FIVE FACES OF ST. VINCENT DE PAUL
(music during introduction)

Vincent de Paul lived 40 years longer than most of his contemporaries.  Born to peasant farmers, he became a well-educated Parisian.  Irascible and moody as a youth, he became gentle and warm as an adult.  Ambitious and money-seeking as a newly-ordained priest, he came to be proclaimed as “Father of the Poor” and “Light of the Clergy”.  He was the counselor of kings and queens and friend of most of the great spiritual leaders of the day.  When he died on Sept. 27, 1660, all Paris mourned.  They mourned because they loved him.  So striking were his works that the preacher at his funeral stated: “He just about transformed the face of the Church.”
  

Why do I tell you all this?  Because Vincent’s human journey was very varied, as will be that of your students at DePaul.  They will live through a wide variety of experiences.  They will change as events and their own inner resources interact.  As educators, we hope that they will grow as their lives unfold and that we can now offer them some of the tools that will enable them to adjust to life’s challenges.  Shakespeare expresses the steps our pilgrimage quite graphically.

All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players.

They have their exits and their entrances,

And one man in his time plays many parts,

His acts being seven ages.  At first the infant,

Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.

Then the whining schoolboy with his satchel

And shining morning face, creeping like snail

Unwillingly to school.


It was that way too with Vincent de Paul.  Since he lived to be almost 80, his life had many seasons.  He changed greatly over the years.  Today I want to share with you various aspects of his person.  Precisely because Vincent’s personality is so rich and his charism is so universally attractive, there are many “faces,”
 so to speak, of Vincent de Paul.  Today I share with you five, using art to illustrate these faces.
I
FATHER OF THE POOR

I sense that this is the image of him that is most clearly recognized by people throughout the world.  You see it in stained-glass windows, statutes, and paintings in countless churches.


In recent years there are many new, lovely paintings of St. Vincent as father of the poor.  One of the most striking of these appeared on the web site for the General Assembly of the Congregation of the Mission in 1998 and in many publications around that time.  It is the centerpiece of a tryptic painted by Kurt Welther for the Chapel of Mercy at St. Vincent's Parish in Graz, Austria.  Vincent de Paul is sitting among the poor as one of them.  He has no halo.  He does not stand above them as their famous helper.  It is as if everyone had just come in as Vincent was about to sit down and eat his simple meal.  He shares it with them.  The faces of the poor at the table are not very clear.  But the viewer, as Vincent tells us, “will see by the light of faith that the Son of God, whose will it was to be poor, is represented to us by these creatures.”
  The face that shines from the center of the table reflects Christ's presence.  Those who surround Christ at this simple meal recall to us the Last Supper, the sacramental meal of God's love for his people.


During St. Vincent’s lifetime, he and his followers engaged in a wide variety of social ministries.  Beginning in 1633, the Daughters of Charity began to visit the homes of the sick, staff hospitals and run schools. In 1639, Vincent began to organize relief campaigns for those suffering from war, plague, and famine, particularly in Lorraine.  In Paris, there were many other social ministries.  In 1652, for instance, thousands were being fed soup twice a day at St. Lazare.  Some members of the Congregation of the Mission resisted this type of ministry and said that it was the work of the Daughters of Charity, but St. Vincent responded firmly: “If there are any among us who think they are in the Congregation of the Mission to preach the Good News to the poor but not to comfort them, to supply their spiritual but not their temporal wants, I reply that we ought to assist them and have them assisted in every way, by ourselves and by others … To do this is to preach the Gospel by words and works.” (SV XII, 87).


What can we say about Vincent, the Father of the Poor?

1. This face of Vincent is central to all the branches of the Vincentian Family.  It is in fact the face in which the Church throughout the world most recognizes Vincent de Paul.  On April 16, 1885, St. Vincent was declared, for the Universal Church, the patron of all associations of charity.
  As I have spoken with the members of various branches of our Family in many different countries, all recognize Vincent, Father of the Poor, as either their founder or a principal source of inspiration for them.

2. What we do speaks much more forcefully than what we say.  Witness is often much more important than words, especially today.  In a world where many remain indifferent to organized religion, the language of works is increasingly relevant.  Works of justice and mercy are a sign that the Kingdom of God is really alive among us: feeding the hungry, giving drink to the thirsty, helping to find the causes of their hunger and thirst and the ways of alleviating them.


How do you yourself identify with this face of Vincent?  What concrete, practical things does DePaul do to help young people identify with Christ’s and the contemporary Church’s option for the poor?  What more can be done?
(music and pause)
II
THE MISSIONARY

The image I have chosen to represent this “face” is surely the most “looked at” of the images of Vincent de Paul.  Millions of people glance at it every year, though I suspect that not too many who look at it really see it!


This statute, the work of Pietro Bracci (1700-1773), was placed in St. Peter’s Basilica after the canonization of St. Vincent in 1737.  I must confess that, when I lived in Rome, I felt a certain pride when I took visitors to St. Peter’s and showed them our founder right there in the main aisle next to Teresa of Avila.


You will notice several striking features in the work.  First, it clearly depicts Vincent as a missionary.  It is Vincent the preacher who is addressing us in the statute.  He is dressed in surplus and stole, with a mission cross in his left hand and is gesturing dramatically to his audience with his right hand.  The shell behind his head magnifies his voice.  At his left foot is the book of the gospels opened to Luke 4:18: “He sent me to preach the gospel to the poor.”


This is the Vincent, who, moved by the conversion of a dying peasant on the estate of a rich family, the De Gondi’s, preached a sermon on January 25, 1617, calling for conversion.  He always regarded that day as the beginning of his own missionary activity and that of the many missionaries he sent throughout the world: to Poland, Italy, Algeria, Madagascar, Ireland, Scotland, the Hebrides, and the Orkneys.


What can we say of Vincent the missionary?
1. The word of God was central for him.  The gospel book at his left foot symbolizes this.  Vincent tells his followers: “The word of God never fails.”
  He returns to this theme again and again.  For Vincent, the word of God is the basic rule of life; it is also the font from which all preaching and teaching springs.

2. The cross is central when he preaches and teaches.  Vincent cites the striking text of St. Paul: “God forbid that I should glory about anything, except about the cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ.”
  Not only in his preaching did the cross have a prominent place, but also in his formation of all his followers.

(music and pause)


How is a sense of mission communicated to DePaul students?  Have DePaul graduates had significant contact with the scriptures?  Have they reflected deeply on the mystery of the cross?
III
VINCENT THE EDUCATOR AND FORMER OF THE YOUNG

When I was 13 years, I met this Vincent for the first time.  He was embodied in the priests who taught me, many of whom are still very much alive.  


Vincent de Paul founded three groups: the Ladies of Charity (1617), the Congregation of the Mission (1625), and the Daughters of Charity (1633).  But he not only founded these groups, he formed them.  The rules that he composed, the talks he gave, and a large proportion of the letters that he wrote had formation of young idealistic people as their goal.


During his lifetime he founded 20 seminaries.   Many of the great spiritual leaders of the time took part in the formation programs which he organized.  More than 12,000 priests made retreats at Vincent’s house during his lifetime.  Vincent was one of the greatest reformers of the clergy in the 17th century. He advised the king on the selection of bishops.  His influence on diocesan priests and on future bishops in France was enormous.  
Today the Congregation of the Mission continues to be responsible for seminaries in many countries.  It sponsors four universities and many secondary schools.  The schools of the Daughters of Charity educate more than ½ million young people. The current Constitutions of the Congregation state that the formation of the laity is one of the ways in which the purpose of the Congregation is achieved,
  and the Statutes of the Congregation speak of the importance of educating young people and adults, particularly the poor, with an accent on social justice.
  


Some of the most popular images representing Vincent show him instructing the Ladies of Charity and the Daughters of Charity.  I consider these images very important because they convey a central aspect of Vincent’s character that is often neglected: he was an extraordinary educator and former of persons.


What can we say about Vincent the Educator and Former of Young People?

1. Vincent was inventive in creating new types of formation programs.
  Today too, the formation of the young demands inventiveness, new types of pedagogy, and the use of contemporary means of communication.  It is crucial that educators and formers of persons engage fully in the learning process those who are being formed, so that they become active agents in their own formation.  It is they themselves, after all, who have the primary responsibility for being well-formed.  One hopes that they become “multiplying agents,” able to be formers of others by using the gifts that they have received.
2. For Vincent, the life of the spirit is most important.  He saw nourishment of the spirit as Jesus’ principal ministry.  He believed that without “soul” a student might be intelligent, perhaps very capable in his field, but will be incapable of communicating spirit to others. This message is very important for formers of persons, as well as for those being formed.

(music and pause)


As educators and formers of the young, how do you identify with this face of Vincent de Paul?  How do faculty members and administrators work at their own ongoing intellectual growth, on their own personal formation?  How does DePaul University assist students at not only in their education, but also in their personal formation?  What more can be done?
IV
VINCENT, CONTEMPLATIVE IN ACTION

Few saints have been as active as Vincent de Paul.  But, his contemporaries also regarded him as a man of deep prayer.  One of them wrote that “his spirit was continually attentive to the presence of God.”
  A priest who knew him well recalled seeing him contemplating for hours holding a crucifix in his hands.


The naturalness with which Vincent speaks about prayer and contemplation is an indication that he was at ease in this world.  He is eloquent at times when he talks about how he sees God.  In speaking to his priests and brothers a year and a half before his death, Vincent states:

The memory of the God’s Presence grows in the mind little by little and by his grace becomes habitual with us.  We become, as it were, enlivened by this Divine Presence.  My brothers, how many persons there are in the world who almost never lose their sense of God's presence.


What might we say about Vincent, the contemplative in action?

1. I have gradually come to regard the union of prayer and action, so evident in this face of St. Vincent, as (is) one of the most important keys to Vincentian spirituality.  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.  Conversely, service divorced from prayer can become shallow.  It can have a “driven” 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.

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

Give me someone who prays.  That person will be capable of everything.  The person who prays can say with the apostle, "I can do all things in God who strengthens me."  The Congregation will last as long as it faithfully carries out the practice of prayer, which is like an impregnable rampart shielding the missionaries from all manner of attack.

In other words, he regards meditative prayer as utterly essential for those engaged in active service to the poor.

(music and pause)


How do you identify with this face of Vincent?  Do students at DePaul learn the art of reflection?  Do many of them take some time each day — a quiet, peaceful time — to meditate on life and on what God is saying to them right here and now?  What more can be done?
V
VINCENT, THE GENTLEST MAN OF HIS TIME

St. Vincent had an enormous admiration for Francis de Sales, whom he considered the gentlest person he had ever known.  He profited so much from the example of Francis de Sales, that he acquired a remarkable gentleness and warmth himself and had a wonderful way of speaking and relating with all different kinds of persons.


Though it is difficult to portray gentleness, many artists have attempted to do so.  I have selected this “face” of St. Vincent because it says that God’s love (what we call grace) can change us, as it did St. Vincent.  

What might we say about St. Vincent, the gentlest man of his time?

1. First, genuine spirituality transforms our humanity.  St. Vincent states that when he was young he was strong-willed and easily moved to anger.  He also had a tendency to be moody for long, dark periods.  But, recognizing these traits within himself, “I turned to God and begged him incessantly to change my dry, contentious manner and to give me a warm, gentle spirit, and by the grace of God, and with the little bit of attention that I gave to holding back the movements of nature, I have somewhat changed my dark moods.”
  Vincent speaks with considerable modesty here.  His contemporaries witnessed that the mature Vincent had become a lovable man who had a warm, engaging way of relating with others.

2. It is often forgotten that Vincent labored actively in peacemaking.  On two occasions he intervened personally, going right to the top.

At some time between 1639 and 1642, during the wars in Lorraine, he went to Cardinal Richelieu, knelt before him, described the horrors of war, and pleaded for peace: “Let us have peace.  Have pity on us.  Give France peace.”  Richelieu refused, responding diplomatically that peace did not depend on him alone.

An early biographer relates an even more striking episode, which he takes from an account written by Vincent’s secretary, Brother Ducournau.
  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.

(music and pause)

(music to end)

How do you identify with this face of Vincent?  Is your own spirituality — your prayer, your formation — changing you?  Has reflection on the gospels made you gentler, more compassionate in your contacts with others?  Do your students acquire a real “spirituality” here at DePaul?  Does DePaul have a transforming influence in their lives?  Are they peace-makers?

Those are five faces of Vincent de Paul.  There are many others, because Vincent’s personality was so rich.  I encourage you to know and love this great man and to help you students do so.


To conclude this talk, I join with you in a prayer:

Most loving God, make us instruments of your love.  Help us grow in creativity as educators and formers of persons, in practical charity, gentleness, and compassion as members of the Vincentian Family.  Strengthen us so that, like St. Vincent, we may contemplate you and serve you in the person of the others, especially the poor of the world, and may one day be united with you and with them in your Kingdom.  We ask this through Christ, Our Lord.  Amen.
�This text is cited by André Dodin in op. cit., 103: "Il a presque changé la face de l'Église."  The text of de Maupas' funeral discourse is available on the CD-ROM, prepared by Claude Lautissier, containing various Vincentian writings.
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