Damien: The Binder of Wounds
Feast day: May 10th

In the first half of the 1800’s leprosy
first appeared in The Sandwich
Islands; today they are called the
Hawaiian Islands. The disease was
brought to the Islands by Chinese
plantations workers. Hence, the
Hawaiian name for leprosy translates
as “The Chinaman’s Disease”. The
disease was recorded in China in
pre-biblical times.

Leprosy, that is Hansen’s disease,
was a horror to the Hawaiians and so
Mr. Lal Das; a leprosy patient in Cuttack,
India. Notice he has no fingers or toes,
and he is also blind. The wooden structure is his house.

the government made the decision to
isolate all who had leprosy. The place
chosen was a “shelf” of land that juts
out from the Island of Molokai, and

this patch of land is called Kalaupapa. Kalaupapa is surround on three
sides by the sea and the fourth
side is a 1600 ft cliff; thus,
forming a natural prison.
A curiosity of Molokai is that on
top of the 1600 ft cliff sea shells
were found. People speculated
how they got there. Apparently at
some period in times the whole
Island tilted. A large section of the
island on the opposite side of Kalaupapa collapsed into the sea.
The top of that 1600 ft cliff was at
sea level before the tilt.

The beach and cliffs of Kalaupapa; Tiger sharks
Swim frequently along the shore line.

So, the government
started deporting all
those with the
disease to Kalaupapa.
There was no jetty or
harbour for the boat
to moor beside and
the deported were
just dumped into the
sea and had to
scrambled to land.
Many drowned. At
This is where those with leprosy were thrown overboard from
the ships.
took their responsibil- If you saw the original Jurassic Park movie it is this bay that
they used on the opening shots.

first the government

ities seriously. But in

time, like many things, out of sight out of mind, and so shipments of food
etc. became haphazard and the community had to basically fend for itself.

Today there is a jetty for ships to moor. However, the ship from the main
Island only makes the journey
once a year. All appliances and
artifacts have to be shipped
from Honolulu. Everyone on
the Island turns out this day to
be nosey, to see what their
neighbours have bought.
Before Damien arrived, the
leprosy colony was dispirited
Looking inward from Kalaupapa Church

because they had all been

dumped and abandoned
society; they regarded
themselves as social rejects. In time they became very dysfunctional
and depraved. Their community was marked by
poverty, alcoholism, violence and promiscuity.

It was in such a condition
that Damien came upon
the inhabitants. What
Damien saw sparked a
compassion deep within
his heart for them. He
could have echoed what Je-

by

What is Leprosy?
It is a germ that prefers to live in the nerve
trunks of the arms, legs and face. It attacks no
vital organs. It just lives and multiplies in the
nerve trunks and that is all it does.
Wait a minute—then what’s all this about
rotting flesh.
As the leprosy multiplies in squeezes the
nerves eventually choking them off. There are
three different types of nerves; sensory, motion and sebaceous (control sweating).
Hands and feet loose all feeling and claw up.
They do not sweat so their skin is not lubricated; it dries and cracks and a source of infection.
Because there is no feeing they damage themselves and secondary infections cause the
symptoms that we normally associate with
leprosy. Repeated infections lead to bone
disease and amputations are normally
required.

sus said in one of the gospels – “They were like sheep without a shepherd”. It became Damien’s
desire to be their shepherd; to care for them like the good shepherd of the
gospel; rescuing them from
their depravity.
By living amongst them Damien took away one of their

stigmas – that God too had
abandoned them. They could

no

St. Philomena’s Church built by Fr. Damien. The floor of the church has many
holes drilled in it. The patients would put a palm leaf in the hole as shown above.
This was to catch and drain their constant drool. Most of what Fr. Damien built
no longer exists because of termites etc.
Kalaupapa was the administrative side of the area. Damien and the patients lived
close to the bay (above) where the patients were dropped into the water.

longer claim this because Damien’s presence assured them that God had
not forgotten them. Damien was a sign of God’s love for them. That is why
the Church has chaplains in prisons etc., to show that God forgets no one.

Damien was accepted by the community because he lived as one of them.
He says himself
I made myself a leper with the lepers
To gain all for Jesus Christ

So, by standing shoulder to shoulder with
them he slowly gained their trust and they, in
turn, began to embrace Jesus again in their
lives. His superiors in the Sacred Hearts
warned him – do not to let them touch you
and certainly don’t eat with them. But Damien knew that if he stood aloof, they would
never accept him and his ministry. So,
Damien devoted his attention to the sick. He
brought the sacraments to the bedridden. He

Charlie; the friendly mongoose
that kept the house free of
snakes so I would give him
some tid-bits to stay under the
house and keep the snakes at
bay

washed their bodies and bandaged their wounds. He tidied their rooms
and did all he could to make them as comfortable as possible.

I read the Life of Damien when I
was seven and I thought then I
would like to be like a priest like
Damien. Years later I joined the
same order as Damien, The Sacred
Hearts of Jesus and Mary, and
after completing Theology, I
requested to go to India to work in
leprosy Rehabilitation. When
there, I went to train as a paramedic for leprosy. Part of the
training was to get to know a patient. Mena was chosen for me beMena; disowned by her family when
they discovered she had leprosy. Another woman was thrown from a
moving train for the same reason.

cause she was good at English. She
was a teacher before contracting
leprosy. Her family had thrown

her out and disowned her
when they found she had
the disease. All she had
was a picture of her two
daughters. She was dead to
them. They have drugs for
the leprosy but there are
no drugs for the pain of being torn away from your
family and treated so callously by them.
One evening I went to have
a chat with her to learn
more about her story. As I
Fr. Javier, the then Superior General of the Sasat down, she was eating
cred Hearts, at Damien’s grave; next to St.
an apple and handed me a
Philomena’s Church. His body was exhumed
and entombed in Louvain, Belgium. Only his
slice. I made some poor lame
hand is buried here.
excuse that I had just eaten
and refused the apple. That was a torturous night for me. I felt as guilty as

hell at refusing the apple and it
made me resolve whether - I
was going to be a tourist or
roll my sleeves up and get involved. I did not go to India to
be a tourist and that was the

last time I refused anything
from a patient. The patients
Monk seal and newly born pup on beach near
residence

test you to see how well
you accept them. If you are
aloof, they will be aloof to
what you have to say or
offer.
I now fully understood
how Damien came to his
decision to ignore the advice of the superiors.

It wasn’t all roses for Da-

Visitor quarters for family members who came to see
patient relatives.

mien. At first, he was repulsed by the rotting flesh that stank and the per-

petual coughing annoying the ears. He wrote
“Many a time in fulfilling my priestly duties at the lepers’
homes, I have been obliged, not only to close my nostrils, but
to remain outside to breathe fresh air. To counteract the bad
smell, I got myself accustomed to the use of tobacco. The smell
of the pipe preserved me somewhat from carrying in my

clothes the obnoxious odor of our lepers.”

Damien, in order to show the
lepers the value of their lives,
had first to demonstrate the
value of their deaths. So, he
built a fence around the local
cemetery to keep out the pigs
and dogs which regularly
scavenged there. He also

The graveyard is very close to the beach because with their damaged hands and feet the
sand made it easier for them to dig the graves.

constructed coffins and dug graves. He was determined that each leper,

even if marginalized throughout his life, would receive a decent burial upon death. This had a remarkably uplifting effect on the community.
What surprised the lepers most was that Damien touched them! Other
missionaries and doctors shrank from the lepers. In fact, one local doctor
only changed bandages with his cane. But Damien not only touched the
lepers, he also embraced them, he dined with them, he put his thumb on

their forehead to anoint them, and he placed the Eucharist on their
tongues. All of these actions spoke volumes to the dejected lepers. It
showed that Damien didn’t want to serve them from afar; he wanted to
become one of them.

This refreshing spirit impressed visitors to the island. “I had gone to Molokai expecting to find it
scarcely less dreadful
than hell itself, but I
found the people there in
good cheer, thanks to
the work of Fr Damien.”
The trail that leads up the cliff. It has 26 switchbacks and
visitors to Kalaupapa navigate the trail on donkeys; “The
most scariest thing I have ever done” one girl reported to
me.

wrote Edward Clifford in
1888, “
Despite the idyllic community Damien had built

through a decade of work, the moment he feared finally arrived in December 1884. One day, while soaking his feet in extremely hot water, Damien
experienced no sensation of heat or pain—a tell-tale sign that he had contracted leprosy. The disease quickly developed, causing Damien to write
to his bishop with the news:
“Its marks are seen on my left cheek and ear, and my eyebrows are beginning to fall. I shall soon be completely disfigured. I have no doubt whatever
of the nature of my illness, but I
am calm and resigned and very
happy in the midst of my people.
The good God knows what is best
for my sanctification. I daily repeat from my heart, ‘Thy will be
done.’”

The tour bus for the visitors who have
made the donkey ride.

Even before contracting the disease, Damien spoke of himself and the
people of Molokai as “we lepers.” He identified closely with those he came
to serve and thus, before and after the disease, offered a powerful, concrete expression of solidarity. And it was for that reason he became
known not by his homeland, but by the island community he served—St.
Damien of Molokai, patron of lepers.

So am I committed or a tourist with my
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Charlie did a whoop of joy to say goodbye!

If you would like to receive the newsletter then email me at:
StepintoSpirituality@gmail.com or roche@damien-hs.edu
And please feel free to share with others.
Thanks Fr John
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