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St. Damien of Molokai (pictured in our mural with bandages around his hand) was 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 

three years that he would be sent on mission.   Finally, his prayers were answered.  One of his 

brother priests who was supposed to be sent on mission became sick, and it was Fr. Damien that 

was chosen to be a missionary to Hawaii.  Hawaii! – Wow, I’d like 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, the King rounded up the lepers and 

quarantined them on the island of Molokai.  The lepers felt ostracized, abandoned, cast away and 

left to die.  They felt all hope was lost, and in their despair, many turned to lives of drunkenness 

and dissipation.  Life it seemed was not worth living. 

 

The Bishop of Hawaii wanted to help the lepers, 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.  The Bishop accompanied him and introduced 

him to the lepers as “one who will be a father to you and who loves you so much that he does 

not hesitate to become one of you, to live and die with you.” 

“Damien’s superiors had given him strict advice: “Do not touch them.  Do not allow them to 

touch you. Do not eat with them.” (Word on Fire website by Brandon Vogt).  But, Damien let go 

of his fears of contagion and entered into solidarity with them.  He touched them.  He embraced 

them.  He dined with them.  “He put his thumb on their forehead to anoint them, and he placed 

the Eucharist on their tongues.  All of these actions spoke volumes to the dejected lepers. They 

showed that Damien . . . had become one of them.” (Word on Fire, Vogt). 

He truly became one with them in many ways.  Visiting the sick, bandaging their wounds, 

cleaning their homes, sharing their lives.  He taught the lepers how to farm, “to raise animals, to 

play musical instruments, and sing.” (Word on Fire, Vogt).  Joy came to the island.  He gave 

them hope, a sense of worth and he preached the Good News of God’s love for them.  His most 

famous homily occurred one Sunday when he got up to preach and began his homily, “We 

lepers.”  Fr. Damien had contracted the dreaded disease and eventually died on the island as a 

saint of charity. 

 

This year as I meditated on the Christmas gospel, I was touched by the words of the angel to the 

shepherds, “For today in the city of David a savior has been born for you.”  Did you notice the 

angel didn’t say, “A savior has been born for the world, or a savior has been born for all people, 



but “A savior has been born for you.”  John, Susie, AJ, Tina . . . a savior has been born for you.  

The message of the angel on Christmas night is a message God wants each one of us to hear! 

 

Now, if we are going to receive Jesus as our Savior, we have to acknowledge we need to be 

saved!  Lord, I’m a sinner in need of salvation.  Not only do we need to be saved from sin, but 

we need to be saved from death. This is why Jesus came:  he came on a rescue mission to save us 

from sin and death.   

 

All of us are meant to identify with the lepers on the island of Molokai.  Because of our sin we 

are all sick and we’re going to die.  Fr. Damien was sent to give the lepers hope, to remind them 

of their dignity, and to preach to them the Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ.  

Remember how the Bishop introduced Fr. Damien – as a father who loves you and does not 

hesitate to become one of you. 

 

On this Christmas night we celebrate that God loves us so much he did not hesitate to become 

one of us.  God assumed our human nature and dwelt among us.  Jesus is Emmanuel which 

means, “God with us.”  In the person of Jesus Christ, God visited his people.  Now in the person 

of Jesus, we can see God, and touch God, and hear God. 

 

St. Damien was not afraid to touch the lepers, to dine with them, and to bandage their wounds.  

The Feast of Christmas reminds us that God has drawn close to us.  He dines with us.  I love the 

words of the book of Revelation chapter 3:20: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone 

hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with 

Me.”  “Do not be afraid to open wide the doors of your heart to Jesus Christ.”  (Pope John Paul 

II) 

 

It is right here at Mass that Jesus dines with us.  Jesus was very clear at the Last Supper, he said, 

“My flesh is real food, my Blood is true drink.”  The same Jesus born in Bethlehem comes to us 

right here in the Holy Eucharist.  When we come up to receive Holy Communion, we are 

accepting Jesus into our lives.  The word Bethlehem means, “House of Bread.”  He was laid in a 

manger – a feeding trough.  Jesus came to be intimately close to us to the point of being our 

food.  You can’t get any closer to someone than actually taking up your dwelling within them!  

That’s how close Jesus wants to be with us. 

 

And just as St. Damien touched the lepers and bandaged their wounds, so Jesus still today 

touches our soul and heals and forgives us when we go to confession.  The Lord is close to us.  

It’s a good reminder:  we don’t just gather tonight to remember Christ’s birth 2000 years ago.  

We gather tonight to celebrate that God is with us here and now. 

 

On April 15, 1889 St. Damien died on the island of Molokai of leprosy.  He was 49.  He had 

truly become one with the lepers, even to the point of taking on their sickness.  Jesus was sinless, 

but he freely chose to take our sickness – our sin upon himself.  He became sin for us and died so 

that we might live.  This baby born in Bethlehem is the one person who came into the world with 

the sole mission of dying.  As we see the church decorated in red today, may we be reminded of 

Christ’s blood.  Blood that was shed for you and me.  Yes, tonight a Savior has been born for 

you.  A Savior who suffered and died for you, so that you might have life. 


