
1866: Lavigerie refuses the sacrament of 
confirmation to young people who do not know how 
to answer the questions he asks. After the parents' 
supplication, he celebrates the sacrament of 
confirmation. 

1882: Lavigerie receives the cardinal's hat from 
the President of the Republic of France. 

 

The first day of a cardinal at Saint-Sulpice in 
Paris (20th May 1882) 

 

“On the day of the giving of the cardinal’s red 
hat at the Élysée palace, Archbishop Lavigerie 
presided at the closing catechism session for the 
First Holy Communion children at the parish of Saint 
Sulpice. He insisted on showing this sign of his 
affection for his co-disciple Abbé Sire, the zealous 
director general of the catechism program, and in 
this way revealing the high regard in which a prince 
of the Church holds religious education. In another 
touching gesture, he sought to consecrate the first 
hours of his cardinalate to this small chapel and to 
that same work to which, forty years ago, he had 
consecrated the first hours of his ministry. 

How delightful it was to see the venerable 
prelate among these little figures who seemed not 
to have enough eyes to watch him. Professor, 
orator, father to orphans, missionary bishop, 
administrator, one can also say diplomat, he is all 
these in the eyes of the world; but here, he was 
simply the charming talker with that subtle good-
naturedness full of spirit and faith and that witty 
eloquence which can be caring, sharp and edifying all 
at the same time.  You should have heard him say, 
for example: 

« You are little Parisians and I am not sure how 
to speak to you; I am just an old savage: look at this 
white beard, bleached by all the travelling I have 
done along the way. Usually, I speak only with little 
Moors who are blacker than your shoes. 

«People think that the life of a cardinal is all 
roses: alas! Do you know what happened to me on 
the first day of my cardinalate? They speak of the 
ovation given to me by the Maltese in Tunis, but they 
do not say what happened after that. I could not 
spend the night in Tunis and had to return to 
Carthage, which is 18km away.  We left at nightfall 
with my coadjutor and the bishop of Constantine. All 
went well for seven kilometres. But then it got dark 
and my coach driver, a native, children, my coach 
driver went off the road and we drove us into some 

swamps. To make matters worse, a terrible storm 
broke. How to get out of this? We all get down; we 
tuck up our purple cassocks and with mud up to our 
knees, with the rain coming down in torrents, my 
coadjutor takes one wheel, the bishop of 
Constantine another, His Eminence the cardinal the 
third, my valet, – you see, children, he is there – the 
fourth wheel : the native whips the horses and 
nothing moves. We had to leave the coach in the 
water and continue on foot to Tunis where, by some 
good fortune, the town gates were not yet closed 
when we arrived. And that was my first day as a 
cardinal. 

« My children, I would love to take you to 
Africa and make missionaries of you; the lands the 
Holy Father has entrusted to me stretch from Algiers 
to the Cape of Good Hope; it is true that I do not 
have to visit them all each year! 

I warn you, it is tough; you suffer there as 
much as you could suffer anywhere but you have 
with you also the joy of the Lord! A young priest 
once came to me from France, wanting to become a 
missionary; do you know what I wrote on his travel 
warrant? Visum pro martyrio, a visa for martyrdom, 
and I said to him: ‘Aren’t you afraid?’ ‘I came only for 
that,’ he replied. And in fact, children, this year he 
died a martyr. 
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