Father Damien of Molokai, the Apostle of the
Exiled: A Legacy of Compassion and
Selflessness

Father Damien of Molokai, born Joseph De Veuster, is a Belgian priest who
became known for his extraordinary service to the lepers of Molokai,
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Hawaii. His tireless efforts and unwavering compassion earned him the title
"Apostle of the Exiled" and ultimately led to his canonization as a saint by
the Catholic Church. This article delves into the life and legacy of Father
Damien, exploring his journey of faith, challenges, and the profound impact
he had on the lives of those he served.
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Early Life and Vocation

Joseph De Veuster was born on January 3, 1840, in Tremelo, Belgium.
Growing up in a devout Catholic family, he developed a strong faith and a
desire to serve others. At the age of 18, he entered the Congregation of the
Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, a religious order dedicated to missionary
work.

In 1863, Damien was ordained a priest and assigned to the Hawaiian
Islands. He initially served in various parishes, but it was his encounter with
the lepers of Molokai that would change the course of his life forever.
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The Leper Colony of Molokai

Molokai, an isolated island in the Hawaiian archipelago, was designated as
a leper colony in 1866. Leprosy, a highly contagious and disfiguring
disease, was rampant in Hawaii, and the government isolated lepers to
prevent its spread. The conditions at the colony were appalling, with
patients living in squalid conditions, suffering from untreated wounds, and
facing discrimination and social isolation.

Damien's Call to Serve

In 1873, a young Hawaiian priest named Father Louis arrived at the leper
colony to tend to the spiritual needs of the patients. However, after
becoming ill himself, he appealed to other priests to take his place. It was
then that Father Damien volunteered to go to Molokai.

Damien arrived on Molokai in May 1873, and his arrival marked a turning
point in the lives of the lepers. With boundless compassion, he dedicated
himself to their care, both physically and spiritually. He built houses, a
church, and a hospital, providing a sense of community and hope to the
exiled and forgotten.

Challenges and Obstacles

Damien's work was not without its challenges. The conditions at the colony
were harsh, and he faced resistance from the government officials who
feared the spread of leprosy. Additionally, some of the lepers were hostile
and distrustful, having been abandoned by society.

Undeterred, Damien persevered through these obstacles, earning the
respect and love of the lepers. He preached the gospel, administered
sacraments, and provided comfort to the sick and dying. He also advocated



for the rights of the lepers, demanding better living conditions and
treatment.

Legacy of Compassion

Damien's tireless efforts and selfless service transformed the leper colony
of Molokai. He brought dignity and a sense of purpose to the lives of the
exiled, showing them that they were not forgotten and that they had value
in the eyes of God.

Damien's legacy extends far beyond Molokai. He became a symbol of hope
and compassion for those suffering from leprosy and other marginalized
groups around the world. His example inspired countless individuals and
organizations to dedicate themselves to serving the most vulnerable
members of society.

Canonization and Recognition

In 1995, Father Damien of Molokai was canonized as a saint by Pope John
Paul 1l, becoming the first priest of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts
of Jesus and Mary to receive this honor. His feast day is celebrated on May
10.

Numerous memorials and institutions have been established in Damien's
memory. The Damien Museum in Leuven, Belgium, showcases his life and
work, while the Father Damien Society continues to provide support to
leprosy patients and other marginalized communities worldwide.

Father Damien of Molokai was a true apostle of the exiled, a man who
dedicated his life to serving the most abandoned and forgotten members of
society. His legacy of compassion, selflessness, and unwavering faith



continues to inspire and challenge us to reach out to those in need and to
make a difference in their lives. As the "Apostle of the Exiled," Father
Damien remains an enduring symbol of the power of love and the
transformative power of human connection.
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