
Dear Friends, 

We hear this weekend about the leper who encountered Jesus in the Gospel and how the lepers were required to 
remain apart from the community due to the contagiousness of their disease and the inability to treat it. We may 
not have much exposure to leprosy in our community, but who are those people from whom we distance 
ourselves due to what we perceive as contagious and dangerous? We may be experiencing what many people 
experienced in days past, as they avoided contact with those known to have a communicable disease, even as 
we go about our regular routine and cut ourselves off from any contact with others due to fear. This anxiety is 
crippling and since the threat is so vague, potentially everyone is dangerous, and it can lead to a lack of necessary 
healthy interaction with others. As social beings, we need interaction and meaningful contact with others in our 
lives. 

Thanks be to God, we have so many different means of communication in our day. Even virtually, we can reach 
out to others and see them as we converse. This lends to a more genuine encounter and helps us to maintain that 
necessary contact and interaction.  

There are stories of people who have suffered heroically in solitary confinement and maintained their mental 
health in spite of such grievous treatment. One of the best examples of this is Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen 
Van Thuan. “Cardinal Van Thuan recounted that during his imprisonment, he kept himself sane by exercising 
every day and by befriending his guards, telling himself that if he was serious about Christianity, he had to love 
these people. The friendships that grew between himself and his guards eventually grew so strong that they 
began smuggling pieces of paper into him so he could write. On these, he wrote his book, The Road to Hope, 
his little book of reflections on hope that kept his mind active and helped preserve his sanity.”- http://www.card-
fxthuan.org/writings/captors-friends.php 

He used the relationships that he fostered to get the guards to smuggle in wine (as stomach medicine) and bread, 
so that he could celebrate the Eucharist. “Archbishop Thuan, manifesting innovative fidelity, also used his scanty 
means to celebrate Mass in prison. He knew that celebrating Mass was his most important duty, but he had no 
church, no altar, and no tabernacle. How, then, could he fulfill his duty as bishop? He turned the concentration 
camp into a cathedral and the palm of his hand into an altar. He turned his shirt pocket into a tabernacle and 
turned the darkness of the sleeping quarters into a dwelling place for Light Himself. Because of his ingenuity, 
many prisoners regained the fervor of their faith. The prisoners were reminded to embrace suffering and to use 
their current circumstances to grow in faith. His example not only embodies the proactive faith of past and 
present Vietnamese Catholics but also teaches all Christians that faith entails an active surrender to the Lord. 
It means seeking the best way to proclaim Christ’s love in every moment, every circumstance, and every action.” 
- Sr. Maria Thuan Nguyen https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2014/01/08/cardinal-nguyen-van-thuan-an-
icon-of-the-vietnamese-church/ 

I have long wanted to read his book and perhaps I will get to it this Lent. His story is one of hope to inspire all 
of us in our relationships. His example shines and shows us the importance of the primacy of our relationship 
with Jesus that then will guide us to the life-giving behavior that fills our hearts, and not only that, but as it did 
in his case, saved the souls of others. We cannot live alone, only for ourselves. We must live for God and with 
Him in our brothers and sisters. 

In the Heart of our Merciful Savior, 

 

Fr. Jack D. Shrum 
Pastor 


