
 ST. VINCENT TODAY 
I. HORIZON SHIFTS IN THE LAST FIVE DECADES 
When the celebration of the 350th anniversary of the deaths of St. Louise and St. Vincent was announced, I suddenly felt old.  I remember the 300th anniversary celebration quite well!  I took part as a young theology student, fresh out of the novitiate.  Over these 50 years, some remarkable horizon shifts have taken place in the world, in the Church and in the Vincentian Family.  The world grew smaller and larger at the same time: smaller, because of much more rapid means of communication and transportation; larger, because, with globalization, each of us became much more aware of those living outside “our own little world”.  At the same time, Catholics experienced a huge horizon shift with Vatican II.  The council urged us to engage the world and other religions with persevering dialogue and a new openness.  It transformed our liturgy, and it offered us a renewed, more participative way of seeing the Church itself.  We who are members of the Vincentian Family have also experienced some striking horizon shifts in this period.  Let me mention just three of these. 

 We have moved: 

 From being disparate organizations operating largely on their own to becoming a “Vincentian Family” that meets often (as we are doing today), plans together, does formation programs together, works together, and prays together 

A simple change in language illustrates this shift.  In 1960 we spoke almost always of the “Double Family,” meaning the Vincentians and the Daughters of Charity.  Now we speak continually of the “Vincentian Family”, a phrase that envisions all the branches, each of which has its distinctive charism but all of which are committed to working together.  We reflect together on the spirituality that binds us together.  We urge collaboration within the Family. We emphasize solidarity with one another and with the poor in working to eradicate the causes of poverty. 

 From being shaped predominately by European ideas and customs to being a truly international Family where the ideas and customs of all regions are honored and where personnel and economic resources pour across borders. 

During the pontificate of Paul VI a striking shift took place in the Church's statistical center of gravity.  It went largely unnoticed. The turning point arrived in 1970: 51% of the worldwide Catholic population was living in the southern hemisphere.1 

A similar shift has been taking place gradually in the Vincentian Family.  Though numerically the Family’s numbers are still large in Europe and the United States, the Family is now flourishing in Asia, Africa, and Central and South America.  By far, the largest group in the Society of St. Vincent de Paul is in Brazil.  The fastest growing province of the Daughters of Charity is Vietnam.  The responsibility for formation and for the leadership in third-world countries lies more and more in the hands of those born there.  Our youth groups have spread from Europe to 60 countries in the last 15 years and their international president is from Haiti.   

The Family has seen remarkable geographical expansion in recent years.  Over the last 15 years, for example, the Daughters of Charity have moved into Albania, Cambodia, Ghana, Angola, Byelorussia, Ukraine, Chad, Equatorial Guinea, Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda, Burundi, the Cook Islands, Kazakhstan, Magadan, and, I suspect, other places that I have forgotten.  I could say similar things about the Congregation of the Mission, AIC, the SSVP, JMV, the Miraculous Medal Association, MISEVI, and other branches. 

 From an attitude of "assistentialism", characterized by giving to the poor, to an attitude of solidarity with those in need, working hand in hand with them, engaging them in their own human promotion and their struggle for justice. 

Here again, a change in language illustrates the shift.  The word "accompaniment" has become very much a part of our vocabulary.  This is not merely a linguistic shift.  Rather, our new language expresses an attitudinal change.  Today, especially in the Church and often in secular society, we recognize how important it is that the poor themselves be engaged in their own promotion.  We see that human dignity demands self-determination.  We believe in personal involvement in one's own education, in the acceptance of responsibility for creating one's own future.  In recent decades a remarkable shift of emphasis has taken place, from "assistentialism" in works of charity (giving alms, providing "things" for the poor) to "human promotion" (accompaniment of the poor person in the overall process of personal formation and self-help), to accompaniment in the struggle for justice. 

Of course, these horizon shifts did not take place suddenly, nor did they happen precisely at any particular moment during these last five decades; rather, they evolved gradually in the minds and hearts of members of our Family.  Nor have these shifts taken place in the same measure everywhere where the Family exists.  Attitudes and horizons have shifted more in some places than in others.  
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 I will refer to these horizon shifts as I speak about the topic that you have asked me to address: St. Vincent Today. 

II. ST. VINCENT IN HIS TIME 
St. Vincent’s personality was enormously rich.  I once spoke in this room about “Five Faces of Vincent de Paul: Missionary, Father of the Poor, Formator, Contemplative in Action, and Gentlest Man of His Time.  But in fact, all of us could add other faces of St. Vincent: Founder, Spiritual Director, Advocate at the Court, Peace-Maker, etc. 

 Today, let me mention just two aspects of Vincent’s personality and then apply them to the topic, St. Vincent Today.   

 Writing to a priest of the Congregation of the Mission in 1657 about the formation of the clergy, St. Vincent held up as the two central virtues of Jesus, “his filial relationship with the Father and his charity toward the neighbor (la religion vers son Père et la charité vers les hommes).”2   

Vincent’s “filial relationship with his Father” 

 Bérulle, Olier, and other members of the French School speak of “religion” as the basic response of the human person before God, an attitude of adoration, of total consecration of oneself to God.3  In that light, St. Vincent tells his followers, "...Our Lord was, above all, a man of prayer"4. 

Few saints have been as active as Vincent de Paul, but his contemporaries also regarded him as a contemplative.  Abelly, his first biographer, writes that Ahis spirit was continually attentive to the presence of God.@5  He adds that a priest who knew Vincent well recalled seeing him contemplating for hours on end a crucifix held in his hands. 

The naturalness with which Vincent speaks about contemplation, especially to the Daughters of Charity, is an indication that he himself was at ease in this world.  Vincent is eloquent at times when he talks about how he sees God.  Speaking to the members of the Congregation of the Mission on December 13, 1658, he muses: AOh, if we had an eye sufficiently piercing to penetrate a little into the infinity of his excellence, oh my God, my brothers, what exalted sentiments of God should we not take away from it!  We should say with St. Paul that eyes have not seen, nor ears heard, nor the mind of man conceived anything like it.  God is an abyss of sweetness, sovereign and eternally glorious Being, an infinite Good, embracing all that is good.  Everything in him is incomprehensible.@6   

I propose to you today that the union of contemplation and action, so evident in St. Vincent’s person, is one of the most important elements in the spirituality of our Vincentian Family.  Vincent was utterly convinced that prayer and action go hand in hand.  Divorced from action, prayer can turn escapist.  It can lose itself in fantasy.  It can create illusions of holiness.  But, conversely, service divorced from prayer can become shallow.  It can have a Adriven@ quality to it.  It can become an addiction, an intoxicating lure.  An apostolic spirituality is at its best when it holds prayer and action in tension with one another. 

 Concretely, while Vincent places very strong emphasis on practical, effective love, he also places striking emphasis on daily meditative prayer.  In fact, in the Vincentian spiritual tradition, daily reflection on the word of God plays an extremely important role.  Few things receive more emphasis.  Speaking about meditative prayer, Vincent states: 

Give me a man (or woman) of prayer and (they) will be capable of everything.  (They) may say with the apostle, "I can do all things in him who strengthens me."  (Our Family) will last as long as it faithfully carries out the practice of prayer, which is like an impregnable rampart shielding (us) from all manner of attack.7 

In other words, he regards daily meditative prayer as utterly essential for those engaged in active service to the poor.  That is how he nourished his “religion vers son Père”. 

Vincent’s charity toward the neighbor 

Few saints have been as active as Vincent de Paul.  Even if we highlight only his principal accomplishments, the list is impressive. 

In 1617, struck by the need to organize practical works of charity in Châtillon, he founded "the Charities" (later known as the Ladies of Charity and now called AIC).  During his lifetime he wrote the statutes for numerous "Charities" that sprang into existence throughout France. The Confraternities spread rapidly throughout France and afterwards throughout the world, counting today more than 260,000 members in 53 countries.   

In 1625, he founded the Congregation of the Mission.  By the time of his death, the Congregation had spread to Poland, Italy, Algeria, Madagascar, Ireland, Scotland, the Hebrides, and the Orkneys.  During his lifetime, the house at St. Lazare alone gave more than a thousand missions.  He acted as Superior General of the Congregation until his death, holding regular council meetings, writing its rules, conducting general assemblies, and resolving a host of foundational questions. 

From 1628 on he became more and more involved in the reform of the clergy, organizing retreats for ordinands, the Tuesday conferences, and retreats for priests.  Abelly tells us that more than 12,000 ordinands made retreats at St. Lazare.  In the last 25 years of his life, he established 20 seminaries! 

In 1633, along with Louise de Marillac, he founded the Daughters of Charity.  With Louise at his side, he acted as Superior General, guiding the frequent councils, drafting a rule, and working out the rather revolutionary juridical base that would make the Company such a powerful apostolic force in the years to come.  In his lifetime, more than 60 houses sprang up in both France and Poland.  The Company later became one of the largest congregations the Church had ever seen. 

In the process of guiding the three groups that he founded, Vincent carried on an enormous correspondence, writing more than 30,000 letters.  He gave frequent conferences to both the Congregation of the Mission and the Daughters.  Only a small number of these are extant, and even these are merely copiers' accounts of what he said.  He also gave conferences to the Visitation nuns who had been entrusted to his care by Francis de Sales in 1622; none of these has been passed down to us. 

In 1638, he took up the work of the foundlings.  Eventually he assigned numerous Daughters of Charity to the work and had 13 houses built to receive the children.  When this work was endangered in 1647, he saved it by making an eloquent appeal to the Ladies of Charity to regard the foundlings as their children.8 

Beginning in 1639 Vincent began organizing campaigns for the relief of those suffering from war, plague, and famine.  One of Vincent's assistants, Br. Mathieu Regnard, made 53 trips, crossing enemy lines in disguise, carrying money from Vincent for the relief of those in war zones.9 

From 1643 to 1652 he served on the Council of Conscience, an elite administrative body that advised the king in regard to the selection of bishops.  At the same time he was the friend and often the counsellor of many of the great spiritual leaders of the day. 

In 1652, as poverty enveloped Paris, Vincent, at the age of 72, organized massive relief programs, providing soup twice a day for thousands of poor people at St. Lazare and feeding thousands of others at the houses of the Daughters of Charity.  He organized collections, gathering each week 5-6 thousand pounds of meat, 2-3 thousand eggs, and provisions of clothing and utensils.10 

So striking were Vincent's activities that the preacher at his funeral, Henri de Maupas du Tour, stated: "He just about transformed the face of the Church."11 

III. ST. VINCENT TODAY 
I want to describe to you, as simply as I can, how I would love to see St. Vincent today.  Of course, he lives on mainly in us, the members of his Family.  In a sense, we the members of his Family are an icon at which people gaze to see St. Vincent today.  So, how do I hope to see St. Vincent, 350 years after his death, in the living people (you and me) who carry his heritage into the future? 

I suggest to you that that these two central characteristics which Vincent highlighted in 1657 must always characterize his Family: “his filial relationship with his Father and his charity toward his neighbor.  So I lay before you five hopes for our Family in the years ahead: 

 I hope that our Vincentian Family in the future will abound with “contemplatives in action”. 

Do people say of us: "The Vincentian Family really knows how to pray!"?  People surely know our family for its works.  The name Vincent de Paul is synonymous with works of charity.  But do people see us as a group that is deeply committed to prayer?  I ask especially: Do the young people who come among us feel attracted by experiencing how we pray? 

St. Vincent himself was a wonderful pray-er.  His contemporaries readily recognized him as a contemplative in action.   

My hope is that in all the branches we will support one another in meditating on the word of God daily and that our prayer will really be "something beautiful for God", attractive to the young, and the source of our apostolic zeal.   

 I hope that our worldwide Vincentian Family, with its million or so members, will continue to grow as collaborators – a united force in the evangelization and integral human promotion of the poor. 

We have enormous personnel resources as a Family.  If we can channel them toward the service of the poor, we can have a powerful impact.  I feel very encouraged in this regard.  I see our worldwide Family spreading geographically more and more.  Would St. Vincent ever have imagined that we would be serving the poor in more than 140 countries? 

I also see our Family thinking creatively.  You who are its leaders have been courageous in going to new places and undertaking new works, often together.  But collaboration is not easy.  Just last week, sitting in this same seat, I gave a talk to Daughters of Charity working in Africa in Project DREAM with the Community of Sant’Egidio about 7 habits that are conducive to collaboration.  All at the meeting acknowledged that collaboration, while essential, is sometimes difficult. 

 I hope that, in addition to practical works of charity, which play such an important role in our tradition, our Family will stand at the side of the poor in their struggle for justice. 

In the thirteen volumes of his extant talks and writings St. Vincent uses the word “justice” 60 times.   But analyzing those instances, it is clear that Vincent rarely used the word in the modern sense.  Contemporary “justice language” depends largely on the language of “human rights”, which came into vogue shortly after Vincent’s time with the English philosophers Hobbes and Locke. It became very common a century later, during the American and French Revolutions, and is still much in use today.   

It seems to me that four phrases give a fair summary of St. Vincent’s teaching about justice: 

 “Justice should be accompanied by mercy” (SV I, 458) 

 “There can be no charity if it is not accompanied by justice” (SV II, 54) 

 “Duties of justice have precedence over those of charity” (SV VII, 620) 

 “In helping them (the Barbary slaves) we are doing justice and not mercy” (SV VII, 98) 

The last phrase is the closest that St. Vincent comes to using “justice” in the contemporary sense.  He is implying that these slaves have a basic human right to be free. 

  Though, in fact, we rarely find “justice language” in St. Vincent, we continually find “justice in action”.  He dealt with concrete justice problems, though he usually used the language of "charity" to speak of them.  Some of the key justice issues of our day were also the key issues in his day: health care, education, unemployment, discrimination against and even the enslavement of certain groups, the role of women in society, huge government expenditures on war, etc.   

In line with the horizon shift I described earlier, the branches of the Vincentian Family have, in their recent documents, committed themselves to stand at the side of the poor in their struggle for justice and to engage in political action with them.  How will we stand at their side and be advocates with and for the poor in the future? 

 I hope that our Family will continue to be inventive in developing systemic change projects. 

Under this heading, I want to say a word about the pilot project that you, as the international leaders of the Vincentian Family, have chosen to celebrate the 350th anniversary of the deaths of St. Louise and St. Vincent. Even before the tragic earthquake on Jan. 12th, the situation in Haiti was disastrous.  Here is a quick picture of conditions in Haiti before the earthquake: 

9.8 million people 

80%  of the people live on two dollars a day; 54% live on one dollar a day 

Unemployment: 70% 

Almost half the population is illiterate 

Life expectancy: 52 (men), 56 (women); Median age: 19 (men), 20 (women) 

Poorest country in the western hemisphere 

Haiti ranks 154 of 177 countries in the UN's Human Development Index 

There is a huge wealth gap between the impoverished Creole-speaking black majority and the French-speaking minority, 1% of whom own nearly half the country's wealth 

Our Vincentian Family project for 2010 focuses on micro-finance. A website will play a crucial role in the pilot project.  We hope that it will provide an attractive, easy-to-use way for people throughout the world to help the poor of Haiti.  DePaul University has designed the website, contributing free-of-charge the services of its College of Computing and Digital Media.  The site will be in three languages: English, French, and Spanish. It will contain projects submitted by groups of people in Haiti.  These will have been previously screened and judged to be sustainable. 

The main audience for the site will be the worldwide Vincentian Family and the worldwide Haitian Diaspora.  They, and anyone else, will be able to make interest-free micro-loans and micro-donations to projects in Haiti.  They will also be able to offer scholarships (e.g., $20 to $50 a year to send a child to primary school). 

If you lend on the site, you will be able to follow your money as it comes back.  Then you can re-lend it or take it out.  You can lend as an individual or you can form a lending group (e.g., a parish, a school, an office, a conference of the SSVP, etc.).  You can give micro-credit to others as a gift.  For example, I gave my niece $100 in micro-credit for her graduation.  She loved it.  She told me recently that $83 of her loan has come back. 

 The site will be fully functional by the end of March 2010, shortly after the 350th anniversary of St. Louise’s death. 

 I hope that our Vincentian Family in the future will be active in sowing seeds of peace. 

St. Vincent knew the cost of war.  In a repetition of prayer on July 24, 1655, he lamented that war was widespread in France, Spain, Italy, Germany, Sweden, Poland, Ireland, Scotland, and England.  “War everywhere, misery everywhere,” he cried out.  “So many people suffer!” he said in frustration.  It was in this context that St. Vincent made his famous statement that “It is the poor who preserve the true religion, a living faith.”12  Besides his words, Vincent also responded to the devastating war in Lorraine with a massive relief effort.   

But it is often forgotten that in addition to his vigorous war-relief efforts, Vincent was also engaged in behind-the-scenes peacemaking.  On two occasions he intervened personally, going right to the top. 

 Brother Ducournau, Vincent’s secretary, relates a striking episode.13  In 1649, during the civil war, St. Vincent left Paris quietly, crossed battle lines and forded a flooded river (at almost 70 years of age) to see the queen and to beg her to dismiss Mazarin, whom he regarded as responsible for the war.  He also spoke directly to Mazarin himself.  But again his pleas went unheeded.  Vincent attempted to speak with leaders on both sides and at times felt that a settlement was near, but ambitions and intrigues thwarted his efforts.  His attempts at peacemaking earned him the enmity of Mazarin, who, in his secret diary, records him as an enemy.  By the time peace finally came, Vincent had been removed from the Council of Conscience. 

 In war, it is the poor who suffer most.  Experience proves this again and again.  How can our Family serve the poor in the future by being an instrument of peace?  Can we help eliminate hunger, which is so often the root-cause of wars?  Can we help mediate peace, as the Community of Sant’Egidio did in Mozambique, so that what is spent in building and buying arms can be spent for programs that benefit the poor?  That’s a huge challenge. 

IV. BEING ON FIRE FOR THE POOR AND FOR JUSTICE 
St. Vincent described love of God as a fire and zeal as its flame.  I encourage you to spread that fire.  Charity and justice are not either/or options, they are both/and imperatives. There are times when we must rush to serve the poor in their immediate needs, lest they die of hunger or thirst or sickness or abandonment.  And there are times when we must lobby for the basic human rights of the marginalized in society.  In the fifty years since the 300th anniversary of the deaths of St. Louise and St. Vincent, the documents of the Church and our own documents have emphasized a demanding methodology: 

 to work within the world of the poor, not just with isolated poor persons 

 to work on the level of structures, not just in responding to particular situations 

 to work to confront injustice, not just to meet the needs of individuals 

 to work so that the poor person is an agent, and not an object, of evangelization 

How I want to encourage our Family to be on fire for the poor both in their immediate needs and in the promotion of justice.  How important it is that our Family would have spiritual fire within.  Fire brings light into the night.  It warms us.  It is the energizing center of homes.  It prepares and gives taste to the food that we eat.  In the chemical world, fire purifies and refines metals, like gold.  It forges steel, making it strong.  It molds pottery so that it becomes beautiful and lasting. 

St. Vincent’s love was an energizing fire 350 years ago, a fire that he has communicated to us.  Like St. Vincent, be confident that the Lord loves you deeply in calling you to serve the poor, that he is sharing his own vocation and his own vision with you.  Let the spirit of Christ, “his filial relationship with the Father and his charity toward the neighbor,”dwell in our hearts, as it dwelled in St. Vincent’s heart.  Let it set us on fire.  I encourage you today to be grateful and joyful that Christ the Evangelizer and Servant of the Poor has called you to this wonderful way of giving your life to others, and I urge you to communicate the Lord’s presence, his joy, and his fire to the poor, so that they might transmit it to others. 


