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Since our gospel is about lepers, I want to share the stories of two of the saints on our mural who 

worked with lepers.  The first, and probably most well know is St. Damien of Molokai.  St. 

Damien was actually born in Belgium in 1840 and became a priest of the Congregation of the 

Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary.  They were a missionary community.  After Fr. Damien was 

ordained he began praying that God would allow him an opportunity to serve in the missions.  

He prayed each day for over 3 years before a picture of St. Francis Xavier.  St. Francis of course 

is one of the greatest missionaries in the church – bringing Catholicism to parts of India, Japan 

and he died trying to get into China.  Finally, his prayers were answered – one of his brother 

priests who was to be sent on mission became sick and it was Fr. Damien that was chosen to be a 

missionary to Hawaii. 

 

When Fr. Damien arrived in Hawaii in 1864 Hawaii was undergoing a health crisis.  Because of 

foreign traders and sailors new diseases had infected many of the native people of Hawaii.  One 

of these diseases was leprosy.  To protect the kingdom, all the lepers were rounded up and 

quarantined on the island of Molokai.  The lepers on Molokai began losing hope.  They felt 

ostracized, separated from society and many turned to lives of drunkenness and dissipation.  Life 

it seemed was not worth living. 

 

The Bishop wanted to help these people, but he knew that ordering a priest to go to Molokai 

would be a death sentence.  So he asked for volunteers and Fr. Damien volunteered to go.  He 

arrived on the island on May 10, 1865.  His presence gave the people hope.  He preached the 

Good News of God’s love.  He built a church.  He also assisted in building schools and work 

farms.  His work went beyond church ministry.  He dressed the ulcers of the lepers.  He dug 

graves to bury the dead.  He gave the people a sense of meaning a purpose.  Interestingly, you 

know what one of the greatest hardships was for St. Damien on the island?  He was not able to 

go to regular confession as there was no other priest on the island.  The story is St. Damien 

would shout his confessions to priests on passing ships begging for absolution. 

 

How did he do it?  You know what Fr. Damien said enabled him to live this life of service?  It 

was, and I quote, “the presence of the Divine Master in my poor chapel.”  Every morning he 

would get up and offer Mass and spend time in Adoration.  Staying connected to Jesus, the 

source of all gift and love enabled him to become like Jesus and pour his life out for others.  His 

tremendous devotion to the Eucharist took off back in Belgium.  He used to get up at 2 am in the 

morning to spend time in Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament.  His love for Jesus in the 

Eucharist was so tangible that one year on the island of Molokai Fr Damien had a Corpus Christi 

procession and people were so struck by his reverence for the Eucharist that 8 Protestants 

converted on the spot. 

 

Fr. Damien’s most famous homily was the Sunday he began his sermon by saying, “We lepers.”  

He himself had contracted leprosy.  St. Damien is now known as a martyr of charity. 

 

St. Damien’s life is a beautiful image of the life of Jesus.  In the gospel, Jesus really healed this 

man with leprosy.  He reached out and touched the man with leprosy.  If you were a Jew in 



biblical times and heard this you would be startled!  Jews did not touch lepers.  That would 

render you unclean.  But Jesus touched the leper.  Jesus was rendered unclean so that we might 

be made clean.  Jesus took our leprosy, our sin, our sickness upon himself and died so that we 

might live. 

 

The other great saint that worked with the lepers may be a little less known:  St. Marianne Cope.  She 

was born in Germany, but her family moved to the US when she was only one year old.  They settled in 

NY.  When Marianne was a young girl, her father became sickly and was in invalid at home.  Marianne 

was the oldest child and so when she was in 8
th

 grade she took a job in a factory to help support the 

family.  She spent the next 10 years working and caring for her father until he died when Marianne was 

24.  At this time, her siblings were grown and she finally felt free to pursue this growing desire in her 

heart to become a religious sister. 

 

She became a Franciscan sister and as a sister taught school, became a principal and then her superior 

assigned to be the administrator of a hospital in NY.  St. Marianne eventually went on to be the superior 

of her community.  It was while she was superior that she received a letter from the Bishop of Hawaii 

asking for sisters to come and take care of the lepers.  The Bishop had sent out over 50 different 

requests and had been turned down, until Marianne received the letter.  She told the bishop that they 

would not only help but that she herself would come to the mission. St. Marianne set out with 6 of her 

sisters to serve the lepers.  She ended up working with St. Damien of Molokai and took care of him as 

he was dying. 

 

Marianne spent her life really caring for other people – her father and family, the students she taught, 

the sick in her time working in the hospital, and finally caring for the lepers who were the poor and 

marginalized of society. 

 

Like St. Damien, like St. Marianne Cope, like Jesus, we too are to go out to the lepers in our 

midst – to those ostracized in our society.  I had a priest once in confession tell me, if you want 

to be holy stay in contact with the poor.  Stay in touch with the lepers. 

 

We can also put ourselves in the shoes of the leper in the gospel today.  All of us, because of our 

sin, are in a sense like the man with leprosy.  We are all in need of healing.  In fact, if we don’t 

acknowledge our weaknesses and sin, how can we accept Jesus as our Savior? 

 

What do we learn from this leper?  #1.  The leper came to Jesus and begged for healing.  Be not 

afraid to come to Jesus as you are and beg for healing.  Isn’t that what we do when we go to 

confession?  We come acknowledging our wounds asking for healing.  What is our tendency?  

Rather than running to Jesus, our tendency is to hide from the Lord.  I’m not worthy.  I’m 

unclean. 

 

I’ve told the story before about the two little girls that got into trouble while their father was 

gone.  When the father returned, one of the little girls jumped into his arms and told him all the 

bad she had done.  But the other little girl ran and hid.  The girl that jumped into the father’s 

arms consoled his heart.  But the girl that ran and hid broke his heart.  God wants us to trust in 

his mercy.  So, number one – come to Jesus for healing. 

 



What does the leper do after he is healed?  He ran and told everyone what Jesus had done for 

him.  This is what evangelization is all about!  We are called to go out and tell people all that 

Jesus has done for us.  We are to give our personal witness and testimony of the power of Christ 

in our lives. 

 


