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THE CM'S MISSION AT THE BEGINNING OF ITS FIFTH
CENTURY

Four centuries after the establishment of the Congregation of the Mission, there is no doubt that the
charism of St. Vincent de Paul continues to enrich the Church through the varied apostolates and
good works of the entire Vincentian Family. It is my hope that the celebrations of this centenary will
highlight the importance of St. Vincent's spirit of service to Christ in the poor for the renewal of the
Church of our time in missionary discipleship and closeness to the needy and abandoned in the many
peripheries of our world and on the margins of a superficial and throwaway culture .

These words of Pope Francis, addressed to Fr Tomaz Mavri¢, Superior General, on the occasion of
the celebration of the 400th anniversary of the foundation of the Congregation of the Mission,
encourage us to reflect on our mission as we enter our fifth century of life.

The beginning of our fifth century coincides with the Holy Year 2025; with the motto "pilgrims of
hope", the Jubilee reminds us that Christian hope is founded on faith and expressed in the exercise
of charity, pushing us towards a more universal Church with a greater commitment to
evangelisation. For this Jubilee Year, which seeks to nourish our hope, reminds us that each new
step in the life of the Church is a return to the source, a renewed experience of the encounter with
the Risen One .

In this communication I would like to highlight five aspects of our Mission in the Church today,
based on the conviction, expressed in the words of Pope Francis, that the charism of St. Vincent de
Paul continues to enrich the Church through the varied apostolates and good works of the entire
Vincentian Family.

1.- PERSEVERE IN THE PRACTICE OF JESUS

In the synagogue of Nazareth’ and from the texts of the prophet Isaiah (The Spirit of the Lord is
upon me, because he has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the poor...), Jesus
defines his mission by giving the words of the prophet a programmatic value at the beginning of
his public ministry. Vincent de Paul found here the motto of his own life and of the Congregation,
called to prolong the existence and mission of Jesus Christ when he was on earth: to evangelise the
poor: to work and teach, like Jesus Christ, the words and deeds foretold by the prophets . *

As a portico of the Common Rules, given by St Vincent de Paul to the missionaries in 1658, we find
an engraving which shows the meaning of the mission of Jesus Christ, which is also our mission.

Sicut misit me Pater, et ego mitto vos: As the Father has sent me, so I send you (John, 20, 21). The
radiance coming from the Father helps us to understand the mission of the Son, who is the most

' Francisco. Letter to Fr Tomaz Mavri¢ Superior General of the Congregation of the Mission. 11 December 2024.

2 Francis. For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation and Mission, XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops, Rome, 24 November 2024, 1.

3 Luke. 4, 16-21; cf. Isaiah 61, 1-2 and 58, 6. | draw on my study Dimension social del jubileo. Caritas, Pamplona 2000.
Cf. also: A. VaNHOYE. L'anno giubilare nel vangelo di Luca: TERTIUM MILLENNIUM (1997), 22-25. Cf. also: C.M. MARTINI.
The Evangeliser in St. Luke. Ediciones Paulinas, Bogota 1985. A. Georce. The Gospel according to Luke. Verbo Divino,
Estella 1976.

4 SVes X1 391.
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important (and also the greatest figure in the engraving). The Holy Spirit, represented by the dove,
remains on Jesus. The hands of Jesus show us the double direction of the Mission: towards heaven,
because the evangeliser announces the Good News that comes from God, his Kingdom; and
towards his brothers, horizontally, because salvation and the Kingdom of God reaches everyone.

The two small scenes in the upper background show the two dimensions of salvation: on the left,
the proclamation of the Word of God; on the right, the healing of the sick: to serve the poor
corporally and spiritually, in the expression of Saint Vincent’ . These are the works of Jesus Christ,
and they are also the works of his disciples.

The disciples, placed around Jesus, accept the mission he entrusts to them. The members of the
Congregation, missionary disciples® , continue the Mission of Jesus: As the Father has sent me, so [
send you.

The final inscription: circuibant per castella evangelizantes: They went from village to village
proclaiming the Good News (Luke 9,6), helps us to situate the mission of the Congregation as a
prolongation in time of the Mission of Jesus Christ and of the apostolic community.

Each chapter of the Common Rules establishes a relationship of continuity between the Mission of
Jesus Christ and that of the members of the Congregation of the Mission. St. Vincent de Paul
proposes that we acquire the virtues and practice the evangelical teachings that Jesus Christ
practised and taught, that he has tried to "draw them all from the spirit of Jesus Christ and derive
them from the actions of his life..., considering that those who have been called to continue the
mission of the Saviour himself, which consists principally in evangelising the poor, must enter into

his sentiments and teachings, be filled with his same spirit and walk in his same footsteps"” .

In my first years of ministry as a teacher, when preparing the course Introduction to Theology, 1
came across an expression that helped me later to identify and name the brilliant intuition of St
Vincent de Paul in the Common Rules: the practice of Jesus .

Let me affirm that the Mission of the Congregation at the beginning of its fifth century of existence
cannot be other than to persevere in the practice of Jesus: to prolong, to continue, to extend, to
dilate, to carry forward the practice of Jesus, to remain in the practice of Jesus. 7o persevere in the
practice of Jesus expresses and actualises the intuition of St Vincent: those of us who have been
called to continue the mission of the Saviour himself, which consists primarily in evangelising the
poor, must enter into his sentiments and teachings, be filled with his same spirit and walk in his
same footsteps.

The apostles, who lived in community with Jesus and went through the villages announcing the
Good News of the Kingdom and healing those who were afflicted with any ailment’ , were initiated
into the practice of Jesus in a connatural way: they were with him, they followed him, they did
what he told them to do. After the Easter events, when the evangeliser Jesus becomes the central
content of the preaching because he is the Teacher and the Lord, the Son of God who had to come
into the world, in whom all peoples attain the salvation offered by God'’ , those who welcome the
Good News begin a process well described in the Acts of the Apostles: to be converted, to believe
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to be baptised, to become part of the community and to live in the way of
Jesus.

5 Cf SVes IX 73.

5 Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, 24, passim.

7 CommoN RuLEs, introduction.

8 H. EcHEGARAY. La practica de Jesus. Lima, 1986.
9 Acts 10, 38.

0 Cf. Acts 4, 13-14.
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Christian theology and spirituality speak of the imitation of Jesus Christ and, more accurately, of the
following of Jesus Christ. But how can we follow Jesus Christ, who is seated at the right hand of the
Father? Only by identifying the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith in what we call the practice
of Jesus, or the practice of Jesus Christ. The human fullness of Jesus, the depth of his sinless
humanity, constitutes the best historical index of his divinity, which, moreover, can only be
proclaimed in the light of the paschal experience of faith. Through his practice, Jesus linked the
actuality of the Kingdom offered by the Father very intimately with the event of his own life and
mission. Jesus' practice resists any identification with that of his contemporaries' , but precisely
because of this it reveals the radicality of the historical transformation it implies.

The life of the first Christian community is structured from and by the practice of Jesus,
inaugurating the new spiritual and communitarian experience that consists in stripping off the old
man, the one that corresponds to the previous practice, traced or imposed by the empire, and putting
on the new man'? that corresponds to the historical life of Christ, who animates through the Spirit
and as the Risen One the current existence of the community. The practice of Jesus thus stands in
contradiction to the logic of an oppressive and sinful system, as life is opposed to death, the new to
the outdated, grace to sin. These will be the lines of force on which the witness of the Church will
be built as a permanent effort of conversion to the Lord of history.

The practice of Jesus, the witness and message of Jesus, is not a rigid model of action, but urges his
disciples to creatively prolong his logic in the different historical circumstances in which the
community must proclaim in word and deed the gospel of the Kingdom. Jesus' practice calls for
obedience to the will of the Father and faithfulness to the people (Luke 4:16-20).

Persevering in the practice of Jesus, which implies a constant process of configuration to Him, of
putting on His spirit"® , as St. Vincent says, is the way in which our Congregation can actualise its
Mission at the beginning of its fifth century of life.

Persevering in the practice of Jesus can be the key to an updated interpretation of the Common
Rules, penetrating the originality of their inspiring dynamism.

Persevering in the practice of Jesus, whose Gospel is always new'® | in the words of Pope Francis,
will give new missionary impetus to our life and show the richness of the charism that must
continue to enrich the Church. Persevering in the practice of Jesus will undoubtedly also be the best
way to welcome new missionaries into the Congregation.

2.- PRIORITISING THE FIRST PROCLAMATION AND THE JOY OF THE
ENCOUNTER WITH JESUS CHRIST

Evangelisation is the essential vocation of the Church and of our Congregation. Our Constitutions
affirm: The Congregation of the Mission, from the time of the Founder and by his inspiration,
recognises that it is called by God to carry out the work of evangelising the poor. It can affirm of
itself, like the whole Church, but in a special way, that the mission of evangelisation constitutes its
own grace and vocation and expresses its true nature. Moreover, each and every one of its members

" C. CH. Duaoc. Jests, Hombre libre. Salamanca, 2005.

2. Cf. Ephesians 4, 22-24.

13 Cf. repetition of the prayer of 1 August 1655. SVes XI 129; XI 52-53.

4 Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, 11: Christ is the "everlasting Gospel" (Rev 14:6), and is "the same yesterday and today
and forever" (Heb 13:8), but his richness and beauty are inexhaustible. He is ever young and a constant source of
newness. The Church never ceases to be amazed at "the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God" (Rom
11:33).
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dares to say with Jesus: "l must proclaim to them the Kingdom of God; that is why [ was sent" (C.
3).

One of the great challenges facing evangelisation in the Church and in our Congregation today is to
reach out to those who have not known the faith or have lost it. This is not just another task, but a
real priority: to make the first proclamation, bringing about the joy of the encounter with the Living
Jesus Christ, the centre of our Mission.

Many people today, even when they respond to the Church's invitations, do not do so on the basis of
a clear choice of faith or a minimal experience of encounter with Jesus Christ. Even those who have
received the sacraments of Christian initiation cannot be taken for granted. Particularly in the West,
society is increasingly organised and lives as if God did not exist. It is urgent, therefore, to prioritise
the first proclamation in every opportunity offered by our ministries and services.

The core of the first proclamation is a joyful proclamation, which Pope Francis condensed thus:
Jesus Christ loves you, he gave his life to save you, and now he is alive at your side every day, to
enlighten you, to strengthen you, to set you free'” . When this proclamation is experienced, it has the
power to ignite a desire for God in those who hear it

For this first proclamation to take root we need to develop a "culture of invitation and welcome" by
creating spaces where people experience the warmth of Christian community. Our communities will
have to become a close family that shares the joy of being family in the Lord, infinitely loved and
capable of loving with a heart full of mercy: patient pedagogy, respectful of the rhythms of each
person, reflecting God's way of acting, who invites without imposing.

The members of the Congregation of the Mission, who have experienced the encounter with the
transforming love of Christ, who have set out to persevere in the practice of Jesus, will be able to

reach out to people and facilitate their encounter with the Living Jesus Christ, who gives meaning to
life .

The experience of this encounter can lead to processes of catechumenate and systematised
formation until a rooted and coherent Christian lifestyle is developed. The first proclamation
generates a virtuous circle: those who experience God's love want to deepen their faith and share it.
In this way, the Church recovers its original missionary dynamism and becomes a credible sign of
the Kingdom, a sacrament of salvation for today's world ."

Does it not seem to you that, when St Vincent de Paul confesses that, in his first missions among the
poor of the countryside, he had only a sermon which he repeated in a thousand ways'® , he was
really making the first proclamation? Were not the two very decisive preachings made by Vincent
de Paul in 1617 in Folleville and Chatillon'® the first proclamation?

Vincent de Paul concretises the content of this first announcement to his brothers: To make God
known to the poor, to announce Jesus Christ to them, to tell them that the kingdom of heaven is near
and that this kingdom is for the poor . And he congratulates himself because the Congregation of
the Mission thus prolongs what the Son of God did on earth . %

' Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, 164.

16 BenepicT XVI. Deus caritas est, 1. St Paul asks us: "How can they call on him in whom they have not believed; how can
they believe in him of whom they have not heard; how can they hear of him without someone to proclaim him" (Romans
10:14).

7 Seconp Varican CounciL. Lumen Gentium, 1, 8-9, passim.

8 SVes XI 327.

'® For the preaching in Folleville, cf. SVes XI 698-700. For the preaching in Chatillon, cf. SVes IX 202, 232-233.

20 How great this is! And that we have been called to be companions and to participate in the plans of the Son of God is
something beyond our understanding. What! To make us..., | dare not say it..., yes: to evangelise thespgor is such a_ high

4

‘




( 400 years

Congregation of the Mission
of Saint Vincent de Paul

This first proclamation does not require beautiful speeches of artifice, which shout loudly, make a
lot of noise,... shouts that do nothing but annoy the listeners... A good preacher, according to St
Vincent, preaches simply, without any affectation..., he preaches like a missionary .*'

To prioritise the first proclamation is to open the way to an encounter with the Living Jesus Christ,
an encounter that is the source of true joy. Pope Francis, in his exhortation Evangelii Gaudium® ,
presented joy as a distinctive and inalienable feature of the Christian experience. This joy is not
superficial or fleeting: it is not just smiles or mere emotions, but the profound disposition that
shapes the fundamental disposition of the believing life.

This true joy flows from the experience of God's unconditional love for each person and for the
whole human family. This love, revealed and incarnated in Christ, frees from sadness and inner
emptiness, filling life with meaning. When the believer discovers the strength and depth of this
love, a joy is kindled in his heart that no adverse circumstance can extinguish.

The joy born of the transforming encounter with Christ demands to be shared and therefore
naturally becomes a missionary impulse. In the words of Benedict XVI, a more convinced ecclesial
commitment to a new evangelisation is needed today in order to rediscover the joy of believing and
to the enthusiasm of communicating the faith .

The mission of the Congregation, lived from the joy of the encounter with the Living Jesus Christ,
will be an expression of gratitude and will be carried out in gratuity, as St. Vincent de Paul wanted
all our ministries to be** . Gratitude and gratuity, even in the midst of suffering and tears, the midst
of pessimistic forecasts, because it springs from a profound experience and does not depend on
external circumstances.

Gratitude and gratuitousness, nourished in liturgy, charity and community experience. Gratitude and
gratuitousness that opens its doors to all, that welcomes and listens to all, especially to those we
find wounded by painful experiences.

Our challenge is to recover that joy, not allowing ourselves to be won over by those who feed
discouragement and missionary paralysis® . Only in this way will we succeed in getting more
people to discover the inexhaustible source of peace and joy that is Christ.

office that it is, par excellence, the office of the Son of God! And we are dedicated to it as instruments through whom the
Son of God continues to do from heaven what he did on earth. What a great reason to praise God, my brothers, and to
thank him unceasingly for this grace! SVes X| 386-387.

21 Therefore, long live simplicity, the little method, which is the most excellent and the one that can produce the most
honour, convincing the spirit... This is so true that, if a man now wants to pass for a good preacher in all the churches of
Paris and at court, he must preach in this way, without any affectation. And of him who preaches like this, people say:
"This man works wonders, he preaches like a missionary, he preaches 'missionary style’, like an apostle"... Preach like a
missionary! O Saviour!... Oh, fathers! Let us not make ourselves unworthy of this grace, which everyone appreciates so
much that it is said of an excellent preacher: "He preaches missionary style". SV X| 186-187. Bossuet assures us that
Vincent de Paul fulfilled what the Apostle Peter says: "whoever speaks, let him be God's spokesman” (1 Peter 4, 11), let
him speak the words of God. Cf. J. CALVET. Saint Vincent de Paul. Salamanca, 1979, p. 98.

2 Joy is present in several documents of Pope Francis: Evangelii Gaudium, Amoris Laetitia, Gaudete et Exsultate... has
been also

% BenepicT XVI, Apostolic Letter Porta fidei (11 October 2011).

24 CommoN Rutes, XI 7. The contract of foundation of the Congregation of the Mission of 1624 states: going from village to
village at their own expense, preaching, instructing, exhorting and catechising these poor people and encouraging them
to make a good general confession of all their past life, without receiving any remuneration of any kind, but distributing
freely the gifts they have received from the generous hand of God. SV X 238.

% |In the words of Paul, "Rejoice in the Lord always; | repeat, rejoice” (Philippians 4:4).
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3.- TO DEVELOP AND DEEPEN SYNODALITY AS MEMBERS OF THE PEOPLE OF
GOD

The Church, at the Second Vatican Council, in reflecting on its identity and mission, described itself
as the people of God*® . And it resituated the various ministries and charisms within this people of
God.

Pope Francis, from the beginning of his pontificate, has once again emphasised that fo be Church is
to be the People of God, in accordance with the Father's great plan of love®’ . By virtue of the
Baptism received, each member of the People of God has become a missionary disciple’® . He
encouraged all to discover the spiritual joy of being a people®® and to recognise that every human
being is the object of the Lord's infinite tenderness, and that He Himself dwells in their lives .*’

Subsequently, Pope Francis himself proposed the path of synodality as the path that God expects
from the Church of the third millennium . *'

For the first time, at the invitation of Pope Francis, men and women have been invited, by virtue of
their baptism, to sit at the same table to take part not only in the discussions but also in the voting of
this Assembly of the Synod of Bishops. Together, in the complementarity of our vocations, our
charisms and our ministries, we have listened intensely to the Word of God and the experience of
others . *

As we have surely repeated many times in recent years, synodality is not a fashion or an
organisational novelty, but a specific way of being and acting in the Church which expresses our
deepest nature as the people of God walking in communion, reflecting the unity in diversity to
which the Lord calls us.

This journey together implies the active recognition of the dignity that flows from baptism in all the
members of the Church: each baptised person contributes, according to his or her specific gifts and
charisms, to the development of the common mission.

A synodal Church listens before speaking, dialogues rather than imposes, and discerns in

community the ways of the Spirit. This listening and dialogue do not weaken authority and ecclesial

communion, strengthen them by allowing them to be expressed in a more evangelical and fruitful
33

way .

"We live in an era marked by increasing inequalities, growing disillusionment with traditional
models of governance, disenchantment with the functioning of democracy, growing autocratic and

% Seconp VaTican CounciL. Lumen Gentium, 9-17. Chapter Il of this Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, dedicated to
the People of God, is intentionally placed before chapters Ill, IV and VI, on the hierarchical ministry, the laity and
religious, respectively.

27 Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, 114.

2 |p. 120. Cf. Matthew 28:19.

2 |p. 268. "You who once were not God's people are now God's people" (1 Peter 2:10).

%0 |p.EG 275.

3 "The world in which we live, and which we are called to love and serve even in its contradictions, requires the Church
to strengthen synergies in all areas of her mission. Precisely the path of synodality is the path that God expects from the
Church of the third millennium": Francis, at the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the institution of the Synod of
Bishops, 17 October 2015.

32 | etter to the People of God approved by the XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops. Rome 25
October 2024.

33 Synodality does not question the ordained ministry, but affirms it as a gift of the Lord for his Church and a necessary
service which naturally harmonises with the co-responsibility of all the baptised. The humble and authentic practice of
synodality makes the Church a prophetic voice for our times.
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dictatorial tendencies, the dominance of the market model without regard for the vulnerability of

people and creation, and the temptation to resolve conflicts by force rather than dialogue"** .

In such a world the synodal style offers an alternative witness® . Patient listening, communication
and mutual care are fundamental pillars of this way of being Christ's community. We need to create
and sustain spaces where all voices can be heard, where the action of "the one God who works all in
all" (I Corinthians 12:6) illuminates our common journey. For this reason, the development of the
synodal dimension represents an essential aspect of the ecclesial renewal to which the Lord is
calling us today

The biographers of St. Vincent de Paul*® and of St. Louise de Marillac’” emphasise their important
contribution to the promotion of the laity, and particularly of women, to the apostolate in the
Church. The impressive Vincentian achievements cannot be understood without the participation of
so many lay men and women in the Mission .*

Vincent de Paul refers to the women who were at the side of Jesus Christ and who carried out an
apostolic ministry: Among those who remained steadfast in following our Lord, there were both
women and men who followed him to the cross. They were not apostles, but they formed a state
whose office was to contribute to the ministry of the apostles, to take care of their needs and those
of the faithful in need® . Vincent de Paul does not hesitate to use terminology traditionally reserved
for the ordained ministry to refer to the participation of women in the activities of Jesus' group:
they contribute to the ministry of the apostles . *°

Without the active participation of the laity, Vincent de Paul's missionary activity could not be
understood or explained. For St Vincent, the laity are also the protagonists of the apostolic ministry.
And in the Eucharist, the centre of Christian life, it is not only the priest who offers the Holy
Sacrifice, but all those who attend it . *'

Lay people, immersed in secular life, have unique opportunities to accompany people in times of
crisis, searching or in need of support and guidance. A timely word, a consistent witness, a sincere
invitation can open hearts to the experience of faith. As the history of the early Christians reflects,

3 Francis - 16th Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, For a Synodal Church: Communion, Sharing and
Mission (24 November 2024), 47.

% In the face of the temptation to resolve conflicts by force, synodality develops a culture of dialogue and shared
discernment that can inspire new responses to contemporary challenges.

% L. AseLLy. Life of the Venerable Servant of God Vincent de Paul, founder and first Superior General of the
Congregation of the Mission. Salamanca 1994. P. Coste. The great saint of the great century, Monsieur Vincent. 3 vols.
Salamanca 1990. A. DobiN. Saint Vincent de Paul and charity. Salamanca, 1977. J.M. RomAN. San Vicente de Padl |.
Biography. Madrid 1981. J. Corera. Life of St. Vincent de Paul. Salamanca 1989. L. Mezzabri. Saint Vincent de Paul, the
saint of charity. Salamanca 2012. M.J. GuiLLaumE. A saint in the great century. Salamanca, 2019.

37 N. GosliLLoN. Life of Miss Le Gras, foundress and first superior of the Company of the Daughters of Charity, servants of
the sick poor. Ceme, Salamanca 1991. B. MaRTINEz. Empefiada en un paraiso para los pobres. Ceme, Salamanca 1995.
J. DIRvIN. Saint Louise de Marillac. Ceme, Salamanca 1980. E. CHarPY. Against Wind and Tide. Luisa de Marillac. Madrid
1989.

38 Cf. A. DobiN. St. Vincent de Paul and women in the life of the Church in Lecciones sobre vicencianismo. Ceme,
Salamanca 1978, 161ff. Cf. J.M. RomAN. El afio 1617 en la biografia de San Vicente de Paul in VINCENTIANA (1984)
443-456. M. SacastacoiTIA. Vicente de Paul y la Misién. Ceme, Salamanca 2006.

3 SVP X, 957.

40 |n a text, parallel to that used in the descriptions of the ministry of priests, Vincent de Paul explains the ministry of
women: "In assisting the poor, you assist God Himself in them, and to Him you give the service you do for them. You
make God's goodness be seen and felt through theirs, and thus you make them give Him glory. They co-operate in the
salvation of these poor souls together with Jesus Christ. You edify the whole Church. You edify one another, and you are
on the way to a closer union with God. You blot out your sins. You are gaining merit so that God will grant you a good
death. You will be in a position to hold up your heads before God in the day of judgment: "Come, ye blessed of my
Father...". SVES X 958.

41 SVes IX 25.
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faith grew through gradual conversions resulting from the communication of experiences in
networks of family and friendship. This mode of "contagion" remains the most effective. The future
of evangelisation lies in rediscovering this missionary vocation of the laity. Not as just another task,
but as a natural dimension of Christian identity lived in the midst of the world.

In the synodal Church, the people of God, as missionary disciples, the members of the
Congregation of the Mission, we know ourselves to be workers* , apostolic men® (expressions of
St. Vincent de Paul), called to cooperate in the extension of the Church to other places* : not to a
parish, nor only to a diocese, but to the whole earth .*

At the beginning of his pontificate, Pope Benedict XVI presented himself as a humble labourer in
the Lord's vineyard*® . Pope Francis also reiterated on several occasions the need to be artisans,
artisans of peace for a beautiful world"" , small artisans of peace®® , artisans of justice and peace .*°

As the Congregation enters its fifth century of existence, it would do well to develop and deepen
synodality, journeying together as the people of God under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in
fidelity to St. Vincent and in response to the calls of the Church.

4.- TO GO FURTHER IN THE SERVICE OF CHRIST IN THE POOR AND TO SHOW
OUR CLOSENESS TO THE NEEDY AND ABANDONED IN THE MANY PERIPHERIES
OF OUR WORLD AND ON THE MARGINS OF A SUPERFICIAL AND THROWAWAY
CULTURE.

I recalled, at the beginning of this communication, the words of Pope Francis to Fr Tomaz Mavri¢
on the occasion of the celebration of the 400th anniversary of the foundation of the Congregation of
the Mission: It is my hope that the celebrations of this centenary will highlight the importance of the
spirit of St Vincent, which is that of service to Christ in the poor, for the renewal of the Church of
our time in missionary discipleship and closeness to the needy and abandoned in the many
peripheries of our world and on the margins of a superficial and throwaway culture.

St Vincent de Paul reminded the first missionaries that the evangelisation of the poor does not
consist only in the proclamation of the great truths of the faith, but, as practised by Jesus Christ,
implies the realisation of the signs announced by the prophets: the blind see, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the poor are evangelised... .

42 Cf. SVes X1 121-122.

43 Cf. C.J. DeLGaDO. Apostolic men. VINCENTIANA (2010), 1.

“ SVes Ill 37.

4 Addressing his companions, Vincent de Paul turns to the authority of Monsieur Duval to underline the importance of
their being untiring workers: Father Duval, a great doctor of the Church, said that an ecclesiastic must have more work
than he can do; for, when idleness and idleness take possession of an ecclesiastic, all the vices come upon him.... O
Saviour, my good Saviour, may your divine goodness free the Mission from this spirit of idleness, of seeking comfort, and
give it an ardent zeal for your glory, which will make it embrace everything with joy, never refusing the opportunity to
serve you: SVes Xl 121.

46 BenepicT XVI. Apostolic Blessing "urbi et orbi". First words of His Holiness Benedict XVI from the central balcony of the
Vatican Basilica on Tuesday 19 April 2005.

4722 November 2024

48 8 September 2016

49 | etter to the People of God from the XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod (25 October 2024).

%0 These are the signs that distinguish the mission of Jesus. Cf. Luke 4, 18 ff. It can be said that to come to evangelise
the poor is not only to teach the mysteries necessary for salvation, but to do all the things foretold and foretold by the
prophets, to make the Gospel effective: SVES Xl 391. If priests devote themselves to the care of the poor, was not this
also the office of our Lord and of many great saints, who not only recommended the care of the poor, but consoled,
encouraged and cared for them themselves? Are not the poor the afflicted members of our Lord? Are they not our
brothers and sisters? And if the priests abandon them, who do you want to assist them? So, if theresare any amongyus
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The Constitutions clearly express this essential dimension of our Mission: Following St. Vincent
who, according to the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10, 30-37), went out to meet the
abandoned with practical solutions, the Provinces and the individual missionaries will hasten, as
far as they are able, to help the marginalised of society, the victims of calamities and of every kind
of injustice, as well as those afflicted by the forms of moral poverty proper to this age. On their
behalf and acting with them, they will strive to ensure that the demands of social justice and
evangelical charity are fulfilled (C. 18).

The members of the Congregation, influenced no doubt by other ways of living and working in the
Church, have not always known how to integrate this essential dimension of evangelisation into our
Mission: making visible the signs announced by the prophets, showing our closeness to the needy
and abandoned in the peripheries... Many of us have come to be convinced that this dimension of
the Mission was sufficiently developed by other groups of the Vincentian Family, especially by the
Daughters of Charity... And that we missionaries were fulfilling our Mission well with the support,
accompaniment and formation offered to the members of the Vincentian Family. Forgive me if I
dare to say that at the beginning of the fifth century of our Congregation, our Mission must go
further in the service of Christ in the poor.

In the 17th century, St. Vincent de Paul saw and experienced the Church as a continuation of the
mission of Jesus Christ"' . The originality of Vincent de Paul's vision of the Church lies in
considering it as a historical, itinerant, missionary reality at the service of the poor. And he places
the salvation of the poor at the heart of the Church's mission.

For Vincent, the Church is first and foremost the poor people asking for help, the good people with
whom he had felt identified while he was parish priest in Clichy, near Paris; the people dying of
hunger and condemning themselves, as he discovered in Gannes and Chatillon. "In the service of
this people, he and his followers were going to devote themselves to it. Speaking of the humble and
the poorest, he will say: Our lords and our masters... they represent Jesus Christ to us, thus opening

up a new perspective in the theology of the mystical body" .**

Within this body which is the Church, the poor are the afflicted members of our Lord> .
Evangelisation of the poor is the criterion and the verifying sign that the Holy Spirit is guiding the
Church .*

How much we in the Vincentian Family enjoyed listening to Pope Francis!

who believe that they are in the Mission to evangelise the poor and not to care for them, to remedy their spiritual and not
their temporal needs, | will tell them that we must assist them and have them assisted in every way, we and others, if we
would hear those pleasing words of the Sovereign Judge of the living and the dead: "Come, ye blessed of my Father;
possess the kingdom prepared for you; for | was hungry and ye gave me meat; | was naked and ye clothed me; | was
sick and ye took care of me". To do this is to evangelise in word and deed; it is the most perfect thing; and it is what our
Lord practised and must be practised by those who represent him on earth, by their office and by their character... SVES
Xl 393-394. Paul VI linked the proclamation of the Gospel and its inculturation and included, as an integral part of
evangelisation, human and social promotion. Cf. Evangelii Nuntiandi 17-22 and 29-35. Pope Francis, quoting Paul VI
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, 17), affirms: "To evangelise is to make the Kingdom of God present in the world. But no partial or
fragmentary definition reflects the rich, complex and dynamic reality of evangelisation, except at the risk of impoverishing
and even mutilating it". Evangelii Gaudium, 176.

5" A. DODIN does not hesitate to affirm: "What characterizes St. Vincent's presentation of the Church? That it is totally
different from the ecclesiology of "Roman" inspiration. | am thinking here of the Church that emerges from the treatises of
Cardinal Bellarmine, of St. Peter Canisius: a hierarchical, stable and vertical Church. At the top, at the top of the pyramid,
the Pope, then the bishops, the priests and at the bottom, the laity. Vincent de Paul does not have this vision and he is
not the only one. A. Dobin. Lessons on Vincentianism. Salamanca 1978, 66-67.

52 A. Svwvestre. Saint Vincent el L'Eglise in Monsieur Vincent, témoin de I'Evangile. Animation Vincentienne, Toulouse
1990, 126.

% SVes | 158.

5 Cf. SVes XI 730.
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From our faith in Christ made poor, and always close to the poor and excluded, springs the concern
for the integral development of the most abandoned in society .””

Every Christian and every community is called to be God's instrument for the liberation and
promotion of the poor, so that they can be fully integrated into society, this presupposes that we are
docile and attentive to hear the cry of the poor and come to their aid . *°

How can we live this essential dimension of our mission today? How can we go further in the
service of Christ in the poor?

a) Going further in the service of Christ in the poor challenges us today to build
fraternity from the margins.

The human dignity of every person is an absolute value, but we are not all born with the same
possibilities and resources to have it respected and promoted. Going further in the service of Christ
in the poor means caring less about defending our own rights and more about ensuring that all
people, especially the most vulnerable, have the conditions necessary to flourish and develop to the
full. This ethical and spiritual demand calls us to listen and respond to the pain of the most
vulnerable, not only through immediate action, but as part of a necessary personal and communal
conversion .”’

Transforming our communities into welcoming spaces means going beyond words to turn fraternity
into daily practice. It involves creating dignified spaces where everyone is heard and valued,
fostering relationships of solidarity that overcome individualism and actively promoting the
inclusion of the marginalised. Fraternity cannot remain an abstract ideal, but must manifest itself as
a core conviction that shapes our daily lives.

Our commitment to the underprivileged must be translated into equally concrete actions:
programmes to meet basic needs, social promotion initiatives, projects that generate opportunities
for development. As Pope Francis pointed out, the need to resolve the structural causes of poverty
cannot wait, not only because of a pragmatic demand to obtain results and to put society in order,
but to heal it of a disease that makes it fragile and unworthy . **

Only in this way can we create small but meaningful alternatives that give hope to those who feel
lonely and abandoned.

b) Going further in the service of Christ in the poor challenges us today to promote peace
in society and among peoples.

Faith in Jesus is a force for peace and understanding in a world marked by deepening divisions. In
the Church, this force manifests itself first as unity in diversity: the Church is Catholic because it is

% Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, o.c., 186. God's heart has a preferential place for the poor, so much so that even he
'made himself poor. Ip. 197.

% Jesus, the evangeliser par excellence and the Gospel in person, identifies himself especially with the least of these (cf.
Mt 25:40). This reminds us that all Christians are called to care for the most fragile of the earth: Ip. 209. "That is why |
want a poor Church for the poor. They have much to teach us. Besides sharing in the sensus fidei, they know the
suffering Christ in their own sufferings. We must all allow ourselves to be evangelised by them. The new evangelisation
is an invitation to recognise the saving power of their lives and to place them at the centre of the Church's journey. We
are called to discover Christ in them, to lend them our voice in their causes, but also to be their friends, to listen to them,
to interpret them and to gather the mysterious wisdom that God wants to communicate to us through them": Io. 198.

57 The "preferential option for the poor" is not a passing fad or a pastoral strategy, but a requirement that flows from faith
in Christ. Benedict XVI puts it this way: "The preferential option for the poor is implicit in Christological faith in the God
who became poor for us, to enrich us with his poverty". Benedict XVI, Inaugural address to the Fifth General Conference
of the Latin American and Caribbean Bishops at the Shrine of "Aparecida” (13 May 2007).

%8 Francis. Evangelii Gaudium, 202.
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the 'house of harmony' where unity and diversity know how to combine together to be richness™ .
This internally lived experience of communion enables the Christian community to be an
instrument of reconciliation in the midst of the social fractures of our time.

Today's world is experiencing growing tensions: political polarisation, ethnic conflicts, economic
inequalities, migration crises and wars that threaten world peace. In the face of these realities, we
are urged to be a sign that it is possible to build bridges of understanding and overcome the
dynamics of conflict and exclusion. It is not a matter of ignoring real differences, but of learning to
manage them through dialogue and mutual respect.

The Christian community brings valuable elements to the construction of social peace: a vision of
the human person that transcends cultural and ethnic differences, a tradition of social thought that
balances rights and duties and, above all, a millenary experience in the management of diversity
from the search for the common good. The Church's social doctrine offers clear fundamental
principles for building more just and peaceful societies.

Interreligious dialogue, strongly encouraged by Pope Francis, expresses this pacifying vocation:
Religions, if they do not pursue paths of peace, disprove themselves® . Religious traditions can and
must be bridges of understanding and inspire dialogue, firmly refusing to become a source of
division or legitimisers of violence.

This commitment to peace and mutual understanding is a demand that springs from the very heart
of the Gospel.

As we missionaries enter the fifth century of our existence, we are called to witness that it is
possible to hold firm convictions without falling into fundamentalism, to defend the truth without
belittling those who are different, and to seek justice without fuelling conflict. In a world where
social fractures are deepening, this witness to reconciliation and peace is more necessary than ever.

¢) Going further in the service of Christ in the poor challenges us today 7o be witnesses to
the unity of the human race.

The world we are called to love and serve is today characterised by deep divisions that hinder
dialogue and mutual respect. These fractures fuel "narrow loyalties" that generate fear, violence and
conflict between diverse groups. Such divisions are symptomatic of what happens when, estranged
from God, we seek security in power, seeking to promote our own particular interests.

We missionaries and our communities are called to offer a radically unique approach to conflict,
embodying a "communion" that flows from Christ, who forgives his enemies and rejects violence.
The Trinitarian God shows us that true unity does not cancel but embraces diversity, inviting us to
recognise the richness of creation in its many expressions: the beauty of its thousand colours, the
fruitfulness of complementarities, the grace of the shades in between. And, like the Church, to
become like a sacrament, that is, a sign and instrument of intimate union with God and of the unity
of the whole human race .

¢ Francis. Catechesis at the General Audience (9 October 2013).

% Francis. Message on the occasion of the opening of the Annual Interreligious Meeting of Prayer for Peace "Bridges of
Peace" (Bologna, 14 October 2018).

61 Seconp VATIcaN CounciL SEcond Vatican Councit Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium on the Chureh, 1.
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d) Going further in serving Christ in the poor challenges us today to cultivate an
ecological spirituality.

Pope Francis invited us to open our eyes and recognise the human root of the ecological crisis,
discovering that everything is connected: the seas, vegetation, animals, people, depopulation, the
lives of the poor... . ©

We have grown up thinking that we were the owners and dominators of the common home,
authorised to plunder it. The violence in the human heart, wounded by sin, also manifests itself in
the symptoms of disease that we see in the soil, in the water, in the air and in living things.
Therefore, among the most abandoned and mistreated poor is our oppressed and devastated earth,
which groans and suffers the pains of childbirth® . We forget that we ourselves are earth. Our own
body is made up of the elements of the planet, its air is what gives us breath and its water enlivens
and restores us .**

For the believer, the world is not viewed from the outside but from the inside, recognising the bonds
with which the Father has united all beings. Moreover, by developing the special capacities that
God has given him or her, ecological conversion leads the believer to develop his or her creativity
and enthusiasm .

Cultivating an ecological spirituality and caring for our common home are concrete responses to
ensure that the goods of the earth can reach everyone, everywhere, for our generation and for future
generations.

We missionaries and our communities are called to opt for another way of life®® , because sobriety,
lived in freedom and conscience, is liberating . %

e) Going further in the service of Christ in the poor challenges us today to engage with
the migrant and refugee crises.

The crises of migrants and refugees, who are forced to leave their homeland to find the possibility
of a truly human life and the recognition of their dignity and rights, strikes the sensibilities of every
believer.

Pope Francis has repeatedly called for welcoming, protecting, promoting and integrating migrants.
Missionaries, in our personal and community life and in our ministries we could:

= to consider the arrival of people who are different as a gift and an opportunity for the
enrichment and integral human development of all, called to affirm and defend the same
inalienable dignity of every human being .*

= intervene to ensure personal safety and access to basic services for migrants and refugees

and to prepare the Christian communities we serve to care for the integration processes
69

62 Francis. Laudato Si 101 and 16.
% Romans 8, 22.

54 Francis. Laudato Si1-2.

85 |p. 220.

66 |p. 206

7 |p. 223.

8 Francisco. Fratelli Tutti 133.

8 1p. 130.
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= cultivate patient and trusting dialogue, so that individuals and families can pass on the
values of their own culture and embrace what is good in the experience of others .”

f) Going further in serving Christ in the poor challenges us to integrate the methodology
of systemic change and promote political charity.

In recent years, the Vincentian Family has been working to raise awareness and implement projects
for systemic change.

For his part, Pope Francis has invited us to generate social processes of fraternity and justice for all,
which introduce us into the field of the broadest charity, political charity. 1t is a question of moving
towards a social and political order whose soul is social charity . "'

All the commitments that flow from the Social Doctrine of the Church come from charity which,
according to Jesus' teaching, is the synthesis of the whole Law (cf. Mt 22:36-40). This means
recognising that love, full of small gestures of mutual care, is also civil and political, and manifests
itself in all actions that seek to build a better world. For this reason, love is not only expressed in
intimate and close relationships, but also in macro-relationships, such as social, economic and
political relationships .

Social charity makes us love the common good and leads us to effectively seek the good of all
people, considered not only individually, but also in the social dimension that unites them . ™

On the basis of social love it is possible to move towards a civilisation of love to which we can all
feel called. Charity, with its universal dynamism, can build a new world, because it is not a sterile
sentiment, but the best way to achieve effective paths of development for all. Social love is a force
capable of creating new ways of facing the problems of today's world and of profoundly renewing
structures, social organisations and legal systems from within .™

Fidelity to the charism, /ively and ingenious in its inventions” , has made possible the fruitfulness of
the Vincentian mission in the Church in the 400 years of its history. The dynamism of the prophetic
imagination will also make our Mission, at the beginning of its fifth century, express itself in new
and original forms of presence and commitment, as well as in creative proposals for the
organisation of resources (human, economic and structural). Vincent de Paul marked the way,
almost at the end of his life, with fire in his words:

So then, my brothers, let us go and occupy ourselves with a new love in the service of the poor, and
let us seek out even the poorest and most abandoned . ™°

TO CELEBRATE IN THE EUCHARIST THE PRESENCE OF JESUS CHRIST WHO IS
GIVEN TO US: LOVE IN ORDER TO LOVE.

The weekly meetings of the early Christian communities were the vital core of the community.
They were not mere rituals, but transformative gatherings where relationships with God were
nurtured, faith was deepened and fraternal bonds were strengthened. Their transformative power

0lp. 134.

" Ip. 180.

2 |p. 181.

3 Ip. 182.

™ Ip. 183.

S Congregation for Bishops. Congregation for Institutes of Religious Life and Societies of Apostolic Life. Instruction
Mutuae Relationes, 11, 12, 23.

6 SVes XI 273.
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was visibly manifested in the daily lives of Christians, forging a way of life that so impressed
non-Christians .”’

In a world marked by activism and dispersion, we missionaries need to anchor our lives in the
essentials. Daily prayer keeps us connected to our Christian and Vincentian identity. And it is in the
Eucharist that our spiritual life reaches its fullest and most transformative expression.

As Pope Francis reminded us, the Eucharist, while constituting the fullness of sacramental life, is
not a reward for the perfect but a generous remedy and nourishment for the weak .

The Eucharist is the privileged way of building community, nourishing our faith and maintaining
the strength of charity: a Eucharist that does not involve a practical exercise of love is fragmentary
in itself. Vice versa, the "commandment" of love is possible only because it is not a mere demand:
love can be "commanded" because it is first given’” . There we listen together to the Word, we share
the bread that makes us one in Christ and we strengthen the bonds that sustain us.

When we gather around the table of the Lord we confess that Christ himself is the necessary
nourishment for our lives. It is not our programmes or resources that sustain the Church, but the
living presence of the Risen One at the shared table.

St. Vincent de Paul invites us to celebrate the Eucharist and to profess to it an exalted and
undeviating honour because the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar contains in itself as it were the sum
of all the mysteries of our faith, and on the worship that is duly rendered to it depend, in a certain
sense, our salvation and the whole good of the Church .*°

The Congregation of the Mission has given to the Church missionaries who have excelled in the
care of the liturgy and especially in the renewal of the worship of the Eucharist®' . At the beginning
of the fifth century of our existence, our Mission must begin and culminate in the Eucharist, the
presence of Jesus Christ who is given to us: Love to Love. In the Eucharist we will find the light
and nourishment necessary to be credible witnesses of the Gospel and to prolong the mission of
Jesus Christ, evangeliser of the poor.

Corpus Juan Delgado Rubio, c.m.
Paris, 30 April 2025

7 Early documents confirm the transformative impact of these practices. The Didascalia stresses how the Eucharist
shaped the character of the community, promoting humility and care for those in need. The Canons of Hippolytus
emphasise that it was not the beauty of the rites that attracted conversions, but the visible changes in those who
participated in them.

8 Francis. Evangelii Gaudium 47. With similar expressions, in the Angelus of 6 June 2021: it is not the prize of saints, no!
It is the Bread of sinners.

™ BenepicT XVI. Deus caritas est, 14.

8 Common RuLes, X 3. Drafting of the Sarzana Codex.

8 The great work carried out by the Italian missionary Annibale Bugnini and his collaborators in Rome serves as a
reference. Cf. A. BucNinl. The reform of the Liturgy (1948-1975). Madrid, 2013. And the work developed by the
missionaries in the publication since 1887 of the review "Ephemerides Liturgicae"
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