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THE LEPER PRIEST: FATHER DAMIEN OF MOLOKAI

This segment comes from EPISODE 3: RICH + POOR.

From decadent medieval popes to modern televangelists with private jets, religion and money can
make for an unsavoury mix. But why do we think of charity — care for the poor and the sick — as a
good in the first place? The Graeco-Roman world didn’t think so: they mostly thought the poor and
suffering deserved what they got. It was Jewish thought, turbocharged by the teaching of Jesus,
that transformed the way we think vulnerable people should be treated. This segment tells the story
of Father Damien, the leper priest of Molokai, an individual who shows us what it looks like when
Christians take seriously the commands of the one they claim to follow.

P THEME QUESTION

Should Christians be known more for associating with the rich, influential, and successful, or with the
poor, sick, and outcast?

? ENGAGE

-
.

When have you felt alone? What was this experience like for you?
2. Have you ever taken a risk to help another person? What did you do?
3. What risks would you be willing to take to help a friend or family member?

L. Read the information box below about leprosy, and underline a phrase you find particularly
surprising.

LEPROSY IS A CHRONIC BACTERIAL INFECTION THAT DAMAGES NERVES IN THE LEGS, ARMS
AND SKIN, AND CAUSES SERIOUS SKIN SORES THAT DISFIGURE THE BODY. IT IS MOST
COMMON IN TROPICAL AND SUB-TROPICAL AREAS. UNTIL THE 19408 THERE WAS NO
EFFECTIVE TREATMENT FOR THE DISEASE, AND IT WAS THOUGHT TO BE HIGHLY CONTAGIOUS.
FOR THIS REASON, VICTIMS OF LEPROSY WERE OFTEN ISOLATED IN AN ATTEMPT TO STOP THE
SPREAD OF THE DISEASE. TODAY, LEPROSY STILL OCCURS (APPROXIMATELY 600,000 NEW
CASES WERE REPORTED TO THE WHO IN 2016) BUT IT IS COMPLETELY CURABLE WITH
ANTIBIOTICS.
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5. Look at this image from 1900 of two children with leprosy in Hawaii. Imagine that you were one
of these children and had to be separated from your family and sent to a colony in order not to
infect them. Describe what some of your emotions would be.

jl-! UNDERSTAND AND EVALUATE

u WATCH the segment: “The leper priest: Father Damien of Molokai” (cpx.video/damien)
1. Draw a picture that represents what the leper colony on Molokai was like before the arrival of Father
Damien.

a. From what you understand of Father Damien, what would his response be to the things you’ve
shown in your picture?

2. If you were in the same situation as Father Damien when his brother was unable to go to Hawaii,
how would you react? How did Father Damien react?

3. Watch this clip from The Hunger Games (cpx.video/hungergames).
a. How is Father Damien’s decision to go in place of his brother similar to Katniss’ decision here?
b. How is it different?

k. How did Father Damien treat the lepers? Is there anything he did that particularly shocks or
surprises you?

a. When you’re faced with disfigurement or disease, how do you respond?


http://cpx.video/damien
http://cpx.video/hungergames
http://cpx.video/hungergames

THE LEPER PRIEST: FATHER
DAMIEN OF MOLOKAI

5. Emeritus Professor Edwin Judge of Macquarie University talks about how “compassion” literally
means to “share with the suffering of the other person”.

[Compassion] is at the heart
the principal of caring - you
care enough to suffer with
the other person.

a. Is this different to how we usually think of compassion?

b. In what ways did Father Damien display this kind of compassion on Molokai?

6. What might Father Damien’s response be to someone who said he wasted his life?

IRl BIBLE FOCUS

READ Mark 1:40-42 and John 13:1-15.
1. Discuss the following questions:
a. Who do you let touch you?
b. Who are you willing to touch?
c. How hard is it to touch a stranger?

2. In ancient Israel, if you came into contact with someone who had leprosy, you would become
ceremonially unclean. With this in mind, what is shocking about the way Jesus treats the man with

leprosy?
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3. Washing someone’s feet at this time was seen as humiliating; it was the task of the lowest slave.
With this in mind, what is shocking about Jesus’ actions in the passage from John? (Especially in
light of v.3)

k. What can we learn about Jesus from both these passages?
5. How did Father Damien follow the example of Jesus in ...
a. His decision to go to and stay on Molokai?
b. The way he cared for the lepers?
c. His attitude when faced with the prospect of his own death from leprosy?

6. After washing his disciples’ feet, what does Jesus tell them to do? Is he just talking about literal
foot-washing, or is there a bigger principle behind this?

A APPLY

1. In small groups, imagine you are doing a news report about life on Molokai in the 1870s. Choose
one student to be the reporter who conducts interviews with Father Damien and several lepers
(other students) about their experiences there and impressions of Father Damien.

2. Imagine you have been asked to speak at the unveiling of a Father Damien statue. Explain how he
was compassionate, heroic, and followed the example of Jesus. The first line of your speech is:

“Gandhi once said, ‘the political and journalistic word can boast of very few heroes who compare to
Father Damien. The Catholic Church, on the contrary, counts [them] by the thousands. It is worthwhile

999

to look for the sources of such heroism.

3. What do you think a modern day “Father Damien” might look like? Draw a picture to explain.

L. Nick Spencer, from Theos Think Tank in London, acknowledges that Christianity has not produced
many “Father Damiens”. He says, “Christians, as a rule, are quite good at not following through the
really radical, really challenging teachings of Jesus Christ.”

a. Do you think this is true?

b. Why do you think Christians have often failed to follow in the example of Jesus by sacrificially
caring for the poor, the sick, and the outcasts?
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5. How could you, with your unique gifts, show compassion to others?

BE YOURSELF

CHANGE THE
WORLD

[# EXTEND

1. In small groups, research a charity in Australia that is involved in caring for the sick. Create a

PowerPoint or Prezi presentation highlighting:
a. The work they do.
b. The principles and motivations behind their work.

c. One or two personal testimonies from someone who has been impacted by their organisation.
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