
1868: Lavigerie reports to the pope on his con-
flict over the freedom to evangelise the local popula-
tions in Algeria. He pleads for the Sahara and Sudan 
mission. 

 

Sermon pronounced at the Shrine of Our Lady 
of Lourdes (23 July 1887) 

I come, he said, to place under the auspices of 
Mary Immaculate a heroic work that is beginning 
today, for heroism is impossible without the grace of 
God. This is the evangelization of women in coun-
tries where this [poor] creature is immersed in an 
abyss of evil; this evangelization must be carried out 
by other women, by missionary sisters. 

Is it known how women in Equatorial Africa 
are? They are born slaves, live as slaves, and die as 
slaves. All their lives, they are the prey of human bru-
tality, they are beaten, slaughtered, exposed to all 
the horrors of barbarism. Their eyes are closed at the 
light of day.  This sad fate of theirs is common to all 
the women in infidel countries. You, Christian wom-
en who are listening to me, do not know all that you 
owe to the Immaculate Virgin. If everyone surrounds 
you with honours, respect, and affection, if you are 
not slaves, if you are not oppressed (forgive me this 
word), it is to Mary that you owe it, since it is 
through her that everything comes to us from Jesus. 
But where Mary is not known, the woman is but a 
victim, and what a victim! 

According to calculations that I have reason to 
believe are accurate, 200 million negresses are deliv-
ered to their executioners like commodities.  Often it 
is robbers who attack the peaceful villages of the 
Negroes by night, massacre the men who resist and 
lead the women and children to a market in the hin-
terland. They are sometimes dragged along for 
months at a time. When one of these women, over-
come by weariness, cannot go any further, a blow 
from her captors either leads to her death or leaves 
her to die of hunger and despair. Finally, the market 
is reached where the survivors of this sad journey 
will be left. To describe the odious scene that then 
takes place, I, a son of the Pyrenees, have only to 
remember the markets that are held here once a 
week, in different places. Well, in Equatorial Africa, 
women are examined like cattle, bought like cattle. 
For the price of only one of our cows one could buy 
thirty women. 

So, the only thing that awaits them, these 
poor creatures, are the blows to force them to work, 
or to punish them for not accepting in fulfil the will 
of their tyrants; their arms and legs are broken, they 
are left in agony for days on end without anyone tak-
ing care of them. So it is for this world; and for the 
other, no hope! For on account of their ignorance of 
any primitive tradition and their moral degradation, 
one cannot maintain for them the hope of salvation 
that one seeks to preserve for other infidels.  This 
immense population of women therefore has a living 
hell in this world, and eternal hell in the next. 

For many years, I was desolate at not being 
able to work for their evangelization. In the silence 
of the nights I heard, like the apostle Saint Paul, the 
voice of an immense population saying to me: Transi-
ens, adjuva nos, “Cross over, come to our aid”. From 
the very first days I heard that voice. The White Fa-
thers have exposed themselves to all kinds of tor-
ture to go and announce the good news. Eleven of 
them have been clad in a red robe that is far brighter 
than our own red as princes of the Church.  Their dis-
ciples have imitated them in the courageous confes-
sion of their faith; there have been scenes worthy of 
the first centuries of the Faith.  
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