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Introduction
Mother Teresa: A Biography traces the extraordinary life of Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu, a
woman whose unwavering commitment to the “poorest of the poor” inspired millions
and transformed the landscape of humanitarian service. Often revered as the “Saint of
the Gutters,” Mother Teresa transcended cultural, religious, and geographical
boundaries, dedicating her entire life to alleviating suffering, restoring dignity to the
forgotten, and living out radical compassion. This book seeks to present a nuanced,
comprehensive portrait of her personal journey, her inner spiritual convictions, and the
indelible legacy she left behind.

Born in 1910 in Ottoman-ruled Skopje to an Albanian Catholic family, the early seeds
of charity and faith were sown through family example, particularly her mother’s
openness to the destitute. Her father’s untimely death and her mother’s resilience in
adversity shaped both her empathy and determination. From a tender age, Anjezë was
drawn to stories of missionaries and felt a stirring to serve others—a call that, by
adolescence, had crystallized into an unwavering vocation.

Her decision to join the Sisters of Loreto and leave her family to journey to far-off India
was both courageous and sacrificial. In the convent schools of Calcutta, she excelled
as a teacher and principal, but the stark realities of famine, disease, and communal
violence outside the school walls could not leave her untouched. The year 1946
marked a turning point, as she experienced what she described as a direct call from
God to serve the poor directly, igniting a new chapter in her life and ministry.

Mother Teresa’s courage in stepping beyond the safety of convent life led to the birth
of the Missionaries of Charity, an order that came to embody compassion in action.
With little more than faith and determination, she and her growing band of sisters
offered the dying hospitality and care, embraced orphans, tended to lepers, and
brought solace to the abandoned. Under her leadership, the Missionaries of Charity
expanded from humble beginnings in Kolkata’s slums to a global presence, serving
across continents wherever destitution existed.

The book does not shy away from the complex questions and controversies that
surrounded her. Mother Teresa’s uncompromising beliefs, her approach to suffering,
and the scrutiny of her work’s methods offer a fuller understanding of her
humanity—as well as the conviction that drove her. Even as critics raised difficult
issues, countless others testified to the peace and love they found in her homes,
evidence of the profound effect she had on individuals and society.

As we journey through the life of Mother Teresa, we encounter not only the story of a
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remarkable woman, but also the universal themes of faith, sacrifice, service, and the
search for meaning in an often troubled world. Her canonization in 2016 by the
Catholic Church officially recognized a sanctity that many had long perceived in her
work and life. Today, her legacy continues to shine as a beacon of hope for all who
seek to serve the forgotten, making her story as vital and compelling now as ever.
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CHAPTER ONE: Beginnings in Skopje
The year 1910 found Skopje a city perched on the cusp of change, a vibrant and
diverse urban center within the twilight years of the sprawling Ottoman Empire.
Nestled in the heart of the Balkans, it was a place where cultures, religions, and
languages intertwined, a mosaic of Albanian, Macedonian, Turkish, Serbian, and other
communities. It was into this dynamic environment that Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu was
born on August 26th. Her family was part of the city's Albanian Catholic minority, a
community deeply rooted in its faith and cultural identity.

Anjezë was the youngest of three children born to Nikola and Dranafile Bojaxhiu. Her
older siblings were a brother, Lazar, and a sister, Aga. The family lived comfortably, a
testament to Nikola's success as a merchant. Nikola was a man of some standing in
the community, not only for his business acumen but also for his involvement in
Albanian political life at a time of growing national consciousness. The family home
was a place of warmth, bustling activity, and, crucially, deep faith.

Their Catholic identity was central to the Bojaxhiu household. Religious observance
was not merely a Sunday affair but woven into the fabric of daily life. Prayer,
attendance at Mass, and the celebration of feast days were regular rhythms that
shaped the children's upbringing. Dranafile, in particular, served as a powerful
example of lived faith. She was a woman of strong character, deeply devout, and
possessed a profound sense of charity that extended beyond her immediate family.

Dranafile's charitable spirit was a tangible presence in Anjezë's early life. She made it
a practice to invite the city's destitute – those facing hunger, homelessness, or illness
– into their home to share a meal. This was not a perfunctory act of giving but a
genuine opening of their lives and resources to those less fortunate. For a young
Anjezë, witnessing her mother’s compassionate actions firsthand provided a powerful,
living illustration of the Christian call to love and serve one's neighbor, particularly the
most vulnerable.

While Nikola provided for the family and was engaged in the world of commerce and
politics, Dranafile cultivated the spiritual and domestic life of the home. Her influence
on Anjezë was immense, instilling in her not just the tenets of Catholic doctrine but
also a practical understanding of empathy and generosity. The lessons learned at their
mother's side, sharing their table with strangers in need, would undoubtedly leave an
indelible mark on all the Bojaxhiu children, especially the impressionable youngest
daughter.

Anjezë received her First Communion at the tender age of five and a half, a significant
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milestone in the life of a Catholic child, marking their first reception of the Eucharist.
This was followed by her Confirmation in November 1916. These sacraments were
important steps in her formal religious initiation and further solidified her connection
to the Church and its teachings. Even at this young age, the spiritual dimension of life
was becoming increasingly important to her.

Life took an unexpected and challenging turn for the Bojaxhiu family when Anjezë was
about eight years old. Her father, Nikola, died suddenly. The cause of his death
remains somewhat debated, with some accounts suggesting poisoning for political
reasons, though this has never been definitively proven. Regardless of the exact
circumstances, his death was a devastating blow to the family, both emotionally and
financially.

Nikola’s passing meant the family had to adjust to significantly reduced
circumstances. Dranafile, now a widow responsible for three children, faced the
daunting task of providing for her family in a world where opportunities for women
were limited. This period of financial difficulty undoubtedly brought new pressures and
hardships, but it also revealed the resilience and resourcefulness of Dranafile. She
managed to keep the family together, demonstrating great strength and
determination in the face of adversity.

The experience of witnessing her mother's struggle and perseverance during this time
of hardship likely further deepened Anjezë's understanding of suffering and the
importance of fortitude. It would have provided a stark contrast to the relative comfort
they had known before her father's death and highlighted the precariousness of life for
many. This period of vulnerability could have fostered a greater sense of empathy for
those facing poverty and insecurity.

Despite the challenges, the spiritual life of the family remained a constant. Their faith
provided a source of strength and solace during the difficult years following Nikola's
death. Anjezë remained close to her mother, and Dranafile’s continued example of
faith and charity would have served as a powerful guide for her growing daughter. The
values of compassion and service, so evident in Dranafile's actions, were being
absorbed and internalized by young Anjezë.

From a young age, Anjezë developed a fascination with stories of missionaries serving
in far-off lands, particularly those working in Bengal, India. These narratives, perhaps
read aloud or shared within their religious community, painted vivid pictures of lives
dedicated to spreading the Gospel and serving impoverished populations in distant
corners of the world. These tales ignited a spark of interest and curiosity about a life of
service beyond the confines of Skopje.

By the age of 12, this fascination had begun to crystallize into a more defined sense of
calling. Anjezë felt a growing inclination towards religious life, a feeling that she
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believed was a call from God. This was not a sudden revelation but a gradual unfolding
of a desire to dedicate herself fully to serving others within a religious context. The
stories of missionaries she had heard likely provided a framework for understanding
and articulating this nascent vocation.

This sense of calling was further strengthened during pilgrimages to the Church of the
Black Madonna in Letnice. This shrine, located near Skopje, was a significant site of
pilgrimage for Albanian Catholics. Participating in these journeys, with their
atmosphere of fervent prayer and devotion, would have provided Anjezë with a
powerful spiritual experience. The shared faith and deep piety of the pilgrims would
have affirmed and deepened her own religious convictions and her burgeoning sense
of purpose.

The years between feeling her initial calling at 12 and making the decision to leave
home at 18 were a period of discernment and growth for Anjezë. She continued her
education and participated in the life of her parish, but the idea of a missionary life, of
serving God by serving the poor in distant lands, continued to take root and grow
stronger within her. The world outside Skopje, particularly the challenges faced by
those in poverty, weighed on her young heart.

Skopje itself, with its mix of communities and varying degrees of wealth and poverty,
provided a microcosm of the world's inequalities. While the Bojaxhiu family had
experienced financial hardship after Nikola’s death, they were relatively fortunate
compared to the truly destitute. Anjezë would have seen poverty on the streets of her
city, encountered beggars, and perhaps witnessed the struggles of families living in
overcrowded or unsanitary conditions. These observations, combined with her
mother's example and the stories of missionaries, would have fueled her developing
desire to alleviate suffering.

The political climate in the Balkans during her childhood was also complex and often
unstable. The region was undergoing significant transformations as the Ottoman
Empire receded and new national identities asserted themselves. While Anjezë's focus
was primarily spiritual, living in a city with diverse ethnic and religious groups, and
experiencing periods of political tension, would have provided her with an early
awareness of the complexities of human society and the potential for division and
conflict.

Despite the external complexities, Anjezë's focus remained increasingly internal and
spiritual. Her commitment to her faith deepened, and the call to a life of service
became more insistent. The desire to leave her home and family, to dedicate herself
entirely to God's work, was a profound and courageous one, especially for a young
woman of 18. It meant stepping into the unknown, leaving behind the familiar
comforts and relationships of her childhood in Skopje.
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The decision to join the Sisters of Loreto, an order known for its missionary work,
particularly in India, was a clear indication of where her heart was leading her. Her
childhood fascination with missionaries in Bengal was now guiding her path. The
Sisters of Loreto’s emphasis on education and their presence in India made them a
suitable choice for a young woman feeling called to serve in that part of the world.

Making the decision to leave for Dublin, Ireland, in September 1928, was a momentous
step. It was not just a geographical departure but a complete reorientation of her life.
She was leaving behind her beloved mother and sister, knowing that she might never
see them again. This act of separation, born out of a deep conviction and commitment
to her calling, underscored the depth of her resolve. Skopje, the city of her birth and
childhood, had nurtured her early faith and instilled in her the values that would define
her life, but now it was time for her to embark on the next chapter of her journey,
guided by a call that transcended borders and personal ties. Her early life in Skopje,
marked by family love, religious devotion, and the stark reality of suffering, had
prepared her, in ways she perhaps did not fully understand at the time, for the
extraordinary path that lay ahead.
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