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Missionaries of Charity experience

My name is Joseph Wong, a member of CASS Alumni. In 2017, I had the chance to volunteer for the Missionaries of Charity
in Calcutta for a couple of weeks, and I would like to share my experience with you.

Volunteers are welcomed with open arms by the sisters. There are no perquisites to be a volunteer, no questions asked. If
you are interested all you need to do is turn up to Mother House on the day and you are on your way. [ met people from all
walks of life there; from children that came along with parents, people on their honeymoon, and working class to retirees.
At any one day there would be at least 150+ volunteers from all over the world. The atmosphere is so Catholic and vibrant.

A typical day starts off at 6am sharp with the morning Mass at the sisters at the Mother House, where Mother’s tomb is
being kept. The Mass is held upstairs and volunteers are welcomed to join. What I like is the presiding priest is usually a
volunteer themselves, so there is a sense of unity between the volunteers and the sisters celebrating the Mass together. After
Mass the volunteers head down to the basement for Breakfast together. Breakfast is very simple and is provided by the sisters;
we have unripe (green) bananas, bread and chai which is their milk tea. After breakfast the sister in charge, or Sr. Maria,
would brief us on the day on any announcements, last minute changes and prayer. After which the sister would request the
volunteers that are volunteering for the last day to come forward to be acknowledged. We would all sing a hymn and clap to
tune where we say thank you, that say we miss them, and that we love them. It is a very emotional time and I am sure this is
a highlight for anyone who has volunteered there.

After which, the sister sends out to our respective groups. Once you have been formally registered into a team, you are
encouraged to stay within that team or location throughout your volunteering stay. There are for 2 reasons of this; firstly
they would like the volunteers to get to know the residents of the house, and vice versa. Building trust, rapport and connection
is a fundamental part of their mission and the longer the volunteer stays there the more fruitful and meaningful their work
becomes. Secondly the volunteers travel as a team together by themselves; so the more experienced volunteers essentially
guide the newer ones on how to get to the location and anything rules they need to be aware at their place of volunteering.
As the experienced ones finish up their volunteering the newer ones can then take up the responsibility and pass it on to
those who are just starting. Now there are 6 different places you could volunteer for, of which you could group them roughly
into 3 areas — the house of the dying, the house of the destitute, and the orphanages. I had the opportunity to volunteer for
the latter two and I will briefly share my experiences there.

We initially had the chance to volunteer for the orphanage at Daya Dan, and once we were formally registered I chose to
volunteer at the House of the Desitute, at Nabo Jibon, run by the brothers of Missionaries of Charity.

To get to Daya Dan we caught the bus for about 10 minutes or so and then get a Tuk Tuk to reach our destination. The bus
ride with the locals is an experience of itself. There are no doors on the bus, just an opening in the middle of the bus so
people can come on and off at their will; the bus doesn’t stop for you to get on either, the driver simply slows down for you
so you need to time your steps very carefully. To know which bus to get on, there is a person standing on that opening of the
bus who yells out the name of the destination (there is a sign on the front of the bus of the destination however as it is in
Hindi only it was useless for us), the volunteers and I would yell out from the side of the road to each bus whether it goes to
our destination, and get on quickly if they wave us in. Once you get on the bus, the bus person would come around to collect
the bus fare and give you a bus ticket. We quickly learnt there are rules in the bus too; the ladies on the left and the men sit
on the right. They are very traditional and strict with their customs.

At Daya Dan we were greeted by the sisters, we said a prayer and we were ready to work. [ was first assigned to the laundry
at the rooftop, where I learnt and was involved in the whole process of washing clothes and blankets; from stepping into a
tub full of dirty clothes with detergent, to then scrubbing, rinsing and hanging them out to dry. It was great experience and
made me feel how spoilt we are with having machines to do it for us back at home. We had Mass afterwards too with the
children downstairs. I loved the atmosphere, the children would’ve little understanding of the Mass but they sung
wholeheartedly and there were drums and other instruments it was so alive and well.

After Mass we got to spend time with the children, we spent time clapping, singing old English folktunes and just lifting
them up and down. There is a girl called Priya who is very cheerful, she would just keep laughing about anything it makes
us very happy too. On a more serious note it is then I got to know the deeper side of their story. Each of them have some
sort of disability; either physically or mentally, there are ones with concentration issues, autism, suffered from blindness,
handicapped in some way. There is a board on a wall with the profile for each child; their name, history, what disability they
have and how volunteers can help them during the time there. You also read and hear about the terrible things like how they
get abandoned; like a child I was with was apparently found on train tracks, and they luckily get picked up before it’s too
late, and they get sent here. I’'m touched by their past, and also their presence, whilst there are language difficulties, just able
to spend time with them is pretty much all I could’ve asked for in this trip.
Continue next week ...



