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As I was reading this wonderful book, my mind was 

frequently thrown back to the figure of Charles 

DeFoucauld. He was my spiritual mentor during my early 

days in Peru. He lived many years in the desert of 

Tamanrasset in southern Algeria. He died there, killed by 

Tuareg nomads, in 1916. 

At the core of Charles’s spirituality was Eucharistic presence which he incarnated through 

his lonely life among the Tuareg. He lived alone accompanied only by the Eucharistic 

Christ present on the altar. 

Charles spent 12 years studying Tuareg culture and compiled the first French-Tuareg 

dictionary. Apart from that and his written plan for a new monastic missionary order, he 

died leaving not a trace.  

Pierre Claverie, the subject of this very fine biography, knew nothing about Charles. His 

name appears nowhere in Martin McGee’s book or index. Charles’s presence, entirely 

unnoticed by the French Algerian church, was very quiet indeed.  

Claverie himself complained bitterly when he discovered that he was born and brought 

up in a ‘colonial bubble’. It was no soap bubble, easily burst. It was of a thicker material 

formed of racism, superiority complex, disdain, xenophobia, cultural bias and religious 

sectarianism.  

Historical Background 

French forces landed in Algeria’s Sidi-Ferruch in 1830. They were a settlers group 

composed of French, Spanish, Italian and Maltese. Pierre was a fourth generation ‘pied-

noir’, brought up in Bab el Oued, a working-class district of Algiers. For Pierre and his 

family Algeria was home. It was also an integral part of France—Algerie Francaise, from 

Dunkirk to Tamanrasset. “Algeria is France” (Francois Mitterand). In a population of 55 
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million the pieds-noirs numbered one million, 800,000 of whom were born in Algeria. 

Ninety percent of the national wealth belonged to the settlers and their progeny.  

 

After the ruination wrought by World War II, France embarked on its bloody post-

imperial history. The siren song of liberation was being sung throughout the European 

colonies. The French first heard it French Indo-China, in Viet-Nam. The French spent 

blood and treasure (it didn’t have) to combat Sorbonne-educated Ho Chi Minh, who had 

studied the French Revolution, had read Karl Marx and Thomas Jefferson and met 

President Woodrow Wilson. His peasant army defeated the demoralised French at 

Dienbienphu, 1954. They withdrew just in time to hear the song again in ‘Algerie 

Francaise’. 

 

The defeat in Viet-Nam sparked the lust for liberation in Algeria. 1954 was the beginning 

of a war of “merciless error”, mutually inflicted, which ended in 1962.  

Pierre went to France in 1957, the most violent year of the war. The French army, the 

pieds-noirs and the OAS (Organisation armee secrete) employed every technique of 

torture, intimidation, pillage, rape and execution to maintain French power or to defeat 

it. By 1956 the Front de Liberation Nationale (FLN) had opted for all-out violence. By 1962 

the French won the war, having killed 15,000 FLN combatants. But there came no peace. 

The Algerian became a person to be feared by the French, hated, kept at a longer 

distance then even before. 

 

The Paris government formed the Union for the Safeguard and Renewal of Algeria. The 

union brought together academics, military and religious who thought that the best 

future lay in French rule. 

Enter Charles DeGaulle in 1962. He was sceptical. He visited Algeria under heavy guard. 

He spoke publicly of Algerie Francaise. But he became convinced that with a 9:1 

population ratio, France could not maintain its grip. Independence was declared. The 

pied-noir population departed ‘en masse’. 

 

Spiritual Awakening 

At the age of 11, Pierre joined the Dominican scouts at Saint-Do. According to his sister, 

Anne-Marie, it was crucial to his religious development. The chaplain was Fr Louis Lefevre 
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OP who made a lasting impression on Pierre. Though he could not later on remember 

anything Fr Louis taught, Pierre did remember his prayerful presence: “I can remember 

nothing…except his profound stillness which was created around him when he prayer or 

presided at prayer”. I sense the shadowy presence of DeFoucauld. 

His experience of Lefevre awakened in Pierre the thought of entering the seminary. His 

father, who from lax Catholic later became mentor and model to Pierre, advised instead 

that he first obtain a degree in engineering. Pierre left Algeria in October 1957 to study at 

Grenoble University.  

There he became active in right-wing student activity which included seizing the left-wing 

weekly Catholic newspaper Temoignage chretien. This chapter lasted only six months. By 

that time, he had met the Catholic chaplain Georges Haubtman. The Algerian war was 

becoming more brutal on both sides. Haubtman sought to develop a Christian 

perspective on the Algerian question.  

Pierre’s desire to become an engineer cooled down. Within a year his desire for the 

priesthood grew and by December 1958 he had entered the Dominican novitiate at Lille. 

Thus, Pierre spent most of Algeria’s violent years outside his country. 

The time in novitiate was precious to him. He discovered silent prayer, and learned to 

root his life in a personal relationship with Christ. A particular moment of grace came 

when he wrote that he finally discovered the Trinitarian God through Christ. We are 

called to be “participants in a flow of love which unites the Father to the Son, through the 

Spirit”. After novitiate Pierre went to the Dominican seminary at Saulchoir to pursue 

philosophical and theological studies (1959-1965). Like myself Pierre missed the 

excitement and turbulence of the sixties being locked away in a seminary.  

Years of Formation 

His time in Saulchoir were most meaningful and revealing to him on a personal and 

religious level. He came to realize that the background to his vocation was the Algerian 

war and the ensuing turmoil it provoked. Pierre entered the religious life to find clarity 

which could only be found in finding Christ, who being Way and Truth, is the meaning of 

life. He wants to be a man of God. 

However, he wants to be a man of God in the way Islam understands it: to live from God 

for God. That will be the frame and context within which Pierre wants to live and grow. 

One can wonder what Pierre’s metropolitan French classmates made of a pied-noir 

wanting to grow in religious life with reference to Islam. 



 4 

As he interacted with them he realized he was of another race. The idea of an Algeria-

France province came to seem unrealistic. If it were French, it would be a very 

Mediterranean one, with nothing to do with the Nordic French, whom Pierre found too 

serious— “what is missing here is the sun,” he exclaims in a letter. 

His experience of seminary quickened his self-understanding. He talks about returning to 

Algeria, of learning Arabic, of studying Islam. This goes hand-in-hand with his discovery of 

what a ‘pied-noir’ actually was: a person whose political and cultural stance excluded the 

other who was different in language, culture and religion. 

Pierre became clear with time that he was a man of relationship. Through prayer and 

liturgy, he would deepen his intimacy with God. Through presence and dialogue, he 

would relate to his Algerian compatriots.  

This resonates very closely with what Charles De Foucauld attempted in the lonely depths 

of the desert: immersion in the reality of the other, study of the culture, growth in 

understanding the other’s religion, culture and faith. The same desire motivated the 

North American monk Thomas Merton in his immersion in Buddhist thought and 

practice.  

The ‘seminary sixties’, then, were years of ferment and of seeking, and of conversion. 

Vatican II happened, with its vision of a church open to, and at the service of, the human 

project; and missioned for the life of the world.  

The Algerian war happened, with its cruelty, hatred and death. In the wake of church 

reform and war’s devastation, Pierre became a Dominican of the Mediterranean, and of 

Algeria in particular. He was convinced of a calling to deconstruct church structures and 

attitudes of separation, contempt and condescension. Walls must come down. To aid in 

that process Pierre began his study of Arabic and of Islam, its religion and culture.  

Return to Algeria 

Pierre was happy and content to be assigned to return to Algeria. Life was different. He 

lived an apartment in an Algerian neighbourhood, in marked contrast to the monastic 

isolation of Saulchoir. He met with his brothers every weekend, “Common prayer, work 

and service in fraternal teams, I couldn’t ask for more from the Order.” 

With time, Pierre’s talents as a preacher and teacher led him into the apostolate of 

retreat-giving. He ranged widely, preaching mainly on interreligious dialogue, but also on 

Our Lady, Islam, St Paul and social justice.  
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For retreat material he had frequent recourse to Hampate Ba, a Malian Muslim whom 

Pierre met in Niger. He liked retelling his wisdom stories. He also read the Breton 

novelist, Jean Sulivan, the French theologian Francois Varillon, and the 14th century 

Dominican mystic, Meister Eckhart. There is no mention of Charles De Foucauld, who 

must have been entirely unknown. I wonder did Pierre read the novels of Albert Camus, a 

pied-noir like himself.  

Immersion in a culture and a people is never easy and always a challenge. Pierre returned 

to Algeria determined to commit himself to the kenotic experience of disrobing himself 

of his French pied-noir bubble culture to don the accoutrements of a culture not his own. 

This gradual self-emptying was not in function of converting Muslims to Christianity. He 

was sent for the life of the poor and abandoned not for the life of the Church. In a letter 

he wrote: “One must at all costs penetrate a little the language to begin to appreciate the 

gulf which separates us….”  And again: “It’s a case of finding a way in to their world by 

any means possible and learning to open one’s heart and one’s eyes.” 

Post-Independence 

His process took place in a Algeria newly independent, trying to find its footing amid the 

nations of the world. Algerian Islam itself was politicizing in a way that would prove toxic 

and ultimately fatal for Pierre. The tiny Christian remnant left after the mass exodus of 

pied-noir came under suspicion as a left-over from French colonialism. 

The Algerian political process was ambiguous. It had to create a state which was socialist 

and Islamic. To aid this both Sunday sabbath and Christmas were abolished, to be 

replaced by Friday and the birth of the Prophet. Catholic schools and hospitals were 

nationalised in 1976. The upside of this was to make the church poor and denuded of 

institutional power. In 1983, Pierre, now a bishop, handed over Sacred Heart cathedral to 

be converted into a library and cultural centre. 

By 1989, Pierre, now Bishop of Oran since 1981, had articulated with greater clarity the 

mission of the church. It had three components: the mission of reconciliation; the mission 

of welcoming new Christians recently discovering Christ; and the mission of interreligious 

dialogue.  

Pierre found a church stripped of its institutional power most congenial to his way of 

doing church. For him the church had to be where there are wounded, excluded, 

marginalized people. The original sin of his pied-noir culture and people was a total lack 

of awareness of the suffering of Algeria’s poor. Yes, there was an outreach in charity, but 

it was a charity unconscious of the structural sin which supported the very evils which 
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charity opposed. Paradoxically, charity extended the life of structures based on injustice. 

There comes a moment when history (and its God?) must intervene to cause disruption, 

confrontation, even bloodshed.  

That moment arrives when violence accumulates to such a pitch that it becomes 

unbearable. Violence is structural when society is to some degree complicit in the 

structural sin of infant mortality, or chronic hunger, or social marginalisation. It becomes 

reactionary when those most affected rise up to protest. Violence is repressive when the 

forces of law and order act to quell the disorder wrought by the protesting population. 

Violence become terrorist when there is a perception that the oppressed population is in 

danger of extinction.  

The pieds-noirs cut themselves off from the ambiental violence. But the violence pierced 

the bubble, tore down the walls and, finally, expelled them with a savage brutality. 

The Sacrament of Presence and Encounter 

With the emigration or expulsion of the pieds-noirs and the shrinking of the church to a 

tiny remnant, Pierre and his confreres had to rethink the church’s presence among his 

Muslim compatriots. 

Pierre’s church was a church on mission. But being a missionary church did not imply any 

aggression, any form of neo-colonialism, nor, most importantly, proselytism. For him, the 

mission was to shar with his Muslim brothers and sisters the life and love of Jesus Christ. 

Since Vatican II, the church had been spoken of as the “sacrament of salvation”. The 

notion of sacrament has undergone a broadening of its meaning, far beyond the seven 

sacraments. Jesus is the sacrament of God’s presence. The church is the sacrament of 

Christ in the world and for the world. The beauty and power of nature point 

sacramentally to Christ’s love of the world. As theologian John Macquarrie has written, 

the goal of sacraments is “to make creation so transparent that we might know God’s 

presence and activity among us”.  

Our understanding of sacrament hinges on our progressive understanding of the mystery 

of God’s incarnation in Christ. His life was a continual pursuit of the Father’s will. In this 

he would brook no opposition, no matter the cost. At the end he invited his friends into 

his life through partaking of a sacramental meal by which we enter into his life, death and 

resurrection. Through Baptism we enter into that never-ending Paschal journey.  

By the incarnation Christ has united himself with every individual by the very fact of their 

enfleshed humanity. Jesus sent the Spirit over his followers and over all of creation. The 
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Spirit inspires both inside and outside of the church. That inspiration animates all efforts 

to better the lives of an afflicted humanity.  

 

The Encounter with Islam 

Reaching out to Islam was never practiced by the pieds-noirs of whom Pierre was one. He 

returned to Algeria with a deep sense of being sent to the world of Islam to which, in a 

broad sense, he belonged. Algeria was newly independent and embarked on a trajectory 

toward Islamization, a process which turned out to be toxic. 

As he began to get his feet wet in the waters of Islam, Pierre noticed how different their 

ocean was. Pierre saw the God’s first word of revelation is, “Adore me, I am the only 

one”. This does not convey an invitation to enter into a mutual relationship of love 

between the creature and God. In contrast, the revealing word of God to the Christian is, 

“Do not be afraid, I love you” This love banishes fear and invites to a relationship with 

God who is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  

That loving relationship creates a theology of living a life of a deepening knowledge of 

God who opens godself to an ever-deepening love. In contrast, Muslim theology stresses 

the unknowability of God, God’s transcendence and the obligation of submission to him. 

That is why most Muslim theology is commentary of sharia law. Muslim theologians are 

sharia lawyers.  

 

Reading the Qur’an 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam are “religions of the Book”. There are to be found the 

stories, folklore, ritual, history, wisdom and spirituality of those world religions. Opening 

the Qur’an for Pierre was opening the door to a religious universe different yet similar to 

Pierre’s.  

One of the first things Pierre learned was that Mohammed did not write the Qur’an. He 

merely took down what was dictated to him by the angel Gabriel. It is impossible to 

translate the Qur’an. Muslims abhor the idea of translation. The Qur’an is perfect in its 

theology, moral teachings and ritual. It brings previous texts to perfection. So-called 

translations are merely, and should be called, Interpretations.  

Pierre acquired a deep appreciation of the Qur’an and of the religion and culture it 

expounded. But he cautioned Christian readers that when reading it they should have 
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Muslim friends to help them. I agree. I read the Qur’an some years ago. I am 

embarrassed to confess, with little appreciation.  

Vatican II, in its document ‘Nostra Aetate’, expresses a profound respect for Islam and 

the other great religious traditions. In each of them there are “salvific elements” which 

can lead to salvation. Nevertheless, there are points of contention: The Trinity, the 

Incarnation and the Cross. For example, the Muslim rejection of the incarnation and the 

Cross have deep roots in Islam’s understanding of God and his relationship with 

humankind. The thought that God would immerse himself in the muck and mire of the 

world is abhorrent to the point of blasphemy. God is “totally Other”, aloof. Humankind 

can approach prostrate in an attitude of submission.   

The challenge to the Christian reader of the Qur’an is to trust the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit who animates the text. Vatican II taught that the Spirit also works in the world 

outside of the institution and its sanctuary. Indeed, Christian mission must find its natural 

habitat in the world and pitch its tent on the holy ground of other religious traditions.  

Pierre asked hot wo discern God’s voice in the sacred texts of others. He replies that if 

the experience produces the fruits of the Spirit and awakens a desire to sacrifice oneself 

for the love of God and neighbour, then we are in the presence of God’ Spirit. He recalls 

that ‘the Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy’ in other religions 

(Nostra Aetate 2). 

 

Dialogue: Its Ups and Downs 

Muslims distrust Christians. The experience of colonialism has been one of struggle o 

ward off conversion and to maintain and confirm their allegiance to Allah and to his 

Qur’anic word. They have a deep sense of community, of loyalty to their ‘umma’. To 

wound one is to wound all. Our western individualism has desensitized us to the common 

humanity we all share. Coupled with that communal sense is a deeply felt awareness of 

God’s presence in their lives. 

That communal sense seeps into the Muslim concept of politics which should be at the 

service of the religious domain and facilitate its sovereignty over the State.  

Despite the insuperable obstacles, Pierre embarked on mission based on the dynamic of 

presence, encounter, friendship and dialogue, dialogue of shared living, shared ideals 

(e.g. justice, the common good), shared faith and prayer, shared talk of the experience of 

God.  
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For Pierre, following Pope Paul VI, dialogue is constitutive of the relationship between 

God and humankind. God speaks her word: I love you. Do this and you will live. The 

people reply: everything God says, that we will do. 

For dialogue to begin, there must be mutual respect, a trust in the truth and integrity of 

the other. That respect can grow into esteem and then into friendship. “Dialogue thrives 

on friendship.” (Ecclesiam Suam n. 87). That friendship is gratuitous; a grace, a gift not to 

be abused or manipulated. Friendship is not a means towards conversion. It is an end in 

itself.  

To evangelise, it is not sufficient to preach the Word to (or at) the other. Padre Valdivieso 

did that to the Inca Atahualpa, to tragic consequences. The good news is shared in a 

context of hospitality, mutual regard, and growth in trust and friendship. Mission today is 

deeply despised and distrusted because it has been too closely associated with the 

imperial enterprise.  

Pierre, along with a close Muslim friend, Mohamed Bouchikhi, were kissed in an 

explosion August 1, 1996, only a few months after the kidnap and beheading of seven 

monks at Tibherine. The civil was raging. A total of 19 christians died as martyrs. They 

were beatified the 27 of January 2018, Pierre among them.  

Final Thoughts 

This book is more than a saint’s biography. If anything, it is “post-hagiographical”. Many 

of us were nurtured in the faith by saints’ lives whose saccharine sanctity was ‘holier than 

thou’. Their eyes were always heavenward; their charity in function of personal salvation; 

their miracles of dubious authenticity.  

Mark Mc Gee has introduced us to Pierre Claverie, a flawed man of God, a vulnerable 

human being, who lived in concrete challenging circumstances. He lived a cross-cultural 

mission life of self-emptying generosity so that Christ could be known and revered by 

Muslims. 

He embodied a different model of mission, one based on open and accepting dialogue 

with others. One of his Muslim friends, Oum El Kheir, wrote this to her contemporaries: 

“…my friend Pierre taught me how to love Islam, he taught me how to be Muslim, a 

friend of Algerian christians. I learnt with Pierre that friendship is, first of all, belief in 

God, it is love of others, it is human solidarity”. 

He had a similar impact on his friend, Mohamed Bouchikhi. He was a faithful Muslim who 

became a friend. He ciphered that friendship in the threefold key of peace, thanks and 
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forgiveness. He ran a terrible risk befriending a christian. He said once to Pierre: “I’m 

doing it because I love you, but I’m going to be killed. Sadly, it was so.  

Mc Gee has also given us an excellent primer on Islam from a christian perspective. It is 

appreciative and inclusive of those aspects of Islam which easily coincide with 

Christianity. It is free of polemics, but is honest in confronting the deep disagreements 

which exist. This is one area in which both sides will have to learn to accept and celebrate 

their divergences and diversity.  

As an old missionary myself, I deeply enjoyed reading and interacting with this book. I 

heartily recommend it as biography, spirituality, theology and mission in a promising 

renewed perspective.  

Frank Regan 

August 2021 


