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The Step Into Spirituality newsletter
is a monthly publication. I hope it
will offer words that will inspire

A man of God first and foremost
Bold and courageous for the Gospel
Comforting and challenging

and words that will give you food
for thought. The example here is

Mary who pondered all things in
her heart.

I doubt if there is a child who has never had a
hero. I revered the likes of Dan Dare, Roy Rogers,
Superman, etc. However, living in a catholic home
we also had magazines which introduced me to
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other heroes such as St. Francis of Assisi, Blessed
Martin de Pores and Fr. Damien. At the grand old
age of seven I wanted to be a priest just like
Damien.
So what was it about Damien that fired the
imagination of a seven year old? Devoting his life
to the care of the unwanted and his heroic decision
to go and live on the island of Molokai; knowing
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he could never ever leave the island again.
This was the very stuff of heroism; this was
the courageous act a Christian hero would
make. Fr. Damien's exemplary response to
the Gospel is a beacon that shines out to all
ages. What the Gospel demands on us,
varies from age to age, and the noble acts
of people like Fr. Damien helps us to

formulate our response to the needs of our
own age. To knit a cardigan you follow a
pattern and Damien's way of living the

Gospel created a pattern of Christian
response; a way of courage, caring and
prayer. The life of the Gospel in Damien
has raised him to the ranks of the saints
and the work of the saints is to show how
the Gospel can take flesh. The life of the Gospel in Damien made him:-

A man of God first and foremost
Bold and courageous for the Gospel
Comforting and challenging
1. A man of God

Damien was a man full of zeal for the Gospel. Indeed it would have been almost impossible
for him to make the decisions he did unless he was motivated by the love of God. St. Paul
uses the phrase "putting on Christ" in the context of trying to take on board the values,
attitudes and actions of Christ and Damien's heroic act was a true "Imitation of Christ".

Prayer was important to Damien and to emphasise it he scratched the word PRAYER on
his desk. When we are in the ministry it is a great temptation to think that our work is
our prayer. When we do this we are only playing games with ourselves and as Proverbs
tells us -he who guides himself is a fool. All the great saints down through the centuries
have emphasised the need and importance of prayer and Fr. Damien was no different.
Despite a demanding life he struggled to maintain a prayerful life because he believed
nothing could substitute for it. Like all mortals he struggled with it and battled with it;
always trying to maintain the difficult balance between work and prayer. The humanity

of Damien breaks through in this struggle, as indicated by scratching reminders on his
desk. Seeing Damien struggle provides encouragement for us.
Damien's spirituality led him to the conviction that his presence on Molokai served as

an assurance to the people that God had neither forgotten nor abandoned them. The
presence of Christian Charity and service in the world serves to proclaim this message
loud and clear, whether it is to the housebound in the parish, or on the landings of a

prison or in the killing fields of war torn areas of the world. Ministry is not so much
what we do but what we witness to; it is a message of hope and a reminder of God's love
for the world.

By going to Molokai Fr. Damien brought hope to the hopeless, love to the unloved and
the mercy of God into a broken, despairing and rejected world. God works in every act of
charity and these acts open the world to God's power. The more openings we can create

for Him then the more he can transform the world. However, other forces will try to
thwart such efforts by playing on our fears and prejudices making us hesitant in getting
involved with the poor and marginalised of society. To overcome this reluctance on our
part we are in constant need of prayer and grace and adherence to a pattern of life helps
us greatly in this.

St. Philomena Church, built by Fr Damien in Kalowao, Molokai.
Kalawao is where most of those with leprosy lived. It is a cooler
climate than Kalaupapa where the administration resided.

2. Bold and Courageous for the Gospel.

Leprosy Village in Cuttack, Orissa.

From its first reports in China, and then later
in the Law of Moses, leprosy has held the
greatest horror and the greatest censure by
society. Due mainly to the corruption and
disfigurement accompanying the disease. Many
cultures perceive leprosy to be a punishment

from a God. We were often asked “why are you
helping people that are being by punished by
God?” Our answer was, God is not vindictive;
God loves the leper as much as he loves the saint; he loves all equally.
Without exception every society has censured those with leprosy, exiling them from human
contact. In medieval times, a person who was diagnosed with leprosy had to present
themselves to the priest and the burial service was read over them. The person was then

considered to be dead as if they had died and buried.
Travelling through Europe you will find in some very old churches a "leprosy window".
Since those with the disease could not enter the
Building programme to replace the wattle

houses in above photo.

church, they stood outside at a designated
window; at communion time the priest would
leave the host at this window for them.
Traditionally society's response to leprosy is
total isolation from the "normal community". In
all other diseases, such as tuberculosis, a patient
is isolated for treatment. After completion the

patient returns to society again. But with the
deformity that accompanies leprosy this is ruled

out because people seeing the disfigurements fear
they still have the disease.
What is leprosy? It is a germ, Mycobacterium leprae,
and it is properly known as Hansen’s disease, after the
scientist who discovered it in 1873. Since it is a germ

it is therefore curable with the right treatment. But
here is the nub of the problem with the cure for the
disease; it is a third world disease. Since it is mainly a

third world problem, there are no great profits to be
made by the pharmaceutical companies. No profits no
research. The majority of the research on leprosy was
Clinic in Shantinagar. Operations are
conducted every second Tuesday by
volunteer doctors.

London. This earned him the title Mr.

Leprosy. Another complicating factor
in researching into the disease is that
you cannot grow the disease in mice or
rats. It only grows in the nine band
armadillo; but not in the seven band
species. Some claim they have an
injection for the disease but it is the
Bacillus Calmette Guerin (BCG)
vaccine for tuberculosis which doubles
less affectively as a leprosy vaccine, as
the two diseases are first cousins in the

conducted by Dr. Brown at the Leprosy Mission,
Mr. Teresa visiting Shantinagar with her are Menoka
and Rani, both resisdents. The brick road is called Paul
Vi highway– he left his limo to Mr. T after his visit to
India

germ family. Since Dr. Brown others have
taken up the cause, notably the Naval base
at Carville, Louisiana. The public health
departments in England and USA report 1020 new cases a year.
How do you catch the disease? When
someone with the disease coughs or sneezes
they form an aerosol of liquid particles that
contain live leprosy germs. Others will
breathe this in and so the infection starts.

The kitchen in Leprosarium run by Jesuits in
Dhanbad, Bihar (30 miles from Shantinagar)

Physical contact with a patient can also spread the disease.
Invasion of the body by leprosy germs results in irreparable nerve damage if the treatment is
delayed. Sadly, most who catch the disease leave it too long before presenting themselves for
treatment. Consequently, the nerve damage has advanced and can appear in one or more of
the following forms:Children of Leprosy Patients, Dhanbad

Anaesthesia of the limbs and face and
paralysis of the eye lid

Clawing and paralysis of the fingers and toes
Loss of the hinge mechanism in the wrist and
ankle (foot drop)
Loss of the sebaceous (sweat) glands which oils
the skin; skin dries and deep cracks form
However, if caught in the very early stages leprosy
is completely curable without any lasting
disfigurement.
One of the first signs of the onset of the disease is

Patients leaving
Titagargh leprosarium:
Located between train
tracks

an anaesthetic patch somewhere on the body.
Other conditions such as vitamin deficiency

also produce patches. But the leprosy patch is
defined by a raised edge. At this stage it is
completely curable and no damage will result.

Contrary to popular belief the deformities are
secondary effects only and not caused directly
by the leprosy germs. How so? When a person
is infected, the germ grows in the nerve trunks
and as it multiplies it compresses the nerves
(motor, sensory and sebaceous). As it progress
the nerve signals are restricted more and more. This loss of sensation makes the person vulnerable

to injuries. Someone, with say a loss of sensation in the legs, would not feel a stone in their shoe and
could walk on it all day unnoticed, causing great damage to the foot. Even sweeping the floor can be
a problem because they have no idea how strong a grip they have on the handle and blister
themselves. These damaged areas are prone to infection. Repeated infections generate ulcers which
in turn leads to bone disease and this necessitates amputation.
Medical science has advanced enormously since Damien's
time but even today there is no specific drug for leprosy.

Amputee being

The drugs used were all developed to treat tuberculosis -

Treated in
shantinagar

leprosy is first cousin to T.B. in the germ world. The

clinic

common drug for leprosy, dapsone, has to be taken for
several years. However by using a multidrug therapy (a
cocktail of three drugs; dapsone, rifampicin, clofazimine or
lamprene) the treatment time can be reduced, in some

cases, to months rather than years. But of course is it
enormously more expensive and often cost prohibitive in

Children of leprosy patients

developing countries. When I was visiting

Shantinagar

Molokai, one of the Patients, Paul, was

telling me that he had been on the island
since he was fourteen. He had reached a
critical stage and was at risk at dying. The
Drug dapsone was available but because of
the war military equipment had priority and
they had to wait for the Dapsone. It was
touch and go if he would last till war’s end. Finally, when the war was over he was administered
Dapsone and it saved his life. Whilst staying in Kalaupapa, Paul and myself fished often and he
would make a sushi lunch from the fish we caught. Paul acted as a tour guide to Kalawao, the main
centre of Damien’s ministry on the Island.

Are the deformities painful? Even though some of their sores can look particularly horrible and
painful they only feels pain when bone disease sets in, or in reaction cases. The anaesthetic effect on
the limbs eliminates the sensation of pain.

What is a reaction case? Because Dapsone takes so long to work many patients stop taking the drug
and then the next time they are at a clinic they are encouraged to start again. After repeated stops
and starts reaction occurs, which is a sever inflation of the nerve tissue causing great pain. One of the
drugs we used for this was Thalidomide. Yes, Thalidomide! The pharmacy companies are still
making it and selling it in the third world.
But no matter how much medical science
develops they will probably never discover a

drug for the pain of rejection - the real pain of
leprosy. Rejection, especially by loved ones,
cuts deep into the heart and soul and hurts
bitterly. Everyone needs to be loved and
accepted by someone. When I attended leprosy
paramedic training in Dhanbad, Bihar, we were

Shantinagar playground for children of patients

Fr Bill Petrie visiting a leprosarium in
Cuttack

encouraged to get to know the story of one of the patients.
I matched up with a woman called Mena. When it was

discovered that she had leprosy she was thrown out of her
home and can only return under the pain of death. Her
only possession was a crumple photograph of her two
girls. She was pining to see them again but she was

considered dead to her family. There are no tablets for
that pain. I also encountered Latchmi who was thrown off
a moving train when the fellow passengers discovered
that she had the leprosy stigmata. We need to follow
Damien's example of loving those most rejected by society.
In Damien's time once a person contracted the disease they were outcast and condemned to the
"Living Death" as it was known because patients live for years and years with the disease, as leprosy

attacks no vital organs. The person contracting the disease was sentenced to a slow rotting condition.
They saw themselves as abandoned by all even God. When Damien arrived on the Island they had
fallen into moral depravity because of this despair. Fr. Damien's arrival was the advent of hope.
The conditions that greeted Damien would have been most off-putting and discouraging to the faint
hearted. One of the reasons he smoked the pipe was to override the smell of rotting flesh. Fr.
Damien's determination to live and work on the Island was certainly bold and courageous. Bold in
that it stands out as an laudable commitment requiring much courage and fortitude. It was a notable
attempt to love as unconditionally as the Lord. It is easy to love conditionally, qualifying it with a
thousand conditions. To enter into the realm of unconditional love amongst the marginalised and
despised of society requires much boldness and courage.

3. Comforting and Challenging
Jesus explained his mission, to his disciples and others,
in terms of the Suffering Servant of Yahweh. If we turn
to the Servant Songs in Isaiah we see that the first words
addressed to the Servant is "Comfort, comfort my

Fr Mike Shanahan and Sr. Francis Xavier
with First Communicants, Shantinagar.

people" Isa 40: 1. Comforting and caring was very much part of Jesus' ministry. The gospels are
littered with stories of Jesus responding to people's needs; the healing miracles are great examples of

this. Even the leprous he cured and touched.
Society can learn much from the comforting ministry of Fr. Damien. Like Jesus he was not afraid to
touch and comfort the outcast. Who are we afraid to touch in society?
Touch is an important part of communication; lovers hold hands, friends greet with a kiss or
handshake, well done is
communicated by a pat on the back.

Jesus' originality in dealing with the
outcast was to accept them and even
touch them - who else in the society of
his day would have even gone near a
leper. The real treatment for leprosy is
love and acceptance and the same is
true today of many of society's ills.

Today we have many different types of
"lepers" in our society and Damien's

Fr John Roche with four Human Life Centre
workers, Bhubaneswar, Odissa.

challenge to us today is to seek them
out and respond to them with love,
caring and acceptance.

In the west nurses who work with the terminally ill report that it is only those who are socially dead
that ask for euthanasia. Where there is no love or acceptance the person's dignity vaporises and they
become dejected and depressed losing their sense of worth and life becomes meaningless. Love and
acceptance restores and revitalises the person's dignity. This is why Damien is remembered not
because he was a great physician, nurse or social worker but because he was one who loved.
Damien has much to recommend him as a hero for today. His life was a realisation of the gospel in a
world of rejection and he demonstrated the love demanded in following the gospel.

How much love are we putting back into the world?
Damien was a constant thorn in the side of the authorities -

continually pestering them and scolding them for not doing more
for his lepers. His superiors often requested him to tone down his
tirades. But the Gospel commands defence of the marginalised "the least" of society. If we don't speak up for them can we really
expect Jesus to speak up for us? We too need to follow Damien's
example and be a thorn in the flesh of society which is riddled
with misconceptions and prejudices about those on the periphery
of society which keeps society at a clinical distance from their
needs. Can we too be tigers for the needy like Damien?

Mr Lal Das, Cuttack. No
hands, toes and blind. The
wooden hut is his house.
Conclusion
Yes, Damien is quite the hero and an inspiration to us all. We don’t have to travel to far away places
to find “the least of my brothers”. God loves us and how do we love him back? He told us in
Matthew’s Gospel, what you do to “the least of my brothers you do unto me” . So a very practical
and tangible way of loving God is by loving the “lepers” of our society; the unwanted who are seen as
a blight in our neighbourhoods, the
great unwashed whose stench irritates
our sense of smell and those that
simply have no one to love them in
any way. Then the Lord will smile on
you and bless you.

All Photographs taken by Fr John
Roche SS.CC. Except the one with
Human Life centre workers—no
selfies then.

Tuesday Leprosy clinic, Dhanbad

"This was a Man!"

"This was a Man!"
He was a man of the moment, a man of action.
He recognized the problems around him

He was a man of the moment, a man of action.
and he moved to rectify them.

He recognized the problems around him

He did so with simplicity and directness,

and he moved to rectify them.

not by analysis and study,

He did so withbut
simplicity
and directness,
by digging, nursing, teaching, cajoling

not by analysis
and
study,
and
praying.
but by digging,Shakespeare
nursing, teaching,
could well have been describing Damien
when he wrote
cajoling and praying.

"His life was gentle and the elements
Shakespeare could well
have been
So mixed in him that Nature might stand up

describing Damien when he wrote

And say to all the world,

"His life was gentle and the elements
"This was a man"

So mixed in him that Nature might stand up
Frank Doherty SS.CC RIP
And say to all the world,

April 15 1988

"This was a man"
Frank Doherty SS.CC RIP
April 15 1988

