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VINCENTIAN YOUTH AND SYSTEMIC CHANGE
AN ALTERNATIVE TO CHANGE THE UNJUST STRUCTURES

THAT OPPRESS THE POOR

I. LET US ANALYZE OUR REALITY
This catechesis proposes to help young Vincentians reflect on the principles of systemic change as practiced by Saint Vincent so that these principles might become operative in our own service and plans.
For the Vincentian Family systemic change is a process that takes into consideration the different systems and subsystems that affect our surroundings and thus attempts to transform in a radical manner the lives of those excluded from participating in society.  This change is achieved by specific strategies that are determined to produce said change.

Systemic change will not become a reality unless we confront problems from a structural perspective and unless we attack the causes of unjust situations that oppress those in need and deprive them of their basic human rights.
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We can begin out catechesis by reflecting together on some project that the group is aware of or some project that the group is involved in or some service that the group is providing to individuals who live in a situation of poverty.  Respond to the following questions
· Do we listen in an on-going way to the poor men and women with whom we work?
· Do we know their most intimate needs, their real needs, their felt needs?
· What are the systems that interact in the situations of poverty that you hope to change or eradicate?
· Do you take into account the different systems that you have identified?
· Do you see your plans and actions as being able to generate true change, a systemic change that changes structures that affect the lives of the poor with whom you are working?
· Are you willing to change you plan if your present plan does not produce a systemic change in the lives of those who are most poor?
II. LET US ILLUMINATE OUR REALITY WITH THE WORD OF GOD
Let us read and comment on the gospel: Luke 8:43-48
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In this gospel passage, the woman is very much involved in her own recovery.  She ignored the social attitudes of her era and touched Jesus.  Here we encounter an individual who took on responsibility and thus was able to wholly recover.  The presence of Jesus allowed her to see for help in an active way and as a result her life was transformed.
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What does the Word of God suggest with regard to our relationship with those who are most poor? 

Are we willing to become involved in processes that change the situation of the poor and lead them to liberation?

Do we allow the poor to draw near to Jesus?

Let us read and comment on Vincent’s experience in Châtillon-les-Dombes

The original history of Saint Vincent’s experience as pastor at Châtillon-les-Dombes points important guidelines that should be part of an effective and coherent plan in order to achieve a change in the lives of those who are excluded:  Vincent listened attentively to the hardships of a family in need; he entered into the world of the poor and took into consideration the different elements that played a part in the present condition of this family.  This material provided Vincent with material for a moving homily which led many members of the parish to take the initiative in helping this family.  Saint Vincent affirmed: “God touched the hearts of my listeners”.  
Vincent spoke out against injustice.  For him poverty was an injustice that had to be combated. Vincent formulated a plan called together some people for a meeting and formed an Association in which he delegated responsibility and tasks to people of the parish whom he included in the process.  This small and simple beginning marked the start of a movement.

(cf. Roman, St. Vincent de Paul: a Biography, 123).
Saint Vincent took into consideration different classes of persons in need: the poor themselves, the infirm, families, the surrounding, the individuals in the community, people who were able to make a difference in this situation … Without using these words Vincent considered the different systems that function through the interaction of their members.  He also considered the physical and spiritual needs of those who were poor.

Vincent was not satisfied with resolving immediate needs but rather organized the members of the parish into an Association that, with the passing of years, would become a great movement.  Vincent was able to communicate his mission and his passion for those in need to organizations that went beyond those first groups that he formed.  Through direct contact, through more than thirty thousand letters and through his teaching Vincent formed his followers so that with his vision they would commit themselves to the affective and effective aid of those in need.
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- What does the witness of Saint Vincent de Paul teach Young Vincentian who want to become involved in systemic change?

Let us comment on the proposal of John Paul II:
The social thought and social practices inspired by the gospel ought to create in us a special sensitivity toward those persons who are pained, who are extremely poor and who suffer every form of physical, mental and moral evil that affects humanity, including hunger, unemployment and discouragement … Vincentians ought to look for the structural reasons that cause the different forms of poverty in the world so that they can then apply appropriate remedies (Invitation of John Paul II to the Congregation of the Mission).

To think in a systemic manner is an indispensable condition to achieve change!

Do we have a systemic manner of thinking that is inspired by the gospel?

Do we study the structural causes that generate situations of poverty and do we work together to change these unjust situations?

III. LET US COMMIT OURSELVES
· In light of the gospel, Saint Vincent’s experience at Chatillon-les-Dombes and the text of John Paul II share some other concerns or actions that you believe are challenges that should be confronted. 
· Formulate a commitment for the group that can bring about  an effective change in the lives of those with whom we work … this might be some new project or a reformulation of a project that is in the process of being accomplished.

· Formulate three lines of action that you would propose to Vincent youth on the international level that would motivate everyone to promote and spread systemic change.

IV. LET US PRAY
We pray together:

Prayer for Systemic Change:
We praise and thank you, O God, Creator of the Universe.
You have made all things good and have given us the earth to cultivate.

Grant that we may always use created things gratefully,

and share them generously with those in need.

Give us creativity in helping the poor meet their basic human needs.

Open our minds and hearts so that we might stand at their side and assist them to change whatever unjust structures keep them poor.

Enable us to be brothers and sisters to them,

friends who walk with them

in their struggle for fundamental human rights.

We ask this through Christ our Lord. AMEN

As the group concludes this time together decide on some examples that demonstrate that change is possible.  Conclude each phrase we with the words: 
Change is possible
· The Vincentian Family throughout the world consists of more than two million members dedicated to the service of their sisters and brothers who suffer the effects of poverty and exclusion … CHANGE IS POSSIBLE 
· Thousands of young Vincentians gather together on five continents in order to promote systemic change in the lives of those who are most poor … CHANGE IS POSSIBLE
V. QUESTIONS TO BE SHARED ON THE BLOG

· Share some experience with the poor that would serve as an example of systemic change?

· How has this catechetical lesson contributed to your understanding of the significance of systemic change?

· How would you propose for young people to spread this concept of systemic change? 
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