A YEAR WITH CARDINAL CHARLES MARTIAL LAVIGERIE

4 AUGUST / 25

Draft of a letter to Leo XIlll concerning the
journey to Jerusalem (between 3 and 6 August 1885)

Most Holy Father,

Before leaving for Jerusalem where, as Your
Holiness is aware, | am going to visit the institute of
Saint Anne and consecrate the church, | feel the
need to ask for a special blessing and at the same
time to give a more precise account of what | am
going to do in Palestine and the conditions under
which | am going there.

For many long years, Most Holy Father, | have
been concerned with oriental Christians. That is how
| began my apostolic life. In 1854, over thirty years
ago, | contributed to the foundation in Paris of
I’CEuvre des Ecoles d’Orient, and for more than ten
years | was its first Director. In 1860, after the terri-
ble massacres in which the Christian communities in
Lebanon shed much blood, | went myself to visit Syr-
ia. | had opened up in France a public subscription
for the unfortunate victims of the cruelty of the
Turks and the Druzes, and | was lucky enough to be
able myself to distribute to them almost 4 million
francs in the space of about eight months.

On that occasion, | established personal rela-
tions with the Patriarchs, bishops and superiors of
the religious communities in Syria and Palestine.
These relations, characterized by benevolence and
charity, even with the schismatics to whom | had giv-
en a share of the assistance, have never been broken
off. | have had the opportunity to renew them
through returning to the Orient since | became bish-
op and even Archbishop of Algiers.

These are the facts, Most Holy Father, that led
the French Government to propose to me that the
institution of Saint Anne’s should be administered by
the society of Missionaries that | had founded in Al-
geria. Your Holiness graciously agreed to this ar-
rangement and, since 1878, the Fathers of this con-
gregation (the White Fathers as they are called in
Africa) have been in possession of the shrine. As
Your Holiness is aware, the church of Saint Anne is
situated over the site of the house of Saint Anne and
Saint Joachim. A part of this house, hewed in the
rock as is the custom in Palestine, still exists. It is
there, according to the explicit witness of Saint John
Damascene and of Saint Sophronius, and according
to all Oriental authors, that the Virgin Mary was con-
ceived and was born immaculate.

This shrine, transformed into a mosque after
the fall of the Crusader Kingdom, was given to
France in 1854, at the request of Empress Eugénie,
by the Sultan of Constantinople. France had it re-
stored at great cost, spending on it more than a mil-
lion, and today the church is without contradiction
the most beautiful and the most complete of all
those of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Yet it has never
been consecrated, and it is for this ceremony that |
am going to Jerusalem. My intention is to do this [to
perform this ceremony - addition of the translator]
on 8 September, the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin
and the principal feast of the shrine which for a long
time was known by this name. It was only about the
time of the Crusades that it took the name of Saint
Anne to which, as | said personally to your Holiness
who gave your gracious approval, it seems to me
only right to add the name of Saint Joachim, father
of Our Lady just as Saint Anne was her mother.
Through a decree of Propaganda ordinary jurisdic-
tion over the church and the institute of Saint Anne’s
has been entrusted to me for the reason which |
shall shortly indicate.

| am counting on giving great solemnity to the
ceremony | am about to celebrate; several prelates
will accompany me, as well as a certain number of
priests and missionaries. In order, however, to avoid
giving umbrage to the Turkish Government, | took
the precaution of writing to the Marquis de Noailles,
the ambassador of France in Constantinople, asking
him to inform the Government of the exclusively reli-
gious purpose of my visit, and to present my re-
spects. The ambassador, removing in advance all the
difficulties that could have been raised by jealousies
that are always alive in the Orient, has taken this
step.
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