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Charity in justice

A young Vincentian’s six months with Vinnies in South Africa
Ministry on the margins

The Refounding process will encourage fresh thinking for the Society

The Bill of Rights power struggle

Hearing showcases the arguments for and against a national Bill of Rights

Your liberation is bound up with mine

Dr John Falzon on the call to engage in a practice of liberation, not paternalism
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poetry and prose

Poetry
and prose
The Light
A light from the sky
In Paris one day
Enlightened Vincentian hearts
As friends were to pray

So bright is that light
O Lord when I pray
I will share my Christian life
My Love, Hope and Faith

That night from the sky
God showed them the way
How to share their Christian life
Their Love, Hope and Faith
Then was born our Society
With seven friends and Rosalie
We’ll help our friend
The poor ‘till the end
In total humility
Love and Charity

In a true community
Of laymen with simplicity
We’ll help our friend
The poor ‘till the end
In total humility
Love and Charity 

A light in their eyes
I see every day
A light sent by Jesus Christ
To show me the way

Juan Tirado, Secretary and
Interpreter to the St Vincent
de Paul Society President
General Jose Ramon
Torremocha

The Fruit of
Prayer
The fruit of Silence is Prayer
The fruit of Prayer is Faith
The fruit of Faith is Love
The fruit of Love is Service
The fruit of Service is Peace 
Blessed Teresa of Calcutta

The Society is a lay Catholic organisation that
aspires to live the Gospel message by serving
Christ in the poor with love, respect, justice,
hope and joy, and by working to shape a more
just and compassionate society.
This logo represents the hand of Christ that blesses
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the hand of suffering that receives the cup.
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Our hope
We are called to be a Society of Hope. But hope is seriously
constrained when we give way to silo thinking. Hope is not territorial. It
ceases to be hope when it is turned in on itself. This inward-looking attitude
is what we must guard against in the Society. Sadly not only must we guard
against it; we must also seek to roll back its well-established presence in the
structures of the Society.
We are called to be a Society of faith. Our fidelity to Christ and his Good
News for the marginalised must begin with our practices within the organisation. There is a stark contradiction when we advocate for social justice in
the broader community but fail to practise it amongst ourselves. We cannot
continue to challenge the social structures that cause marginalisation whilst
leaving unchallenged our own internal structures that marginalise our own
members.
We are called to be a Society of love. In the name of love this means that
we must learn to hold back at times when things are not going our way. In
the name of love we must seek understanding rather than rushing headlong into avoidable conflict. In the name of love we are called to lay down
our lives for our sisters and brothers who are degraded and despised. That
means putting this mission above all else and allowing everything else to be
seen in its true context.
As the old Irish proverb reminds us: We live in the shelter of each other.

***

The Global Financial Crisis is adding to the Society’s welfare responsibilities.
The latest Papal Encyclical Caritas in Veritate (see page 18) is an inspiring framework for how we should conduct economic and business affairs.
Market-based capitalism has been corrupted through greed, and statecontrolled socialism has failed. This is a challenge for a third way based on
social justice that is inclusive and offers protection for those on the edges. 
Syd Tutton
National Council President
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Commentary on Pope Benedict XVI’s
social encyclical
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Dominic gets
back to basics
By rebecca comini

Helping younger members
of the community to "look within
themselves" and see how they can
serve the poor in society will be one of
the key objectives of Dominic Lagana,
who is the recently appointed president of the St Vincent de Paul Society
(SA).
“Frederic Ozanam didn’t wait until
he was successful. He didn’t wait until
he had a chair at Sorbonne, or met his
wife. He started the St Vincent de Paul
Society as a 20 year old because there
was a need,” says Dominic Lagana.
Like Frederic, Dominic isn’t waiting; at 38, he is the youngest person to
take on the position of State president
and is passionate about encouraging
other young people to "give of themselves" to the Society.
Dominic said it was important for
people to follow the lead of the Society
founder, Frederic Ozanam, and get
"back to the basics of what is important".
“It’s a complete honour that people
have put their faith, hope and trust in
me,” Dominic says.
Dominic joined the Society 14
years ago. At the time he was working
as executive manager in the corporate
environment. He would attend daily
Mass at Adelaide’s St Francis Xavier
Cathedral and it was by talking to
the cathedral sacristan that he first
became interested in learning more
about the Society.
Dominic did his research; “It was
amazing to me that Frederic Ozanam
as a young Uni student could be challenged with the enormous poverty of
the day, then motivated to do something about it”.
At 24 years of age, Dominic attended his first Cathedral Conference
meeting and says he experienced a real
culture shock.
“But I saw the authenticity of those
4
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involved. It inspired me. I also felt
a real connection with the original
credo of this Society that Frederic has
established”.
“I’m still involved with the Adelaide Cathedral Conference. The
ratio between conference members
aged over and under 50 is now a 50/50
split.”
Upon joining the Society, Dominic
was eager to begin home vistations. It
is this involvement in the Society that
he has found most rewarding.
“I find it a most enriching and
grounding experience. We meet with
people who are literally on the fringe,
poor or marginalised; you are exposed
when you walk into and experience
their lives”.
“To live out our vocation as a Vincentian, we are called to prayer so that
we see Christ in these people. We do
not judge; we are there to make a difference”.
“It does make me realise that the
gap between me and those whom we
serve is perhaps only an unfortunate
circumstance,” he says.
“There are random variables in all
our lives and if those variables hit you
with enough force you too can end up
in that same position, no matter how
successful you are today”. You walk
out thinking, ‘Wow, I am fortunate.
It’ll only take two or three things to go
wrong in my life and .....BOOM! .....I
too am there’.”
Four years ago Dominic was
invited to join the South Australian
Eastern Region Council. At the time
he was running a marketing agency
as general manager, was completing
the first year of an MBA, was a board
director for the Royal District Nursing
Service and had just married; Dominic
accepted the offer!
As his time on the Eastern Region Council was coming to an end
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Dominic Lagana

he was asked to run for State President. Dominic was elected in May to
take over John D’Souza’s outstanding work.
Dominic describes his new role as
collaborative. He is currently meeting
Vincentians from across the state, listening to their ideas and concerns and
gathering insights to the Society in the
South Australia. He hopes to ensure a
spirit of youth, professionals, young
adults and families within the Society
membership, thus bringing to it even
greater diversity.
Dominic is clear on what he sees
as the heart of the work of the Society.
“To be a steward for the poor, to be
responsible for the poor’s money and
donations, the talents that we’ve each
been given ......to optimise these is our
greatest responsiblity. The stakeholders here are the poor and marginalised,
so we need to ensure that the value of
every dollar is maximised because it’s
not our money”.
While the Society is not there to
preach a religious message, through
serving others many volunteers find a
strong reconnection with God.
Dominic describes his volunteer
work with the poor and marginalised
over the years as a "very grounding
experience".
Whether volunteering in Fred's
Vans, working in shops or going into
people's homes, he walks away with a
"sense of humility" and through this
has been drawn closer to Christ.
Spending time with his family is a
high priority for Dominic. Married to
Zoe, a doctor, they are parents to two
young boys – Gabriel and Jonah. Zoe
is very supportive of the work done by
the Society and Dominic.
“Without Zoe, and her support, I
would not be able to take on this role,”
he said.
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Charity in justice
By bec bromhead

“Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice.
It is a protection of a fundamental
human right, the right to dignity and
a decent life”.
This quote conjures for me
visions of our dear young founder,
Blessed Frederic Ozanam, addressing
fellow students at the Sorbonne in
1833. These words inspire for me, a
Vincentian, images of Frederic and his
friends fighting for the rights of those
marginalised and oppressed by structures of power and inequality during
the French Revolution.
They are, however, from a far
more recent era. These are the words
of Nelson Mandela, or as South Africans know him Madiba, “father”. In
2009 the same battle is being fought
for the rights of those marginalised
and oppressed by structures of power
and inequality. For six months I was
privileged to witness and join with
the members of the St Vincent de Paul
Society in South Africa as they rose

to the challenge of delivering not just
charity, but justice.
Moving from the Society in Australia to the Society in South Africa
was in itself a steep learning curve. I
very quickly learnt how much we take
for granted; while our Centres in NSW
number more than Woolworths stores,
in South Africa there is one small Centre in suburban Johannesburg. While
our brand is celebrated across the
country with national recognition of
beloved ‘Vinnies’, in South Africa you
would be lucky to meet someone who
has heard of the Society and even then
they would have to be from a Catholic
parish with a strong Society conference. While in Australia we are the
lucky benefactors of generous supporters who ensure we can get on with our
various Good Works each and every
day, in South Africa many conferences
are only able to afford a food parcel for
their families once every six to eight
weeks. Conference members often face
the same struggles as those they assist.

A Vinnies soup kitchen in downtown Johannesburg.
This serves 200+ every week and is largely run by local university students.

Faced with these challenges I was
inspired by the hope that is present
in the Society in South Africa. The
level of poverty is overwhelming and
yet each week members gather to
pool their resources, to gain strength
from community and prayer and to
go to those in need. Even when they
have nothing to take with them they
go in solidarity with those they visit,
the most authentic lived example of
Mandela’s call for the poor’s “right to
dignity” to be protected and affirmed.
The respect for the integrity of each
human person and their journey, the
building of relationship, the recognition of each individual story… what
more could Frederic Ozanam have
asked for?
I spent six months at the invitation of the National and Johannesburg Central Councils of South Africa, building youth teams and youth
projects. There is not a strong youth
presence within the Society in South
Africa and so, along with a small

Some of the volunteers at a Vinnies Youth Formation Weekend.
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Clockwise, from top-left:
Some of the artwork on the sides of the roads
in Soweto, promoting healthy lifestyles and
choices.
A group of Australian young adults came and
spent two weeks volunteering with Vinnies in
Johannesburg.
The township of Alexandra in Johannesburg,
where Vinnies Youth run a homework program.
The Zevenfontein crèche where Vinnies Youth
members visit each week to provide games,
reading, toys, books and fruit. (Bec’s last day, a
treat – Tim Tams for all the kids!)

group of young people, we started
building the foundations for youth
involvement in the Society.
One of the most interesting aspects
for me was operating in a structure
that doesn’t offer separate youth conferences in the Society. While part
of this was a conscious choice by the
National Council to integrate different
generations in the Society, I found in
time that this also made sense in the
broader context of African culture,
community and faith. The Society in
South Africa is far more closely connected to the Church and parish, with
priests often playing a very active role.
African culture (note: I am speaking
very generally here, South Africa alone
has 11 official national languages and a
far broader spread of cultural groups)
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also seems far less concerned, at some
levels, by generational difference.
While respect is most certainly shown
to older community members, there
seemed to be a more ‘all in’ approach
to community with people of all ages
embraced and active in the Church
and the Society. It is interesting to note
however, that as the socio-economic
status of a parish climbed, so too did
the average age of membership and the
number of young people decreased.
While there are not separate youth
conferences, it was identified that
young people do seek opportunities to
work, socialise and build community
together with other young people. In
our Johannesburg pilot program we
built four ‘SVP Youth Projects’, built
and run by young people; a crèche
support program in the settlement of
Zevenfontein, a homework program
in Alexandra township, a pensioner
visitation program in the southern
suburb of Turffontein and a monthly
activity program at the SVP Orphanage, Polokong, half an hour from
Johannesburg.
We also built a Central Council
Youth Team with representation from
11 parishes. These parish representa-

tives provided the link between their
local parish conference, local parish
youth and the Central Council Youth
Team. With two local formation
weekends nearly 90 young people
engaged with Vincentian formation
and training and left inspired and
energised to contribute to the work of
the Society, through both parish and
youth team projects.
Four months on, these young
people are continuing to assist the
marginalised and disadvantaged, living up to Nelson Mandela’s challenge
and Frederic Ozanam’s mission. They
are running programs, contributing
to spiritual development for Society
members, energising parish conference works, and building leadership
capacity in this small corner of the
world where the need is urgent and
the resources often in short supply.
In a country that has faced some of
the most challenging issues of our
generation, these young people continue working for justice, as Mandela
himself defines it “the protection of a
fundamental human right, the right to
dignity and a decent life”. 
Bec Bromhead is NSW Youth and
Young Adults Coordinator.
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Action from
across the ditch
The following is an abridged version
of the Society’s New Zealand Council
President Liz Chiappini’s address to
the Australian National Council on
8 March 2009.
I bring to you greetings
from your brother and sister Vincentians in Aotearoa, New Zealand and
thank you for inviting me to attend
the meeting this weekend. It is an opportunity to maintain the special bond
that exists between our two countries.
I’ve been at the helm now for
nearly four years. It has allowed me
to meet members and volunteers who
are doing the work of the Society. I am
always astounded by the great work
that our Vincentians are doing – and
what a group of happy, dedicated,
enthusiastic and committed people
they are. It is my privilege to meet with
them, listen to their stories and share
thoughts and ideas. It is our Conference members who are the grass roots
of the Society in New Zealand. They
are the people who are working with
the needy on a day to day basis.
There has been a dramatic reduction in member conferences in the
last few years with membership falling. A major recruitment drive two
years ago raised our profile around
the country. We have approximately
154 active Conferences, 1567 full
Conference members, 429 Associate
Members, 124 Vinnies Conferences
and about 900 volunteers, some of
whom work in the shops. One of our
major challenges, as in other voluntary organisations, is the decline in
membership due to ageing members
and a need to build on young adult
membership.
There had to be change. It was
not enough to talk about change, to
theorise about what we should do. We
had to open ourselves to change. We
had to set out clearly and affirmatively
how we were going to keep the Society
alive and geared to the future. We had
to spell out exactly what we were going
to do and who was going to do it.

In 2008, after receiving a copy of
Martin Cowling’s report on the Survey
of the Society in Victoria, we brought
him over to speak to the members of
the New Zealand National Council.
It was immediately agreed to engage
Martin to :
• appraise the current demographic
and cultural challenges facing us
• advise how we could apply the
Australian experience to fit a NZ
model

“I feel the outlook for
our Society is extremely
positive with the new
strategic direction we
are taking”
– Liz ChiappinI
Martin presented his report to the
National Board in July of last year and
it was unanimously resolved that the
Board adopt the proposed Strategic
Plan as outlined to us. The Plan contains five strategies, each with five or
six initiatives to be implemented over
a five-year period. The six initiatives
we are concentrating on this year are:
1. The Mission Statement
2. Call to prayer
3. Membership categories
4.	Branding
5. Formation and training
6. Tell the Society’s story

One of the major improvements
we have made is in communication
by publishing a newsletter approximately every two months. It is sent to
every member, auxiliary and associate
member and shop volunteer personally and each one concentrates on a
specific initiative.
The Charities Act legislation in
New Zealand was introduced to
provide for a greater level of accountability by charities both in terms of
the activities undertaken and financial
reporting.
In relation to activities undertaken,
the focus is on whether the charity is
operating in accordance with its stated
charitable purpose. This will be confirmed through the annual return submitted to the Charities Commission.
Some charities were rejected at
the registration stage since the activities they had been undertaking over
many years under the guise of ‘being
charitable in nature’ were deemed by
the Charities Commission as not having a charitable purpose. In particular
advocacy groups have been deemed
not to have a charitable purpose.
The registration process and the
ongoing compliance requirements
(advising changes of officers and the
completion of annual return forms)
has created additional work and cost
for charities in the development of recording systems so that activities and
financial results can be reported on.
The trade-off has been the lifting of
the charities donations threshold for
tax purposes.
From a Society viewpoint, the key
question was whether to register as a
group (i.e. nationally) or Area Council
or at Conference level. Group registration was elected with the National
Council as the parent entity, since it
helped to show a national presence
and allowed the National Office to
monitor compliance.
The establishment of the Charities Commission under the Charities
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Act 2005 has changed the lives of all
those involved in Not for Profit Organisations such as our Society. Now
that we have a Charities Commission
we, the Society, will be under public
scrutiny as never before and must be
accountable and transparent in all we
do. That necessitated the members of
the Board in learning about ‘good governance and management’. We have
been extremely fortunate that Michael
Gousmett, a lecturer at Canterbury
University and an authority on Governance issues offered his services to
our Board in an advisory capacity.
Last year, a guide for Office Bearers, The Vincentian Companion, was
printed and sent out to every Conference. The booklet contains a mix of
advice from The Rule and practical tips
and advice gathered by Members after
many years of experience. The feedback
has been very rewarding for those involved. The tree image on the cover has
also been used on our webpage. What
does it represent? The blossoming tree
is a metaphor for how St Vincent De
Paul strives to help people grow and
flourish. The trunk represents the Society, the branches its members and the
leaves the people we aim to help. The
tree stands in a wide open space – approachable and accessible to everyone.
A beacon of positivity and promise.

Two years ago we formed an alliance with Caritas. Our continued involvement in sharing information and
working together on joint advocacy is
a major step forward in dealing with
social justice issues for the Society.
Caritas has the expertise to write
and research submissions to the Government. Our Society has the grass
roots experience and is able to provide
the necessary statistics. Some areas of
Caritas advocacy in which the Society’s
case studies, anecdotal information,
statistics, grass roots experience and
general knowledge has been useful to
Caritas includes housing affordability,
immigration, poverty and environmental disasters. Data has been forwarded
to Caritas to include in their submissions. This year the two main areas they
are working on is poverty and financial
hardship caused by the economic recession, and experiences working with
people coming out of prison or families
of people in prison.
The Society’s major growth and
development continues to be the call
to personal service for people suffering from all forms of poverty.
We have a team of Youth Coordinators around the country led by
Del, our National Youth Manager.
Del’s position is a new one and she
has been employed to bridge the gap

between Young Vinnies and mature
Conferences. For years our ‘Vinnies’
were made up of college and primary
school children. The last few years
our aim has been to set up Young
Adult Conferences in the 18-36 age
group throughout the country – a
difficult task – but most successful
in the Auckland area where there are
about 270 young adults. The Vinnies
number around 2000 and are a source
of inspiration.
Projects undertaken by the youth
vary: programs with foster children
and children of inmates, community
programs, working bees, visitation of
the elderly, prison ministry, food and
clothing collections, youth development programs, Foodwise programs
(teaching families how to cook) and
lunches for children, amongst others.
I feel the outlook for our Society is extremely positive with the new
strategic direction we are taking, and
it is thanks to our members and volunteers for the outstanding work they
do, giving unsparingly of their time,
and their willingness to help make it a
strong vibrant organisation. They put
into practice the teaching of Jesus –
love and love in action.
Liz Chiappini is the National Council
President of the New Zealand St Vincent
de Paul Society.

Building Resilient Communities
The concept of social
exclusion derives from France and its
emphasis is on citizenship and social
cohesion. It has since been developed
to be defined as a process of declining
participation, solidarity and access.
Exclusion includes barriers to job
markets; limited support networks;
special difficulties in negotiating social provisions; children not succeeding in the education system; alienation from one’s society and residing
in a locality marked by extreme social
disadvantage with a social environment that locks residents into an
‘outsider position’.
The Social Inclusion approach
attempts to examine the exclusion
variables and provide indicators that
will suggest practical ways to build
inclusive resilient communities.
The Federal Government has
established the Australian Social
8
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Inclusion Board to develop and
progress the process of social inclusion. The CEO of the St Vincent de
Paul Society National Council, Dr
John Falzon, is a member of the board.
The board provides advice on
how to improve social inclusion and
help identify areas for attention.
In May this year the Australian
Social Inclusion Board published an
excellent Compendium of social inclusion indicators to provide useful
measures on how Australia is faring.
The board meets regularly in
disadvantaged locations throughout
Australia and takes these opportunities to learn about local services and
projects while listening to the voices
of those who are marginalised.
The Society’s core mission is to
assist and stand in solidarity with the
people who experience exclusion:

people such as the aged, public housing tenants, Indigenous peoples, sole
parents, people experiencing longterm unemployment, the mentally ill,
people from non-English speaking
backgrounds and the homeless.
We are particularly interested in
the results of the work of the board
in providing social inclusion indicators in respect of:
• poverty and low income
• lack of access to the job market
• limited social supports and networks
• local neighbourhood effects
• exclusion from essential services
• health
The Social Inclusion Board
Report will soon be released. 
For more information please visit:
http://www.socialinclusion.gov.au/
AusGov/Board/Pages/default.aspx

Sydney CEO Sleepout:
food for thought
What do you get when nearly
220 CEOs and business leaders sleep
out on a Sydney winter’s night?
Well, first there’s a strong sense
of public interest. The media want to
have a peak at what’s going on. The
event inevitably becomes something
of an amazing spectacle.
Then, there’s a fairly tangible result
from everyone’s efforts in the form of
funds raised. The 2009 Vinnies CEO
Sleepout held at Luna Park, Sydney
on Thursday 18 June raised more than
$615,000 for the St Vincent de Paul
Society NSW’s homeless services.
The most important outcome,
however, is the one that’s really hardest
to measure: the awareness that is raised
not only among the business leaders
but throughout the entire community.
Almost 220 CEOs and business
leaders slept out in the cold and rain
to experience what it would be like to
have nothing. They bedded down on
sheets of cardboard on the ground,
some fashioning cardboard shelters
complete with roof and walls. A small
bowl of soup was all that was offered
for dinner. No dessert, no pillow, and
strictly no alcohol.
The CEO Sleepout was initiated
by the St Vincent de Paul Society to
coincide with the 2009 Winter Appeal.
Aiming to raise money and raise awareness of the serious issue of homelessness, the event showcased that for over
100,000 men, women and children
experiencing homelessness each night
in Australia; is no light matter.
Several people experiencing varying degrees of homelessness addressed
the event. By so bravely telling their
stories, these men and women brought
a face and voice to what is all too often
an invisible issue. Their stories struck
a chord with many participants, the
majority of whom woke the following
morning reluctant to complain about
the experience, saying it had given
them a real insight into the issue.
Popular Australian philanthropist Dick Smith addressed his peers

with a poignant call to action; “be
kind” he asked of the room. This address met many of Sydney, NSW and
wider Australia’s most prominent
business men and women including Fairfax CEO Brian McCarthy,
NRMA’s Tony Stuart, InterContinental Hotels Group CEO Bruce
McKenzie, as well as leaders from
the Commonwealth Bank, pharmaceutical giant Pfizer and Sue Cripps
of Homelessness NSW.
Australian Human Rights and Disability Commissioner Graeme Innes
made a powerful speech, emphasising
that having a home is a basic human
right, and putting this premise on
top of the agenda for the evening’s
discussions. “To say the night was
overwhelming and humbling is something of an understatement,” the Society’s NSW CEO John Picot, said. “The
CEOs and business leaders all arrived
completely open to the experience.
They gave up all comforts to walk in
another person’s shoes for a night.”
“It made me realise that homeless people are real people like us, or
maybe more real,” said Paul Campbell
of the Australian Catholic University.
The event’s success is testament to
the generosity and bravery of many
business and community leaders who
recognise that it is the community’s
responsibility to combat homelessness. In light of the current economic
situation; an event such as this could
not have come at a better time.
Bit by bit we must use whatever opportunities we have to help people to
understand that homelessness is indeed
a human rights violation and that people experiencing homelessness should
not need to rely on charity. The struggle
to address the causes of homelessness
will need the whole community to support a Government-led strategy that
starts with making sure that everyone
has a place they can call home and ends
with people no longer being locked out;
no longer excluded from their right to
live in dignity and with meaning. 

homelessness

Top to bottom:
Soup and bread were served at dinner time.
Hot drinks served at the Vinnies Van.
Dick Smith, John Picot, Linda Burney and David Borger.
The dodgem car sleepout area.
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Ministry on the margins
The Refounding process will encourage fresh thinking for the Society,
writes national council president syd tutton
Recently I visited Western
Australia, where the Society is
engaged in a number of exciting
projects, especially with the mentally
ill through Vincentcare and the young
homeless in the Passageways project.
Both of these works are excellent
examples of how we can create new
ways of ministering to our marginalised sisters and brothers. As you know
only too well, new forms of poverty
and exclusion are emerging in modern industrialised societies such as
Australia. Our challenge is to respond
to these with fresh thinking whilst
remaining faithful to our founding vision and charism.
This is why we retain a firm commitment to our central model of Conference – home visitations to those in
need. We see this as being a profoundly
spiritual exercise, a sacramental encounter with Christ in the poor.
The three pillars of our organisation are:
1. We are a spiritual organisation, not
a welfare organisation – we are not
social workers.
2. We are a volunteer organisation.
3. We are a democratic organisation.
In respect to the first point, when I
ask most members they identify spirituality as the most important aspect
of the Society.
But the definition of spirituality is
highly disparate, in fact often ludicrous,
for example saying 15 decades of the
Rosary at the end of a meeting. This may
be a well-regarded pious exercise but it is
not an exercise in the spirituality of the
Society. It is not in keeping with the five
virtues of the Vincentian charism:
• Simplicity
• Humility
• Meekness
• Mortification
• Zeal
with the cornerstones for these virtues
being
• Private prayer
• Community prayer
• Daily Scripture reading
10
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• Eucharistic life
• Community apostolates.
As our patron St Vincent de Paul
said: “Give me a person of prayer and
they can accomplish anything.”
We aim in our spirituality to encounter, recognise and relate to Christ
in the most neglected. We not only
share ourselves; we are also challenged
to receive from our marginalised
sisters and brothers; to humbly place
ourselves before them and respectfully
receive their stories, their dreams,
their sadness, their joy, their humanity.
We do this as women and men
who are responding to a vocation. This
is why we volunteer. This is why we
gladly give of our time and our energy.
Regarding the importance of volunteers I have to tell you that I have
a concern.
The volunteers – the conference
members – are the people who make
policy in the Society. We may act sometimes on the advice of our professional
staff but it must always be the volunteer
who runs the Society. This is not so
much a matter of power but rather
of stewardship, of servant-leadership.
It should, for example, be the State
President who makes comment to
outside bodies in the areas of State
responsibility.
Next we have the unsung heroes
who staff our Centres of Charity. They
are the lifeblood of our welfare work.
There appears to be a trend towards
overloading them with mountains of
bureaucratic paperwork – paid staff in
many instances justifying their positions. I am sure that you are all familiar with occupational health and safety
notices, for example, multiplying at an
exceptional rate.
We must not place excessive burdens
on our Centre volunteers. We are not
the Pharisees.
Finally we have democracy – this
should be our strength but often,
due to human nature, it is manipulated and results in power struggles.
I always thought the advantage of our

“Remember we are a
radical organisation
always willing to
change to meet the
times – the same
mission but different
ways of attaining it. ”
– syd tutton
leadership structure was that if you
found a person unacceptable to you, at
conference level, you only had to wait
three years for a change. Meekness is
a willingness to accept compromise
rather than “my way or the highway”.
Galatians 5:13-14 speaks to us
about what we should be with our
brothers and sisters in our conferences
“You shall love your neighbour as
yourself ”. “If however you bite and devour one another, take heed that you
are not consumed by one another.” Sad
to say this biting and devouring does
exist often in our Conferences and
Centres. We must always learn anew
the supreme priority, which is love.
On a positive note, I am delighted
that the Society is mature enough to
face up to these realities. We must
confront all that stands in the way of
our genuine ministry to Christ’s poor.
This lies at the heart of our Refounding
journey.
A number of Vincentians around
the country have asked me how we can
make Refounding a practical reality.
I would like to suggest a few possible

strategies that might enable us to move
forward with a spirit of renewed vigour
and commitment:
1. I would suggest inclusive practices
such as appointing young adults to
leadership roles, e.g. Vice President
of State Councils, Regional Councils or Conferences.
2. Conference meetings to be in the
evening to enable younger working
people of your parish to attend – this
does not mean you disband daytime
conferences. Rather they should run
in harmonious parallel.
3. Ensure conferences and Centres
of Charity do not discourage prospective members and volunteers
with the corrosive attitude – “this
is the way we’ve always done it
here.” Such attitudes are the death
knell of our Society.
4. Remember we are a radical organisation always willing to change to
meet the times – the same mission
but different ways of attaining it.
The word “radical” comes from
the Latin for “going to the root
of things”. This was exactly what
Blessed Frederic and his young
companions did. This is exactly
what we are called to do.
Finally, dear friends, I want to leave
you with a word of encouragement
from our Patron, St Vincent de Paul.
It is easy to forget that the saints of the
church were human beings who struggled daily with the same kinds of challenges that we face. Similarly, it is easy
to forget that we are surrounded by a
multitude of modern day saints, women
and men, young and old, unrecognised
by both Church or state and seeking no
recognition either, ordinary Vincentians
and all people of good will who go the
extra mile in their compassion for, and
solidarity with, Christ’s poor.
Here are the words of Monsieur
Vincent:
When the demands of life seem
unfair to you, when you are exhausted
and have to pull yourself out of bed yet
another time to do some act of service,
do it gladly, without counting the cost
and without self pity. For if you persevere in serving others, in giving yourself to the poor, if you persevere to the
point of completely spending yourself,
perhaps someday the poor will find it
in their hearts to forgive you. 
Syd Tutton is the National President of
the St Vincent de Paul Society Australia.

The Bill of Rights power struggle
By jonathan campton
The St Vincent de Paul Society attended the National Human
Rights Consultation held in Canberra, 1-3 July, chaired by Fr Frank
Brennan. This event showcased the
arguments for and against an instrument to entrench a human rights approach to good government. While
the arguments were well ventilated,
each day told a separate story about
this important public discussion.
Day one featured the voices of
the people, including leading Aboriginal advocates, minority racial
groups, a former refugee who experienced detention and other people
experiencing marginalisation.
Dr John Falzon quoted the words
of the Roman poet and former slave
Terence who wrote, “I am human.
Nothing human is alien to me.” Dr
Falzon affirmed that the Society
stands with the voiceless, those that
have been pushed to the margins
and that we support the call for a
human rights instrument, “…inasmuch as it provides a space in which
we can raise our nation’s awareness
of the inequality that lies at the core
of our structures and our history;
inasmuch as it might be used to
educate and agitate for an equitable
distribution of resources, services,
opportunities, power and hope.”
One of the most compelling speakers was Vickie Roach, a political activist and oral historian for the Koorie
Heritage Trust. Ms Roach spoke of the
loss of human rights within the prison
system. Ms Roach opposed John
Howard's efforts to deny all prisoners’
the right to vote. It is worthy of note
that while Mr Howard did not attend
the consultation, he has slammed the
idea of a rights charter as a thoroughly
and comprehensively bad idea. He
states that Australia's robust parliamentary system, honest judiciary and
free press already guarantee rights and
freedoms.
Ms Roach did not speak of this
attempted removal of prisoners
recognised right to vote, but instead
focused on the systemic abuse of
female prisoners inappropriately
housed in maximum security prisons. The stories of mothers refusing

to see their children so as to avoid
strip searches produced a strong argument for a rights-based approach
to government policy.
Day two was largely the day of the
politicians and lawyers, largely dominated by a paradigm of power. The
debate was often heated and lively.
One example was the NSW Attorney
General John Hatzistergos’ rebuke to
the National Human Rights Consultation Committee member, Tammy
Williams. Ms Williams had asked
the Attorney General to reconcile his
position against a Bill of Rights with
his own performance on the issue
of segregation/solitary confinement
of prisoners. The Attorney General
shocked some members of the audience when he demanded Williams
check her terms of reference.
While day one had ended with
a growing hope for the recognition
of rights of the oppressed, day two
diluted this hope in legalism, fear
and falsehoods.
Hope was reignited on day three
when the Hon. Ron Merkel QC and
the Hon. Peter Heerey QC spoke
for and against a Bill of Rights. The
chair, Fr Brennan, noted that Mr
Heerey did his argument no favour
in demonstrating what a measured
and considered person might put in
place of reviewing the compliance
of legislation against a Bill of Rights.
That said, Mr Heerey did produce a
convincing argument.
But it was Mr Merkel who ended
the day with his observation on 'rectification'. While many opponents to a
Bill of Rights argued that present violations could be, and largely are, rectified, Merkel brought the debate back
to the voices of the marginalised. He
reminded the audience of who would
benefit from a Bill of Rights, asking
“how can a government rectify the
damage to the children and women
placed behind bars in Woomera?”
If Australia is to receive a Bill of
Rights, by whatever form, we cannot
allow only lawyers and politicians to
decide what it is. Instead we should
let people like Vickie Roach or the
children and women placed behind
bars in Woomera decide, for they
are the people who will derive the
most benefit. 
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mental health

From the Margins: Speaking up on Mental Health
By dr john falzon
The St Vincent de Paul Society National Council hosted its ‘From
the Margins: Speaking up on Mental
Health Forum’ in Canberra on 24 July.
This was the inaugural forum in its
Policy from the Margins series.
The Society’s National Council
wanted to create a space in which
the people whose voices are often
marginalised from public policy
debates could be heard and heeded.
The speakers at our forum on mental health were mainly people living
with a serious mental illness. It was
with incredible grace and intellectual
honesty that they shared their stories
and analyses. We are very grateful.
Issues such as the stigma associated
with mental illness and the need for
greater opportunities for companionship and inclusion were voiced with
great gusto. For me this is a sign of
enormous hope, especially considering the impressive numbers of people
who participated in the forum from
all over Australia.

The forum was attended by members of the Society, representatives
from a host of other non-government
agencies, government departments,
service-providers and members of the
community with a personal interest in,
or experience of, mental illness.
National Council President Syd Tutton opened the proceedings with a challenge to go beyond the individualistic
philosophy that dominates society: “It is
time, my friends, that we embraced a social approach, rather than one in which
everyone must be left to fend for themselves on their own. It is time for society
to care for all of its members, rather than
abandoning them to the market or to the
vagaries and inconsistencies of current
levels of service delivery and support. It
is time for families to be freed from the
grinding fear as to how they can possibly
support a family member who is living
with a mental illness. This is a matter of
justice. This is a radical call to re-evaluate
the way we have ordered our society.”
Keynote speakers included mental
health activist Peter Schaecken and

Arana Pearson, the co-chair of the New
Zealand “Hearing Voices Network”. Sr
Myree Harris, leader of the Gethsemane
Community in Petersham, chaired an
open discussion forum which resulted
in some excellent practical suggestions
on how we can further engage in this
area on a national level. Tricia Meers, coordinator of the Sydney Compeer Program, led a session featuring two participants from the Compeer Program in
South Australia, Christine Nikpalj and
Valerie Matthews. The Compeer Program was also launched by the Society
in the Canberra-Goulburn Archdiocese
at the end of the forum.
In the recently published book The
Spirit Level: Why more equal societies
almost always do better by Richard
Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, one of
the many remarkable findings is that
across whole populations, rates of
mental illness are five times higher in
the most unequal societies compared
to the least unequal societies.
Presentations from the Forum will
shortly be available on vinnies.org.au.

Valerie Matthews and Christine Nikpalj

The attendees

Peter Schaecken

Photos supplied by the national council

Arana Pearson
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good works
The Bridgewater, Tasmania, Dining with Friends
program offers simple hearty meals to people
experiencing the very real and painful poverties
of isolation, loneliness and depression.

By pat flanagan
Bridgewater and Gagebrook are two suburbs north of
Hobart. They are, by many criteria,
the lowest socio-economic areas in
Tasmania, being isolated with poor
public transport, high unemployment
and many social problems.
The Society has worked there for
many years. The local St Paul’s conference has always been active and, for the
last two years, Loui’s Van, the Society’s
food van, has also visited this area.
Last December we were invited to
a meeting at the Bridgewater Police
Station where we discussed how Loui’s
Van could expand and improve the
service it offers. It was a mixed group,
made up of police, the Bridgewater
Veterans Group (most of whom are
Vietnam veterans), local council
representatives and a lad doing community service. He remarked that he
had been into every other office at the
station to be interviewed, but today he
was there as a guest.
Dining with Friends was the result
of this meeting.
Dining with Friends is not a new
concept. It is a good way of tackling
the very real and painful poverties of
isolation, loneliness and depression
that can inflict many people who live

Photo courtesy of pat flanagan

Dining
with
Friends
alone. You invite a group of people to
a meal. They are groups with some
things in common. They come and
eat with the others, their friends. The
weekly or monthly meal can become a
highlight in their calendar.
At Bridgewater, we decided to ask
the over-50s to dine, however we accepted that if others come they would
also be welcome.
The first evening 80 people arrived.
The numbers have built up from there.
Some arrive early and wait patiently
outside; others will come inside and
help with the preparations.
Our success at Bridgewater can
be attributed to many – the local
council, who made their community
centre with its commercial kitchen
available at no cost; the Loui’s Van
Coordinator, a superb organiser; the
Bridgewater Veterans, who organise
the transport for the older attendees;
the chef who volunteers her services;
volunteers from the council, community and Loui’s Van; and the council’s
community development officer, who
brings energy, enthusiasm, a list of
contacts and hard work. Finally there
are generous supporters who donate
most of the food, including one hobby
farmer who donated a beast, so beef
has dominated the menu since.

Those who come do so from a very
mixed background. At Bridgewater
you can meet older people dressed up
for a night out, unemployed families
or single parents with their children.
For some it is a social event and a
chance to meet friends. For others, it’s
some practical relief on their domestic
budget. For a few, it’s an education.
The council has now begun a program
of cooking classes where participants
can learn to prepare simple, cheap and
nutritious meals.
In the last 20 years community
expectations of service provision have
changed. Laws on public liability,
insurance and food hygiene (to name
but a few) have meant an ever increasing professionalism is required. The
community now looks for professional
training where services are provided,
and volunteers, once so broadly accepted, are now becoming more restricted in what they can do.
Dining with Friends is one area
where a group of volunteers can provide real service to some in need. It
can be a small or large number. The
food does not have to be sophisticated,
just nicely cooked.
Dining with Friends does meet a
very real need and helps some of the
socially disadvantaged within our
broader community. 

Australian Religious Diary 2010
‘Unique ... an elegant and practical diary’ (Catholic Leader).
Beautifully illustrated with religious art from the 2008 Blake Prize entries.
Liturgical readings for every day of the year – the perfect companion for your daily prayer.
Saints days, public holidays, UN days and more – a valuable resource for every day.

AUStrALiAN rELigioUS DiAry 2010 rrp $32.00 (incl gSt)
Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.

David Lovell Publishing Po Box 44 East Kew 3102 tel/fax 03 9859 0000
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social justice

Your liberation is
bound up with mine
By dr john falzon
In the 1970s Lilla Watson
and a group of Aboriginal activists in
Brisbane wrote the following slogan:
“If you have come to help me you
are wasting your time. But if you have
come because your liberation is bound
up with mine, then let us work together.”
Since I first read this beautiful
and wise statement I have never tired
of quoting it up hill and down dale.
I love what it says and I love repeating it. Every time I speak these words
or write them I realise that I need to
hear them and see them again. It’s as
if I need to learn their meaning for the
first time every time.
I would like to tease out a few
points for reflection based on Lilla’s
collective word to the wise:
1. The first thing we need to learn is
how to question our own attitude.
We develop rather good skills when
it comes to making assessments on
the attitudes and values of other
people but often we hit a blind spot
when it comes to questioning where
we are coming from. Do we go into
the homes of the people thinking
that the need is all on one side? Do
we feel in any way superior to the
people we assist? Do we feel that
we have a right to pass judgement
over the people we assist? Many of
these attitudes are unspoken. We
can make people feel that we are
the generous dispensers of charity to the ‘deserving poor’ and the
astute judges of those we deem to
be ‘undeserving’. Of course nothing
could be further from the Gospel
injunction: “I was hungry and you
shared your bread with me. I was a
stranger and you welcomed me.”
2. The heart of our liturgical life is
the Eucharist. In this celebration,
centred on the last supper Jesus
14

The Record – Spring 2009

shared with his closest companions, we have a magnificent model
for ministry. We are called to break
and share bread with our sisters
and brothers. This is a very different way of doing things than the
condescending ‘charitable model’
that we might associate with scenes
from Oliver Twist! We are called
to share the bread of friendship,
the bread of solidarity, the bread
of equality, as well as the bread of
the necessities of life (such as food,
housing, clothing, healthcare and
transport). As The Rule states: “The
distinct approach of Vincentians to
issues of social justice is to see them
from the perspective of those we
visit who suffer from the injustice.”
3. When we speak of solidarity we are
going to the essence of Lilla Watson’s
contention that your liberation is
bound up with mine and mine with
yours. The central organising theme
of the sacred scriptures is this call
to liberation: to embrace liberation
while joining our hearts to those who
are in need of liberation. Throughout the early Hebrew narratives of
the developing relationship between
the people and their God we read
the repeated reminder of identity: “I
am the Lord your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt.” (Deut
5:6, Exod 20:2) The God of these
former slaves was identified not in
terms of a static identity but in terms
of a relationship based on doing. The
action that was highlighted as an
identifier of this relationship was the
act of liberation. Intrinsic to this act
of liberation was both an urgent love
and a passion for justice. This is so
beautifully expressed in that precursor of the Magnificat, The Song of
Hannah (1 Samuel 2:8): “He raises
the poor from the dust; he lifts the

needy from the ash heap.” To paraphrase the Gospel injunction, we are
bound to tremble with indignation
at every injustice committed against
our brothers and sisters, especially
those who are regarded as being the
least important in society. This tradition of compassion and liberation
gave birth to the St Vincent de Paul
Society in 19th century Paris. It is
more than a school of thought; it is
a way of living whereby one’s life becomes a response to the question so
poignantly posed by the poet Pablo
Neruda: “Who loved the lost? Who
protected the last?”
4. Which leads us to the most decisive point: How will we then work
together? We need to develop the
habits of a listening heart to achieve
the above. We need to listen with our
hearts in both a spiritual way and a
very practical way. We need to listen
to the stories people entrust to us.
These stories are sacred. They are the
bread that is being shared with us!
They are a gift to us from the Christ
we encounter in our marginalised
sisters and brothers. In a practical
sense we need to really listen to the
causes of poverty and disadvantage
we see in the lives of those we share
with. This might mean a simple attentiveness to a practical need in the
first instance, or perhaps a thoughtful follow-up with a suggested referral to a service we ourselves are unable to provide, such as counselling
or perhaps a specific health service.
Then there is the deeper analysis
that we are challenged to carry out
regarding the causes of poverty and
inequality that we must address
at an advocacy level. This might
take the form of personal advocacy
such as accompanying a person to
a Centrelink meeting or assisting

Pablo Neruda

Isabel Allende
Photo by Lori Barra © 2008.

in their dealings with an energy
company or housing department.
It can also, however, mean taking
the time to note down some of the
laws or policies that help create or
exacerbate poverty and inequality.
Providing your State Council with
anonymous case studies, for example, can be an extremely useful tool
for the Society’s advocacy. Where
this information relates to Federal
legislation or policy it can be passed
on to National Council.
At this time of the Global Financial
Crisis, people’s economic security must
be treated as a social good. The private
sector can provide employment, especially with the assistance of the Government’s stimulus package infrastructure
spending and the charitable sector can
provide assistance but, in both the first
and last instance, society as a whole,
through its government, must guarantee the economic and social security
of the people. We should be very wary
of any attempt to allow charitable assistance, such as Emergency Relief, to
become the default means of providing income security to low-income
families. Income security is a matter of
justice, not charity.
As The Rule puts it so well:
“Where injustice, inequality, poverty or exclusion are due to unjust
economic, political or social structures
or to inadequate or unjust legislation,
the Society should speak out clearly
against the situation…”
In other words, we are called to
engage in a practice of liberation; not
paternalism.
Paternalism starts (and ends!)
with a highly unequal relationship of
power. It is the name we give to certain
social policy approaches to poverty and
disadvantage. The New Paternalism

is a relatively recent version of this approach. It is all based on the assumption that government knows what’s best
for people who have been historically
marginalised. The very name bespeaks
the manner in which people are being
objectified and treated like young children who supposedly have no capacity
to make decisions or take control.
The New Paternalism is exemplified in such policies as mandatory income management (such as we see in
the Northern Territory Intervention,
and dealt with brilliantly by Professor
Behrendt in her article in the last edition of this journal) or using the threat
of financial penalties on people in receipt of unemployment benefits, as if
this could improve a person’s chances
of employment!
The New Paternalism is built on
the following assumptions:
1. People are largely to blame for their
own marginalisation.
2. People who are marginalised are
naturally without power.
3. Power naturally rests with those
who deserve it.
4. Those with power can, at best, use
their power to bring about a change
in the behaviour of those without
power.
5. Those with power can, at worst,
ignore the problems of the people
who are marginalised.
6. The problems experienced by people who are marginalised are their
problems.
7. Their problems bleed into the
“mainstream” of society through increased costs, increased crime, loss
of productivity, market constraints,
and disorder.
These assumptions are as perni-

cious as they are unproven.
Homelessness, for example, is not
largely a reflection of individual incapacity; people experiencing homelessness are not primarily in that situation
because they have a capacity deficit;
because they need to learn the skills
to cope with the complex world. Sure,
we all need to learn more about the
complex world. The capacity deficit,
however, is clearly a deficit in our social
system. This is where we should look
first if we are serious about tackling
the structural causes of poverty and inequality. And we should be listening to
the people who are most oppressed by
these structures. We must move away
from the false notion that the problem
of homelessness is primarily a matter of
individuals changing themselves.
The greatest power for progressive social change lies precisely with
the excluded; but not, as some claim,
by individually addressing their own
exclusion as if it were a private malady.
As the writer Isabel Allende expressed
through one of the characters in her
novel, Eva Luna:
“...it was not a question of changing our personal situation, but that of
society as a whole.”
Or, as the Prophet Isaiah (58:6-7)
put it:
“See the fast that pleases me:
Breaking the fetter of injustice
And unfastening the cords of the yoke,
Setting the oppressed free
and breaking every yoke.
Fast by sharing your food with the hungry,
Bring to your house the homeless,
Clothe the one you see to be naked.
Do not turn away from your own
flesh and blood.” 
Dr John Falzon is Chief Executive
Officer of the St Vincent de Paul
Society National Council
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The marginalisation
of Fr Ted Kennedy
By andrew hamilton sj
Idealism often leads people
who belong to idealistic groups to live
and work among the marginalised. In
time they often feel marginalised and
are seen as marginalised within the
organisations to which they belong.
They are said to ‘go native’.
This is often seen as an event to be
avoided and as a problem to be solved.
Wiser counsel suggests it is a fact to
be accepted. If you live at the margins,
you will be marginalised, if you work
at the boundaries you will be seen to
be outside the main game, if you dwell
beyond the frontiers you will lose your
citizenship. That is what happens. The
real question is: how do you handle
this fact of life?
Edmond Campion’s stimulating new
book, Ted Kennedy, Priest of Redfern,
describes the process of marginalisation, and suggests lines of reflection on
it. He tells the story of Ted Kennedy,
a notable Sydney priest whose desire
for an engaging form of ministry led
him to Redfern in the 1970s. There he
found and was found by the Aboriginal
community. He opened his church and
his house to people as he found them
– which often meant drunk, dirty and
abusive – and stayed with them for 25
years. In his language, he found Christ
in them.
He also felt and was seen as marginalised. Acting as if nothing mattered
more than to respect and be with his
people soon brought him into conflict with police and landowners. It
also alienated him from some of his
parishioners and brought him into
16
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tension with Church authorities whom
he believed to have only a perfunctory
interest in Indigenous Australians.
He came to see the world and
Church through the eyes of Aboriginals. This perspective inevitably
diverged more and more sharply from
that of officers of Church and government who saw them only in relationship to their own institutions and their
own kind of people.
This is a common experience and
fact of marginalisation. Its logic is to
alienate people from the group in
which they found the inspiration to
live at its edges. That is a pity because
it cuts off a basically well-disposed
group from the bridge that could be
made to the marginalised community.
How then can people handle the fact
of marginalisation in such a way that
they can feed back their experience to
their broader community?
The structure of Jesuit thinking may
be helpful here. Recent Jesuit rhetoric
has picked up the commitment of their
founder Ignatius Loyola to work at the
frontiers of race, religion, culture and
ideology that ordinary church organisation cannot easily reach.
Ignatius addressed the fact of marginalisation by supposing that Jesuit
missions to the frontiers came from
the symbolic centre of the Catholic
Church, the pope. He also suggested
actions that would help to resist alienation: praising devotional practices like
long prayers and devotions, refraining
from criticism of prelates and so on.
But underlying these practices and
this imaginative vision lay the bonds

that linked Jesuits to one another. They
were expressed in the letters from distant missions, reports from dangerous
postings and so on.
These ways of imagining and acting in the world will seem prissy and
self-protective when they are adopted
as a slogan by those who live and
work among Catholics. They will be
used to suggest that marginalisation
is a problem, not a fact, and ultimately
discount any kind of life at the margins. But when they are embodied in
a life lived at the edge they will have a
robust, often rebarbative, shape.
As Ed Campion shows, the way in
which flesh and blood human beings
like Ted Kennedy creatively handle being marginalised is messy. Ted handled
it with rage followed by request for
forgiveness, with indictment of Catholic
pastoral priorities and safer understandings of what it meant to be a priest, with
large expectations of himself and others,
a simple faith, and with a gift for friendship and good conversation.
He was a priest in a world without
walls. He was blown by the winds that
raged through his world. He often raged
at those who lived a more sheltered life,
and faithfulness became native to him.
There are other ways of being Catholic
and being a priest, but as a margin
dweller he was exemplary: subversive
of settlements that trimmed the Gospel, a human being among human
beings, and faithful to his calling. 
This article was first published on Eureka
Street (www.eurekastreet.com.au),
23 July 2009. It is reprinted with
permission.

news in brief

News in brief
Social Justice Awards

The inaugural Vinnies Social Justice
awards were made on 1 September in
the presence of the Governor of South
Australia, His Excellency Rear Admiral
Kevin Scarce by Monsignor David
Cappo, VG, Commissioner for Social
Inclusion.
The awards celebrate the Good
Works of young people across South
Australia – both at school and post
-secondary adults. These are young
people who have both worked in
advocacy for those in need and have
taken action.

Opening the Doors

In the past five years the Society in
Victoria has been associated with the
Opening the Doors Foundation, originally set up by Aboriginal Catholic
Ministry Melbourne. The purpose
of this foundation was to supply the
funds to keep Koori students in school
especially in the latter secondary years.
The National Council is looking at
supporting such a scheme throughout
Australia.

Vinnies and ColumbANS in
Partnership

St Vincent de Paul Society in Australia
and the Columbans are working together for young people in South East
Pakistan.
They partner together in supporting 60 young women who are studying
at St Elizabeth School of Midwifery
in Hyderabad. These young women
receive qualifications that ensure they
will obtain good professional employment and help other women. Only
23 percent of Pakistan women have a
trained attendant during childbirth.
By joining together, Vinnies and Columbans are making a difference in
the health needs of Pakistan women.
The St Vincent de Paul Society also
actively supports the Catholic Centre of Academic Excellence and the
Catholic Youth Development Centre
in Hyderabad.

Gerald Ward Lecture

This annual lecture commemorates
Fr Ward the founder of the Society in

Australia in 1854. It will be delivered
by Helen Moran, Indigenous CoChair of the National Sorry Day
Committee, and Phil Glendenning,
Director Edmund Rice Centre, will
be the respondent. The lecture will
be held at the National Museum of
Australia, Canberra at 6.30pm, Friday
20 November.

Legend of Port Lincoln dies

Archie Patterson, a founding member of the Port Lincoln Conference in
1946, has died at the age of 101 years.
The Port Lincoln President of the
Society Peter Ryan said he was an inspiration to people for the time he put
into the Society. Mr Patterson opened
all four of the Centres of Charity in
Port Lincoln.
The Mayor of Port Lincoln, Peter
Davies described him as a remarkable
Australian and reveals in his youth
how he started a billiards salon to keep
him and other larrikins off the street.

Election of New President
General

The current President General, Jose
Ramon Diaz Torremocha will stand
down a year early. An election for his
successor will take place in May 2010
in Salamanca, Spain. All 144 National
Council Presidents are eligible to
vote. The Australian National Council has nominated Michael Thio, the
former International Vice President
General.

President of the United
States’ Society to Visit

Joe Flannigan, President of the Society
in the United States, will visit Australia
to attend the Gerald Ward Lecture
and the November National Council
meeting. He will also visit Brisbane,
Sydney and Melbourne to visit the
Special Works of the Society.

Papal Knighthood

The National President, Syd Tutton
has been awarded the Order of Knight
Commander of St Gregory the Great
by Pope Benedict XVI for services to
the Church and the St Vincent de Paul
Society.

The Archbishop of Melbourne,
Denis Hart and the Apostolic Nuncio
Archbishop Giuseppe Lazzarotto extended their congratulations for the
nomination by the Holy Father.
The Society in Australia also wishes to share its joy with all Vincentians
around the world at this honour being
given to Syd for his contribution to the
life of the Church over many years of
faithful service and dedication.

FamVin

A Committee has been established to
progress a joint project reflecting the
spirit of FamVin which was held in
Bathurst prior to World Youth Day
2008. The Vincentian Fathers, Sisters
of Charity and the St Vincent de Paul
Society represented by Vice President
Alicia Luchetti and National Treasurer
Raymond James will constitute this
committee.

International Board

The National President was scheduled
to attend meetings of the International
Financial Accountability Commission in Paris in the second week of
September. A report will appear in
the Summer edition of The Record.

India visit

Queensland President John Campbell
will attend the Annual General Meeting of the Society in Chennai and
meet with the organising committee
of PANASCO 7, to be held in Goa,
India in September 2010.

Monsieur Vincent

The film Monsieur Vincent, the winner
of the Academy Award for best foreign
language film in 1949, chronicles the
remarkable forming of St Vincent de
Paul. It has finally been released by the
Academie Francais who had embargoed it from being screeened for over
60 years. It can be ordered online from
Amazon.

Anti-Poverty Week

Anti-Poverty Week will be held 11-17
October. This week is concerned with
poverty around the world especially
in the poorest countries but also in
wealthier countries such as Australia. 
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Caritas in Veritate
Pope Benedict XVI’s latest
encyclical, Caritas in Veritate (Charity
in Truth), is the first social encyclical
to be released since Pope John Paul
II’s 1991 encyclical Centesimus Annus. Caritas in Veritate follows in the
tradition of the great social encyclical,
Rerum Novarum, written by Pope Leo
XIII in 1891. The following commentators break apart the key themes of
the encyclical, which was released on
7 July 2009.

***

“The key concept running through
the whole encyclical – used 22 times
to amplify the traditional concept of
‘human dignity’ - is ‘integral human
development’, which emphasises that
the dignity of each and all necessarily
stands firm because of our divine filiation. What being ‘human’ means has
changed.
“Central to the new understanding is ‘relationality’ – the recognition
of our inherently human social relationships and its consequences. That
removes an ambiguity attaching to
‘human dignity’, namely that it could
apply to the ‘lone individual’ –someone whose social relationships do not
serve to make him or her distinctively
human. Instead, Caritas in Veritate
seeks to define the conditions for what
it calls the ‘development of the whole
man and of all men’ and holds that this
must be based upon ‘a deeper critical
evaluation of the category of relation’.
“What Caritas in Veritate invites
us to do is to sanctify every human encounter with ‘fraternity’ and to extend
this to the whole of humanity, making
it one global family through ‘relational
inclusion’ (unhelpfully translated as
‘inclusion-in-relation’). However, ‘fraternity’ – the revolutionary slogan that
has dropped off the social agenda – is
promoted by some forms of social organisation and deterred by others.”
Margaret Archer, Professor of Sociology,
University of Warwick (writing in The
Tablet)

***

“In Caritas in Veritate, Benedict
offers a ‘new’, more coherent anthropology. Humanity is no longer merely
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an aggregation of individuals linked
by economic, social or political systems. It is a collective entity:
“‘...the human creature is defined
through interpersonal relations. The
more authentically he or she lives these
relations, the more his or her own
personal identity matures. It is not by
isolation that man establishes his worth,
but by placing himself in relation with
others and with God ... The same holds
true for peoples as well.’
“This understanding lies at the
heart of Benedict’s vision of true
human development. The human
being is a being-in-relation-withothers. The state of the world, the
fact that more than half of the world
remains in hunger, diminishes who
I am, makes me less than who God
intended me to be.
“To work for relational justice becomes a moral imperative, although
one that I am free to choose or reject.
But to reject it leaves me, not to mention our world, impoverished.
“This is a radical message indeed. It
accepts the reality of globalisation and
defines its opportunity. Future generations may well look back and see it as
the giant leap for the beginning of the
21st century.”
David Holdcroft SJ, former director
of Jesuit Refugee Service (writing in
Eureka Street)

***

“Benedict has written this 30,000word encyclical, Caritas in Veritate
(Charity in Truth), commemorating
Pope Paul VI’s 1967 encyclical, Development of Peoples, to inject into
current debates the Church’s alarm
at the injustice inflicted on hundreds
of millions of people, and its concern
the plight of impoverished peoples
will be ignored.
“Development of Peoples was
aptly named, and caused a sensation throughout many developing
countries, invigorating Church and
community groups everywhere to
prioritise the urgent demands of world
development. In Pope Benedict’s view,
Development of Peoples set a fresh

course for human endeavour.
“Though he does not use the term
‘neo-liberalism’, Benedict is critical
of the free market ideology which
extolled wealth creation but ignored
the need for equity and social justice.
Astonishing wealth was accumulated
in the hands of a few, and the great opportunity to redistribute wealth more
widely to wind back hunger and poverty rapidly has been jeopardised at the
cost of millions of unnecessary deaths.
“Benedict sees commitment to improving human wellbeing as essential
to Christian religious belief. Indeed,
Paul VI recognised in the notion of
development ‘the heart of the Christian message’ “
Fr Bruce Duncan, Director of the Yarra
Institute for Religion and Social Policy
(writing in Eureka Street)

***

“The climate is specifically mentioned as an issue the international
community needs to address. It would
seem that Benedict is not a climate
change sceptic. One should also note
the Vatican’s efforts to become carbon
neutral through the use of renewable
energy sources.
“The second element, one which
is already causing angst among more
conservative commentators, is papal
support from strong world governance structures. There is an explicit
call for reform of the United Nations
and other ‘international institutions
and international finance’ so that they
have ‘real teeth’.
“Of course there is much more in
this encyclical worth noting – support
for the role of unions, of cooperatives,
of microcredit, an emphasis on the
essentially moral nature of economic
activity, a solid analysis of the place of
technology in human society and so
much more. It is not an easy read, in
fact probably too long for its intended
audience, ‘all people of good will’. But
it is a worthy addition to the Church’s
legacy of social teaching.” 
Neil Ormerod, professor of Theology
at the Australian Catholic University
(writing in Eureka Street)

from the archives

Papal support
for social justice
The Church’s advocacy of
social justice is something we take
for granted in the Society. Yet things
were not always so. They have a history. Something to keep in mind when
thinking about our Society’s history is
encapsulated in the famous remark by
the novelist L.P. Hartley: “The past is a
foreign country; they do things differently there.”
They didn’t just do things differently,
they thought differently. For example, the
first time the St Vincent de Paul Society
was praised publicly by a pope was in an
encyclical attacking Freemasonry (Leo
XIII’s Humanum Genus, 1884). Leo saw
our ‘exemplary Society’ as a force allied
to guilds and sodalities in protecting
workers and their families against the
worldwide threat of freemasonry.
That’s another thought-world to
ours, although just as real. Today we’re
more likely to be worried about free
markets than freemasons.
Pope Benedict XVI’s new encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, is the latest in
a long line of social justice encyclicals,
beginning with Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum in 1891 and running through
Quadragesimo Anno (Pius XI, 1931)
and Pacem in Terris (John XXIII,
1963) to the present day.
Rerum Novarum, which has been
called ‘the Big Bang of Catholic social
teaching’, defended the rights of workers, such as the right to form unions
and receive a living wage. We may take
these rights for granted today but they
were revolutionary teachings by a pope
in those days, and reflected some of the
ideas pioneered by Frederic Ozanam.
The Society’s history in Australia
runs parallel with this history of papal
advocacy. Apart from some earlier
starts and stops, in Melbourne (1854)
and Perth (1865), the Society really established itself in Australia in
the 1880s and 1890s. The National
Council, known originally as the Superior Council, was founded in 1895, four
years after Rerum Novarum, our first
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By mike moran

Pope Leo XIII praised the St Vincent de Paul Society in his 1884 enyclical Humanum Genus.

national president, Louis Heydon, writing to Cardinal Moran on 4 November
that it had been duly constituted, “sitting in Sydney and having within its
Circumscription, Australia, Tasmania,
and the Diocese of Christchurch, NZ”.
Were these early leaders of our
Society much influenced by Rerum
Novarum and its successors?
The Society’s patron, Cardinal
Moran, seems to have been. He was
a prominent supporter of the rights
of labour in an Australia troubled by
industrial conflict. Still, theirs was a
view of social justice which emphasised harmony rather than equality.
The dignity of the poor and the rights
of workers were upheld but so too was
the divine ordering of a hierarchical
social world. As Moran’s eventual
successor, Archbishop Kelly, told the
Society’s annual general meeting in
Sydney in 1902:
“There was nothing more useful
to individual or to society, than the
affectionate union between all the
classes of society. To the end of time
society would be divided by Divine
Providence into classes having characteristics quite distinct.”
In this world the Society could
be seen as a “bridge over the division
between classes”, as a chaplain told
members on the Society’s 50th anniversary in France. Or as Archbishop
Kelly put it:

“Society could not be dissolved, and
class would never war against class,
while such exercises of charity existed.
Providence would give the poor the gift
of patience, and would give the wealthy
the gift of sympathy and practical benevolence. The poor would be blessed
in receiving, the rich in giving.”
Our predecessors may have viewed
social justice through a slightly different prism to ours but sometimes we all
seem to live in the same country. The
members of the Society of St Vincent
de Paul cheered and clapped Archbishop Kelly throughout his speech
at St Benedict’s Hall in 1902. There’s
nothing foreign about his conclusion:
Some time ago someone had twitted
them with the fact that Catholics had
more than their proportion of criminals,
but he felt sure there were many crimes
committed in society, which were far
greater than those for which their poor
people were imprisoned. (Cheers.) He
would rather have their place at the Day
of Judgment than that of those people
who read every kind of literature, and
allowed themselves to be swept into the
flood of modern society. He would rather
be in the position of the poor man who
got drunk occasionally than the man
who, with his wealth, endeavoured to
satisfy every passion of which he found
himself possessed. (Applause.) 
Mike Moran is the National Council
Archivist
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A glimmer of hope in Fitzroy Crossing
I sent the following letter
to the St Vincent de Paul Society in
Geraldton, WA, a couple of months ago
not only as a thank you for donations of
clothes, but also as an attempt to help
enlighten those who do not understand
the enforced oppression dealt to Aboriginal people in society since settlement.
Without such knowledge, change is not
going to be forthcoming. I believe there
is a dire need for empathetic support.
I felt it appropriate to forward this
to you after having read Professor Larissa Behrendt’s article in The Record
(Winter 2009). You may also be interested to review the literary works of
Professor Anna Haebich.
Daron Keogh, Fitzroy Crossing, WA
Fitzroy Crossing is the
hottest inhabited place on the planet.
Its surrounding Kimberley region
was dubbed by Western Australian
explorer Alexander Forrest as the best
pastoral country in Australia. Forrest’s
brother John, WA’s first Premier, had
the intention to capitalise on WA’s vast
economic potential but amid this were
reports filtering through to England
about the colony’s brutal treatment
towards its Aboriginal inhabitants.
England included as a condition of
self-governance the spending of one
percent of the State’s annual revenue
on its Aboriginal people. This never
happened.
In its place was the contention that
surrounded terra nullius and social
Darwinism; that the Aboriginal race
was inferior and to die out. As a result,
the State’s care for such a race extended
only to the issuing of flour, sugar and
tea rations, one set of clothes and one
blanket per person per year. Meat was
denied because Aboriginal people were
considered hunters. Yet with no land to
hunt on and kangaroos culled for pelts,
the desperate desire to feed one’s family often led to a desperate trade off of a
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stolen sheep or cow in return for being
murdered or having your family or tribe
massacred at the hands of the police.
This treatment, generation after
generation for more than 100 years in
WA alone has blighted and removed
much of Aboriginal Australia’s traditional belief system and a culture which
gives perspective to life and existence
on earth. This system functioned effectively for thousands of years.
The Federal Government served
apathy as a substitute for empathy. The
Stolen Generation was the tail end of
sequential and atrocious Government
policies. The Aboriginal voting rights
referendum in 1967 and land rights
legislation attributable to Gough
Whitlam in the 1970s were important
seeds of social change, yet for most of
contemporary society they had already
and wholeheartedly swallowed the
spoon-fed myths which condemned
Aboriginal people to actions which
verged on genocide.
In the 1960s the minimum wage
replaced the ration system that had
for a few years given traditional landowners working rights and access to
their traditional lands on pastoral
leased cattle stations. Unable to afford to pay their Aboriginal workers
many stations were forced to let their
stockmen go and this caused a majority of all Aboriginal families to move
and congregate about the fringes of
Fitzroy Crossing. These communities
still exist.
There was no alternative industry
development, no employment and
precious little opportunity to compete for work alongside educated
Europeans. Even today the WA education system fails to recognise that
English is not the first language for
many Aboriginal students. Denial of
education and the confidence in one’s
own ability to learn removes the ability to be accepted in broader society

and this causes enforced oppression.
Fitzroy Crossing has held the
highest rate of suicide in Australia
on numerous occasions. Life is harsh,
but amid all the poverty and gloom, a
glimmer of human spirit still exists.
Although extremely disadvantaged
and having to bear the sufferings of
poor health and shocking human
rights violations most people still try
to keep up a brave face, but really the
sad reality of the lot of life dished out to
Aboriginal people is literally senseless.
I am frustrated. Having completed
Aboriginal studies at university and
been on hand to witness this vain
struggle for 16 years, and to hear the
horror stories that fill the gaps to what I
have written, I can but imagine what it
is like to be subjected to such treatment.
In view of all this, I would like to
take this opportunity to personally
thank the St Vincent de Paul Society
in Geraldton for the bales of clothes
that have been sent here in the last 18
months. Words cannot describe the
immense benefit this community receives by this warm touch of kindness,
save to say that it gives a faint glimmer
of hope to the existence of humanity
for Aboriginal people and some hope
for the disadvantaged families in this
modern Australian world.
As for the future, the cost of living
in Fitzroy Crossing is appalling. Compounding this are the many itinerant
people who come here to work for a
short time and, being armed with their
“it’s for their own good” attitude, make
poor decisions concerning people and
families they know nothing or care
about. This works to deny a person
some basic dignity and integrity as a
human soul.
Thanks again St Vinnies. Keep up
the good work.
As for the rest of Australia, fair go,
this is Australia. 
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Residents of Fitzroy Crossing, WA, sort through clothing donated by the St Vincent de Paul Society, Geraldton.

Mandela’s no hero

to dignity and a decent life.”

The Winter 2009 edition of
The Record has just reached me. As
usual, I peruse all publications sent to me.
This time I am prompted to write regarding the ‘Be Part of the Solution’ leaflet
enclosed in the Winter 2009 edition.
What hit me in the eye was the
quotation of Nelson Mandela. I object
most strongly to your using a quote
by him. As a former South African
citizen who lived in South Africa during the Mandela era, I tell you he is no
hero of mine. For your reading and
information, I enclose a newspaper
article explaining the matter [‘Not the
Gandhi of South Africa’, by Alan Gold,
The Australian, 11 July 2008].
Surely you could have chosen a
quotation from a Catholic ‘hero’ or
from the book, Compendium of the
Social Doctrine of the Church?
May I suggest that future printings
of the leaflet omit the Mandela quote
and replace it with one from a Catholic
source. You will understand that I will
not allow the Foundation to advertise
in this diocese, nor to solicit funds until
the offensive quotation is removed. 
Most Reverend Luc Matthys,
Bishop of Armidale
Editor’s note: The leaflet referred
to was advertising the Society’s Foundation for Social Innovation. The
quote Bishop Matthys objected to is:
“Overcoming poverty is not a gesture
of charity. It is an act of justice. It is
the protection of a fundamental right

The poorest of the poor
On 2 June 2009, Steve Mosher,
President of the Population Research
Institute, USA, was presented with
the Blessed Frederic Ozanam Award
by the Society of Catholic Social
Scientists for exemplifying ‘Catholic
social action’ in his work for the unborn child.
“No one is more impoverished
than the child in the womb,” Mosher
said. “The poor may possess little, but
the unborn child possesses nothing.
These are the poorest of the poor.”
How can we, as Australian Vincentians, support these poorest of the
poor? Are there any strategies in place
to educate conferences on how to offer
support to their mothers and families?
Members can read more about
Steve Mosher’s advocacy for the
unborn at www.pop.org. 
Francis Costa, Macksville, NSW.

Hearty thanks
I am a regular reader of
The Record. I want to tell you that it
is very interesting and informative. It
is inspiring me a lot in my mission.
The facts and figures and the news and
views are really and truly solid and
valid. It supplies me ample matters
for my mission ministry here. I break
open the Word of God every day during my Mass. For that, your renowned
magazine serves me as a constant
companion. I note and quote many

things from it.
My heart-felt congrats to all those who
have put their heart and soul to bring out
such a valuable magazine which serves as
a beacon light to all. I highly appreciate
your magazine and wish every success to
it. May it bring forth abundant fruits.
Be sure of my prayerful support to it.
Thank you and God bless. 
Fr S. John Joseph, Namakkal, India.
Editor’s note: Fr S. John Joseph is the
parish priest of St Cecily, Pettai Palayam,
in the district of Namakkal. There are
four mission stations within his parish,
serving 150 poor families.

Inspiring editorial
Thank you for sending The Record.
Your editorial ‘Not to judge, but to serve’
(Winter 2009) is very impressive.
I have planned to have one day seminar for our Young Vinnies and women
Vincentians on the above subject on 23
August 2009. 
Prakasham, President Central Council of
Hyderabad and Project Officer, National
Council of India.
The Record welcomes letters but we reserve the
right to edit them for legal reasons, space or clarity. Articles will be published only if full name and
address and telephone numbers are provided,
although the address will be withheld from publication if so requested.
Post to: The Record, PO Box 243,
Deakin West ACT 2600 or email to admin@
svdpnatcl.org.au.
Everyone whose letter is published will receive a
free book courtesy of David Lovell Publishing.
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I am 46
years old
How did I get to this stage of my
life? The following is based on
the true story of someone who
sought the help of the St Vincent
de Paul Society. By julie polanco
By the age of nine:
I watch my father suffering; he killed
13 men in Korea the forgotten war
I watch my mother suffering; she was
a battered wife
I watched mum take refuge with a nip
of brandy for comfort
I had my first taste of alcohol; I didn’t
know it but I had just taken the first steps
into a life of alcoholism
I showed true courage helping mum
take refuge from my father at my
grandmother’s house

By the age of twelve:
Society now classes me as a juvenile
delinquent I became a ward of the state
My home became Torana; a juvenile
detention centre

By the age of fifteen:
I had experienced the evil side of life
A man employed to protect and take
care of me had raped me many times
since the age of 13
I no longer needed to be gagged and
pinned down; I learnt to withstand
the torment and pain, it would soon
be over

By the age of twenty:
Life was good
I had learnt to block out the bad
memories; alcohol was my friend
I was working hard and making a
good life for myself
22
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I had fallen in love, was engaged and
had visions of the great Australian
dream; I wanted to own my own home,
be a good husband and raise a family

By the age of twenty one:
I received a phone call that would
again change my life
A drunk driver killed my fiance
I had arranged my first funeral
I took comfort the only way I knew;
alcohol
I lost everything but alcohol always
remained by friend

By the age of thirty:
I was a confessed alcoholic
I had been locked up overnight many
times for being drunk and disorderly
I no longer held down a job due to my
addiction
I suffered blackouts; days/hours went
by without my knowledge

By the age of thirty nine:
I had a new best friend; my dog was
to become more to me than just a pet
I still had my other best friend
Alcohol
My bedroom no longer had four walls;
I slept with the sounds of the ocean
cuddled up with my dog and a radio
I was homeless, a street person but I
never let my dog go hungry; the bins
provided a good meal on many
occasions
This remained my home for about 4
years on and off

By the age of forty two:
I met a friend who showed me how to
fight back for the injustice I suffered
as a teenager

I took the first steps by reporting
my abuse to the police; this was the
beginning of me taking back the
control
My courage has helped other abused
men come forward
I am a member of AA and fighting
hard to get rid of my unwanted friend
Alcohol

By the age of forty six:
I live in a flat not far from my mum
I have lost the trust of my family; my
friend [alcohol] has caused them to
mistrust me since I have done wrong
by them in times gone by I am
extremely lonely and crave company
My dog is getting older; the vet is
helping me take good care of her
and we have discussed how her life
will end
I know her future but what about
mine?
I am terrified about my turn at court;
old wounds will be reopened and I
am not sure I am strong enough
I tried to decide my future last night
by drinking 24 stubbies followed by
numerous Valium tablets
I wrote out my will and went to bed
cuddled up against my best friend
but I woke up again

Today:
My favorite quote is “we are all in the
gutter, the only difference is some of us
are looking at the stars”
I still have hopes and dreams
I just need a little bit of help. 
Julie Polanco is secretary to
St Anthony’s Glen Huntly conference.
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Jesus’ friendly presence
A homily given by Père Yvon
LaRoche RSV to the international
meeting of the Society of St Vincent
de Paul on Thursday 11 June 2009 in
Salamanca, Spain.
I beg God that each of you pays attention to Jesus’ presence and to what
He recommends you. In your life as a
single person, or husband or wife, a
father or mother, in your daily work,
in your conference of St Vincent de
Paul and in your visits to the poor,
Jesus recommends you to proclaim
that the Kingdom of God is here.
What does it mean: the Kingdom
of Heaven is here?
This means that Jesus, the Son of
the living God, is with us, as a friend,
as a brother. What a friend! What a
brother! It is not easy for us to live a
friendship with the invisible. Yet, Jesus’
departure was necessary – a departure
that is rather a new way of presence,
non external and localised, but internal and universal; the real presence
under the appearance of absence. The
Risen Lord is therefore released, not
from the matter, but from the earthly
limits of matter. Claudel, RSV, put on
Christ’s lips this suggestive thought: “I
have to conceal my face to you so you
have my soul.”
It is because Jesus sent the Holy
Ghost to us, and because we have really received it, that we are not afraid
any more, for in everything we do, the
Risen Christ is with us and loves us.
Our God is a close and loving God. I
am never alone, even when I feel abandoned or lonely.
God always respects our freedom.
He tells us: “pray in order not to be
tempted”, “pray constantly.” In other
words, serve in My presence. Because
it could happen that our charity action

be driven into the path of sin. The
spirit is quick and the flesh is weak. No
one is under cover.
Have you really experienced in your
daily life, the kindness, the closeness
of God’s presence? This experience is
not primarily a question of feeling, but
an act of faith: I believe in this reality
because Jesus told me and he cannot
deceive me.
Personally, it is no doubt due to my
weakness, to my many sins if I have
always sought Jesus. Then, He has
come to me, and I have really tasted
his kindness, his closeness, his friendly
presence. “The call from God has had
an effect upon us even in our vulnerability,” said John Paul II.
In order to proclaim the kindness,
the proximity, the friendly presence of
God to our fellow men, it is required
first to have experienced it personally.
How can you tell your children or the
poor you visit: “God is here next to
you and He loves you!” if you yourself
don’t believe it?
I beg you not to get discouraged if you doubt. If your heart has
become tepid, remember your first
call to serve the poor. Listen to Jesus’
humble and gentle voice. He does not
criticise you. He is too humble for
that. He invites you to do more, to
return quickly to Him, to convert at
once. Concerning love, Jesus is powerful enough to change immediately
your heart so that it becomes generous and sensitive.
There was a priest who suffered
from an awful mediocrity. He used to
tell Jesus in his prayers: “I would really like…but…, I would really like...
but…” And he gently continued with
his mediocre life. One day Jesus told
him: “Take a first step at once, but a

real one, and I’ll do the rest.”
A member of the Society of St
Vincent de Paul is chosen by Jesus to
bring first to his family, and then to the
poor what Jesus himself did: “to heal,
to give life again, cleanse the leprous
poor, to release the sinners from their
sins.” What is your way of helping, of
serving, of healing? Because you do it
your way!
The co-founder of the RSV,
Clément Myonnet, president of the
Angers conference, was visiting a deprived estate, the estate of Brancion.
No clergyman dared to step inside.
He would have been driven away
with stones. Clément had managed
to be trusted by the poor due to his
kindness, his gentleness and to his
marked common sense. One day, he
was with a poor man who had just
some days to live. The dying man had
much on his conscience. Myonnet
spoke to him about the good God’s
mercy, and he prayed much for him.
In the end, the old man asked for a
priest. Myonnet made a young priest,
whom he protected with his broad
shoulders and his large coat come
into the estate. When he arrived at
the dying man’s bedside, after some
words of compassion, he heard his
confession. Having received God’s
forgiveness, a spark of peace shone
in the eyes of the poor man. Next
day, he thanked Mr Myonnet and
died in peace.
The kingdom of God went right to
him thanks to a member of the Society
of St Vincent de Paul. Let us thank God
and let it be so! 
Père Yvon LaRoche, RSV (Religious of
St Vincent de Paul) is the International
Chaplain to the Society.
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