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The Value of Mercy in Saint Vincent de Paul
By: Paulino Sáez López, C.M.

When we go to visit poor persons, we have to sympathize with them in
order to suffer with them, and put ourselves in the dispositions of that
great Apostle, who said, “I have made myself all to all” (Cf. 1 Cor 9:22),
so that the complaint Our Lord formerly made through one of the
Prophets, “I waited to see if someone would sympathize with me in my
sufferings, and there was none” (Cf. Ps 69:21) doesn’t fall on us. For that
purpose, we have to try to stir our hearts to pity, make them sensitive to
the sufferings and miseries of our neighbor, and ask God to give us the
true spirit of mercy, which is the characteristic spirit of God; for, as the
Church states, it’s the distinctive feature of God to be merciful and to
impart his Spirit. So let’s ask God, my dear confreres, to give us this spirit
of compassion and mercy, to fill us with it, and to preserve it in us so that
whoever sees a Missioner can say, “There’s a man full of mercy.” Let’s
reflect a little on how much we need mercy, since we have to practice it
toward others and bring it to all sorts of places, and to suffer everything
for its sake.1

Vincent de Paul spoke those words during a conference on the spirit
of mercy and compassion (6 August 1656), a conference in which he
remembered the Missionaries in Poland and spoke about the manner
in which they practiced those virtues.

Basing my reflections on the above-cited text, I will attempt to
present the manner in which Vincent himself lived and practiced those
virtues in his ministry.

The words, mercy, compassion, and charity, have much in common
and are often used indistinctly as synonyms. We could distinguish
certain differences among these words, but that would involve us in a
science that is not strictly mathematical and therefore not very precise.
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1 Vincent de Paul, Correspondence, Conferences, Documents, translated and edited
by Jaqueline Kilar, DC; and Marie Poole, DC; et al; annotated by John W. Carven, C.M.;
New City Press, Brooklyn and Hyde Park, 1985-2014; volume XI, p. 308; future
references to this work will be inserted into the text using the initials [CCD] followed
by the volume number, then the page number, for example, CCD:XI:308.
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Father Celestino Fernández, in his article on “the poor” in
Diccionario de espiritualidad vicenciana (Dictionary of Vincentian
Spirituality), clarifies the concept: mercy, in its most profound and
authentic and etymological sense, is to have a heart that enables one to
identify with those who suffer.

We are not dealing with a simple sentiment of compassion, which
can easily become sentimentalism. At the same time, mercy cannot be
reduced to what are known as “the works of mercy,” which do not
enable one to get to the causes of suffering and poverty. In fact, mercy
is quite distinct from the alleviation of some sporadic and individual
needs. Therefore, mercy is in no way related to any form of paternalism
which often conceals injustice.

From the beginning, Vincent stated that there was no lack of
charitable individuals but rather a lack in the organization of charitable
activity. Vincent was not referring to some substitute for charity, but
rather spoke about charity that cried out for justice. In a letter
addressed to the superior in Marseilles (8 March 1658), Vincent stated:
God will grant you the grace, Monsieur, of softening our hearts toward
the wretched creatures and of realizing that in helping them we are doing
an act of justice and not of mercy (CCD:VII:115).

Vincent de Paul did not invent mercy or compassion or charity. He
did, however, embody the mercy, the compassion, and the charity of
Jesus Christ and thus, made it a part of his everyday life.

The theology of Christ in this matter could be summarized with
the following words: I desire mercy, not sacrifice (Matthew 9:13).
Usually we, as human beings, prefer sacrifices. We prefer heart-moving
rituals; but God requests mercy. Mercy is interior, something that flows
from the heart. God does not want material sacrifices, but a love that
struggles on behalf of justice and that never excuses itself with the
words: this is not my concern.

If we reflect on the image of the father of the prodigal son we
discover in his attitude the essence of mercy.

John Paul II, in his encyclical Dives in Misericordia, states: This exact
picture of the prodigal son’s state of mind enables us to understand exactly
what the mercy of God consists in. There is no doubt that in this simple
but penetrating analogy the figure of the father reveals to us God as
Father. The conduct of the father in the parable and his whole behavior,
which manifests his internal attitude, enables us to rediscover the
individual threads of the Old Testament vision of mercy in a synthesis
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which is totally new, full of simplicity and depth. The father of the
prodigal son is faithful to his fatherhood, faithful to the love that he had
always lavished on his son (# 6).

In this manner, then, his father caught sight of him, and was filled
with compassion. He ran to his son, embraced him and kissed him (Luke
15:20)

In our time, we understand charity as “promotion” and
“development.” We work for justice so that charity will be unnecessary.
Vincent expressed a similar idea when he stated: obligations of justice
have priority over those of charity (CCD:VII:633).

Charity, then, should not be understood as compassion or some
vague feeling, but rather as something that motivates us to act in love
on behalf of another, to seek to help another. Compassion leads us to
approach another, not to be like that person, but in order to relieve
that person of the pain or suffering that he/she experiences. We extend
a hand to that individual and fill him/her with hope, with the
conviction that he/she is not alone. Those who are compassionate can
never refuse help to someone who is suffering. Such help is provided
in an authentic manner, in a manner that is free from sentimentality
and from any desire to clear one’s conscience.

John Paul II, in the above-referenced encyclical, affirms: Especially
through His lifestyle and through His actions, Jesus revealed that love is
present in the world in which we live – an effective love, a love that
addresses itself to man and embraces everything that makes up his
humanity. This love makes itself particularly noticed in contact with
suffering, injustice and poverty – in contact with the whole historical
“human condition,” which in various ways manifests man’s limitation
and frailty, both physical and moral. It is precisely the mode and sphere
in which love manifests itself that in biblical language is called “mercy”
(# 3).

In Vincent’s understanding of charity, mercy stands out more than
any other element, and that element is palpable in the manner in which
he treated other people. That mercy is more visible in those places
where there is more suffering, more pain, and greater need. While
others spoke theoretically about the poor, Vincent reached out to and
sought the poor.

Here then we are dealing with an intelligent and critical charity.
Thus, when Vincent counseled the Missionaries, it was obvious that
he was concerned about justice, charity, and the good example that the
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Missionaries ought to give: we must be firm but not rough in our
guidance, and avoid an insipid kind of meekness, which is ineffective
(CCD:IV:571).

People are as they are, not because they are Catholic or Protestant
and, therefore, justice does not depend on an individual’s beliefs.
Vincent would say: There is a great difference between being a Catholic
and being just (CCD:II:494).2

When speaking about charitable activity Vincent made no distinction
between Catholic or Protestant … both might benefit in an equal manner
from the distribution of alms. On several occasions, Vincent reminded
the Missionaries about that reality as they engaged in the relief efforts in
those areas that had been devastated by war.3

Mercy, in the eyes of God, knows no limits, and if such mercy is
like God’s mercy, then, it is for everyone. Therefore, it is the distinctive
duty of priests to procure mercy and to be merciful to criminals, so you
must not always refuse to help those who seek your intervention,
especially when there is more misfortune than malice in their crime
(CCD:VII:443).

In this same line of thought we read in Dives in Misericordia, the
following: we must note that Christ, in revealing the love-mercy of God,
at the same time demanded from people that they also should be guided
in their lives by love and mercy. This requirement forms part of the very
essence of the messianic message, and constitutes the heart of the Gospel
ethos (# 3).

It would be interesting to review the whole of paragraph # 4 of the
Pope’s encyclical (Dives in Misericordia) in which John Paul II analyzes
the concept of mercy as it is used in the Old Testament. Mercy is always
divine and is always expressed in terms of kindness toward human
beings. Here, however, I have selected and will highlight just a few
ideas: The concept of “mercy” in the Old Testament has a long and rich
history. We have to refer back to it in order that the mercy revealed by
Christ may shine forth more clearly … In the preaching of the prophets,
mercy signifies a special power of love, which prevails over the sin and
infidelity of the chosen people … Both physical evil and moral evil,
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2 Translator’s Note: the official English translation of this text is as follows: There is
a great difference between being a Catholic and being an upright man. I inserted in the
text a literal translation of the Spanish (hay mucha diferencia entre ser católico y ser
justo) which conveys the idea that the author is attempting to make. 

3 The publication of the Proceedings at the 1982 Vincentian Studies Week, p. 68.
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namely sin, cause the sons and daughters of Israel to turn to the Lord
and beseech His mercy … The Lord Himself triumphed over this act of
breaking the covenant when He solemnly declared to Moses that He was
a “God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast
love and faithfulness” … They foreshadow in the context of the Old
Covenant the full revelation of God, who is “love” (Dives in Misericordia,
# 4).

Vincent clearly understood that Christ identified himself with the
poor. He read that in the 25th chapter of Saint Matthew’s gospel. He
meditated on those words and internalized them. If one wants to
follow Christ and do what Christ did, then that individual can do
nothing else but serve the poor. And if we ask Our Lord, “What did you
come to do on earth?” ‘To assist the poor.’ “Anything else?” ‘To assist the
poor’ (CCD:XI:98).

John Paul II clarified the concept of “poor”: It is very significant that
the people in question are especially the poor, those without means of
subsistence, those deprived of their freedom, the blind who cannot see
the beauty of creation, those living with broken hearts, or suffering from
social injustice, and finally sinners. It is especially for these last that the
Messiah becomes a particularly clear sign of God who is love, a sign of
the Father. In this visible sign the people of our own time, just like the
people then, can see the Father (Dives in Misericordia, # 3)

To remain on a theoretical level would be the same as manifesting
compassion without a commitment. Sentimentality has no value unless
there is some form of action. Vincent was serious about mercy and
therefore he did not remain on the level of contemplation, but moved
into action. He understood the fact that the language that most directly
touches the heart is the language of action: I worry about our Company,
but to tell you the truth, not so much as I do about the poor. If we need
to, we could ask for help from our other houses or appeal to the vicars in
the parishes. But where can the poor turn? … This is my worry and my
sorrow.4

Vincent had seen too much suffering, too much ignorance. He had
seen people suffer great hardship and he carried on his shoulders the
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4 L. Abelly, The Life of the Venerable Servant of God Vincent de Paul: Founder and
First Superior General of the Congregation of the Mission, 3 vol., edited by John E.
Rybolt, C.M., translated by William Quinn, FSC, notes by Edward R. Udovic, C.M. and
John E. Rybolt, C.M., introduction by Stafford Poole, C.M., New City Press, New
Rochelle, New York, 1993, vol. III, p. 117; future references to this work will be inserted
in the text, for example, Abelly III:117.
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weight of countless poor people whom he encountered. He did this in
such a manner that it not only weighed upon him, but it caused him
“worry and sorrow.” The poor, for Vincent, were a reality and not some
figment of his imagination. They are poor people and they are not
criminals; they are human beings and not garbage that has to be hauled
outside the city in order to make the streets beautiful or in order to
avoid presenting an offense to the eyes of the powerful.

All that Vincent encountered made him more concerned because
every form of suffering touched him deeply and, ultimately, made him
more merciful. Vincent was also a realist and in updating the Chinese
proverb he wrote to Jean Parre and stated: You are also asked to help
the poor people to be able to earn their living in this season by supplying
them with implements to gather in the harvest (CCD:VIII:27).

Vincent went on to state: They would also like to enable all the other
poor people who have no land – men as well as women – to earn their
own living, by giving the men some tools for working and the girls and
women spinning wheels and flax or linen for spinning – but only the
poorest ... As I told you, they have almost nothing definite so far but will
make some effort as soon as you tell us approximately how much will be
absolutely necessary for these three things: seeds, implements, and repairs
(CCD:VIII:82-83). 

A large window surrounds the sanctuary of the community chapel
in Cartagena. A flame rises from the tabernacle. On one side, in
another window, Vincent is holding a child in his right arm and, with
his other arm, he sustains and appears to be consoling an infirm
individual. The heart in the center of the cross (red) that seems to
cover his chest, receives the heat from the flame that arises from the
tabernacle. The whole picture, in fact, is surrounded by flames. This
is a dazzling presentation and the image appears to present one who
is attempting to remedy (through the practice of charity) the various
needs that he encounters during his journey. Vincent de Paul, aware
of his mission in the world, became the Good Samaritan. But it would
be irreverent if, as we spoke about Vincent as the Good Samaritan, we
were to forget Saint Luke who presented us with one of the most
unforgettable stories in the gospels. Unforgettable not only because of
the compassion that is revealed by the Samaritan (which is the reason
that he received the name “good”), but unforgettable also because the
depth of the compassion of the Good Samaritan mirrors the
compassion of the father in the parable of the Prodigal Son (that is,
mirrors the compassion of the father of the two sons, one who took
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his inheritance and left home, the other who remained at home). The
father was moved to compassion for both of his sons and so also the
Samaritan was moved to compassion when he saw the man lying on
the side of the road.

Vincent de Paul shared in this compassion and was moved by the
various needs that he confronted. Everything that Vincent encountered
opened and broadened the horizons of his concern. Every form of
suffering moved Vincent to compassion: Mercy – as Christ has
presented it in the parable of the prodigal son – has the interior form of
the love that in the New Testament is called agape. This love is able to
reach down to every prodigal son, to every human misery, and above all
to every form of moral misery, to sin. When this happens, the person who
is the object of mercy does not feel humiliated, but rather found again
and “restored to value” (Dives in Misericordia, # 6). 

In the case of Vincent de Paul, the infirm family in Châtillon was
the first recipient of his mercy and this resulted in the organization of
the first Confraternity of Charity. Then, Vincent heard the cries of the
poor country people, who lacked spiritual and material attention, and
he attempted to resolve that situation by offering popular missions and
by becoming involved in the formation of the clergy. Later, Vincent
would encounter the galley slaves, abandoned children, the mentally
ill, etc. Vincent would seek to provide assistance to the people who
found themselves in those different situations: the Confraternities, the
Congregation of the Mission, the Daughters of Charity, etc.

The fundamental question was that of continuing the mission of
the Son of God, namely, that of evangelizing the poor; evangelization
that involved an integral process which provided care for the whole
person. In his conference on the purpose of the Congregation (6
December 1658), Vincent spoke to the Missionaries and stated: If
priests devote themselves to the care of the poor, wasn’t that what Our
Lord and many great saints did, and they not only recommended poor
persons to others, but they themselves consoled, comforted, and healed
them? Aren’t those who are poor the afflicted members of Our Lord?
Aren’t they our brothers and sisters? And if priests abandon them, who
do you think is going to help them? So then, if there are any among us
who think they’re in the Mission to evangelize poor people but not to
alleviate their sufferings, to take care of their spiritual needs but not their
temporal ones, I reply that we have to help them and have them assisted
in every way, by us and by others, if we want to hear those pleasing words
of the Sovereign Judge of the living and the dead, “Come, beloved of my
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Father; possess the kingdom that has been prepared for you, because I
was hungry and you gave me to eat; I was naked and you clothed me;
sick and you assisted me.” To do that is to preach the Gospel by words
and by works, and that’s the most perfect way; it’s also what Our Lord
did, and what those should do who represent Him on earth, officially
and by nature, as priests do (CCD:XII:77-78).

A few months before his death, Vincent insisted on this idea when
he wrote (7 February 1660) to Jacques de la Fosse in Troyes and stated:
Our little Company has given itself to God from the beginning to serve
the poor corporally and spiritually; consequently, at the same time it has
worked for the salvation of the poor through missions, it has also
established a means of solacing the sick through the Confraternities of
Charity (CCD:VIII:277). Vincent continued to speak with him about
the various ways in which the Congregation continued to serve the
poor.

Mercy is an ever-present reality that has been proper to the Church
of every era. In his unpublished work, La nueva evangelización en
Europa [The New Evangelization in Europe], Pablo Dominguez states:
The Church, when its hands are like those of Jesus, the servant, proclaims
that she is willing to touch the leper and to wash the feet of the disciples
… in this way the Church proclaims, in an understandable manner, the
mystery of salvation in Jesus Christ and thus, destroys preconceived and
distorted visions of the Christian faith.

Vincent, after deepening his understanding of the being and the
activity of Jesus Christ, proposed an authentic following of Jesus
Christ. This Christ, according to Father Pedro Opeka, a faithful
follower of Saint Vincent, is the humblest man on earth, a man who is
close to his friends, who forgives seventy times seven, a man who is filled
with love and compassion and mercy, who raises people up when they
have fallen and fills them with joy and peace. Jesus always walks with
the people, knocks at the door and never tires of doing so; he gives people
strength so that they will not be afraid of anyone or anything; he did not
hesitate to be a “fool” and die on the cross for all people. Jesus gives us
the Holy Spirit and sends us forth throughout the world as the fishers of
people … he enables us to live for the cause of the Kingdom of God. 

In this regard, Father José Ignacio Fernández de Mendoza states:
This Christ is so close that he is imitable. People can clothe themselves in
his sentiments and can continue to do what he did. How great are the
poor! So great that the Son of God came in person into the midst of this
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world in order to evangelize them. The poor are a theological element
and they reveal Christ.

As in every era, so also in the time of Vincent de Paul there were
different opinions with regard to the poor. According to Henry
Kamen: there were two very distinct opinions with regard to the poor,
opinions that were very common among the Christians of that era. One
of noble, humanist, and Christian lineage that affirmed the fact that the
poor deserved to be treated well by society, because it was society that
had treated them badly. Another view, sustained by some Catholics but
upheld mostly by Protestants, affirmed that the poor merited
punishment, because it was their own inability that had placed them in
the situation where they found themselves.5

As reflected in his writings, Vincent shared the first view: To be a
Christian and to see our brother suffering without weeping with him,
without being sick with him! That’s to be lacking in charity; it’s being a
caricature of a Christian; it’s inhuman; it’s to be worse than animals
(CCD:XII:222). Vincent had learned the gospel lesson very well:
whatever you did for one of these least brothers or sisters of mine, you
did for me (Matthew 25:40). Thus, charity would become the most
significant language in the process of evangelizing the poor. Now,
when people think about Vincent de Paul, they also think about
charity. It is clear, then, that as a result of the events that occurred at
Châtillon, Vincent’s charity not only became effective but he also
became the great organizer of charity.

Vincent intended not only to feed the hungry (a most urgent need
at that time), but also, and more importantly, intended to promote the
dignity of those men and women who found themselves in a situation
of poverty. Vincent was never indifferent toward anyone who was
hungry and, in fact, he was incensed over the great number of hungry
people who lived on the streets.

Vincent felt that it was necessary to know the reality of the poor, to
see firsthand their material condition, and to understand and relate to
them as one human being to another. Thus, the ministry of the
Vincentians ought to promote changes in the life of those persons
excluded from full participation in society; that is, they ought to
promote the human dignity of the poor and promote that dignity on
every level of society.
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Vincent did not accept (and could not accept) or resign himself to
the fact that the situation of the poor was something natural. When
confronted with a false charity, Vincent defended the dignity and the
freedom of the poor. At the same time, Vincent did not opt to confront
any one particular form of poverty over another, nor did he opt to
minister on behalf of one particular group of poor people. Rather he
ministered to every class of poor person and, in those places where he
and his Missionaries were unable to go, there one could see the
Daughters of Charity and the members of the various Confraternities
of Charity … the poor do not know where to go and what do and their
number and their suffering multiply by the day … this is my worry and
my concern.

In his biography, Vicente de Dios states: Vincent never criticized the
poor but viewed them as victims and, therefore, not responsible for their
situation of misery. Vincent often viewed those who ate well and lived
well as responsible for the situation of the poor.6

Pope John Paul II understood that the poor were Vincent’s concern
and worry, because he was merciful. In his homily of 27 September
1987, as he reflected on the beatitudes, the Pope stated: Blessed are the
merciful, for they shall obtain mercy (Matthew 5:7)! Today we are
gathered in this plaza, in front of the Basilica that has been built upon
the tomb of Saint Peter in order to call to mind a man who, in an
extraordinary manner, made this beatitude the foundation of his life and
of his vocation: Saint Vincent de Paul!7

We can see then that the poor are at the root of all the various
Vincentian ministries and institutions. The poor constitute the reason
for our being as Vincentians. Vincent, a practical man, did not allow
himself to be deceived by appearances and so he wrote to Marc Coglée,
the superior in Sedan (26 April 1651) and stated: In fact as soon as
anyone is strong enough to work, tools of his trade are bought for him
and nothing more is given to him. Accordingly, the alms are not for those
able to work on the fortifications or to do something else, but for seriously
ill sick persons, orphans, or the elderly (CCD:IV:188). In this manner
Vincent promoted the poor, made others aware of their dignity and at
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the same time made it clear that the poor themselves had to be the
primary agents of their own development.

This same was stated at the Second Vatican Council: The demands
of justice must first of all be satisfied; that which is already due in justice
is not to be offered as a gift of charity. The cause of evils, and not merely
their effects, ought to disappear. The aid contributed should be organized
in such a way that beneficiaries are gradually freed from their
dependence on others and become self-supporting (Apostolicam
Actuositatem, # 8).

Mercy acquires its greatest expression in the incarnation of our
Lord, Jesus Christ, who is not some spirit, but a man who eats and
drinks: by becoming for people a model of merciful love for others, Christ
proclaims by His actions even more than by His words that call to mercy
which is one of the essential elements of the Gospel ethos (Dives in
Misericordia, # 3).

The central focus of Vincent de Paul was Jesus Christ, but Jesus
viewed from the perspective of the Word of God made man, Jesus
Christ the human person, Jesus who traveled from town to town, Jesus
the missionary, Jesus reaching out to the poor and the infirm and
promoting their dignity. Those poor and infirm men and women, who
were marginalized by society, were the persons with whom Jesus (in
the gospel of Matthew) identifies himself and these poor and infirm
men and women are the persons whom we must serve since, according
to Saint Vincent, they are our lords and masters. …let’s … seek out those
who are the poorest and most abandoned; let’s acknowledge before God
that they’re our lords and masters and that we’re unworthy of rendering
them our little services (CCD:XI:349).

One, then, must serve the poor as a primary obligation. At one time,
the following words of Saint Vincent to the Daughters of Charity may
have sounded like a clever, but not very pious saying: If the good
pleasure of God were that you should go on a Sunday to nurse a sick
person instead of going to Mass, even though that’s a matter of obligation,
you should do it. That’s called leaving God for God (CCD:X:76).

After listening to Saint Vincent, there can be little doubt about what
we, as the Vincentian Family, ought to do and how we ought to do it.
Our saint’s realism ought to bring us to a spirituality that converts our
tasks in favor of the poor into affective love, but also and above all,
into effective love. Let us love God, brothers, let us love God, but let it
be with the strength of our arms and the sweat of our brows; for very
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often many acts of love of God, of devotion, and of other similar
affections and interior practices of a tender heart, although very good
and desirable, are, nevertheless, very suspect if they don’t translate into
the practice of effective love … We have to be very careful about that; for
there are many who, recollected exteriorly, and filled with lofty
sentiments of God interiorly, stop at that, and when it comes to the point
of doing something, and they have the opportunity to act, they come up
short. They flatter themselves with their ardent imagination; they’re
satisfied with the sweet conversations they have with God in meditation
and even speak of them like angels; but when they leave there, if there’s
a question of working for God, of suffering, of mortifying themselves, of
instructing poor persons, of going in search of the lost sheep, of being
happy when they lack something, or of accepting sickness or some other
misfortune, alas! they’re no longer around; their courage fails them. No,
no, let’s not fool ourselves: Totum opus nostrum in operatione consistit
(all our work consists in action) (CCD:XI:32-33).

In these words we find that, when confronted with the situation of
the poor, we cannot remain content with a private and theoretical
spirituality, but rather the very spirituality of Saint Vincent himself
impels us to action: Let’s … seek out those who are the poorest and most
abandoned; let’s acknowledge before God that they’re our lords and
masters and that we’re unworthy of rendering them our little services
(CCD:XI:349).

Vincent de Paul’s faith and experience in the service of the poor,
manifested through a lively contact with them, is embodied in three
Institutions: the Ladies of Charity or Charities (today called the AIC),
the Congregation of the Mission, and the Company of the Daughters of
Charity.

It is usually thought that religious communities, with their aspect
of denunciation, arise as a prophetic contribution, seeking to change
situations that are inconsistent with the gospel at a particular time.
Later on they begin to lose the first fervor just as stated in the book
of Revelation when the author addresses the church at Ephesus.
Confining structures begin to appear and protective walls are erected.
Fear of risk and fear of the future arise.

This may have come later on; it was not that way at first.
In the year 1617 the Vincent de Paul of the mission and of charity

is born. It is necessary to organize the Mission and the Charities. Both
goals are fulfilled in the years 1617, 1625, and 1633 with the
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foundation of the Charities, of the Congregation of the Mission, and
the Daughters of Charity.

In 1617, by a providential occurrence, a sick family of Châtillon,
without food or care, touches the heart of the one man who could
transmit the word to all the parishioners so they could aid those who
needed aid. But he realizes right away that it will be necessary to
prolong this overly long procession of momentary charity, without
letting that first fervor grow cold.

And so on 23 August 1617, he brings together a group of pious
women of the town and encourages them to form an association to aid
the sick poor of the town (CCD:XIIIb:3-5). The Associations of
Charity were born.

José María Román will say: It was thanks to the charities that the
Church could be a mother to the destitute. At a time when women were
regarded as nothing more than men’s servants or, worse still, as
instruments of the devil, Vincent de Paul gave them pride of place in the
noblest work of the Church, the proclamation of charity.8

As time passed it would be these women, not without social and
moral reluctance, who, together with the Daughters of Charity, would
care for the abandoned children: Well then, Ladies, compassion and
charity have led you to adopt these little creatures as your own children;
you have been their mothers according to grace since the time their
mothers according to nature abandoned them. See now whether you, too,
want to abandon them. Stop being their mothers to be their judges at
present; their life and death are in your hands. I’m going to take the vote;
it’s time to pass sentence on them and to find out whether you are no
longer willing to have pity on them. If you continue to take charitable
care of them, they will live; if, on the contrary, you abandon them, they
will most certainly perish and die; experience does not allow you to doubt
that (CCD:XIIIb:423-424).

This very dramatic scene portrayed in the film about Saint Vincent
is so beautifully depicted in the script of Jean Anouilh.

The year 1617 will also see the affective birth of another of the
institutions of Saint Vincent after the confession of the peasant in
Gannes: the Congregation of the Mission. If everything began at
Châtillon, the experience at Folleville was no less fruitful. The problem
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of the dying old man makes Vincent feel the need to preach the gospel
to those country folk who, moved and grateful, came in great numbers
to make their general confession. Besides his word, Vincent has his
ardent compassion for those abandoned brothers of his: That took
place in the month of January 1617, and, on the twenty-fifth, the feast of
the Conversion of Saint Paul, that lady asked me to preach a sermon in
the church of Folleville to urge the people to make a general confession,
which I did, pointing out to them its importance and usefulness. Then I
taught them how to make it properly … That was the first sermon of the
Mission (CCD:XI:3-4). That day, 25 January 1617, will be considered
as the emotional beginning of the Congregation.

Charity towards the poor turns those who practice it into true
servants, into servants of the poor who, in their turn, become their
“lords and masters.” Saint Vincent would say to the missionaries: Come
then, my dear confreres, let’s devote ourselves with renewed love to serve
persons who are poor and even seek out those who are the poorest and
most abandoned; let’s acknowledge before God that they’re our lords and
masters and that we’re unworthy of rendering them our little services
(CCD:XI:349).

These are the factors that brought about the birth of the various
works of Saint Vincent, all of them in the service of the poor. Both
material and spiritual service. He communicates this same thing in a
letter to Mother Chantal in 1639: And because you wish to know what
constitutes our humble way of life, I shall tell you then, most worthy
Mother, that our Little Company is established to go from village to
village at its own expense, preaching, catechizing, and having the poor
people make general confessions of their entire past life. We try to settle
the disagreements we find among them and do all we can to see that the
sick poor are assisted corporally and spiritually by the Confraternity of
the Charity, composed of women, which we set up in the places where
we give the mission and which desire it. To this work, which is our
principal one, and in order to perform it better, the Providence of God
has added that of taking into our houses ten days before ordination those
who are to take orders. We feed and support them and during that time
teach them practical Theology, the ceremonies of the Church, and how
to make and practice mental prayer according to the method of our
blessed Father, the Bishop of Geneva. We do this for those who belong to
the diocese in which we are established CCD:I:553).
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Even though, as we have just seen, he thought in principle primarily
of the country poor, the war brought fundamental changes; his heart
did not stop feeling and he needed to attend to those who had sought
refuge in the city. Thus he writes to Father Lambert Aux Couteaux in
June of 1652: We are unable to go and give missions in the rural areas
because the poor people are so scattered – some here; some there, driven
from their homes by fear of being mistreated by the soldiers – so we have
decided to give them to the people who have taken refuge in Paris. We
began today in our own church, with eight hundred of those poor persons
living in these faubourgs, and we will go to the others next. One of our
men has also gone to open the mission for the refugees at Saint Nicolas-
du-Chardonnet (CCD:IV:398-399).

We are now in the year 1633. Saint Louise and Saint Vincent had
already begun to work together some years previously. Both of them,
twins in their feelings of mercy, are going to continue to work together
on behalf of the poor for a long time.

Some of the Ladies of Charity, after their initial enthusiasm and not
used to service and hard work, began to delegate the attention to the
poor to their servants. This did not please Vincent, who wanted
complete dedication. Providence responded to his desire: Then a
simple young woman from the country, named Marguerite Naseau
(1594-1633), presented herself to perform the menial tasks which the
ladies of the confraternities were unable to assume. Inspired by true
evangelical love, she became the servant of the most abandoned.9

That same year several young women joined together to form
community under the guidance of Saint Louise. In this way the
Company of the Daughters of Charity was born, with a permanent
vocation of service to the poor, which is what Saint Vincent truly
wanted.

He himself explains: “But because the ladies who make up the
Confraternity belong, for the most part, to a social class that does not
allow them to perform the most menial and abject services proper to the
work of this Confraternity, such as carrying the soup pot through the city,
doing the bleedings, preparing and giving enemas, dressing wounds,
making beds and watching at night over the sick who are alone and near
death, they have taken some good country girls to whom God had given

105 e Value of Mercy in Saint Vincent de Paul 

9 Constitutions of the Daughters of Charity, “The Daughters of Charity according to
the Spirit of the Founders,” p. 18.

Inglés 2ª corrreccion Nº1 CM_Revista Nº1  7/4/16  17:41  Página 105



106

the desire to assist the sick poor, who attend to all these little services,
after having been trained for this purpose by a virtuous widow ... And
what is still more noteworthy in the work of these poor girls is that,
besides the corporal services they render to the sick poor, they try to
contribute to their spiritual welfare, as best they can (CCD:II:600, 602).

These young women, as we know, were very clear about what they
wanted and what they were supposed to do to be faithful to their
vocation. They told Saint Vincent that assisting a person who had no
need was not mercy. Saint Vincent was surprised by some of the
answers of these Sisters and he made them his own in so far as they
were rooted in fidelity to their vocation. Yesterday, because I was being
hard pressed by Madame de Combalet to send her the Sister, and since
it was for her, I spoke to Marie Denyse about it. She seemed to me better
suited for the situation, but she gave me an answer worthy of a girl with
a vocation from God to the Charity, which was that she had left her
father and mother to give herself to the service of the poor for the love of
God, and she begged me to excuse her if she could not change her
intention in order to go and serve that great lady (CCD:I:321-322)

From 1632, when he is established in Saint-Lazare, his charity
broadens its scope and takes on new needs and, from the founding of
the Company, the Daughters of Charity have been relieving all the
needs they came across – every kind of misery: abandoned children,
galley slaves, beggars. And these were not the only ones they attended.
Poverty had another thousand faces. It is typical of Saint Vincent’s
charity to recognize them all and not neglect any of them either by
himself or through his institutions.

His concern to solve the problem of the formation of the clergy was
no less strong. Ever since Madame de Gondi alerted him to the
ignorance of the clergy, a shadow came over his face because “a
community is what its priest is.” In a repetition of prayer on 25 January
1655 about the origins of the Congregation, he reminded the
missionaries: one day, when the late Lady went to make her confession
to her Pastor, she noted that he didn’t give her absolution; he mumbled
something between his teeth and did the same at other times when she
went to confession to him ... When she told me this, I was on the alert
and paid special attention to the priests to whom I made my confession.
I found that this was indeed true and that some of them didn’t know the
words of absolution (CCD:XI:163).
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First came the retreats for ordinands, which began on 17 September
1628, and Saint Vincent considered them as “the richest and most
precious deposit the church could put in our hands.10

Afterwards, from the year 1633, he has in his hands a tool, which
will represent an important advance in this journey: the Tuesday
Conferences.

Finally, the concern for the clergy takes on new forms with the
foundation of seminaries starting in 1635.

The galley slaves were for Saint Vincent another of the innumerable
types of poor people who should be helped since none of them could
be excluded from Christian charity. And so he will say to the
missionaries that it was a matter of another way of attending to the
needy.

He urges the Daughters of Charity to serve the poor prisoners
whom he has seen being treated like beasts. Therefore, from the pen
of Saint Vincent, this terrible institution is invested with humanity and
with concrete and hurting human faces. “Vincent was just as concerned
with the spiritual welfare of the galley slaves as he was with their material
welfare. He visited the gaols and showed great zeal in preaching
missionary style to these people who were as distanced from God as they
were abandoned by men. His success was beyond all expectation.11

Turning to our theme, mercy is the overarching cause of all Saint
Vincent de Paul’s works of charity. He has allowed himself to incarnate
the spirit of Jesus Christ and he has incarnated this spirit in everything
he did. And so his activity reverts to what the Son did in the name of
the Father to show how God is the Father, a good father, full of mercy,
who is moved to the depths before all his children.

For his children, the poor, Vincent de Paul is capable of anything,
going so far as to confront the most powerful people with no concern
for what may happen.

Anyone who approaches, even superficially, the life of Vincent de
Paul, will find himself with an enormous number of risky actions,
prophetic denunciations, commitment to justice, attitudes, and words
aimed at impeding, by all the means he has at hand, that society
continue to fabricate more poor people. Because of its degree of risk,
his interview with Prime Minister Richelieu to ask him openly to stop
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the war stands out; as does his public and radical opposition to the
political exploitation of the country people designed by Cardinal
Mazarin: throw yourself into the sea to appease the storm.12

From all that we have said, we can affirm that Saint Vincent
continues to be very relevant. Pope John Paul II says: “The genuine
face of mercy has to be ever revealed anew. In spite of many prejudices,
mercy seems particularly necessary for our times” (Dives in
Misericordia # 6).

From the present day, these documents speak to us of the relevance
of Saint Vincent; they are like an echo of the text proposed for our
reflection. On 7 December 1965, in the allocution pronounced by
Pope Paul VI at the closing of the II Vatican Council, he said among
other things: Consequently, if we remember, venerable brothers and all
of you, our children, gathered here, how in everyone we can and must
recognize the countenance of Christ (cf. Matt. 25:40), the Son of Man,
especially when tears and sorrows make it plain to see, and if we can and
must recognize in Christ’s countenance the countenance of our heavenly
Father “He who sees me,” Our Lord said, “sees also the Father” (John
14:9), our humanism becomes Christianity, our Christianity becomes
centered on God; in such sort that we may say, to put it differently: a
knowledge of man is a prerequisite for a knowledge of God.13

These words of Pope Paul VI openly confirm the relevance of our
saint, as he might have been in Vatican Council II or as he might have
inspired part of that council. Saint Vincent bases on the very text of
Matthew 25 his attitude towards the poor. In them he sees the face of
Christ and he treats the poor as he would treat Christ.

Saint Vincent, his heart full of mercy, will say that the poor are:
“people, images of God, our brothers, sorrowing and distinguished
members of the body of Christ, recipients and principal repositories of
the gospel, those who introduce us into the Kingdom of God, incarnation
and representation of Jesus Christ, easers of conscience at the hour of
death, intercessors in heaven, our lords and masters.”14
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Let us add to these ideas those of Pope Benedict XVI; in his message
on the World Day of the Sick in 2011, he affirmed: “If every man is our
brother, much more must the sick, the suffering and those in need of care
be, at the centre of our attention, so that none of them feels forgotten or
emarginated.” And quoting himself, in the same document he reminds
us of no. 38 of his second encyclical Spe Salvi, where it says: “The true
measure of humanity is essentially determined in relationship to suffering
and to the sufferer. This holds true both for the individual and for society.
A society unable to accept its suffering members and incapable of helping
to share their suffering and to bear it inwardly through “com-passion” is
a cruel and inhuman society” … Indeed, to accept the “other” who suffers,
means that I take up his suffering in such a way that it becomes mine
also.”15

To those of us accustomed to Saint Vincent’s language, these texts
of Paul VI and Benedict XVI are nothing new. They are a confirmation
that the concerns of Saint Vincent in his time continue to be the same
in our time, which verifies that, moving through time, the ideas of
Saint Vincent are absolutely valid for our days. We should not forget
the words of our Lord: “The poor you will always have with you.”16

Summing up, if we are beside a person in misery, as Vincentians,
we cannot respond with true mercy to the needs of the poor, unless
we have first penetrated into the mechanisms that produce the poverty,
the marginalization, and the exclusion, if we do attempt to make
disappear the “structures of sin” or its “evil mechanisms.”17

Let us leave open the doorway of hope because, paraphrasing Father
José María Román in the last paragraph of his work “St Vincent de
Paul: A Biography,” there are very many people who today work and
struggle in the church to keep Saint Vincent’s spirit alive.

Translated: Joseph Cummins, C.M. and Charles Plock, C.M.
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