A “DARING” PRUDENCE

Vincent de Paul and the founding of a collaborative Family
St. Vincent was very wise.  In the 17th century, an era when wise men and women abounded, his contemporaries regarded him as the wisest person of his time.
  Countless people came to him or wrote to him for advice.  Queen Anne chose him as a member of the Council of Conscience, which advised the government about religious affairs and episcopal appointments.  Vincent’s conferences, his letters, and the accounts of his council meetings provide striking evidence of his deep human sensitivity, his examination of options, and – to use a phrase of Pope Francis – his “daring prudence.”
 


Perhaps most of all, we see this “daring” prudence in the founding of a Family that was regarded as revolutionary at that time.  It embraced lay women and men; priests, brothers, and sisters; young and old; well-educated and illiterate; rich and poor.  Vincent always regarded 1617 as the date when everything began.  Right from the start, he saw his very varied Family as collaborative.
RIGHT FROM THE START
Vincent dared to do what others had tried, but failed, to do. With remarkable creativity, as new needs arose, he founded the Confraternities of Charity, the Congregation of the Mission, the Daughters of Charity and the Ladies of Charity. He wrote statutes and rules structuring these groups, and, from 1617 on, he himself – with the help of many others, especially Louise de Marillac – gave them ongoing formation.  The Daughters (and the many communities that sprang from them) were revolutionary in the Church – for the first time in history, sisters moved from cloistered monasteries onto the streets of Paris and into hospitals and schools. He urged the Confraternities of Charity to work closely with the sisters and with the Vincentian priests and brothers.  He urged the priests and brothers to work closely with the Daughters.  He urged the Ladies of Charity to support all his foundations.  And he urged the sisters, the priests and brothers and the confraternities to work in close collaboration with the Ladies.
In a conference given on Dec. 13, 1658, he used a charming image to highlight the importance of working together harmoniously:

Someone who plays the organ doesn’t play it on his own. He is helped by another person who works the bellows.  True, the second person doesn’t actually play; it is the master who does the playing.  Still, by blowing the bellows, the second person contributes to the harmony. Without that, the musician would move his fingers in vain and would do nothing. 

The members of Vincent’s Family live their charisms not as isolated heroes, lone rangers, so to speak, but as brothers and sisters who channel their common energy, their common love, their common prayer, and their common creativity toward practical service of the poor. For them, right from the start, collaboration as a Family was key.
Let me give you one example of the extraordinary collaboration of the Family in Vincent’s time.  Beginning in 1639, Vincent began organizing campaigns for the relief of those suffering from war, plague, and famine. This work went on until almost the end of his life. During that time, Vincent succeeded in supplying the war-torn Province of Lorraine with help amounting to more than 60 million dollars.  He raised funds initially from the Ladies of Charity and eventually obtained contributions from the highest authorities. King Louis XIII made a gift of $1,800,000.  During this period, Vincent met weekly with the Ladies of Charity.  He met twice a week with the Daughters of Charity and the Congregation of the Mission.  He organized Confraternities of Charity throughout France. Vincent had a monthly bulletin published, describing the horrors of war and seeking financial help for the branches of his Family.  One of Vincent’s assistants, Brother Mathieu Regnard, made 53 trips, crossing enemy lines in disguise, carrying money from Vincent for the relief of those in war zones.  On each of his trips he carried an estimated million dollars in aid.  On his return trip, he often brought with him numerous people whom he had found in dire circumstances. Vincent succeed in placing them in homes in Paris and in training them for jobs.  From 1657 until his death, Vincent continually sent Brother John Parre to towns in Lorraine, urging him to work closely with the Ladies of Charity and the Daughters of Charity and to continue to set up Confraternities of Charity.  It was an extraordinary collaborative venture.

In Vincent’s lifetime, his Family became international, spreading to Italy, Poland, England, Ireland, the Hebrides, Algeria, and Madagascar.  In the years following Vincent’s death, the Family grew slowly but steadily.  In 1699, it spread to China.  Gradually in the 1700s, other communities of women, inspired by the rule of the Daughters of Charity, sprang up.
THE INTERVENING PERIOD

During the French Revolution, our Family suffered dispersion and a sharp decline in numbers.  Then, dramatically, following the Revolution, it began to experience astounding growth.  Following Catherine Labouré’s visions of the Blessed Virgin Mary in 1830, the Miraculous Medal Association was born and grew to hundreds of thousands of members.  The Children of Mary were born from the same apparitions; today, as the Vincentian Marian Youth, they have more than a hundred thousand members. At the same time, the Daughters of Charity grew rapidly, spreading to more than 90 countries.  In 1833, Frederic Ozanam and his companions, collaborating closely with the Daughters of Charity, founded the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which quickly spread throughout the world; their membership has now reached more than 750,000, in 156 countries.  
In the very same period, sometimes as a result of the dispersion created by the French Revolution, numerous communities of Sisters of Charity came into existence on all continents.  St. Jeanne Antide Thouret , formerly a Daughter of Charity, founded a new community in Besançon.  79 founders adapted the Rules of the Daughters of Charity as they began their new congregations, including the communities that we now call the Sisters of Charity Federation in the United States and many of the communities in the Vincentian Federation of Sisters of Charity in Germany, Austria and France.  A powerful missionary thrust drove the Family to the United States, Central and South America, to Africa and Asia.

But the remarkable growth of the Family and its rapid spread throughout the world also led to a diminishing sense of Family and collaboration.  The tendency in big groups is to flex their own muscles, to emphasize their autonomy, and to lose a sense of collaboration.

A REAWAKENED CONSCIOUSNESS
In 1994, while visiting Mexico, I was struck by how vibrant the Vincentian Family there was.  
At the beginning of the visit, we had an outdoor Mass at the seminary of the Congregation of the Mission in Mexico City.  About 1,000 people came: Vincentian priests and brothers, Daughters of Charity, members of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, AIC, the Miraculous Medal Association, and our Vincentian Marian Youth. The crowd was thick and excited to be together.
A few days later, we had a large gathering at the Provincial House of the Daughters of Charity.  The same groups were present, plus a few other branches of the Vincentian Family that I hardly knew.   

On another day, we journeyed to the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe.  I had been told that a small group would gather there for Mass, but the crowd turned out to be huge.  I couldn’t get over how many members of the Vincentian Family were there.  

As the visit to Mexico wound down, I began to reflect on the vitality of the Vincentian Family in Mexico and how well its branches collaborated.  I asked myself: Couldn’t it be this way everywhere?   A practical thought ran through my mind.  I wondered: 

The Superior General of the Congregation of the Mission and the Mother General of the Daughters of Charity often meet, but as far as I know, the heads of all the principal branches of the Vincentian Family never get together.  Would they be willing to do so?  As a huge family, we could do an enormous amount of good if we collaborated closely with one another.  

When I returned to Rome, I decided to invite the heads of the principal branches of the Family to a meeting in Paris.  I realized that participation would necessarily be voluntary, since most of the branches have their own completely independent juridical structure.  In other words, no formal legal entity called “The Vincentian Family” existed.  

To begin, I sent out invitations to the Mother General of the Daughters of Charity (Sr. Juana Elizondo), the International President of AIC (Patricia Palacios de Nava), and the International President of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul (César Augusto Nunes Viana).  Everyone accepted. 
On June 3, 1995, we assembled in Paris for the first time.  Each participant brought a companion (for safety!).  Everyone seemed interested, but cautious, since each branch guarded its own autonomy carefully.  The goal of the meeting was stated in these words: “to look for means by which, while preserving the particular identity of each branch, we might cooperate more effectively with each other throughout the world in serving the poor better.”
Five conclusions of the meeting were these:
1. The heads of the four branches will meet regularly, at least once a year, in Paris. They will gradually invite other branches of the Vincentian family to take part in this annual meeting.
2. They will invite representatives of other branches to speak at their General Assemblies and at meetings on an international level.

3. They will proclaim an annual day of prayer for the worldwide Vincentian Family on or around Sept. 27, with a theme, texts for, or intentions to pray about. 

4. They will discuss ways of responding together to emergency situations throughout the world (e.g., Rwanda and, later, Haiti).
5. They will encourage, upon the occasion of visits to various countries, "Vincentian Family Days," as a way of stimulating mutual collaboration and reciprocal knowledge among the various branches.

Interestingly (and completely independently), shortly before our first meeting in Paris, Sr. Betty Ann McNeill published a work entitled The Vincentian Family Tree, which provided valuable information about the many branches that make up our family.   Her study tells us that, since 1617, about 304 institutes, groups and associations have been born into what today we call the Vincentian Family.  Some of these no longer exist, but many are still very active, with around 2 million members, spread out over more than 156 countries.   Today, we are in live contact with more than 100 branches.

The Vincentian Family is a loose, voluntary international organization of religious institutes, associations and groups which follow the charism of Vincent de Paul in the service of the impoverished.  Sr. Betty Ann used the following criteria
 for identifying what groups belong to our Vincentian Family.  They:
· were founded by St. Vincent himself

· were founded by those whom St. Vincent de Paul inspired

· followed or adopted the rules of St. Vincent (written originally for the Confraternities of Charity, the Congregation of the Mission and the Daughters of Charity)

· considered St. Vincent de Paul as the Patron Saint of their community or of their work for the abandoned.

GROWTH IN CONSCIOUSNESS OF BEING A WORLDWIDE FAMILY
In the 25 years since the visitation in Mexico, participation in the worldwide Vincentian Family has developed significantly.  
1. Vincentian Family Structures

To become more effective as an organization, the worldwide Vincentian Family has gradually developed structures on the international, continental, national and local levels. 

· A group of International Vincentian Family Leaders meets every year

· An Executive Committee makes decisions in the period between meetings

· Continental or regional Coordinating Councils are already present in Latin America, but are still being organized in USA-Canada, Africa-Madagascar, Asia-Oceania, and Europe

· National Vincentian Family Councils exist in many countries

· A Vincentian Family Office has been created and is actively at work.
2. Various international Vincentian Family Commissions are working actively
· Commission for Promoting Systemic Change

· Vincentian Family Collaboration Commission

· Vincentian Family Haiti Initiative

· .famvin Digital Network

A COLLABORATIVE DREAM
The past is prelude to the future.  I suggest to you today that the history of Vincent’s “daring” prudence should inspire in us a collaborative dream.

Pope Francis, in his homily launching the Amazon Synod described prudence in these words:

Paul places prudence in opposition to timidity …  Prudence is not indecision; it is not a defensive attitude. It is the virtue of a pastoral leader who, in order to serve with wisdom, is able to discern, to be receptive to the newness of the Spirit. Rekindling our gift in the fire of the Spirit is the opposite of letting things take their course without doing anything. Fidelity to the newness of the Spirit is a grace that we must ask for in prayer. May the Spirit, who makes all things new, give us his own daring prudence … so that the fire of mission will continue to burn.


St. Vincent had that daring prudence.  So today, as this first-ever meeting begins, with you I dream of a 21st-century worldwide Vincentian Family:

1. that is increasingly collaborative and that celebrates a rich cultural diversity which spans continents and which weaves networks wherever we go
2. that is deeply spiritual, that focuses on the person of Jesus and the person of the poor, and that serves the most abandoned in simplicity, humility and charity

3. that joins forces to provide rich formation for the members of the Family and for those we serve

4. that is committed to systemic change, as well as urgent assistance of the neediest
5. that combines its efforts and resources in the FamVin Homeless Alliance, especially in the “13 Houses” initiative

6. that continues to spread beyond the 156 countries where we are and responds eagerly to further calls to the periphery

7. that embraces the vulnerable, cherishing human life, standing courageously at the side of those on life’s edges, like the unborn and the dying, the handicapped, prisoners condemned to death, the innocent in war zones, and all those whose lives are undervalued.  

8. that stands at the side of women in society, who continue to be high on the list of those who are discriminated against in society, advocating for equal rights for women in the home, in the workplace, in church affairs.  

9. that is prophetic in its love and care for the integrity of creation, so courageously defended by Pope Francis

10. that is wise in its use of new technology, profiting from the skills of the young and training our members to use media both skillfully and critically.
Pope Francis reminds us that “we are heirs to those who have gone before us and had the courage to dream.” 
  So, I urge you today: have the courage to dream.  Work collaboratively with a “daring” prudence, as Vincent de Paul, Louise de Marillac, Frederic Ozanam and so many other founders did.  They dreamed impossible dreams and made them come true.  Envision new and creative ways of serving the marginalized.  Revitalize old ways.  Create collaborative formation programs.  Send Family members to new peripheries.  Attack the new enemies of the poor whom Pope Francis has so eloquently described.  Work to reverse the destruction of the environment.  Labor for systemic change.  Combat the unequal and abusive treatment of women.  Resist the temptation to maintain the status quo or to treat the past as the ideal time in history.  Be inventive in creating a new history, a collaborative history.  St. Vincent, looking back and looking forward, said it very clearly: 

Yes, that was the beginning of your Family. As it wasn't then what it is now, there's reason to believe that it’s still not what it will be when God has perfected it as He wants it; for don't think that Families are formed all at once. Saint Benedict, Saint Augustine, Saint Dominic, and all those great servants of God whose Families are so flourishing, never dreamed of doing what they actually accomplished; but God acted through them.

I’m confident that God will act in and through you who are gathered here today and that, collaboratively, you will create a Family that looks to the past for inspiration, but is also eager to create a vibrant innovative collaborative future in the service of the most abandoned.
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� Cf. the comments of his secretary in Cahiers du Frère Louis ROBINEAU, 91.  This work was originally published by André Dodin, Monsieur Vincent, raconté par son secrétaire (Paris: O.E.I.L., 1991), but has been corrected since then by Georges Baldacchino, C.M. and others.


� “Daring prudence” is a phrase used by Pope Francis on Oct. 6, 2019, as he launched the Special Synod for Amazonia.


� CCD:XII:86.


� Cf. Betty Ann McNeil, DC, The Vincentian Family Tree, A Genealogical Study, Vincentian Studies Monographs I, Chicago, 1996, 2006. 


� Homily, Oct. 6, 2019, at the beginning of the Special Synod for Amazonia.


� Pope Francis, Feast of the Presentation of the Lord, February 2, 2017.  


� CCD:IX:194.
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