
C A H I E R S   D E   S P I R I T U A L I T E   SS. CC.

1 9 9 3

Nº 16
First edition:   60   (January 28, 1993)

Second edition:   70   (April 15, 1993)

DAMIEN  DE  VEUSTER  SS.CC.
A  MAN  OF  THEOLOGICAL  RELATIONSHIPS
"The joy and the contentment of heart that the Sacred Hearts lavish on me make me believe I am the happiest missionary in the world".
Damien De Veuster SS.CC., Letter 885

Fr. Léopold de Reyes SS.CC.

Montreal

January 26, 1989


Original title:


Damien De Veuster SS.CC.


un homme aux relations théologales

Translated from the French by:


Sr. Dr. Mary Dolorine Pires ss.cc.

Arrangement and printing by the:


SS.CC. General Secretariat

Rome, April 15, 1993


Generalate

Via Rivarone, 85


00166 Roma


Italia


CONTENTS
9INTRODUCTION


11I.
A PSYCHO-THEOLOGICAL PORTRAIT OF DAMIEN DE VEUSTER: HIS BELIEFS AND HIS VALUES IN RELATIONS


131.1.
Method followed in the psycho-theological analysis
of Damien De Veuster's letters


141.2.
Impact of a system of beliefs on the personality


151.3.
Relation of sought values to system of beliefs


17II.
DAMIEN DE VEUSTER'S SYSTEM OF BELIEFS
REGARDING HIS RELATIONSHIPS


192.1.
Damien's fundamental beliefs about his relation to this world, to his body, and to the land on which he lived


242.2.
Damien's beliefs regarding his relationship to his family, his confreres, and his lepers


51III.
DAMIEN'S SYSTEM OF VALUES IN HIS RELATIONS


523.1.
Damien's theological view of earthly values


543.2.
Damien's theological view on interpersonal, social relations


543.3.
Damien's theological view on intrapersonal values or psychical maturity


563.4.
Damien's theological view on religious values


563.5.
Damien's view on the values of the SS.CC. spirituality


59CONCLUSION




INTRODUCTION

As we know, all human persons are shaped in their very souls by their beliefs. They are enriched by their values. They are strengthened by the quality of their relationships. I have, therefore, tried to analyze the system of beliefs held by Damien De Veuster SS.CC., as well as his system of values and the network of his relationships. As he himself attested, these beliefs, values, and relationships made it possible for him "to live joyfully and contentedly"; they led him to declare on his deathbed, "How sweet it is to die a child of the Sacred Hearts!"


This essay is centered around the four important axes of a person's openness of heart: 1. openness to one's corporeal and material environment; 2. openness to others in interpersonal relations; 3. an honest openness to oneself in regard to one's authenticity; and 4. openness to God and to the theologi​cal meaning to be given to one's life. These four axes of openness of heart and of human development are specifically mentioned by Father Damien in a letter to his brother Pamphile:

"If you, my dear Pamphile, cannot come to help us, prepare good novices for us. Train them well both in corporal exercises and in spiritual ones. Above all, make good religious of them, strong in all the virtues. Teach them especially to share the misfortunes of poor sinners either by continual prayers or by relevant exhortations" (March, 1865).

In view of writing this article, I analyzed Father Damien De Veuster's letters during my short stay at the Generalate in February, 1988. I used the copies which Father André Mark SS.CC. archivist of our Congregation, made from the dossiers of the Postulation, and I wish to thank him again for his generous words of encouragement.


I also wish to express my gratitude to Father Patrick Bradley SS.CC. Superior General, who confided to me the pleasant task of writing on Father Damien for the Cahiers de Spiritualité SS.CC. I am grateful to the fifty-two confreres from many countries and cultures who graciously answered the preparatory questionnaire I sent them. Their rich, disinterested, and well worked out contributions were of immense help in confirming my vision of the soul of Damien. Finally, for his help in correcting my text and for his fraternal criticism, I want to thank Father Maurice Milox SS.CC.


I hope this modest work will awaken in our readers a desire to explore still further the depth of Damien De Veuster's soul. I do not need to anticipate the judgment of the Church on the heroic quality of his virtues; moreover, as we ardently hope he will soon be recognized officially as a saint, we know he is already a model of devotedness and in-depth spirituality not only for his Brothers and Sisters of the Congregation but also for many Christians of varied denominations who have missionary hearts.

Montreal, February 15, 1989
I.

A PSYCHO-THEOLOGICAL PORTRAIT OF DAMIEN DE VEUSTER: HIS BELIEFS AND HIS VALUES IN RELATIONS


Damien was a man with openness of heart, a man whose relationships were authentic. He was above all a man in intimate relation with God in Jesus Christ. In a word, he can be described as a man of intense theological faith. This faith in God gave meaning (orientation), strength (virtue) and religious coherence (vision and theological value) to all his relations. This is what I mean when I say that Damien was a man with profound theological relationships.


In order to understand better the quality of his relations, we must explore the profound sources of his exterior conduct. To do this, we must study the world of his convi​ctions and of his beliefs; we must discover his aspirations and his values. This is what I have tried to do in analyzing his letters.


I shall first examine his system of beliefs, inspired as it was by the Christian faith. A system of beliefs, we remember, is an ensemble of empowering ideas that influence one's outward behaviour, one's interior attitudes, and one's motiva​tions as a human person. Damien received this system of beliefs inspired by the Christian faith as a small child within his Christian family. This basic training was continued in the ascetic and mystical formation given him in the spiritua​lity and tradition of his religious Congregation.


His early formation was completed by the system of values which he drew from the same sources. These values were derived from his system of beliefs, or at least there was a close interdependence between the two systems. From a psychologi​cal perspective values are the realities desired by the person in order to fulfil both material and spiritual needs. We find that Damien's human, Christian, and religious values - all profoundly theological - animated him throughout his entire life up to his inspiring death.


In their turn, beliefs and values influence the way persons enter into relations with the world, with others, with themselves, and with God. The ensemble of Damien's relations and appurtenances constituted his relational system of existential support. Thanks to the theological quality of his attachment to his natural family, to his spiritual family, to his new country, and to his lepers, Damien De Veuster was always "happy and content", as he often avowed in writing.


Through the power of his beliefs and the persistent pursuit of his values, Damien remained faithful all his life long to his religious vocation and his mission. His faithful love for Jesus and Mary, as well as his attachment to his heavenly homeland, made of him a man who lived happily in his theological relations to the very end. Did he not tell a confrere shortly before he died, "I am happy to live and to die a child of the Sacred Hearts"? Without this theological dimension of his religious belonging, his psycho-theological portrait would not provide the key for interpreting the meaning and worth of his whole life.


But, we may ask, what was the unifying center of this triple source? I found it in his "spirit of faith", in his theologi​cal faith which gave him the vision of his life. I insist on the theological specificity of this faith. It was not any kind of religious faith; it was neither a humanistic, idealistic faith, nor an optimistic view of human existence.


Damien drew his vision of theological faith about his life from contemplation and from Lectio Divina. This founda​tion of theological faith gave meaning, value, and a sense of belonging to his entire existence, unifying his entire life. Damien De Veuster was a man of powerful convictions; he was a man of solid and unshakable faith.


I also discovered that he almost invariably obtained what he desired. He knew how to seek and above all how to find. He succeeded in obtaining the values he strove for with all the ardor of his heart.

I also noted the strength of his loyalties and of his affective attachments. His consecration to the Sacred Hearts and his belonging to a religious family were of utmost impor​tance to him, and he lived intensely his solidarity with his missionary colleagues.

1.1.
Method followed in the psycho-theological analysis of Damien De Veuster's letters


For this psycho-theological analysis of his letters, I have used the three psychical systems of Damien's beliefs, of his values, and of his relations. In the light of these three, I have studied the four relational levels, trying to determine in each his system of beliefs and the system of values that derive from it.


I have considered Damien's writings in their evident meaning (verbatim), and have included only significant passages found in letters he wrote to various correspondents. The type of research I was doing required the discovery of themes and models expressive of the person analyzed. Anyone wishing to read the texts in their entirety can consult the collection published by Father Edouard Brion SS.CC.; this publication has pertinent and clarifying comments as well (See Un etrange bonheur, Cerf, 1988).


It was most difficult to choose the passages for inclusion in this essay, and I regret having had to omit many. What was important for me was the content of expressions used by Damien, the patterns or thematic models he repeatedly included. The persons to whom he wrote, the purport other than psychological of his writings, and the chronology of his letters were not taken into consideration.


For these and other reasons, this essay is very much limited. I must also say that this work is only a part of what should be a much longer study, and I share the hope of our readers who will want to discover more. Many aspects of Damien's interior life are truly admirable from the psychologi​cal point of view, revealing not only spiritual depth but also a rich humanness. So, despite the limitations already mentioned, this essay aims at clearing the way for a rediscovery of the interior life of Damien De Veuster.

1.2.
Impact of a system of beliefs on the personality


As has been said, a system of beliefs is an ensemble of empowering ideas that influence the conduct, the interior attitudes, and the motivations of a human person. Studies in cognitive psychology and advances in rational therapies have made clear the powerful impact of ideas on human attitudes and conduct. From the point of view of psychology, beliefs are no longer placed, as they were at the beginning of the century, among illusions or mere mechanism of defence.


The writings of the masters of conjecture and the major tenors of historical, sociological, and psychological criticism did much to discredit all that concerns faith and religion. Under the influence of the philosophers of the Enlightenment and the anticlerical and antireligious philosophers of the French Revolution, faith and beliefs had been scorned. Undiscerningly, these "thinkers" had placed a disparaging label on such beliefs: pure superstitions. We know that in the rationalistic atmo​sphere of the cultured milieux of Damien's day, such "supersti​tions" were despised and ridiculed.


Thanks to the work done in European existential psychol​ogy and American humanistic psychology, the impor​tance of beliefs for the optimal psychosomatic functioning of the person has been rediscovered. Through the influence of these schools of psychology, a new, much broader, and really constructive attitude toward religious beliefs has dawned. The rise of psychologies of religions and of religious experience has also contributed to mitigating the atheistic and antireligious prejudices of the ideological psychoanalytical schools and of the Behaviorists.


In summary, today the importance of the impact of the system of beliefs in the structuring of the personality and in its dysfunctioning is acknowledged: the system of beliefs and the system of values can structure the human personality or they can destroy it. In principle, they give a person the means to integrate intentions, objectives, and motivations for living.

1.3.
Relation of sought values to system of beliefs


Without entering into a philosophical exposition of values, I shall discuss them from the psychological perspective. Less ambitious and more functional, the notion of values I shall use is similar to the seeking of what is desirable, what will fulfil personal aspirations. It involves all that we seek in order to satisfy our felt needs on diverse levels. From the psychologi​cal point of view, it is not what is desirable in itself, without including a desiring subject that constitutes a value. Rather, a value is what subjects perceive as desirable, as being good for them, and which they seek in order to live satisfying and happy lives.


This seeking of values, therefore, is intimately linked with the cognitive and affective worlds of persons. We can say that the search for values derives from the subjects' system of beliefs. At least, there is a close interdependence between them. Knowing the beliefs that motivate persons, one can be reasonably sure about what values they seek.


The reverse is also revelatory. Knowing the values sought by persons, one can tell what beliefs really animate them. It is often an awareness of their values that can reveal the true beliefs people hold. And, I might add, if people pursue and attain the values they seek in daily life, they will be as content and happy as Damien was.


Because people choose and decide to believe in certain values, we can speak of a close interdependence between beliefs and values. An awareness of the values we really seek can clarify our beliefs, because we often think we hold certain beliefs whereas we actually do not. Illusions abound in this domain. Now, we may ask, what were the system of beliefs and the system of values in Damien's personality? We shall examine first his system of beliefs and then that of his values.

II.

DAMIEN DE VEUSTER'S SYSTEM OF BELIEFS REGARDING HIS RELATIONSHIPS


Damien instinctively sought harmony for his entire being, and this integration he found in his Christian faith. For him, the message of salvation in the Gospel gave meaning and importance to human persons in their historical totality, in their human condition, and in their superhuman, transcendent destiny. Inspired by his Christian faith, Damien knew how - in his body and soul, in what was spirit in him and in what was material, and above all in a network of relationships - to bind himself to his missionary milieu, to persons, and to the Lord. He also knew how to be in harmony with himself. To illustrate his integrated personality, which was the result of his profound faith, I shall quote what H.B. Chapman reported in his letter dated October 16, 1886:

"Besides caring for their spiritual needs, Father Damien was for fourteen years the doctor, nurse, magistrate, tutor, carpen​ter, painter, gardener, cook, and even in some cases undertaker and grave digger - in reality all - for his unfortu​nate flock. At the end, he himself fell victim of this terrible disease". 765

In order to illustrate more fully and explicitly Damien's harmonious relation to the world, to others, to himself, and to God, I have classified some significant passages from his letters. Our readers will pardon my hesitation about choosing the appropriate texts and will understand my frustration at having to leave aside phrases he repeatedly used in letters to different correspondents. These texts could perhaps be classi​fied better, either in one or other of the categories I have chosen, or even according to different groupings than those I decided on. I shall first note Damien's basic convictions and then indicate the values that derive from them.


In the following pages, I shall present Damien's system of beliefs in their four dynamic relationships:

1. his beliefs regarding the world, his body, and the land he inhabited - his relation to the physical world, to his environ​ment;

2. his beliefs regarding his family, his confreres, his lepers - his relation to the world of others;

3. his beliefs regarding himself and his death - his relation to himself, to his interior world;

4. his beliefs regarding his relationship with God, with Jesus Christ in His mysteries and, as an explicit exemplification of this, in fifth place, his beliefs regarding the Sacred Hearts and his spiritual heritage as child of the Sacred Hearts - his relation to his world of God, to his theological world.


I shall begin this psycho-theological portrait of Damien by analyzing the perspective of convictions on which he based his relation to the physical world. From his infancy up to his death, how did he perceive his being-in-the-world? How did he envisage the world of his birth and the land of his death? How did he perceive his life, lived as it was in a material body? What did he have to say about "the world that passes away"? What were his beliefs about "the earth", this "valley of tears" where "the will of God" must be done, as he repeated daily in the Our Father?


We must not take for granted our vision of Christian faith about the world in which we live. We have inherited the convictions prevalent in the home into which we were born and in which we grew up, but we can acquire other religious concepts about life. Today, more than ever before, an atheistic philosophical view of our terrestrial existence is widespread. Even if we have been baptized, I may add, our practical, everyday vision of life can place God in parentheses. Despite all this, however, we can also choose to have a theological, evangelical view of the earth, of our bodies, of life, time, and human existence in general. This was Damien De Veuster's conscious choice.


Without studying or speaking about a theology of terrestrial realities, Christians in general accede to a theological evangelical vision of the earth. Illumined by faith, such a vision may be called a theological-cosmic vision or a Christian view of the world as environment, as a reality involving time and space, and oriented towards the resurrection of the body and the final transfiguration. In Damien's letters we find a reflection of this vision, sometimes explicitly stated, and sometimes derived from the context.


Before citing the passages revealing his theological view of the earth, the human body, and earthly life, I want to point out that, as in all collections of letters, the three volumes Fr. André Mark let me use in Rome have a numerical listing. For the passages included in this article, I have provided the numbers in that collection instead of the date of the letters; this should remind all readers that my study is on the themes and psychological patterns that appear like a leitmotif throughout the letters. As I previously stated, I regretfully had to leave aside many beautiful expressions found in parallel places.

2.1.
Damien's fundamental beliefs about his relation to this world, to his body, and to the land on which he lived


One of his profound convictions was that heaven is the true homeland towards which Christians are travelling. Refusing to remain fixed in mentality, he was able to bypass the narrow and restraining experience of an earthly fatherland. From his experience of homelife in Belgium, he easily moved to a higher plane. To his mother he wrote:

"The more you are detached from the goods of this world and its cares, the more fully will you experience deep down that Our Lord is the true treasure for his faithful ones". 374
"Ah! Why so much weeping? Is heaven not very much better than earth? Let us all aspire to the heavenly homeland and advance valiantly on the way leading to it. I think you should not be overly concerned about the things of this earth". 337

Damien gradually attained the profound sentiment of being a citizen of heaven. He thus gained the experience of all great Christians of history - that strong and profound sense of a mystical citizenship in the heavenly country, sign of authenticity in true Christian mystics.


In Christian hope, he discovered the heavenly father​land, the dwelling place of the Father from whom its name is derived and toward which he impatiently aspired:

"It seems to me that this illness will shorten (my life) some​what and render even narrower the way which will lead me to our beloved home​land". 884

From then on, Damien's true homeland was indeed heaven - that heaven which is actually a mysterious commu​nion in the life of God:

"We shall all meet in heaven where, in the beatific vision, we shall rejoice eternally in the company of Jesus and Mary and of all the saints". 231
"Often remember that this is only a land of exile -and those who die - in the Lord - are far happier than you or me - here below". 363

It would be wrong to attribute to Damien a utopic or illusory vision of what he called "heaven". If he longed with all his spiritual strength for that true heavenly fatherland, which is eternal communion with the Holy Trinity, he was no less aware he was living in the flesh, in this world. For him, to prepare for death meant living intensely on earth. Awareness of his own death gave Damien the courage to live most heroically:

"Having already lain under the mortuary pall on the day of my profession, I believed it my duty to offer myself to His Majesty, who would not have the cruelty (as He said) to demand such a sacrifice". 274


He believed in the will of God which is fulfilled on earth by joint, creative human action. He believed in the salvific plan of God and did not remain passive before this holy will: the salvation of humanity.

"I am always happy and content and, although very ill, I do not desire anything other than the accomplishment of the holy will of the Good God". (February 12, 1889) 1052


During his stay upon this earth, he was active and constru​ctive, knowing how to recognize the will of God in the improvement of his physical surroundings:

"I am not ashamed to work as a mason or carpen​ter, when this is for the glory of God". 337
"I am making a good closet for the sacristy where the vest​ments will be protected. So, please send an assor​tment of vestments in good condition as well as church linens, a chalice, and a ciborium. Don't forget some white silk for the taberna​cle". 319
"I have been obliged to enlarge our church considerably because of an increase in the number of the faithful". (1888) 939

Damien asked that future missionaries be prepared for hard and unceasing work that would make serious demands on their health. He was at ease in the active life, even in the midst of material privations:

"Prepare for us... good novices, training them well in both physical and spiritual exercises". 100
"I am always in the best of health. I think I'm now entirely accustomed to the active life as well as to the corporal aspects of being a missionary". 128
"I have only a wooden chapel which is falling into ruins. I am pleased to resemble our divine Savior more or less, He who had only a stone on which to rest His head". 207

In the human condition, there are bright days full of health and there are dark days shadowed by illness and suffering. Damien came to see in these lights and shadows a picture of life which oriented him but did not make him suffer unduly. He remained happy and content "as usual". His theological faith let him recognize in his body disfigured by leprosy and in his illness "the holy will of God". Like his Master, he lived his own kenosis, voluntarily lowering himself to the social and corporal misery of his lepers:

"I am as usual happy and content and fairly robust although very much disfigured". 975
"There is hardly a faint glimmer of hope that I may recover except for a miracle, but for that I don't want even to tempt the Lord, being thoroughly convinced that it is His holy will that I die in the same way and of the same illness as the members of my flock, who were the first stricken". 1043

These texts, and many others that regrettably cannot be included here, show Damien De Veuster to be a man of this earth, living very much in his flesh until the moment of his freely accepted death. He was free from a certain missionary mentality characterized by a spiritualistic or an idealistic and utopian ideology which praises spiritual values to the detri​ment of material ones. He was not an extreme idealist, a follower of a would-be spirituality that seeks only economic or social advancement.

Spiritualistic and utopian ideologies have the power that all systems of belief possess. These particular beliefs determine our attitude towards the material world, and constitute empowering ideas urging us to reject the physical, the body. Have these socio-political spiritualities passed through the mystery of the Incarnation? In present day forms, they are Platonist, Manichaean, or foreign to the incarnational spirituality which brings the full salvation of the Gospel.

Nowhere in Damien's letters do we find this narrow view of the earth and of the human condition. Instead, we discover a positive, constructive, and even productive system of beliefs regarding "this passing world" and this "vale of tears". Far from all pessimism, far from all undue optimism, he arrived in his last years of life at a theological view of human existence.

Consistent with his system of beliefs about the frailty of life, the brevity of time, and the inexorability of death (and what a death!), Damien's values led him to focus on building a better world around him. In numerous passages he described his activities: he cultivated the soil, raised domestic animals, built huts and chapels and churches. He nursed the lepers; he kept trying to get new medicines for them; he struggled to get food and clothing for everyone in the colony.

Many letters show Damien as he really was. Having inherited the monastic spirituality in which all tends toward heaven, he walked this way doing good, building up and transforming his milieu. The more he felt drawn toward his "true fatherland, the more he felt attracted to that heavenly paradise, the more he lived an "incarnated life". He did so while he was still strong and energetic; he did so when his flesh was decomposing even before his death.

Despite his thirst for life eternal - "desiring eternal life strongly and wholeheartedly" (Holy Rule) - Damien bound himself affectionately to the land of the lepers. Really incarnated in his body and in his environment - which he did not submit to but transcended - he revealed the authenticity of his monastic, religious, missionary, and Picpucienne spirituality. His beloved Master had brought the Father's message of salvation to earth; Jesus Himself was the message of redemptive and liberating love on all levels of human life, including the material and corporeal in all their density, to the brightness of hope in the resurrection.

With all his human limitations and faults (which he humbly recognized), Damien became in his body the message of the redeeming and liberating love of the Heart of Christ. Both in his vigorous body as a young missionary and in his body decomposing and eaten away by leprosy, he revealed that the love of God is free and encompasses the whole world. Having become a leper, he became for the lepers an undeniable message revealing the compassionate and merciful love of Jesus: the message of His Sacred Heart.

2.2.
Damien's beliefs regarding his relationship to his family, his confreres, and his lepers

Damien De Veuster was intensely loyal to persons. Now, there are different kinds of loyalty in relationships, as the discoveries in relational psychology (inter- and trans-personal) are indicating on many points which were previously ignored. There is a fidelity that is symbiotic, just as there is a fidelity that is co-responsible and rich in solidarity.

A symbiotic fidelity keeps persons in psychical immatu​rity. Instead of contributing to human growth, prolonged symbiotic relationships keep people in infantilism. Damien seems to have had an intuition about these two types and gradually opted for the healthier one.

From the point of view of affective maturity, we know that a symbiotic attachment is harmful. If it is based on a symbiotic search for security, convenience, and reciprocal protection, the bonds established with family and friends can impede the autonomy of the persons involved.

Even without scientific knowledge of these realities, spiritual experience in the past had already provided intuition about these dangers in the spiritual life, and "particular friendships" were forbidden. Such friendships are often of a symbiotic nature. Bonds between persons who are autonomous in their non-symbiotic interdependence are synergetic.

In Damien we can see the evolution of a synergetic relationship with his family:

"Never, dear parents, will I ever forget what I felt in my heart when I held you in my arms for the last time". 77
"The sacrifice is great for a person whose heart ten​derly loves his family, confreres, and the country of his birth". 43

Toward the end of his life, out of his own experience of human and spiritual growth, Damien was able to speak about a detachment from human bonds - a distancing that was not a selfish or neurotic withdrawal. Precisely because he loved so much, he acquired the freedom of a detachment motivated by his desire to be united to God, the All of his life. He pointed to his illness as a means used by Providence to detach his heart from all terrestrial ties:

"I try my very best to bear, without complaining too much and in a manner useful for the salva​tion of my soul, the miseries long foreseen of this illness that after all is an agent which Provi​dence makes use of to detach the heart from all terrestrial affection and at the same time stir in the Christian soul the desire to be united, the sooner the better, with Him who is his only life". (February 28, 1889) 1055

Damien was torn by the painful decisions he had to make to acquire interpersonal relations based on solidarity and coresponsibility. His efforts were not always understood - not even by the persons he looked upon as representatives of Christ in his life. In general, he was not understood by those who had not acquired, as he had, the maturity of synergetic relationships.

Having noted this distinction possible in the quality of one's relationships, we should not be surprised to read of his apparent indifference or independence in regard to these bonds. His spirit was gradually opened wide, as he surmount​ed his cultural divisions and ethnic barriers, his prejudices and his very definite personal views.

In his letters Damien appealed for a surpassing of all types of bonds - familial, patriotic, Catholic, and Congregational - so as to achieve a mature affectivity in his missionary service. To a Protestant minister he wrote:

"...Please be so kind as to allow me to pray daily for you and for your brothers, so that we can all have the same faith and belong to the same true Church, one and apostolic and, being all united in Jesus Christ, obtain the same eternal crown in heaven". 764

Gradually he arrived at a broad and open view about belonging to the human race. He broke down the dividing walls that were his own language, his own culture, his own traditions. We may say that he knew how to recover all his values in the common denominator of all races and human mentalities, that is, in the love of all that is truly human. Of him it can be said that nothing that is human was foreign to him.

Beyond the bonds that are created by suffering together, Damien was animated by a deeper motivation, a stronger bond born of faith. We are aware that human solidarity is more than the gregarious instinct of animals; it is based on the experience of a broad awareness of belonging to the human species. But, an ideological view of a human society characterized by liberty, equality, and fraternity does not necessarily have to refer to religious faith.

However, throughout all times and in all human cultures, the relational inter-personal network making up collectivities and civilizations is a fundamental reality. All religious and all philosophies of the world value this truth.

Revealed religious contribute a new aspect to human solidarity. In addition to and beyond a myopic view of common interests which are sometimes shabby, the theological view of solidarity adds a mysterious note to the bonds uniting the human family with God. A profoundly religious man, Damien was strongly motivated by this view.

Our revealed faith shows us the bonds uniting the family of God, the people of Jesus Christ, the human family compris​ed of all the peoples on earth. Aware of this, Damien learned several languages. He wrote in French, English, in the native language of his lepers. To establish closer bonds with a small group among his lepers, to be "linguistically inserted" among a rather marginalized part of his flock, he asked for books in Portuguese.

"... (Please send) if you have some books in Portuguese. I can already speak some Portuguese and Spanish. If I had some books, I could learn it (Portuguese) well". 174

For Christians, this belief in human solidarity with the family of God reaches its plenitude in a theological view of the human society, of the Church in pilgrimage as People, body of Jesus the Christ. This evangelical view of the human family is basic to all communitarian and social projects undertaken by Christians - and was at the heart of all Damien's missionary action. He firmly believed that he was continuing the salvific action of Jesus among human beings. He was convinced that by caring for the lepers' bodies, he could save their souls.



His theological-social view on relations with others is revealed in many passages in his letters. Here is a touching one in which he comments on his family:

"O dear parents... the hope of soon being united in glory not only with Meke, Jeny, and so many other faithful friends... with all the family, of whom I have made a sacrifice to the Lord, cheers me when my spirits are low, encourages me in my work and makes me sigh at each instant... for eternity". 31

Damien created strong bonds of friendship with his lepers. Humanly speaking, he could not derive any advantages from these relationships. Quite the contrary! His motivation went far beyond any prompted by nature: because of his theological view, he saw in his lepers the image of the Suffering Servant of the Lord; he saw Jesus Christ Himself in each one of them. He believed in the personal love the crucified Jesus had for them. He was animated by supernatural motives.

"Here I am among my dear lepers. They are hideous to look at but they have souls redeemed by the precious blood of our Divine Savior". 260

He had loved his non-leprous natives before them, recalling the painful separation from his first converts and comparing it with his farewell to his parents:

"During January, 1885, I had the sorrow of having to leave my first neophytes. This sacrifice seemed to cost me more than the separation from my own parents because of the heartfelt affection I had for them". 104
"Eight years of service among the Christians one loves and by whom one is loved had rooted our mutual attachment very deeply". 259


To his lepers, Damien communicated the theological vision of death as the profound turning of the human person towards God, the Promise of Eternal Life. The words of consolation he pronounced with compassion helped him to bear his own fatal illness:

"I show them death as the end of their misery, if they really want to be converted". 339

He raised his relationship with his family to a supernatural level, passing from ties of blood to those of the spirit and arriving at a deep sense of the communion of saints. He learned gradually about attachments that can go beyond the purely natural. He experienced solid, lasting friendships. In his relations with Protestant ministers, he was ahead of his time in what we today call "the ecumenical spirit", welcoming them with great openness of spirit and willingness to dialogue. He knew how to be grateful to them:

"Without any doubt, the large number who have benefi​ted from your kindness, regardless to which sects they may belong, express their thanks and offer a fervent prayer for all their benefactors". 816

Damien De Veuster began very early to teach the lepers the value of helping one another reciprocally and of welcoming the new arrivals in the leper colony.

"We have organized two associations at Kalawao, one for the men and the other for the women, the main aim of which is to help the sick". 37
"... I congratulate them (my Kanakas) first of all for their courage in building a church for the good Jesus. In particular, I exhort each assistant to build another; each one is his/her own heart, where our Divine Savior can come to dwell. After that, I speak to them of fraternal charity towards those who have come from afar". 136

In his teaching and preaching, Damien revealed his well-developed sense of the human, using methods that were educatively appropriate and, when necessary, corrective as well.

"According to the dispositions of each, I have to change my tone just about from house to house. Sometimes I use words of sweetness to console them; sometimes I add a little vinegar so that they will recognize their miserable state. Sometimes I must even roar like thunder and threaten them with terrible punish​ments if they do not change their ways". 261

Unfortunately, we have had to omit many passages from his letters to confreres. In all these letters we have found the same themes or patterns for expressing his sentiments in their regard: respect, cordiality, delicacy, openness, human solidar​ity. On the solid basis of his human sentiments he based his fraternal charity:

"During the several days we spend together each month (with my confrere), we sometimes allow ourselves an excess of gaiety, after which we once again feel ourselves strengthened for our holy ministry". 207

His letters also express Damien's profound faith and compassion. The theme of praying for his lepers appears repeatedly, with sentiments of deep concern and pity:

"I beg you to keep in your hearts these sentiments of love for the suffering members of our Divine Master".  361

Damien saw in his superiors the person of Jesus Christ Himself (Holy Rule). While manifesting the submission of an adult who dialogues, he knew how to defend his own points of view. He considered the bonds of friendship as amplified by the bonds of spiritual fraternity resulting from religious profession. He did not hesitate to express his affectionate attachment to his brothers, and to reveal his need of a fraternal presence:

"Four years of experience have proved to me that, besides the interior assistance of grace, the missionary needs the exterior help of a confrere to dispel a kind of black view of things, brought about by daily contact with a corrupt world, which little by little engenders a kind of insup​portable melancholy". 207

We see from his writings that Damien became a faithful and free person in his relations. Sensitive by nature, very endearing and very easily attached, he had to suffer a great deal before he arrived at affective maturity. This evolution becomes visible in his relations with his family, his confreres, his collaborators, his lepers. Humanly speaking, he moved from a symbiotic way of adhering to others towards an autonomous relationship characterized by solidarity and co-responsibility:

"The tears I shed then were the expression of my regret at having to lose you (his confrere Albert) and of my presenti​ment as to the painful and exceptional situation in which I would have to spend the rest of my days". 737

Indeed, Damien experienced the renouncement and solitude by which autonomy is achieved. He did complain a bit about his solitude when he had to spend several months without the visit of a confrere, but he quickly looked upon his situation with the eyes of faith. Rather than seek a defence mechanism, he surmounted his interior conflicts by reflecting on the presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist. This contem​plation immediately appeased his pain and rendered him happy once again:

"I resign myself, however, to divine providence and find my consolation in my unique companion Who never leaves me, our Divine Savior in the Holy Eucharist". 484

The conduct and the attitudes to which Damien's letters testify show him to have reached a much higher level than symbiotic relations with others. He believed that communica​tion could be established in the spirit, in the life of perfection where relationships may grow old but do not wear out.

"May the Good God fill you (Very Reverend Father) ever more and more with the spirit of strength and prudence so that you may lead us fortiter et suaviter along the ways of the perfect life". 207

He invested very much in his beliefs about the values of belonging to a community. Fraternity and friendship, confidence and openness to others - these were the values he pursued with increased earnestness. He improved these qualities with time, purifying his intentions as he advanced. His concern not to bother others and his frequent asking pardon of superiors and of confreres he may have displeased prove the delicacy of which he became capable:

"I thank you, too, for all your goodness to me during this entire year, and I humbly ask pardon for all the pains and annoyances I gave you". 403

As a religious, Damien De Veuster recognized his role as missionary in its totality. Before the term came to be used, he was a "spiritual animator". He lived as one who gathers together the poor of the Lord, very much aware of his call to ensure the presence of Jesus Christ among the least fortunate, the lepers. He knew how to build theological inter-personal relations with his "canaques" (Hawaiians) and with his lepers:

"I love my poor canaques very much because of their simplic​ity, and I do all I can for them. In their turn, they also love me as children love a parent. It is through this mutual affection that I hope to convert them to the Good God". 113

In his relations with others, Damien the religious was more than a sign and an omen of eternal verities, as were the prophets. Since, according to Vatican II, religious are such signs and omens of the realities of the Kingdom, Damien was indeed a prophet. But, can we say that he was "more than a prophet"?

Without anticipating the judgment of the Church, and keeping all due proportions in mind, we can dare to say of Damien what Jesus said of John the Baptist, "Well, what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I say to you, and more than a prophet" (Lk 7,26). Damien was more than a prophet: he was an envoy of Jesus Christ, "a messenger who went before Him to prepare the way before Him" (Mt 3,1). Damien was sent by the Lord on mission to prepare the way of Jesus Christ among the unfortunate lepers. But, what were Damien's convictions about himself?

2.3.
Damien's beliefs about himself, his history, his voca​tion, his life, and his death

Reading the ensemble of his letters shows that he gradually came to a full awareness of himself:

"Pray and have others pray every day for me, since as you know, I am young, I am weak, and at every step I am exposed to falling into the snares of the infernal serpent. Only grace can sustain me...".  100

Beliefs based on his Catholic faith strongly animated his view of himself, his call, his mission; these sustained him in his search for values corresponding to himself as person, to his vocation, to his destiny.

"You know dear parents that we all have to choose the state for which the Good God has predestined us so that we may be eternally happy. This is why you should not be distressed about my vocation". 20

Faithful in receiving the Sacrament of Penance, he prepared himself by an assiduous examination of conscience. He wrote often about confessing his sins and often mentioned his weakness, but his concern about this sacrament was not based on a neurotic or superstitious sense of guilt. Without that excessive suffering and those scruples which are so destructive of self, he found in confession much light about his limitations and miseries. This illumination led him to full abandonment and confidence in Divine Mercy, and this trust brought him to psychical balance:

"The more I am exposed, and abandoned to myself, the more I must count on the help of the Good God". 170

Damien ardently desired to please the Lord who revealed the tenderness of His divine Heart. With simplicity he prayed, and asked others to pray, that he might obtain the mysterious state which in mystical theology is called "confirma​tion in grace".

In him, it seems, this delicacy of moral conscience could only lead to a refinement of a psychological awareness of self. His self esteem was based on his conviction about the grace of God. As he often mentioned in his letters, he knew it was not based on his merits or on his efforts:

"Pray, please, so that my poor head may not be elated by the praises of kind persons". 8


Damien highly esteemed his missionary life, and the crosses and miseries he found in it did not lessen its value for him. His life was based on the awareness he had of being called to serve Christ as a missionary. The conviction that he was called never left him; in this certitude about his vocation he found the source of his happiness:

"I have many crosses and miseries here, my dear parents, but I still consider myself very happy". 102
"...Do not be in the least concerned about me, because when one serves God one is happy everywhere". 78

Having such a high regard for the missionary life, he urged his brother - as we have already noted - to encourage missionary vocations among the young novices and to train them in all virtues.

Awareness of one's identity and esteem for one's choice of lifestyle are the pillars of the entire stability of a personality. Damien seems to have achieved an affective maturity based on these two. Intuitively and instinctively, and aided by grace, he was a pioneer in these two psychical realities on which personal balance is founded:

"Convinced that the Good God does not demand the impossi​ble of me, I go my way without troubling myself". 130

After the Forties, the self was "discovered", especially in the West. The personalist philosophy, the existential currents, and the different schools of existential and humanistic psychology drew wide attention to the person, to the individual. A fundamental question - Who am I? - haunted people, and identity crises followed.

Did Damien in his day experience such a crisis? I think he did, but with the help of grace he resolved it well.

As in all crises, the identity crisis is a moment of discernment and of decision about one's own identity (krisis = deci​sion; krinein = decisive judgment). By extension, a crisis is a stage in the revision of one's function and mission in this world. There are more than two hundred psychological theories about the personality. New therapies aim at establishing - or re-esta​blishing - harmony and integration within persons at different stages in their lives, and resolving interior conflicts caused by warped self-perception and poor self esteem.


In large part, these conflicts are perpetuated in neurotic solutions based on a distorted perception of one's identity. They are the fruit of a disproportionate self esteem that is highly influenced by exterior factors like work, social ascen​dancy, role taken in some cause, etc.


In sharp contrast to this, Damien's spirituality was centered on his acceptance of the gratuitous love of God for him, manifested in the Heart of Christ and in the Heart of Mary. It was based on a clear idea of his identity and on a positive, creative esteem of his own worth and that of his mission. Such a way of perceiving himself helped him resolve the moments of crisis inherent in all human and spiritual growth. With prayer, humility, and confidence in the Lord, Damien knew how to entertain sentiments of legitimate self esteem and personal pride.


Through various means - reciting the Psalms, presiding at the liturgy, reading the Bible (Lectio Divina), meditating and contemplating - Damien found the vision which God had of him, and the mission that He had confided to him. This profound conviction - well within the reach of every Christian, every religious, and every missionary - was the source of Damien's unperturbed happiness:

"... I place all my trust in the Lord who accepted me as His servant and Who nourishes me daily with His Body and Blood in the holy sacrifice of the Mass". 200

An evangelical, theological view of self illumines with a transfiguring light a person's orientation toward God. Much broader than a human view of self, this evangelical view is based on the awareness of being recognized by God as His own child. A Christian self esteem cannot have as foundation anything other than faith in being freely considered by God as worthy of His love.


In contemporary times, when crises of identity are widespread and both the Christian and the religious life are questioned, Damien's example acquires a striking actuality. As has already been noted, self awareness and self esteem were the two pillars of his psychical balance, just as they are for the personal harmonization basic to self identity and sense of self worth in any human being. His strong awareness of his ministry, the value he recognized in his religious vocation and priestly service, and the importance of his role as missionary -these are frequent themes in his letters:

"Jesus Christ is in a special way with missionaries. It is He who directs all their steps, who preserves them from all dan​gers... The graces attached to the missionary state are so strong that the most serious difficulties and trials do not trouble it at all...". 44
"It is indeed with tears that I have the happiness of sowing the divine seed among my poor sick people". 339
"By the holy mi​nistry, which in His goodness God has confided to me, I hope that many of them, purified of the leprosy of the soul, will go to present themselves before His tribunal as worthy of the society of the blessed". 260

Nowhere, however, do his self esteem and the dignity of his vocation, religious state, and missionary role render him self sufficient and haughty. This theological view of himself led him to value and love himself in order to love others.

"It is up to the Master of the vineyard to give the increase; the missionary is only a simple worker who plants and waters. Sometimes the seed grows; someti​mes it does not. What I do know is that if one does not plant, only brambles and thorns will spring forth". 100

The awareness Damien had of himself and the esteem he increasingly manifested for his vocation and mission went hand in hand with his profound respect for others and with his esteem for their own vocation and human destiny. We have already indicated this in a quotation from one of his letters to his parents.


I have said that to know oneself to be a child of God and worthy of His love - a pure grace - is to have a theological view of oneself. Such a view engenders full confidence in God. Damien came to espouse this view which God had of him: a truly Christian view that cannot come from any source other than the grace of the revelation of the love of God in the Heart of His well beloved son, Jesus. Such a conviction was the wellspring of Damien's unshaken confidence, as a trusting child safe in the embrace of a parent:

"Reject all hesitation, all distrust, and cast your​self as a little child into the arms of Jesus and of Mary". 361

The spirituality of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts undoubtedly nourished Damien's theological awareness. For him, the Heart of Jesus is the symbol and mysterious reality of the universal love of God for all His children, a love revealed in Jesus Christ. This love is complemented by the co-redemptive love symbolized by the Heart of Mary, a love which gave human flesh to the Word of God. Damien's beliefs belong to the core of the Christian faith, to the heart of the Gospel itself, and to the spiritual tradition of his community:

"The joy and the contentment of heart which the Sacred Hearts lavish on me make me believe I am the happiest missionary in the world". 885

As has been said, Damien had very strong convictions and a keen awareness of the nobility of his mission, of his role as religious missionary, and of his priestly ministry. Neverthe​less, this esteem for his position did not come from social acceptance. He had to earn credibility among the lepers, and impose his moral influence as well. How could he have done this without first being animated by a strong system of beliefs and a high regard for his mission? He had to develop profound convictions and a Christian and evangelical ideal in order to withstand contradictions, denominational jealousies, internal ill will, and daily annoyances.


His beliefs and convictions had to be rooted deeply enough to resist the wear and tear of time. Of this he was cognizant, as his frequent requests for prayers prove. Not only did he ask others to pray for his perseverance, but he also begged them to ask the Lord to protect him much more from the contamination of adopting the mentality surrounding him than from contracting the fatal disease. Hence, his example is indeed relevant in our days when pollution - of ideas, of environment, etc. - is rampant.


Without anticipating the judgment of the Church, I believe that from a purely psychological point of view, Damien is a model of successful psychical integration of the human and the spiritual. By means of his ascetic practices, his constant prayers, and the reception and distribution of the sacraments, he seems to have attained an admirable interior tranquillity and psychic integration. His spiritual maturation and his psychical maturation went together. One senses in him a certain harmonization of his deepest potentialities, the result of serious efforts and the gifts of grace which he humbly implored and constantly received.

2.4.
Damien's beliefs about his relation to God, to Jesus Christ in His mysteries

As we well know, there are many ideas about God. For centuries, religions and philosophies have given us manifold images and concepts of the Divine Being and, despite immense waves of desacralization with consequent secularism and even fanatic ideological atheism, the religious sentiment remains. Despite all struggles to suppress religions, they endure!


Recognizing this persistence of the religious experience, persons interested in the human sciences turn their curiosity towards religions, toward cultural and philosophical and even theological conceptions of the divinity. One can even come across and atheist researching the science of religion and dogmatizing on the origin of the idea of a divine being! But, such a "scholar's" view would be far from the theological vision of God the Father, the God Who is Redemptive Love.


I am using the term "theological view of God" to identify the affective and cognitive experience of faith, the theological virtue - that belief in a God Who turns towards human persons and awaits their turning towards Him. I am speaking of the Judeo-Christian faith that proclaims and witnesses to a real relationship of friendship with God. Evangelical faith perfects this testimony by announcing the cordial friendship possible between the human person and the deity who reveals Himself in the Heart of His Son, Jesus the Christ. This proclamation constitutes the heart of the Gospel.


This personal experience which grows in the history of a person I call a really theological experience because it is founded on faith. It is this faith which gives full meaning to the life of the faithful, to those who live this theological faith. Damien manifests this view of faith in most of his letters, and in all he wrote to his parents, his brother, his superiors, and his confreres. That evangelical faith - giving meaning to what I call the theological view of God, of Jesus Christ, of His Church, and of human life - was the basis of his fidelity, of his ability to see all things in a divine light. This fidelity is expressed in his life of continual asceticism and in the authenticity of his Christian mystical life.


Damien De Veuster's fidelity to God, to Jesus the Christ in His mysteries makes his entire life explicable but mysterious. In his study of Scripture, he nourished his theological view of God and His plan of salvation. He prolonged his meditations on the Psalms he read in his breviary every day, and did so until his death:

"In the evenings, seated near my lamp, I say my bre​viary, or I write a letter". 337

Faithful also to the mystery of Jesus Christ, he preserved until death his theological view of faith regarding his interior life and his person in relation to God in that mystery symbolized and made real in the Heart of His Son.


This fidelity Damien revealed in his awareness that he was humbly imitating, in the measure his weakness allowed, Jesus Himself in His life and in His death on Golgotha. In one of his last letters, he wrote:

"I try to carry my cross with joy as our Lord did... for the glory of the Good God and the salvation of souls".  929

This imitation constitutes the fundamental core of his mystical view of himself and of his mission. In an intuition rooted in his faith, he lived the co-redemptive mystery of his own Calvary. On this level of Damien's mystical life, all psychological analysis becomes almost a sacrilege.

"I try to follow slowly my way of the cross, and I hope to find myself soon at the summit of my Golgotha". (February 21, 1889) 1053

One can say that only the Christian mystics can live the imitation of Jesus Christ in identification with Him, thus becoming a prolongation of His mysteries and instruments in His hands:

"I try to carry my cross with joy as our Lord did... I shall remain, I hope, at my post until my death". 603
"In the hands of the Good God, let us be like tools in the hands of the worker". 229

In his simplicity, Damien sometimes described what it meant to live and persevere in a situation so repugnant to him:

"I have succeeded in overcoming that sensitive​ness of nature which abhors all that smells only of leprosy". 330

Yet, he sees all his sufferings as a participation in the redemptive plan of Jesus:

"Our prayers, even though very imperfect, our long, very long sufferings offered daily in union with the merits and sufferings of Our Lord, will obtain for all our benefactors, I firmly hope, the special graces they most need for their temporal and eternal happiness". 1043
"I hope that thanks to the prayers of many, Our Lord will grant me the graces necessary to carry my cross after Him until our special Golgotha of Kalawao". 698

Both Damien's ascetical life and his mystical life challenge us pastorally today, as we near the beginning of the XXI century. The image of a reservoir allowing its fullness to overflow reminds us that we can give only what we ourselves possess. Damien uses this image admirably:

"... May the Good God fill the reservoir of my heart every day with His grace so that I may allow it also to flow into the hearts of those whom I consider to be my children in Jesus Christ". 262

From his first daily rule of life to his last letters, Damien revealed his desire to persevere in the fundamental values of the religious life he had promised the Lord to live until his death.


If the monastic or Christian religious life is one of conversion to God in Jesus the Christ, he lived it to the end. In his writings we find the two aspects of Christian conversion: the moral and the theological. We find mention of that moral conversion from conduct incompatible with the invitations of the Gospel to the ideal of the Beatitudes. There is also mention of a theological conversion that is much more interior: the ardent seeking of God every day of one's life. With all the ardor of his youth, and all the strength of his maturity, Damien worked at his conversion, never believing himself sufficiently converted to preach conversion to his lepers.


The monastic or Christian religious life means contem​plation of the mysteries of God in Jesus Christ, and this contemplation was fundamental to Damien's life. Even if he wrote that he no longer lived the kind of life he had experienced in Louvain during his time of formation, he did create spaces for contemplation, for prayer, silence, and recollection:

"... What is sometimes the most difficult is to keep, in the midst of a thousand annoyances and miseries, the spirit of recollection and of prayer...". 84

Circumstances obliged him to distinguish between the monastic lifestyle and the monastic spirit of contemplation. He well knew the benefits of silence, recollection, solitude, Lectio Divina, and the Opus Dei; and these fundamental values of the monastic life fostered the intensity of his theological experience of the mysteries of God revealed in the Heart of Jesus, his Divine Master. He realized that his type of missionary life entailed in itself a risk for the life of contemplation, but this risk he transformed into a challenge. That challenge he succeeded in answering: he contemplated, he lived, and he announced.


If the monastic and Christian religious life is a vital experience of the mysteries of Jesus, the Word of God who assumed human nature in order to divinize it, Damien seems to have attained toward the end of his life the heights of Christian religious aspiration. Ascetical-mystical theology speaks of the purgative, illuminative, and unitive ways; Damien experienced them without speaking about them.


In the simplicity of his Picpucienne missionary life, he seems to have had the spiritual experience of these ways. From his early days in the mission he decided on a daily schedule that demanded a willingness to be ascetical and to be purified. By study and prayer, he disposed himself for interior illumina​tions that gave him a theological view on everything. Intimately united to Jesus, he found it natural to speak of his own Golgotha.


This particular aspect of the theology of co-redemption, without masochism or an unhealthy concentration on suffering, and without taking away anything at all from the work of the sole Redeemer, belongs to the spiritual tradition of his religious Congregation. In the Constitutions of his religious family it is written that the Sacred Hearts religious "retraces the crucified life of Our Lord". Mentioning these Constitutions leads us to study Damien's beliefs about his religious community.

2.5.
Damien's beliefs about his relation to the Sacred Hearts and about his spiritual heritage as a child of those Hearts

Damien De Veuster had a theological view of the Sacred Hearts Congregation as well. A man of robust and intense faith, he looked upon his religious family from the point of view of his Christian beliefs. We know there are many ways of regarding a religious community: juridical, psycho-sociological, historical, and even theological. Here I shall examine Damien's theological view of his religious community - the subjective perception he had of his Congregation. In his letters, I looked for the way in which he understood the religious family which had trained him, nourished him with its spiritual tradition, sustained him with its charism, and given him a part in its mission. What was the Congregation for Damien? Was he aware of all it had given him? All it had contributed to him? Did he realize what he, himself, was bringing to it?


We should not expect to find in his writings a treatise on ascetical-mystical theology, or allusions to what constituted the essentials of his spiritual life. Out of modesty, reserve, or humility, one does not always confide to paper what may often be the most important, the most basic aspects of one's spiritual intimacy.


Neither should we expect to find in his letters a detailed discussion of the Picpucienne spirituality, or a theological reflection on the vocation of the Sacred Hearts Congregation, or a theology of its mission and charism. Such studies are not to be neglected, however. In Damien's letters we have noted particularly the faith with which he viewed his vocation, his mission, and the charism he received and shared in his reli​gious family. We found there Damien's views on the fidelity and solidarity that bound him to his Congregation.


In the past, a "disincarnated" spirituality aimed at having religious live the supernatural life by despising a basic human formation. Even if, in theory, the principle that grace perfected nature was accepted, religious were to live practically as if the supernatural life could suffer from one's responding to the invitations of the Gospel. Damien was far from holding such ideological beliefs; his spirituality was strongly incarnated in his daily existence. He knew that one cannot insist sufficiently on the importance of considering all that is human and humanizing as capable of being harmonized with the invitation to evangelical happiness.


In the spiritual tradition of the Sacred Hearts Congrega​tion, the common objective of "retracing the four ages of Our Lord" (His childhood, His hidden life, His public life, and His crucified life) resonated strongly in Damien. On this he founded his entire spirituality of imitating and mystically identifying himself with Jesus Christ.


Regarding his imitation of the childhood of his Master, the words Damien spoke on his deathbed are moving indeed: he was proud to say he was a child of the Sacred Hearts! Having arrived at the psychical maturity of solidarity and co-responsible autonomy, he did not hesitate to consider himself "from the bottom of his heart" a child of God, a child of the Sacred Hearts.


This kind of language may displease those who have not overcome the egocentric and clinging affectivity of infancy. For these persons, such language is threatening. Those who have not yet had the human experience of a synergetic, oblative, interdependent, and mature relationship may strongly dislike the term "spiritual childhood".


Unfortunately, the evangelical spirituality of spiritual childhood does not seem to be acquired except after the experience of mature adulthood; all short circuits or short cuts seem to end in infantilism. Yet, the Master spoke to adults, to the venerable Nicodemus and others, inviting them to become as little children resting trustingly in the arms of the Father.


Damien realized that the imitation of the four ages of Our Lord, of which the first is His infancy, was part of his patri​mony. No wonder, therefore, that the simplicity and trustful abandonment of a child should be the values he incarnated in his last words.


In the SS.CC. tradition an important place is given to perpetual adoration of the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar.


From its very foundation, the Sacred Hearts Congrega​tion has centered itself on reparation and Eucharistic adoration, its Founders bequeathing this love of the Eucharist to their disciples, their spiritual children. This devotion to the Blessed Sacrament Damien practiced with perseverance and communicative ardor:

"For fifteen years we have had night adoration, etc., lepers though we be". 929
"I... find my consolation in my only Companion Who does not leave me, that is to say Our Divine Savior in the Holy Eucharist". 484

Even before beginning his apostolic life, Damien related himself to the hidden life of Jesus. All his life long, he continually sought the value of a contemplative eucharistic life in solitude before the tabernacle, and we know how he inspired this devotion among the lepers.

"It is at the foot of the altar that I often make my confes​sion, and there I seek solace for my inte​rior pains. It is before Him, as well as before the statue of our Holy Mother that I someti​mes murmur a request that my health be preserved". 669

For him, this type of prayer was not just a simple means of progressing in evangelical perfection; instead, by his own hidden life, he also lived in spiritual solidarity with the lonely and abandoned. By his own hidden life, Damien retraced the hidden life of Jesus and shared His moments of contemplative solitude.

"Without the Blessed Sacrament, a position like mine would be intolerable. But, having Our Lord at my side, I continue to be always joyful and content, and with this gaiety of heart and laughter on my lips, I work with zeal for the good of the poor unfortunate lepers and, little by little, without much fanfare, good is done". 484

Believing in his missionary ideal with all his heart and strength, Damien was enamored of it during his entire life. In his day, missionaries left home with no idea of returning. With this spirit of sacrifice Damien left, eager to save souls, but he quickly learned that "saving souls" could also involve nursing sick bodies, feeding and clothing the needy, building huts, etc. As Jesus had taught him, to save a soul was of far greater importance than to gain the whole world. Deeply rooted in him, this missionary conviction oriented his intentions, desires, daily and concrete objectives and, in a word, his values.


The dualistic, Platonistic, Gnostic, and Manichaean view of the human person sees a division between the soul and the body. A romantic sensibility considers the soul to be a prisoner in the body. An undue affirmation of the soul to the detriment of the body has cast discredit on a spiritualistic idea of the soul. Clearly, Damien did not hold such ethereal views that disparage the body. When he wanted to build, till the soil, travel long distances on foot or on horseback, dress the lepers' wounds, etc., his best ally was his sturdy body!


Deeply anchored in the Judeo-Christian tradition, he reverenced the body as the temple of God. He believed the body was indissolubly united to the soul, and that the soul should be saved in the hope of the resurrection of the body. The zeal he manifested in his apostolic life was based on this conviction; it was a retracing in his own life of the Master's own zeal for souls. Damien saw in his own corporal presence a kind of mediation through which his lepers could have an experience of Jesus Christ:

"... If they (the Hawaiians) love the priest, they will easily love Our Lord, of Whom the priest is the mini​ster". 113

The spiritual tradition of his Congregation also led him to believe in his participation in the crucified life of Jesus, retracing His redemptive sufferings on the cross and His free acceptance of death. It is with emotion and respect that I shall say something about Damien's awareness of imitating Jesus in His death on Calvary. We know that he began by willingly accepting an early death, which he had foreseen before offering to go to the leper colony.


In him this profound conviction about going up to Golgotha was strongly rooted in his vocation as a religious dedicated to reparation, to co-redemption:

"... We must carry the cross of Jesus Christ, not in front of Him but behind Him, like Simon of Cyrene, up to the summit of Calvary". 158

Like Paul, he could constantly recall how he was filling up in his body what was lacking to the redemptive suffering of Christ, and we know that identification with Christ in His sufferings is the height of imitating the Master!


Damien's love for his Congregation was neither Platonic nor idealistic. It manifested itself in his interest in "the details about our dear Congregation" which he eagerly wished to receive. Although he lived alone and even in isolation because of his leprosy, he followed as best he could whatever was related to his religious family:

"A few details about our dear Congregation would also make me very happy". 208

Damien did not have a gregarious idea of community. By force of circumstances (he would say, "by Divine Providence"), he lived a life of solitude filled with God, but he did not forget the spiritual bonds uniting him to his confreres. His early view of community as persons living under the same roof gave way to a recognition of community also as a "dispersed fraternity", a family in diaspora.

III.
DAMIEN'S SYSTEM OF VALUES IN HIS RELATIONS


As has already been said, it is from his beliefs and strong convictions that we can deduce Damien's system of values. It is in his own words that we must discover the values that anima​ted him right up to his death. Each expression cited from his writings reveals his Christian view of both life and death, and it is an evangelical faith in the value of death that gave him a taste for life!


Sometimes explicitly, most of the time implicitly, his glance of faith is expressed in the form of an evangelical view of all existence. He lived by his belief; because faith incarnated the values he desired and sought. His system of beliefs ramified and gave rise to varied, unexpected expres​sions, broad in scope or quite precise, like the challenges which our existence, our human life, our Christian life, and our Picpucienne life bring.


First of all, his beliefs were far from being purely theoreti​cal, from abstract ideas without impact on daily life. They were far from aesthetic or idealistic beliefs unrelated to the reality of each day. They were not chimerical, locked in a world of illusion; they were not fanciful or whimsical, distracting the spirit from the seriousness of human existence.


I searched Damien's letters to find what beliefs made him live, and the result of my study is not surprising. I did not find such beliefs as flatter intellectuals closed up in their theories. I did not find the flamboyant beliefs that have artists seeking happiness beyond the clouds. I did not find in his writings either Gnostic or Platonic beliefs or those which, like fireworks, light up in a fleeting way the darkness of agonized living or the dread of death. I found instead vital and life-giving values deriving from his convictions.


When I speak of Damien's system of values, I am speaking of his deepest desires, and of aspirations inspired by grace and concretized in the daily seeking of his goals and objectives of action. We find these values expressed in his intentions, often purified by confession and an examination of conscience. We know how the masters of the spiritual life insist on the purification of our intentions: Si revera Deum quaerit (Holy Rule). It is not without reason, therefore, that Damien was ever solicitous about purifying his aims and purposes.

3.1.
Damien's theological view of earthly values


Nourished by praying the Psalms and by Lectio Divina, Damien was daily reminded of how provisory was his presence in this world. He alluded to the fact that, like his Master, he had nowhere to lay his head. Through his almost daily contact with omnipresent death, he became fully aware of his own pilgrim status. Gazing at the graves he himself had dug for his lepers, he experienced "from up close" how ephemeral and temporal earthly things are - an experience that is at the heart of the monastic life. However, like St. Paul in his Epistle to the Romans, he groaned with all creation and aspired to the manifestation of the children of God.


Damien loved life because he knew how to mourn. He had offered himself in advance beneath the mortuary pall on the day of his perpetual profession. Twice in his letters he recalls that symbolic act, which obviously had had a most profound meaning for him and had affected him deeply. His letters show that because he had learned to die ahead of time, beneath that mortuary pall, he began to live intensely. His ardent desire for eternal life did not derive from contempt of his present life but rather from a longing for its fullness.


Because he desired eternal life, heaven, the true father​land, and because he had experienced his own death in advance, Damien loved the earth, the sea, the islands, the plants, and the animals. He was happy to buy a horse for five dollars, and to have some chickens. Earthly values and the promises hidden in things, instruments and tools, clothes and houses, chapels and churches - Damien made use of them, accepted them, but did not appropriate them to himself. He was not stubbornly attached to them as one can easily be who does not aspire to the true life to come. Incarnated though it was, his treasure always lay in the "somewhere else" of God.


Damien fought hard against the discrimination and injustice inflicted on his lepers. While caring for their wounds and seeking to alleviate their suffering, he imbued them with his own desire for heaven. He knew the value of work which increases human dignity. He struggled against all destructive forces and conduct that lead to selfishness, despair, and insensitivity of heart.


Damien's moral preaching was consciously founded on the fear of sin as an offense against God - the real leprosy which separates the soul from God. His sense of sin was more theological than moral, and to convert his lepers to God he used all the means he deemed appropriate.


Before all else, however, Damien strove to have his lepers recover their human dignity. He devoted himself completely to re-establishing in the lepers the image of God destroyed or disfigured by sin. Here, too, he brought to this apostolate a view of theological faith about the dignity of the human body, about the inherent value of a person in the eyes of God. Even if deformed, even with his flesh in decay, the human being is still a child of God made in His image. This conviction was the source of Damien's unselfish dedication. 
3.2.
Damien's theological view on interpersonal, social relations


Two levels must be distinguished here: the social, and the interpersonal. In both, there are deep needs that can polarize our struggles to fulfil them. Justice, fraternity, solidar​ity - these involve a collective project and social policies to take care of such needs on a broad scale; whereas friendship, company, and dialogue involve much more interpersonal relations and rapport between individuals. On both of these levels, Damien found values to motivate his efforts.


Before speaking about fraternal charity as an evangelical value, Damien lived the human value of respect for others - that esteem which is the first proof of genuine love. Toward the last years of his life, he went beyond mere inter-religious tolerance on the island: he dialogued, communicated, and made friends with persons of other cults, of other religious persuasions. With his confreres, he lived in respectful candor, comradery, solidarity.


In letters to his superiors, Damien expressed his fraternal aspirations as well as his driving desire for sanctity so as to be less unworthy of presenting the Gospel. He wanted to repre​sent Christ in such a way that He would be better accepted by his non-Christian lepers. The religious values of obedience and humility he so often revealed in his writings were founded on the human values of co-responsibility and a real competence that knows its limits.

3.3.
Damien's theological view on intrapersonal values or psychical maturity


From antiquity, happiness has been and still is the most sought after psychical value. The ideal of human life can be simply stated: to know one is happy, to feel happy. However, human experience shows that happiness is not easy to attain. One notes the diversity in means utilized to obtain it when one reads the reflections that have been made and the volumes that have been written on the subject. One also notes the wide range of means actually explored, experimented with, verified, etc., so that the search for means to live happily may be said to multiply itself almost unendingly.


Religions and philosophies contribute their views on the world, on the self, on others, and on divinities, and these views allow for the harmonization of the person who follows them. This is why a close interdependence exists between philoso​phies of life and religions, on one hand, and ethical practices or religious experiences on the other. One eagerly seeks what one believes to be the source of immediate happiness or what one thinks will bring some good in the future, or both - the terrestrial or the celestial or both, one as presage of promise.


This seeking corresponds to the needs experienced on all levels by human beings, but obtaining balance and coherence in the search for means of attaining satisfaction and pro​found contentment as expressions of daily and existential happiness constitutes a rare success.


Deepened by prayer and by his missionary action, Damien's convictions were concretized in the eager seeking of those values his evangelical beliefs urged him to pursue. A Christian, a religious priest, a devoted missionary, Damien worked perseveringly to join his beliefs to his values.


He often wrote that he was content and happy. Psycho​logically speaking, it was his contentment that caused him to be happy. One might even say, "I am content, therefore I am happy", but the contrary does not seem to be psychologically true. Some people are content with little; others are constantly dissatisfied amidst abundance and refinement. Few things can content us; many can make us unhappy.

3.4.
Damien's theological view on religious values


More subtle than the search for psychical values, the search for theological values may seem to be an absurd, irrational task. This would be true if both searches were placed on the same level, judged by purely human intelligence. To want to live and yet freely to accept death would be absurd. To want one's well being and yet always to seek the welfare of others would be contradictory. To want to be healthy and yet to expose oneself to a contagious disease would be irrational. Even in the psychical life, one must distinguish levels in the human seeking of full satisfaction. There may be an application of reason, for instance, but there may also be a transport of love. The logic of the heart is not always that of the head!


Damien's theological coherence, his view of evangelical faith, went very far beyond any myopic vision of life sealed off within the limits of a closed and very near horizon. Through a view based on faith, the seeking of values can surmount narrow, purely human boundaries. A theological view of existence surpasses the level of purely human reason. In the Christian faith, the Gospel invites us to live that folly of the cross which involves the seeking of higher, theological values. It invites us to place our treasure in the values that cannot be perceived except in the light of deep faith in Jesus Christ.

3.5.
Damien's view on the values of the SS.CC. spirituality


As in all religious life, the values of the SS.CC. spiritual tradition are those of the monastic spirituality. Let it be clearly understood: I am speaking of the monastic spirituality, not of the monastic lifestyle. In our confused times, I must insist on this. Such a distinction is crucial! Is not the monastic spirituality the trunk from which many branches have sprung? One must grasp this idea of a common, basic trunk if one is to understand the distinction between contemplative and apostolic. The monastic spirituality and the monastic "kind of life" are two realities which must never be telescoped if we are to escape taking a false route. A study should be made on this subject.


As I have said, the Picpucienne (SS.CC.) spirituality lived by Damien needs to be studied further and in a much vaster framework. His interior life can contribute a great deal to clarifying anew the charism and mission of our Founders. He lived intensely this charism which has continued in the religious family brought into being by the Good Father and by the Good Mother. Such studies would provide an orientation and offer an ideal capable of drawing out the generosity hidden in the hearts of many. Damien's example can always fire an enthusiastic, courageous, and dedicated sacrifice of self!


It may be said that the axis which unifies the Christian monastic spirituality and which constitutes the fundamental value sought with perseverance is the close following of Jesus, the Christ. Therein we find the very heart of the monastic spirituality: the constant search for God in His Son, the Incarnate Word, along with the imitation of and identification with Him. All this is not possible without the fundamental values characterizing that monastic spirituality: meditation on the Word of God (Lectio Divina), humility, recollection, solitude, asceticism, and an intense mystical life aided by the sacraments.


In the SS.CC. tradition there are convictions and values derived from the rule of St. Benedict, and the Benedictine spirituality is monastic. But, the monastic lifestyle followed in the usages of the Trappe of Val Sainte was very quickly mitigated so the monks could live the missionary and apostolic lifestyle.


Yet, in the spirituality of Christian monasticism, there must be the persevering seeking of the convictions and values of the Gospel spirituality. There is also a multitude of ways for seeking means to attain evangelical beatitude (happiness), but there is only one goal: living the values of the Beatitudes. This goal, which creates constant tension, is at the heart of the monastic spirituality, whereas the lifestyle is at the level of means, of exterior conduct, of occupations and functions.


Damien was concretely aware of this distinction. He alluded to the difference between his monastic lifestyle at Louvain and his apostolic lifestyle as a missionary in the leper colony. It is in his perspective of monastic spirituality, and not in his lifestyle, that we have perceived the SS.CC. congregational values exemplified by Damien De Veuster.

CONCLUSION


I hope that, along with the well documented historical research already published; this psycho-theological sketch may inspire further research and an in-depth study of Damien De Veuster's interior life. It is in his interiority that we will find the nobility of his heart, the grandeur of his soul. It is in his "psychism" that we find the source of his admirable missionary service. Because of the intensity of his interior life, he lived his ordinary missionary vocation in an extraordinary manner.


One would like to be able to continue to discover the treasures in Damien's psychical world. Undoubtedly, this would reveal a world of asceticism and of mysticism, of human and of spiritual growth. Slowly maturing with time, he arrived at being steadfast in his vocation, his mission, and his striving for evangelical and religious sanctity - and all this in the midst of acknowledged struggles, recognized weaknesses, and the dread illness he freely accepted. May this study inspire research on the psychological bases of Damien's spirituality.


Much more by what he was than by what he did, Damien De Veuster is a model accessible to all, in his beliefs, his values, his spirit. This is true because, in all simplicity, he incarnated the spiritual tradition of his religious family and of the SS.CC. spirituality of Picpus.


I have presented here the result of a respectful and modest glance at the interior realities that motivated Damien's heroism.


I believed it advisable to go to the interior sources from which he drew his contentment and happiness. I have tried to analyze what made him live authentically, "content and happy", as he repeated so often. I have explored the convictions and the values which made it possible for him to die happily as "a child of the Sacred Hearts".
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