten to others, were at last spo-
ken to her.
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