GENERALATE

Homily on the anniversary of Cardinal Lavigerie’s death. Readings: 1 Cor. 9: 19-23; Luke 12: 35-44.

Lavigerie’s vocation

The ‘all things to everyone’ in the Letter to the Corinthians strikes me as a fundamental text in Cardinal Lavigerie’s spiritual and apostolic vision. This nearness and rootedness among the people to whom he sent his missionaries to proclaim the Good News of salvation seems to me a constant feature in our Founder. It is expressed in the choice of religious habit, the insistence on learning and speaking local languages, in lifestyle and food. These may be details for some, but they affect daily living and so form a mentality and a life.

In my estimation, I doubt if we have, strictly speaking, a founding text of the Cardinal that recounts and puts into writing his vocation and the foundation of both our Institutes. Nevertheless, he himself and some historians have left us a certain number of writings and events in the life of the Founder, enabling us to discover and pursue today the progression of his missionary vocation. 

St. Luke’s Gospel, reminding us how much vigilance is needed for all those who wait for the return of the Lord, is well-adapted, in my view, to the Cardinal’s personality. ‘See that you are dressed for action and have your lamps lit’, Jesus tells us. Our Founder, who seems to have had one or several new ideas every day, gives this impression of being someone who is always wide-awake, alert and attentive to the information he receives, capable of acting on it forthwith and always ready to become involved, taking initiatives, trying something out somewhere. Many of them would not take shape. However, what intense activity for the incumbent Archbishop of Algiers and Carthage! He was simultaneously taken up with Africa, France, Rome and the Middle East. He was a stranger to nothing that was going on in the world. 

This evening, however, the vigil of the 116th anniversary of his death, I  would like to retrace some steps in his missionary vocation. Behind the incomparable organiser of the missionary venture in Africa, the Archbishop, both authoritarian leader and political adept, had within him for many years the vocation to mission, a mission to be ‘closest to the furthest from the Gospel’. It was a mission in the sense that we understand it, giving priority to non-Christians. I would distinguish five of these steps. 

At Saint Sulpice, the missionary vocation of the future Cardinal emerged for the first time during a conference give by the Vicar Apostolic of Manchuria. In a letter to a seminarian, he himself wrote, ‘I felt as though my vocation to the missions was dawning.’ This was in 1844 and Lavigerie was 19 years old. He was just beginning his theological studies at Saint Sulpice.

Lavigerie accepted the offer to direct the Œuvres d’Orient in 1860 when he was 35, where, as Hamman puts it so well, ‘He preferred to work visibly for the unity of the Church than explain the causes of its division to his 25 students at the Sorbonne.’ This responsibility for the Œuvres d’Orient provided him with the opportunity to enter into contact with the Muslim world, Emir Abd el Kader and Oriental Rite Churches. He wrote, ‘There, I saw for the first time their sunshine, which is the sunshine of our Africa; I finally grasped my true vocation.’ His contacts with the Middle East would reveal to him his true vocation, his missionary vocation. His experience of the Christian and Muslim Middle East, his conviction of the bond existing between the Middle East and the solution of the Muslim question in North Africa were on his mind. At the First Vatican Council, when he was Archbishop of Algiers, he was elected a member of the Commission for the Missions. 

A third step was his meeting with Daniel Comboni at Paris in 1865 and his famous plan for the ‘regeneration of Africa by Africa itself.’ Lavigerie was 40. The Cardinal never spoke much about this meeting, but he would never forget it. It was perhaps even the first time he heard of contemporary Africa and its needs spoken about by someone who had direct experience of it. Later, in his own words, he would reassert this profound intuition of Comboni.

 Saint Martin, the apostle to the Gauls in the fourth century, was the evangeliser of the country areas. He knew how to respond to the new conditions encountered by the Church of his day. The end of the period of persecution opened wide perspectives for the evangelisation of the rural areas and the conversion of the Barbarians. Lavigerie’s vision after the inauguration of the temporary church at Tours ‘ transported him into an unknown country, where men with dark skin, who spoke a strange language, approached him.’ Lavigerie, aged 41,  was then Bishop of Nancy. 

On his return to Nancy, Lavigerie found a letter from the Governor General of Algeria on his desk. MacMahon was inviting him to consider the See of Algiers. In 24 hours, Lavigerie responded positively. How could that be, whereas he knew very well that other more prestigious episcopal sees were being offered to him?

His experience at the Œuvres d’Orient had shown him what was possible among Muslim populations. These activities were forbidden in Algeria, but he would fight against the restrictions. He sought a method of being present, in view of converting them, or rather in the mind of the new bishop, to have them rediscover their Christian roots without aggression or provocation. 

Algeria presented itself as the gateway to an immense continent, largely untouched by evangelisation. He thought himself capable of launching such an enterprise and very soon went on to multiply his contacts and plans in order to organise caravans. 

These two elements that were sometimes separated to accentuate one or other seemed inextricably linked in Lavigerie’s thoughts and missionary vocation. The desire to give to his African episcopate a resolutely apostolic character with regard to non-Christians, men and countries, of this continent was incontestably one of the determining factors of this acceptance of the See of Algiers. It was a swift acceptance only in appearance, as it had been in preparation for years. 

Let us give thanks this evening for this our Founder’s missionary vocation, which is also ours. Let us pray particularly for the new generations of missionaries of which Africa has still great need. Let not our enthusiasm and our commitments weaken in the face of the unavoidable difficulties of life, but let us remain dressed for apostolic action, keeping lit our lamp of faith.
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