
1878: The Dicastery for Evangelization autho-
rizes Lavigerie to send missionaries to Equatorial 
Africa. However, Lavigerie is not appointed Apostolic 
Delegate of Equatorial Africa. 

1908: Final approval by the Holy See of the So-
ciety of the Missionaries of Africa 

 

Letter to the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda 
Fide (16th February 1876) 

 

Your Eminence, 

 I have not had the honour of making a report 
to Your Eminence on the Mission entrusted to me by 
Propaganda, in my capacity as Apostolic Delegate in 
the Sahara and other countries to the south of the 
Barbary States.  A protracted illness, which I have 
just had, was the cause of this delay. I am ready to 
make up for it today and fulfil this duty of my respon-
sibility by communicating to Your Eminence the state 
of the undertakings of this Mission. 

When your predecessor entrusted it to me, it 
did not include a single priest or layperson. Just to 
penetrate the area seemed impossible because of 
the prejudices of the French Government in Algeria 
on the one hand and the intolerance and fanaticism 
of the Muslim people on the other. 

The first thing we had to do was to was to 
create two Societies, one for Priests and Brothers, 
the other for Sisters, specially intended for this 
special Mission. It was difficult, especially in a coun-
try like this; however, it was unavoidable, because 
no existing Congregation could give us people in 
sufficient numbers for such an undertaking. God 
came to our aid. Two new Congregations were 
founded and after only a few years of coming into 
being, one of them, the Missionaries, already num-
bers 120 Fathers or Brothers and the other 80 Sis-
ters. 

To the Society of Fathers, I gave the name of 
Missionaries of Africa of Algiers, and to the Sisters, 
that of Sisters of the African Missions of Algiers.  My 
first concern after the serious training of candidates 
for which the Jesuit Fathers were good enough to 
entrust to me several of their Fathers, was to draw 
up a practical rule to follow in the Missions among 
Muslims. For many centuries everywhere, these Mis-
sions have been sterile, and I attribute especially to 
the wrong method being followed there. They 
wanted to preach the Gospel directly to such a fana-
tical people and they responded by driving away or 
killing the Missionaries. For this reason, they were 

unable to enter, up to now, the Muslim nations, wi-
thout the armed protection of Christian nations.  By 
contrast, I thought that in situations that are almost 
identical, we should imitate the practice of the early 
Church, where the law of secrecy was imposed, and 
it was better to win the hearts of Muslims through 
the practice of Charity before proffering them the 
truths of the Faith. 

With this aim, all our Missionaries have learned 
to treat the sick and to teach little children in classes. 
They introduce themselves to the most barbarian 
tribes as Christian priests, men of prayer for souls, 
doctors for bodies and desirous only of doing good 
to everyone and to live in peace with all. 

The initial successes were extraordinary. Not 
only did the French Government end its opposition, 
in seeing with what willingness the Algerian peoples 
called the Missionaries into the most inaccessible of 
their mountains, but that gradually, they were able 
to penetrate everywhere. We placed them on the 
borders of Algeria at Laghouat, Biskra and El-Abioud. 
There, they made acquaintance with the desert 
tribes, who, seeing all the good being done, also invi-
ted them into their territories. They went to set 
themselves up about a hundred leagues further, out 
with any French protection. I was warned there 
would be massacres, but they were respected and 
revered by all. 

They noticed native tribes arriving at these 
new mission posts from central Africa. The same 
effect was produced. The Tuareg, the most fearsome 
people that dominated all of the Sahara, implored 
them to come to them. They even asked me for 
them personally, insistently. I consented. Three Mis-
sionaries went with them. I hope that in this mo-
ment, they are arriving at Timbuktu, the capital of 
Western Sudan. I ordered them to set themselves up 
there. If successful, we would have one staging post 
to another in an uninterrupted chain of Missionaries 
between Algiers and Timbuktu, therefore, between 
the seaboard and the most inaccessible centre of 
Africa, since from Timbuktu, we can enter all the sla-
very countries. 
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