
 

REVITALIZING THE CHARISM ​
OF THE CONGREGATION OF THE MISSION TODAY 

Conference by Fr. Robert Maloney, CM​
Rue du Bac, April 30, 2025 

In 1947,“Monsieur Vincent” won the Academy Award for the best film, and Pierre 
Fresnay, who played Vincent, received the Best Actor’s award. The film was not always 
historically accurate, but historians were unanimous in agreeing that no other film every captured 
the spirit of St. Vincent as well as this one. And as a drama, that was its purpose: to convey 
Vincent’s spirit. Here is its final scene, just before his death. 

 
https://youtu.be/MDBXyc46iEs?si=JlEusJN0BGwvDF2K 

 
The topic that Fr. Tomaz has asked me to address today is this: “How can we revitalize 

our charism? How can we make it even more alive!”  I invite you to address that topic with me. 
 
​ My intention today is to use the words of St. Vincent himself to offer you a series of 
challenges. I encourage you to think along with me and to ask yourself: how can these challenges 
be addressed in my Province or my diocese? Is there a small way, or even a big way, in which I 
can respond to these words of St. Vincent. 
 
1.​ “Go! Go everywhere!” (August 20, 1655) 

 
OPEN NEW MISSIONS AD GENTES 

 
St. Vincent cried out to the confreres: “Go into the whole world, into the whole world, 

and preach the Gospel to every creature (Mark 16:15). … We have the same mandate as the 
Apostles!”1 

1 CCD:XI:237. CCD refers to Vincent de Paul, Correspondence, Conference, Documents edited by Pierre Coste,, 
translators into English: Helen Marie Law, DC (Vol. 1), Marie Poole, DC (Vol. 1-13b), James King, CM (Vol. 1-2), 
Francis Germovnik, CM (Vol. 1-8, 13a-13b [Latin]), Esther Cavanagh, DC (Vol. 2), Ann Mary Dougherty, DC (Vol. 
12); Evelyne Franc, DC (Vol. 13a-13b), Thomas Davitt, CM (Vol. 13a-13b [Latin]), Glennon E. Figge, CM (Vol. 
13a-13b [Latin]), John G. Nugent, CM (Vol. 13a-13b [Latin]), Andrew Spellman, CM (Vol. 13a-13b [Latin]); edited: 
Jacqueline Kilar, DC (Vol. 1-2), Marie Poole, DC (Vol. 2-13b), Julia Denton, DC [editor-in-chief] (Vol. 3-10, 
13a-13b), Paule Freeburg, DC (Vol. 3), Mirian Hamway, DC (Vol. 3), Elinor Hartman, DC (Vol. 4-10, 13a-13b), 
Ellen Van Zandt, DC (Vol. 9-13b), Ann Mary Dougherty (Vol. 11-12); annotated: John W. Carven, CM (Vol. 1-13b); 
New City Press, Brooklyn and Hyde Park, 1985-2014.  Recently, Fr. John Rybolt has published four volumes online 
of previously unpublished letters, conferences and documents of Vincent de Paul. These can be found at and 

https://youtu.be/MDBXyc46iEs?si=JlEusJN0BGwvDF2K


 

 
Vincent knew that mission was not just an aspect of the Church. It is the Church’s very 

being. Mission is not just an aspect of the Congregation. It is our very being.  
Vincent was deeply conscious of that. In his lifetime he sent confreres to Poland, Italy, Algeria, 
Madagascar, Ireland, Scotland, the Hebrides, and the Orkneys. 
 
I am delighted to say that in very recent years, Provinces and the General Curia have opened or 
are about to open new Missions ad Gentes:  

 
●​ Laos.  
●​ Cambodia.  
●​ Malawi 
●​ Nepal 
●​ Sri Lanka.  
●​ Ghana 
●​ Sierra Leone.  
●​ Two new missions in Myanmar. 
●​ Central African Republic.  
●​ Guinea Equatorial. 
●​ Uganda. 
●​ Pakistan 
●​ Goma 
●​ Togo 
●​ Brazzaville 
●​ South Korea 
●​ Zambia 
●​ Ivory Coast 
 

You who are Visitors in Provinces with numerous vocations: open new missions. 
 

You who are Visitors in Provinces with few vocations: are there members of your Province who 
are yearning to go to a foreign mission?  Or might you finance a new mission that another 
Province is launching? It is not that expensive. 

 
You who are bishops, are there members of your diocese who would love to have a foreign 
missionary experience for five years? They will enrich your diocese when they return. 

downloaded from Saint Vincent de Paul / Correspondence, Conferences, Documents (English translation) | 
Correspondence, Conferences, and Documents of St. Vincent de Paul | DePaul University 

https://via.library.depaul.edu/coste_en/
https://via.library.depaul.edu/coste_en/


 

 
2.​  “I hope that this good work, instead of declining, will rally once again. Both it and the 

missions are equally important.”2  (Dec. 19, 1655) 
 

REVITALIZE OUR WORK OF HELPING FORM THE DIOCESAN CLERGY.  
 

 

St Vincent returned to this theme forcefully in 1658 and 1659.3 But history has often been unkind 
to the Congregation in this important work. Can you imagine this? On March 1, 1903, Fr.  
 
Antoine Fiat, the Superior General, had to announce to the Congregation that 23 major  
seminaries in France were forcibly being closed by a decision of an anti-clerical government! 

 
In the Common Rules, Vincent described the formation of the diocesan clergy as "almost 

equal" to the preaching of missions. How did he ask the confreres to conduct this work? 

1) missions – During the missions, the early CM missionaries instructed parish priests on how to 
fulfill their duties; they urged those who did not live far apart to get together from time to time to 
discuss cases of conscience and the administration of the sacraments; they invited them to 
participate in giving missions 

2) retreats for ordinands - During Vincent’s lifetime, about 12,000 men who were about to be 
ordained priests participated in the retreats for ordinands. 

3) Tuesday Conferences – From 1633 until his death, he gathered a select group of religious 
leaders at Saint-Lazare regularly for ongoing formation. 

4) seminaries – Vincent began 20 seminaries during his lifetime. 

5) retreats for priests – Saint-Lazare was often filled with priests who came from all over France. 
Other CM houses also became centers for retreats for the diocesan clergy. 

6) the Council of Conscience - From June 1643 to October 1652, he advised the Queen and her 
chief minister, Cardinal Mazarin, on ecclesiastical affairs, especially the selection of bishops 

3 Cf. CR XI, 12 (May 17, 1658): “… by the nature of our Congregation we are bound almost equally to both.”  
CCD:VII:578 (May 21, 1659): “Do you not know that we are equally obliged to form good priests as to instruct 
country people and that a priest of the Mission who wants to do one but not the other is only half a Missionary, since 
he has been sent to do both.” 

2  CCD:V:494. 



 

7) the Company of the Blessed Sacrament – From 1635 on, he was a member of this quasi-secret 
society that worked quietly to correct abuses among the clergy and in monasteries, and that also 
focused on providing missions for rural parishes. 

The preacher at Vincent’s funeral focused on his work in reforming the diocesan clergy and 
stated: “He just about changed the face of the Church.”4 

I ask this of all of you who are Visitors and Vincentian bishops: how can we revitalize 
this foundational work of the CM? 

 
 

3.​ “We will take special care to give them a solid formation, but it is up to you to choose 
them carefully.”5 (March 2, 1657) 

 
FORM MEMBERS OF THE CONGREGATION WELL. FORM OUR FORMATORS 
ESPECIALLY WELL.   

 
Vincent highlighted this theme in October 1643: “Those who are both learned and humble are 
the treasure of the Company, just as good, devout theologians are the treasure of the Church.”6 

In speaking about seminarians and formators, he consistently emphasized growth in “knowledge 
and virtue.”7  Vincent wanted both the formators and the seminarians to stand out especially for 
their simplicity, humility, and charity. 

In recent years, Fr. Tomaz has launched a new initiative to help form members of formation 
teams and spiritual directors, especially in economically poorer provinces where there are 
abundant vocations. 
 
​ I ask this of all of you who are Visitors and Vincentian bishops: how can we enrich the 
formation of our future priests and brothers?  How can we form our formators better? 
 
4.​ “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 

7  Cf. CR I, 1. 
6 CCD:XI:115. 
5 CCD:VI:262. 

4 "(Vincent) a presque changé la face de l'Église."  The text of de Maupas' funeral discourse is available in a 
beautiful edition by Edward R. Udovic, C.M., Henri de Maupas du Tour: the Funeral Oration for Vincent de Paul 
(Chicago: DePaul University, Vincentian Studies Institute, 2015), cf. 96 and 173. 



 

the living and the dead, ‘Come, beloved of my 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.’8 (Dec. 6, 1658) 
 
PROMOTE THE VINCENTIAN FAMILY HOMELESS ALLIANCE AND ITS 13 
HOUSES PROJECT.  
 

It is the most successful project in our history in which so many branches of the Vincentian 
Family have worked together. 
 
The most recent statistics internationally are: 

�​ 76 countries are already involved 
�​ 2677 homes 
�​ 10,527 people whose lives are being transformed. 

 

These statistics do not include 13 Houses projects which are self-funded by various branches: the 
SSVP, the DCs, the CMs, other Sisters of Charity, etc. 
 
The FamVin Homeless Alliance also has strong links with the work of the Vincentian Family at 
the United Nations and with the Institute of Global Homelessness at DePaul University in 
Chicago. 
 
What will be the next significant work that the branches of the Vincentian Family will undertake 
together globally? 

 
5.​ “Ask the Duchess.”9 

 
COLLABORATE CLOSELY WITH THE BRANCHES OF THE VINCENTIAN 
FAMILY, ESPECIALLY WITH THE DCS AND LAY GROUPS LIKE THE SSVP. 

“Ask the Duchess” and “Talk to the Duchess” are common phrases in Vincent’s10 and 
Louise’s11 letters. They knew that they could rely on the Duchess of Aiguillon. Their relationship 
with her was warm and personal. Both felt very free to approach the Duchess. Louise even 
sought the Duchess’ advice about the marriage that her son Michael was considering.12  Along 
with Madame de Gondi and Madame Goussault, the Duchess stands at the top of the list of 
Vincent and Louise's collaborators. No one gave them more help than she did.  

12 SW 97. 
11 SW 73. 
10 CCD:II:297; III:395; VII:467.  
9 CCD:II:297; III:395; VIII:467: ES 73: “Talk to the Duchess.” 
8 CCD:XII:77. 



 

 
Few people were as attached to Vincent personally as the Duchess was. She wrote a 

scathing letter to M. Portail when she felt that Vincent was being badly cared for in his old age. 
 

Sometimes collaboration with the branches of the family is not easy. Sometimes they 
guard their own autonomy very carefully. In truth, sometimes their role is more important than 
ours. So, to collaborate we must be humble. Vincent once told the Daughters of Charity that 
nothing is more important than good communication, 13  We recognize this even more today 
when the Church is emphasizing Synodality. To be effective in working with the branches of the 
Vincentian Family, we must listen, listen, listen. 

 
Visitors and Vincentian Bishops: How, concretely, can we listen better to the laity, 

especially to the lay branches of our Vincentian Family? 
 

6.​ “Let us ask God to give the Company this spirit, this heart, this heart that causes us to go 
everywhere, this heart of the Son of God, the heart of Our Lord, the heart of Our Lord, the 
heart of Our Lord, that disposes us to go as He went … He sends us, like the apostles, to 
bring fire everywhere, to bring this divine fire, this fire of love …14 (August 22, 1655) 
 
DEVELOP A DEEPLY PRAYERFUL ACTIVE SPIRITUALITY. 
 

Today we speak of St. Vincent as a Mystic of Charity. He crowned an extraordinarily 
active life with a profoundly spiritual dimension. I love these words of his: “Let us ask God to 
give the Company this spirit, this heart, this heart that causes us to go everywhere, this heart of 
the Son of God, the heart of Our Lord, the heart of Our Lord, the heart of Our Lord, that 
disposes us to go as He went …” 
 

For Vincent, the horizontal and the vertical dimensions of spirituality were intertwined 
inseparably; love of Christ and love of the poor were one. Again and again, he urged his 
followers not just to act but also to pray, and not just to pray but also to act.  

 
In his recent encyclical on the heart of Jesus, Dilexit Nos, Pope Francis cited Vincent 

three times.  
 
Visitors and Vincentian Bishops: Is your Province or your Diocese filled with mystics of 

charity?  Are we seen as “contemplatives in action and apostles in prayer”? (C 42) 

 

14 CCD:XI:264. 
13 CCD:XIIIb:281. 



 

7.​ “You are one of the men in this world who most honors the Providence of God by 
preparing remedies against ills that are foreseen. I thank you most humbly for this, and 
I ask Our Lord to continue and increase His enlightenment to you so you can diffuse it 
throughout the Company.15 (Oct. 25, 1658, to Edme Jolly, superior in Rome) 
 
HAVE A “DARING PRUDENCE” (to use Pope Francis’ words) 

 
Aquinas highlighted the importance of magnanimity in leadership.16  He stated that greatness of 
soul should characterize religious leaders. So, I encourage you: Be willing to do “great things” 
for the marginalized. Resist the temptation to become absorbed in the maintenance of your 
Province or your diocese. In 2013, Pope Francis reminded the cardinals who eventually elected 
him: “The Church that is self-referential is sick.”17 Seek out the needs of those on the periphery 
in your Province or your diocese. 

 
In your leadership, combine magnanimity and humility. Have “greatness of soul” and the 
capacity to identify with the marginalized.  
 
Pope Francis calls this “daring prudence.”18  Some describe it as “undaunted courage.”  If I might 
return to the Duchess of Aiguillon, the preacher at her funeral proclaimed: “She flew above 
every obstacle with the wings of an eagle.”19 
 

As we enter our fifth century, I want to say to you:  I love the Congregation of the 
Mission more than ever, and my enthusiasm for the gift that St. Vincent gave us continues to 
grow. I am very confident that the Congregation will continue to spread St. Vincent’s charism 
throughout the world. I encourage you today: 
 

1.​ Open new missions ad gentes. 
2.​ Revitalize our foundational work of helping form the diocesan clergy. 
3.​ Form the members of the Congregation well, especially the formators. 
4.​ Promote the FamVin Homeless Alliance and its 13 Houses project. 
5.​ Collaborate closely with the branches of our Vincentian Family, especially with the 

Daughters of Charity and with lay branches like the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. 

19 Jacques-Charles de Brisacier, Marie Madeleine de Vignerot Aiguillon, duchesse d'Aiguillon (Paris : Charles 
Angot, 1675). 

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

17 Cf. The 4-Minute Speech That Got Pope Francis Elected? | Catholic Answers Magazine 
16 ST, IIa-IIae,129.4 ad 1. 
15 CCD:VII;326. 

https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=au%3ABrisacier%2C+Jacques-Charles+de%2C&qt=hot_author
https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=au%3AAiguillon%2C+Marie+Madeleine+de+Vignerot%2C&qt=hot_author
https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/the-4-minute-speech-that-got-pope-francis-elected


 

6.​ Develop a deeply prayerful, active spirituality. 
7.​ Have a “daring prudence.” 

So: Be magnanimous! Have greatness of soul. Sow many seeds. Some may die, but many 
will take root and will flourish in the future! 


