
The Gift that Keeps On Taking

Upon her arrival in Calcutta, India over a half-century ago, Mindy found a kindred spirit in 

another young woman named Theresa, who later became known as Mother Theresa.  For several 

years they worked together helping the poorest of India’s underclass, until Mindy’s eyes turned to 

Nepal where she saw greater need for orphan care.  After establishing an orphanage just outside of 

Katmandu, Mummy Mindy served unflaggingly into her nineties.  

In 2002, she welcomed a troop of students from an international Christian school in Taiwan 

who came to lend a hand for a couple of weeks.  A few days into their stay it came to Mummy 

Mindy’s attention that the one student’s mother was an old friend and this student had been 

delinquently circumspect about it.  She called at him from her balcony, “Jeremy, come up here!  I 

want to speak with you!”  

That is how I find myself alone and wide-eyed and walking up dimly lit stairs towards the 

inner sanctum, this orphanage’s equivalent to the holy of holies: Mummy Mindy’s living quarters.  

The day light tumbles through large windows, framed by curtains dancing slowly in the afternoon 

breeze.  The cold concrete chills my bare feet as I walk around a closet to find her sitting on a 

neatly made bed and breathing through a respirator on which she was sadly becoming more and 

more dependent.  Upon seeing me she violently tears the breathing mask off and I prepare to be 

scolded.   But instead she bids me come and give her a kiss and news of my Mother.  After a few 

minutes we find ourselves engrossed in a discussion of mothers, of her mother, and what life was 

like for her growing up.  I was studying recent American History at the time and her first hand 

accounts fascinate me.  Her father was killed in World War I, and, after living through the Great 

Depression, WWII claimed her brother’s life.  This heartache had apparently played a part in 

fueling her pilgrimage to India.  I think we both want to talk more, but one of the older orphans 

tending to Mummy Mindy ushers me out.  I suppose we had already talked for over an hour and 

she was exhausted.  I go downstairs to a crowd of fellow students.  

“What did she want?” they ask.  

“Just to talk,” I said.  

“Seriously?  What did you talk about?”



I told them and they were all jealous.  I smiled and smugly went back to playing with the 

kids.  I felt like I had just talked to Jesus and he was now more my friend than anyone else’s.  

During our time at the orphanage we either played with the orphans or did our best to 

demolish a particularly stubborn concrete gutter, but one day towards the end we took a break and 

went out as a group for ice cream.  The orphans very seldom got ice cream so it was an event for 

sure.  

We piled into the old bus and on our way to the city we passed some of the poorest 

neighborhoods I ever saw.  To this day, when I think of poverty, of limited opportunities, I think of 

Nepal.  There is no public school system.  No community colleges.  No public libraries. No 

neighborhood GED programs.  No food stamps.  And the largest mountains in the world cut off 

exports and imports.  The low levels of oxygen due to high elevation precludes conventional 

farming and desert conditions wither plants.  Earlier that week we managed to have a water 

balloon fight with the orphans in which we were each rationed three tiny half-filled water balloons.  

And this was seen as excessive by the locals.  (Fortunately the balloons were so bouncy that the 

fun lasted quite a while.)  In order to conserve water, we students were allowed 90 second ice-cold 

dribbling showers every other day and the orphans were allowed the same once a week.  Yet still, 

though impoverished, though possessing few luxuries or comforts, these locals were smiling and 

waving at us as we passed by.  They were beautiful people.  And even still there were opportunities 

here, if one had eyes to see.  

We arrive and tumble out of the bus.  After a long time standing in line I get my ice cream 

and take a lick.  As you can imagine, third-world ice cream is not especially lovely.   Mine is some 

mix of weird fruit flavorings, maybe apple and something slimy and chunky like banana.  As I 

ponder this, a handful of children gather from huts nearby.  I think to myself, “Some of these kids 

have probably never tasted ice cream.  Why should I force my throat to swallow it and enjoy it so 

little, while they might enjoy it greatly?”  With august generosity, I offer my ice cream to one of 

the kids.  

Children issue from the ground.   At first they are cute and friendly, but as more and more 

come I see their intentions are to loot and pillage.  They begin fighting over the ice cream I gave 

away.  One of the bigger kids grabs it and runs off, losing half of it in the process, but the rest have 

already moved past this tragedy.  They are begging me for more, and soon begin screaming for 



more.  As I nervously back pedal to my group they follow.  I think to myself that maybe I can 

convince some of my friends to give away their ice cream too, but before my rhetoric has a chance 

Mummy Mindy sees the crowd.  There is a moment when I think she might be pleased with me.  

She loves kids right?  I gave one ice cream right?  Am I not an example for everyone?  But she 

raises her voice, as only a 90-something force of nature can, and yells, “Everyone back on the 

bus!”  We quiet down and file in.  

A moment after the bus door shuts she turns in her seat and yells down the bus with a 

vicious sideways glare, “Who’s the dummy that gave away their ice cream?  Out with it!”  I 

rapidly conclude that it will not work to lay low about this, considering that I was the only person 

without an ice cream cone in my hand.  I lean out into the aisle.  

“I did,” I confess.  

“Are you stupid?” she barks, “You don’t just give away things like ice cream.  Never ever 

do that again!  I ought to have you whipped!”  

 Silently I retreat from the aisle, devastated.   And I suspect my friends are secretly happy 

that I am now on the outs with Jesus.  

Mummy Mindy never had the chance to fully explain to me why exactly I was stupid.  

Fortunately many others have helped me fill in the gaps.  In this case, I think she was making the 

point that when faced with overwhelming need one should only give when one can give 

strategically and give something of significance.  My gift was neither.  Gifts like mine are not gifts 

at all.  At worst they intensify suffering and, at best, do nothing.  Mine was the impulsive emptying 

of pockets because I happen to be in proximity with a poor child.  In doing so I was the “God who 

must be crazy,” dropping glass soda bottles and upsetting delicate cultures.  Giving a child ice 

cream seems nice, but being a good person means the willingness to at times abandon the 

appearance of kindness for the real thing.  It seems obvious to me now that Mummy Mindy, one of 

the most compassionate people I have ever met, would have thrown her ice cream in the trash 

before giving it to that peasant child.  Of course, she found it a bit easier to love even when it 

meant appearing unkind, for there was no way she could ever be called “unkind.”  But not me.  I 

have to carefully cultivate the appearance of charity because I have very little real evidence to back 

it up.  


