Our Brother Damien of Molokai:

how he lived and expressed his priestly Ministry[image: image1.jpg]



Amanda María Sologuren ss.cc.

As we know, Damien, from a very young age was shaped in life with earnestness and clarity in what he wanted to be and to do and when his calling to a radical following of Jesus began to emerge, he discovered his desire to give himself for his brothers. As a religious of the SS.CC. he found a vast field where this could happen. He felt called to make of his life what Peter said: “Shepherd the flock that God has entrusted to you, guarding it not out of obligation, but willingly for God’s sake; not as one looking for a reward but with a generous heart; do not lord it over those in your care, rather be an example to your flock. Then, when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will be given a crown of unfading glory.” (1 Peter 5: 2-4).

If we look at his religious life, missionary priest and pastor, we can see that his way was always that of Jesus and his faithfulness to the teachings of the Church, as we find today in many of his documents: 

In this way he lived what the Catholic Catechism says to priests:
"By his ordination, the priest receives the authority to celebrate Mass, administer the sacraments of baptism, penance, extreme unction, and also to consecrate and bless ... Jesus calls to his service young people of all nations and all classes. They must have a living faith and sincere piety, and be willing to sacrifice themselves in the service of God and work for the salvation of souls ... " 

I think it is interesting to see not only how our brother realized the greatness of his ministry but also how he took so serious that one has to sacrifice oneself like the Master; also to thank God for the great gift of belonging to a simple peasant family. 

When speaking of the hands that bless it is moving to think how his hands were with leprosy and how he continued to bless with them with such love and faith. At Ordination they are told: "May what these hands bless be blessed, what they consecrate be consecrated and sanctified." 

And all this is characterizing the type of shepherd Damien wants to be. As the Bishop presented him when he was leaving for Molokai: "Until now, my children you have been alone, but it will no longer be so. I present to you a priest who wants to be a father to you. He loves you so dearly that for your happiness and the salvation of your immortal souls, there is no doubt that he will be one of you and will live and die with you "(10 May 1973). 

It is strange to read these words of the Bishop, because there you realize that from the beginning Damien was willing to die for them, it was clear what he was exposed to in going to Molokai. 

And in his own words in a letter: "I, for my part, I love them, and will gladly give my life for them, as did our Saviour. Thus, I spare no effort when it comes to visiting the sick up to seven or eight miles away." "You have to get used to traveling by land or sea, on horseback or on foot ... you have to learn several languages in order to talk to all kinds of people ... " 

We find in the Aparecida Conference, held in May 2007, aspects that Damien has already said in his letters: "Priests have been called to ‘be with Jesus and to be sent out to preach’" (Mk 3: 14). “If the priest has God as the foundation and center of his life, he will experience the joy and fruitfulness of his vocation" (Opening speech by Pope Benedict XVI).
And in one of his letters: "... I am still the only priest on Molokai. Fr Columban and, lately, P. Wendelis are the only brothers I have seen for 16 months. Since I have much to do, time seems very short, the joy and contentment of heart that the Sacred Hearts give me, causes me to believe that I am the happiest missionary in the world ... (And he was already a leper). So may the sacrifice of my health that God has been willing to accept may bear a little fruit to my ministry among the lepers, after all it is very light and even enjoyable, so I dare to say with S. Paul: "I am dead and my life is hidden with Christ in God." 

"The priest must be primarily a ‘man of God’ 

- Who knows God directly,
- Who has a deep personal friendship with Jesus,
- Who shares with others the same sentiments as Christ.

Only then will the priest be able to lead the people to God, made incarnate in Jesus Christ, and be the representative of his love. "

I choose the Pope's speech because here we see the greatness of the priestly vocation, but not only for the choice God made for each of them, but for the great union the priest can reach if he believes in the need to be always united with the Lord of his life. How good it is to read in his many letters, how Damien conserved this union and how he tried to use the means to do so. It is also good to see how ahead of his time he was in giving the laity the importance they have and helping them to understand and fulfill their beautiful mission. 

We read in his letters: "Without the Blessed Sacrament a situation like mine would be unbearable, but as I have a Our Lord close to me, I am always happy and content and I work with enthusiasm for the happiness of my dear lepers.” 

And speaking of the children with leprosy he wrote: "They learn the catechism well, every morning they attend Mass and the rosary in the afternoon..." He did not do it all alone, but knew how to involve the laity in his pastoral work and provide the necessary training: "For some time I have been giving theology courses to the most educated of my “kanakas”. Their zeal is of great help to me for the religious training of new converts. As I cover 4 chapels, they teach in the places where I cannot be present ... " 

I continue with the opening speech of the Pope: "To fulfill his noble task, the priest 

- Must have a solid spiritual structure and live his life inspired by faith, hope and charity 

- Must be like Jesus, a man who searches, through prayer, the face and the will of God ... " 

And reading his letters, on the day he arrived on Molokai and in the solitude of the night, sheltered under a pandanus tree he prayed to the Father in this way: "God knows what is best for my sanctification and with this conviction every day I say THY WILL BE DONE. I abandon myself to Providence and I find my comfort in the only companion who never leaves me: our Divine Saviour in the Eucharist." 

Throughout the world Damien is known as the great Gift for humanity and the strength of his testimony is for everyone. In the Aparecida document we read: "... The priest can not fall into the temptation of considering himself simply as a mere delegate or just a representative of the community, but A GIFT for her by the Spirit's anointing and his special union with Christ the head ... "(No. 193). "The priest must be a man of prayer, mature in his choice of life for God, making use of the means of perseverance such as the sacrament of confession, devotion to the Blessed Virgin, mortification and a passionate giving to his pastoral mission" (No. 195) 

Rather than refer to his letters, I know from the film of his life, his incredible feat of confessing aloud from a boat when they would not let him board the ship where his provincial was and how he was always asking for a priest to administer this sacrament so dear to him: "The good Fr Columban comes every 2 or 3 months to hear my confession and then returns.”
Again speaking of the "laity": he formed with them various institutions whether related to the cult of Mary or the desire to help others, we would say today, "according to his personal charisma" ... And that love for the Sacrament of Forgiveness he communicated to his beloved lepers not only administering it, but being always available when they needed it.
And we know his life was not without pain, I leave him to speak of this: "The terrible disease threatens to prevent me from celebrating Mass and, as there is no other priest, I would be deprived even of communion and the Blessed Sacrament. This deprivation would cost me the most and make my situation untenable." 

"I hope to be eternally grateful to God for this blessing (of his illness). I think this disease will shorten a little and even make narrower the road that will lead me to our beloved country. With this hope I have accepted my illness as my special cross, I try to carry it as Simon of Cyrene, following the footsteps of our divine Master. Help me with your prayers to have the endurance to reach the summit of Calvary ". "... As far as I am concerned, God knows what is best for my poor soul: I leave it to Him to decide whether my days should be longer or shorter ..." 

"The more tired I am, on Sunday afternoon, the happier I feel, especially when one lost sheep has returned to the fold of the Lord ... I love my poor Kanakas a lot for their simplicity and I do everything I can for them." When I go into a hut I always start by offering the remedy to cure souls. However, those who reject the spiritual aid, are not deprived of physical help which I give to all without distinction. So, except for a small number of obstinate heretics, all look to me as a father. " 

He felt a deep devotion to Mary and it was at the Shrine of Our Lady of Monteagudo that he said goodbye to his parents, crying when he looked for the last time at the church: "How sad, it is the last time I will see the beautiful shrine of Mary. Let me (he said to his mother) fill my eyes”! ... And as for his love for the mission and his mortification: "No, I would not want my healing if the price is to leave the island and leave my work ... I will stay forever with my lepers" 

He also related to his similarity with Jesus the Good Shepherd "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep. Not so the hired hand or any other person who is not the shepherd and to whom the sheep do not belong. They abandon the sheep as soon as they see the wolf coming, then the wolf snatches and scatters the sheep. This is because the hired hand works for pay and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd, I know my own and they know me, as my Father knows me and I know the Father. Because of this I give my life for my sheep." (John 10: 11-15). His tenderness, dedication and love in his relationship to his lepers. And on the day he died Fr Wendelin said: "He died without any effort, as if going to sleep, he went out softly, after spending 16 years in the midst of the horrors of leprosy. The Good Shepherd has given his life for his sheep."

And the Aparecida Document No. 198 speaks about this today: "The priest, in the image of the Good Shepherd, is called to be a man of mercy and compassion, close to his people and servant of all particularly those who suffer great need. Pastoral charity, the source of priestly spirituality, animates and unifies his life and ministry ... " 

And with his creativity he tried to meet the needs where they found them: "Damien formed a band and a choir, who sewed joy in the colony of Molokai and animated the Masses, processions and funerals." “There is hardly a glimmer of hope you can recover if not through a miracle but I will not tempt the Lord, convinced as I am that His holy will is to die in the same manner and of the same disease that afflict my flock."

"Also built houses and made the coffins for those who died penniless (it is believed there were about 1800 coffins). He even dug trenches."

He writes: "Many families of our lepers, having more need of houses than clothes, have put their little savings into my hands ..." 

He wrote to his friend, the artist Clifford: "When you arrive I think there will be about 1500 lepers in our sanctuary. Each boat brings them to us by the dozens. I currently have about 60 boy lepers, and they all live in the garden of our church .... " 

"Damien oversaw all aspects of the lives of his lepers: food, clothing, housing and health ... He even set up a store to sell at low prices. He made constant calls of solidarity to the world" which had a particularly impressive echo in the Protestant world, "Only a Catholic priest has entered the hell of the lepers ... He lives in the midst of these dying people, of these desperate people, to bring them the consolations of eternal life ... Travelers from all nations, who pass by the rock of Molokai, greet him!" (Said by a Protestant German traveler in a Berlin newspaper) 

As to "promoting solidarity" it is not surprising that there is so much talk of this missionary who took care of every detail, not only to help but also that everyone in the world should be concerned and try to help, and spread it to others. He was very clear that it was not only his duty, but that we are all responsible. 
We are confident that Damien as a religious missionary priest and pastor can say with Saint Paul: "I have done everything for everyone so as to win all for Christ."
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