A YEAR WITH CARDINAL CHARLES MARTIAL LAVIGERIE

19 AUGUST / 25

1868: opening of the first novitiate at Maison
Roustan.

1878: First death of the 1st caravan of Equatori-
al Africa: Father Pascal, superior of the Tanganyika
mission. He is buried in the forest.

Letter to order the reading of St Ignatius’
Letter on Obedience (4th October 1875)

My very dear Sons in Jesus Christ,

When God chose Abraham to lead his people,
and revealed to him his grand destiny, he stated that
all the blessings he gave to him and to the land on
his account would be the reward of his obedience.
‘And he brought him outside and said, “Look toward
heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to
number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your
offspring be.” And he believed the Lord, and he
counted it to him as righteousness.” (Gn 12:5).

When He wanted to come to earth and choose
a natural mother, it was again through Mary’s obedi-
ence that he granted this inexpressible privilege of
divine motherhood to her. “Behold, | am the servant
of the Lord; let it be to me according to your
word.” (Lk, 1:38).

God shows us in these two episodes of his
mercy the law that he imposes on all who desire un-
ion with him in working for their sanctification and
for the redeeming of souls. He only grants his grace,
support, and blessings to the obedient. ‘And if you
will indeed obey my commandments that | com-
mand you today, to love the Lord your God, and to
serve him with all your heart and with all your soul,
he will give the rain for your land in its season, the
early rain and the later rain, that you may gather in
your grain and your wine and your oil.” (Dt. 11:13-14).

As much as he promises victory to the obedi-
ent, so much he threatens with his anger those who
lack submission and docility. ‘If in spite of this you
will not listen to me, then | will discipline you again
sevenfold for your sins, and | will break the pride of
your power, and | will make your heavens like iron
and your earth like bronze. And your strength shall
be spent in vain, for your land shall not yield its in-
crease, and the trees of the land shall not yield their
fruit.” (Lv 26:18-20)

He goes even further, and in an extraordinary
forceful language utters terrifying threats against

those who, in a spirit of rebellion and pride, would
resist their Superiors and scandalise their brothers.
‘The man who acts presumptuously by not obeying
the priest who stands to minister there before the
Lord your God, or the judge, that man shall die. So
you shall purge the evil from Israel. And all the peo-
ple shall hear and fear and not act presumptuously
again.” (Dt 17:12-13)

You must not be surprised at these equally
formidable rewards and punishments. Whoever re-
fuses obedience to God or to those who represent
him is in fact denying himself, by refusing to surren-
der his will. What good, besides, is all the rest! By
contrast, whoever sacrifices and offers up his will,
gives himself completely to God. This is what he asks
of us. “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offer-
ings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the
Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to
listen than the fat of rams. (1S 15:22)

No other doctrine is thus more certain than
this and God was pleased to remind us of this in eve-
ry page of his Holy Scripture: without obedience,
there is no genuine virtue, no grace of God, and no
apostolate possible at all. By contrast, with perfect
obedience, all this is guaranteed to us.

Meditating on these ideas, as | frequently do,
my very dear Sons, | cannot but ask myself a chal-
lenging question about your emerging Society: will it
be a Society of truly obedient men? | do hope so, by
the mercy of God and of your good will of which | am
aware; in which case, | hope that it will be truly of
benefit to souls and to the conversion of this im-
mense continent to which it is sent. However, if it
turns out differently, if pride, self-interest, and a re-
bellious spirit were to prevail permanently among
you, alas for you! You would be on the path to cer-
tain death for yourselves and for others. It would
have been better by far if you had never existed!
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