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Lampedusa is an Italian island off the coast of Sicily. A population of 4500 lives on this island’s 
landmass of about 8 square miles. For many decades in the last century, the island made few waves 
in daily news and was of little strategic importance. During World War II, the garrison of Italian 
soldiers defending it surrendered to 100 British soldiers when they ran out of water. 
 
Over the past fifteen years, this small island has increasingly made headlines in Europe. As the 
closest European land to Northern Africa cities, many refugees and asylees fleeing the violence of 
North Africa have tried to make their way to Europe by reaching Lampedusa.  
 
This has been increasingly true since the Arab Spring uprisings for freedom; and the tyrannical 
backlash of dictators and fanatical Islamic movements that followed. Often, smugglers charging 
huge sums of money provide “transportation” to Lampedusa. In 2009, over 2000 immigrants 
escaping North Africa made their way to Lampedusa. By May 2011 over 35,000 refugees arrived and 
by August that same year, the total rose to over 48,000. 
 
More often than not, this transportation comes in the form of old, decrepit boats too small for those 
crowded on board. Probably thousands of those attempting to escape their homeland have simply 
perished at sea. While exact numbers of those lost at sea will never be known, the beaches of 
Lampedusa are frequently littered with bodies and pieces of boats that broke apart in these voyages 
of desperation.  
 
Shortly after his election to the Chair of Peter, Pope Francis made Lampedusa the destination of his 
first official journey outside Rome. Pope Francis offered a Mass for all immigrants still on the island 
and for those lost at sea. The altar upon which he offered the Sacrifice of Holy Mass was made from 
wood of various boats washed up on the beach. The wood of boats carrying refugees to their deaths 
became the wood of the altar for Mass.  
 
The wood of shattered boats washing ashore along with bodies of those people escaping in them is 
wood of betrayal and wood of those betrayed. This wood of shattered boats washing ashore is wood 
of shattered hopes and what Pope Francis referred to as “globalization of indifference”. The broken 
pieces of boats washed on the shore symbolizes humanity’s indifference for the cruelties visited 
upon each other, and the way we can treat others as expendable. Yet, the altar for the Papal Mass 
was built from the wood of these very boats.  
 
At least three times in St. John’s Gospel, Jesus uses the image of being lifted up as revealing 
certain truths about his death. To Nicodemus, Jesus said, “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in 
the desert, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in him may have 
eternal life. (3:14)”, thus focusing on his death as a healing of humanity’s gaping wounds. 
 
Later teaching those gathered at the Temple treasury, he said, “When you lift up the Son of Man, 
then you will realize that I AM… (8:28)” indicating his death reveals his divine identity. 
 
Finally following his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, he says, “Now is the time of judgment on this 
world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And when I am lifted up from the earth, I will 
draw everyone to myself.” (12:32) His coming death is revealed as a source of salvation for the whole 
world.  
 
Every year the Passion of Our Lord is proclaimed twice during Holy Week. On Passion Sunday, one 
Passion from the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke is proclaimed. On Good Friday, the Passion 
According to John is proclaimed. 
 



In these proclamations, we are not called to simply grieve a past event. We do not repeat something 
that is only history, nor are we re-enacting an event gone by. We are not about re-enacting as 
though it were theater. Rather, we are about the drama of salvation still before us, still enveloping 
us, still calling us to become a part of. In these proclamations, we are invited again and again to 
enter into the mystery of the Lord’s death and Resurrection that is always and everywhere fully 
present to us, and to manifest the Risen Christ throughout the world in sacrament, word and 
humble service.  
 
Before Pope Francis went to Lampedusa, the immigration issue was more localized with Italy and 
the European Union. His visit served to turn the entire world’s attention to the plight of those 
fleeing oppression and fanaticism. It was as though he shined a light on the dark suffering endured 
by so many tens of thousands by lifting up the Crucified One before them. It is a light needed over 
many a dark spaces where the innocent suffer, the sinners despair, and human dignity is marred 
and disfigured. 
 
We as church are called to lift up the Crucified One before the world. We are called to lift up the 
Crucified One that divine love can be known in human hearts. We are called to lift up the Crucified 
One that light of divine glory can shatter the darkness of malice, indifference, and exploitation. We 
are called to lift the Crucified One and reveal the divine mercy pouring through the wounds of 
Christ for the healing of all our wounds. We are called to lift up the Crucified One that all the 
broken pieces of everyone’s shattered lives can be gathered into one altar united to the one sacrifice 
of Calvary.  
 
In his homily in Lampedusa, Pope Francis said, “We are a society which has forgotten how to weep, 
how to experience compassion – ‘suffering with’ others: the globalization of indifference has taken 
from us the ability to weep!...let us ask the Lord for the grace to weep over our indifference, to weep 
over the cruelty of our world, of our own hearts, and of all those who in anonymity make social and 
economic decisions which open the door to tragic situations like this. ‘Has any one wept?’ Today 
has anyone wept in our world?” 
Tonight, we again weep for Christ’s sufferings, especially those in this present age and we lift up the 
Crucified One that “everyone will be drawn” to him.  


