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Lv 13: 1-2, 44-46 
Ps 32: 1-2, 5, 11 
1 Cor 10: 31 - 11:1 
Mk 1: 40-45 

 
 

A few years ago, a priest from Honolulu asked me to cover Masses 

for him while he was visiting his parents in Indiana during the month of 

February. I ask you – if someone asked you to live in Honolulu for three 

weeks in February during the throws of winter, how many of you 

would pass up this opportunity? 

So, a few years ago, I made the ultimate sacrifice and spent almost a 

month celebrating Masses at the Cathedral of St. Andrew in Honolulu, 

right next to the Chinatown neighborhood under the sun and its eighty-

degree weather. I made this sacrifice because I cared for the people of 

our fiftieth state, as well as Sam Choi and all the restaurants in which he 

was famous for cooking his Hawaiian cuisine. 

During my time in Hawaii, I had the opportunity to walk the streets 

of Waikiki and climb the volcano of Diamondhead. I visited the 

Polynesian Cultural center, where those of the Mormon faith taught me 
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about the customs of the Polynesian Islands and partook in a luau with 

some wonderful food and drink (non-alcoholic, as is the custom of the 

Mormon faithful). I flew to the big Island to visit the volcanos and the 

black sands. I visited the island of Kaua’i and the wedding chapel that 

Elvis Presley made famous in his movies. 

I also had the chance to visit the island of Moloka’i, a travel 

destination for tourists with its beaches and wonderful hotels. I also 

reminded myself that in the world of faith, Moloka’i serves as the 

central base for two of our thirteen American saints, St. Damien de 

Veuster (1840-1889) and St. Marianne Cope (1838-1918), both of whom 

dedicated their lives to serving the lepers who populated that island in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

As the stories of the saints tell us, St. Damian of was born in Belgium 

and ordained a priest for the Congregation of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 

and Mary. He was ordained a priest in Hawaii in May of 1864 and, after 

his ordination, chose to live in a leper colony about 125 years ago. In the 

process, he convinced those lepers on the island to build houses and 

schools as well as St. Philomena Church in Moloka’i, which still exists 
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for tourists to visit. We also learn that St. Damien caught leprosy in the 

process and died but served as a model of inspiration for lepers and 

those who were sick to live more respectable lives and help others find 

hope in what seemed like a hopeless cause. 

I learned that a few years later, St. Marianne Cope also chose to serve 

on the same island at St. Damien. St. Marianne was professed as a sister 

of St. Francis of Syracuse and travelled to Moloka’i to serve those who 

endured the same disease as those comforted by St. Damien (including 

St. Damien himself!), though, unlike St. Damien, never contracted 

leprosy herself. St. Marianne died from natural causes in 1918 and was 

canonized in 2012 by Pope Benedict XVI.  

There are a great number of saints in our Church’s history who also 

have dedicated themselves to serving those who contracted leprosy. 

Take St. Severninus († 507), for instance. According to legend, a leper 

approached this sixth century Roman saint with a plea for help, and, as 

tradition has it, Severninus placed his own clothing on the man and the 

man became well as a result. St. Francis Xavier (1506-1552, the patron 

saint of the Joliet Diocese) offered prayers on a leper’s behalf in the 16th 
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Century and the malady was cured. History tells us that some 800 years 

ago, St. Francis of Assisi († 1226) heard the cry of help from a person 

suffering from leprosy and responded to this cry by running towards a 

leper instead of running away and embracing the man. Blessed John 

Columbini († 1367) actually carried a leper and in this act of kindness, 

healed the man. 

To be blunt, my first reaction to these saints of the faith was that they 

were all nuts. Who would consciously enter into the life of a leper, 

knowing that one could easily catch to disease from the person to whom 

they are ministering? I took my reflection further – why would anyone 

want to stick their necks out in society to help the sick and infirm, to 

minister to those in need, knowing that one could be taken advantage 

of, one could be abused or could easily end up in the same condition as 

the people to whom they are ministering? 

Over the last couple months, I have been offering one response to 

such a question and offered by Pope Benedict in his encyclical, Deus 

Caritas Est (God is love). In his encyclical, our Holy Father states that the 

love of charity, this caritas or agape type of love, is well-defined by St. 
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Augustine, who states that living the life of charity or complete self-

giving in the civil world allows the believer to enter the life of charity 

itself, to enter the live of the Trinity. For St. Augustine, the love that 

bonds the servant to this civil society is akin to the love that bonds the 

Father and the Son as one, a love called The Holy Spirit. As his example, 

Pope Benedict cites the ministry of St. Martin of Tours († 397), a fourth 

century monk who, when ministering to the faithful of his community, 

encountered a poor man and gave him half of his cloak as a gesture of 

love. According to legend, Jesus appeared to St. Martin in a dream 

wearing that very same cloak. 

Why did Jesus offer his life to the lepers of his time? The answer is a 

simple one, but a very difficult one to follow. Jesus did not come to heal 

the healthy – he came to heal the sick. And Jesus came only for the sick. 

The kinds of people who approached and respected Jesus were the ones 

who knew they needed to be guided and healed. No person who could 

make it on their own, so they thought, was really in need of the Lord’s 

help. Jesus came down to earth specifically to help those who were sick 

and depraved and in need of God’s healing presence. 
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But to be honest, the healing of a leper or a cripple or one who has 

died is a temporary healing. The fact is, about a hundred years from 

now, no matter how often we have been healed, all of us will be gone 

from the earth and will be dealing with the afterlife. The primary focus 

of Jesus’ ministry was not to heal those who were physically in peril. His 

mission was to heal the soul, to preach and live the gospel, to reveal the 

face of God that was, at one time, veiled from the people. The kind of 

healing that is everlasting is this healing of the soul, the kind of healing 

that removes the stain of sin and its effects from our lives. 

The person in this room who comes to Jesus because of their need to 

be cured of their sin is the person who is on their way to heaven. The 

person who recognizes that he or she is a sinner in need of health is the 

one who walks towards salvation. The person who devotes their lives to 

ministering in God’s name to those who are sick is the person who sees 

the image of God in the live of that very same person. The fact is, we all 

are sinners. We all are weak. And if we realize this, then we all turn to 

Jesus, all of us, we humbly come forward and lay ourselves down at the 

Lord’s feet and offer our lives to present the others around us to the 
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same healing Lord who saves us and loves us. That is why St. Damien, 

St. Francis of Assisi, St. Severninus and all the other saints of our 

martyrology devoted their lives to the care of the sick. That should be 

the reason why we all enter the world of faith in the first place. 

St. Theresa of Calcutta summed up the work to the poor through her 

example in life, the example that Jesus modeled for her and the example 

of Jesus that worked through her. Let her words become those that 

comfort those who are sick and words that inspire us to embrace those 

who cry out in life so that Christ may work through us as well. She 

writes, 

 
Jesus died on the cross to show a greater love. He died for you and 
for me, and for that leper and for that man dying of hunger and that 
naked person lying in the street, not only of Calcutta, but of Africa, 
and everywhere… 
 
Jesus insisted that we love one another as He loves each one of us. 
Jesus gave His life to love us and He tells us that we also have to give 
whatever it takes to do good to one another. And in the Gospel Jesus 
says very clearly: “Love one another as I have loved you.” 
 
 
Jesús también murió en la Cruz para demostrar un amor aún más 
grande. El murió para ti y para mí, y por el leproso, y por el que 
muere de hambre, y por el que se encuentra desnudo y tendido en la 
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calle, no solo de Calcuta, sino de África, y de todos lados… 
 
Jesús insistió que nos amaramos los unos a los otros como Él nos 
ama. Jesús dio su vida para amarnos y nos dice que nosotros también 
debemos dar lo que sea para hacer el bien al prójimo. En los 
evangelios, Jesús dice claramente: “Ámense como yo los he amado.” 

 
 

Let us embrace and live the words of Mother Theresa and the words 

of the Gospel – let us embrace and care for those who are the most in 

need of God’s healing presence. This is our prayer. 


