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Francis Xavier Le Ray

1825-1887










Fourth Archbishop of New Orleans

Bishop Francis Xavier Le Ray of Natchitoches was transferred to New Orleans as coadjutor and Apostolic administrator of affairs on 23 October 1879, and at once set to work to liquidate the immense debt. It was during the administration of Archbishop Perche and the coadjutorship of Bishop Le Ray that the Board of Trustees of the cathedral that formerly had caused so much trouble passed out of existence in July 1881, and transferred all the cathedral property to Archbishop Perche and Bishop Le Ray jointly, for the benefit and use of the Catholic population. Francis was born at Château Giron, Brittany, France, 20 April 1825, one of 13 children. He responded to the appeal for priests for the Diocese of Louisiana in 1843, and completed his theological studies in the Sulpician seminary in Baltimore. He accompanied Bishop Chanche to Natchez and was ordained by him on 19 March 1852. He was a most active missionary in the Mississippi district and in 1860 when pastor of Vicksburg he brought the Sisters of Mercy from Baltimore to establish a school there. After the death of Archbishop Perche on December 27, 1883, Francis Xavier Le Ray became the fourth Archbishop of New Orleans and in early 1884 the whole state of Louisiana was under his direction. Several times during his years of activity as a priest he was stricken with yellow fever. In May of 1887, Francis Xavier was urged by his physician to get some rest from his busy schedule and when the settlement of some affairs of the diocese in Europe required his presence, he decided to follow his physician’s advice. While in Europe, he returned to his native city of Château Giron, Brittany, France where he died on September 23, 1887 of a stroke.  His body was laid to rest in France and New Orleans Catholics regretted that the remains of one who had done so much for them could not lie in their midst. Had he remained in New Orleans he would have been buried beneath the sanctuary of the St. Louis Cathedral along with the three Archbishops who preceded him. The Archdiocese of New Orleans had lost one of its most devoted prelates and one who had suffered and faced more for it than perhaps any prelate before or since. His whole life was one of suffering and sacrifice, of devotion and almost heroic selflessness in the interest of others, as the events of his life in Alabama, Missouri, Mississippi, in the Diocese of Natchitoches and above all in the Archdiocese of New Orleans, show so vividly. His term as Archbishop lasted less than four years. Not many know of Archbishop Le Ray, or have ever known the great service he rendered to his church, but he deserves to have his name perpetuated for all time.
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