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Damien of Molokai, was born in rural Belgium. His name at birth was
Jozef De Veuster, and he was the youngest of seven children. Jozef
attended school until the age of 13 when his help was needed on the
family farm full-time. Jozef was prepared to take over for his family,
but he did not want the responsibility. Instead, he wanted to follow his
older brother and two sisters who took religious vows.
He aided his family until he was old enough to enter the Congregation
of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. He took the name Damien,
after a sixth century martyr.
In 1864, Damien's brother who was also in the same order of religious,
was ordered to Hawaii. But his brother became ill, so Damien offered to
go in his place.
His religious congregation were worried that Damien was too
uneducated to become a priest, although he was not considered
unintelligent. He was ordained a Brother and he demonstrated his
ability by quickly learning Latin. He was also devoted in prayer,
Brother Damien prayed each day before an icon of Saint Francis Xavier
to be sent on a mission. Eventually, his religious brothers agreed to
send him and have him ordained a priest.
Damien soon became aware of the public health crisis in Hawaii. Many
Hawaiians became afflicted by diseases brought to the islands by
Europeans, American and other foreign sailors. Thousands were dying
from influenza, syphilis and other ailments that never before affected
Hawaiians, esp. leprosy, known today as Hansen's Disease.

In those days, to curb the spread of leprosy, the Hawaiian government
decided to deport to Molokai – a nearby island – all those who were
attacked by the disease, then incurable. Damien was the first to leave to
visit and assist them. At the request of his staff and the lepers themselves,
he decided to stay permanently in Molokai.
Damien brought comfort to those in the leper colony. He was not just their
priest, but a builder of homes and their doctor, too. He dressed their
ulcers, and tended the sick and dying at their bedsides, bringing them
meagre portions of taro, fish and water and tried to cheer the despairing
with sweets.
He built their coffins and dug their graves. He liked praying at the
cemetery, “My greatest pleasure is to go there [the cemetery] to say my
beads, and meditate on that unending happiness which so many of them are
H
already enjoying.” Damien grew to love his parishioners as his own
children, caring for lepers of all ages, especially for the children segregated
in the colony for whom he created an orphanage.
Damien brought hope to the hell of despair.He was a shepherd and
physician. He did not discriminate of race or religion. He gave voice to
the voiceless. He built a community where the joy of being together and
openness to God's love provided its members with new reasons for life.
Taking all reasonable precautions, he managed for more than a decade to
escape contagion. However, he ended up getting sick too. After contracting
the disease, he was able to identify completely with them: "We lepers," he
used to say. Damian was a testimony of God's love for people. He drew
strength from the Eucharist. He died on Molokai at the age of 49.
He is patron saint for those who suffer from AIDS/HIV or Leprosy.

