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"Let us go to the poor"
An approach to the renewal of Conference.

Sr Catherine Seward RSM and Martin Delaney.

Introduction

There is at present a new energy and enthusiasm for renewal of the local Conferences of the St.
Vincent de Paul Society in South Australia. Falling membershlp: dlncreased workloads have
made the need for renewal urgent.

eology of local Conference that puts

'discipleship' and 'contemplation in ac it means to be a Conference
member. These same two concepts - dis i

also for volunteers working.i

We present our ideas’
to the poor“ to responéFi n

After Jesus’ death and resuf n, a group of his friends continued his good works, teaching,
healing and caring for the poor, bringing the good news of God's unconditional love. With the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, this ‘community of disciples' became the Church - the living body of
Christ. Like any other body, the Church has many parts.

The St Vincent de Paul Society ('the Society') is a world-wide Christian community, founded in

Paris in 1833 to assist people in need and combat social justice. Its membership is diverse,
comprising men and women of all ages, all denominations, and those without religious beliefs who
demonstrate a commitment to social justice and are comfortable with the Catholic ethos of the
Society.
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" to deliver them!' It is to seé

The Society’s members — who are called Vincentians — ‘serve the poor cheerfully, listening to them
and respecting their wishes, helping them to feel and recover their own dignity, for we are all
created in God’s image. In the poor, they see the suffering Christ" (The Rule, 1995:11)."

The primary basic unit of the St Vincent de Paul Society is the local Conference. Conference
members visit people in their homes to provide friendship, support and material assistance. They
support the Special Works of the Society (e.g. Family Centres, Fred's Vans, Migrant & Refugee
Service, Mental health and Youth programs). They meet regularly - as a modern day community of
disciples - to get to know and support one another, reflect on their action, and take care of
business.

Contemplation in action

people involved. And so, action and contempla‘f
Kingdom of God.

The Ignatian concept of 'contemplatigii
involves both prayer and action (St Vi

guided in this by list
In the words of Adelaide
the God of liberation from all of Moses; 'l have heard my people, | have felt thelr pain, | mean
j actlon as the continuing action of God in Jesus through us,
continuing the work of creation/redemption/creation.” A suggested format for this type of

reflection, sometimes called Action-Reflection-Action, is provided at Attachment A.

Fr Albert Nolan, Dominican priest and theologian, has written extensively about the Action-
Reflection-Action method: ‘The movement is two way or circular. It is an on-going process that
moves through practice and theory, action and reflection towards a deeper understanding of our
faith and a more committed practice of it. This is a theological method that really does nourish and
strengthen faith’ (Nolan, 1989: 26).
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% If the Conference is4 € ocal, then the majority of the members ought to be from the
local area. For metropolitan Conferences, this means at least the region in which the
Conference is located. For Country Conferences, it is the city or town and outlying district.
There are practical reasons for this — people living locally are more readily available to do
the home visits and attend meetings. And there are sound theological reasons — the main
one being that our actions, our efforts to understand, to find meaning, arise out of our
every-day experience; and where we live is a big part of this.

% If we are serious about deepening the members’ faith, then every Conference ought to
have a Spiritual Advisor trained in Gospel reflection methods such as the one described in
this paper. -
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Attachment A: Suggested format for spiritual reflection

Why do this?
J To see God’s presence in this visit.
¢ Tocome to a deeper understanding of the struggles of the family or individual.
¢ To examine if my responses were the best help 1 could offer.
e To be part of some solution to the problem.

How do I reflect?

¢ Take some quiet time and place

J Go over details from my memories or notes

*  What did we speak about?

. What was the situation?

J What help did | offer?

¢ What were the deeper needs?

] Ask God to show me what | can learn ff;
the life of Jesus to ask themselves “
reflection].

12 ay use a passage from
‘would Jesus do in thigisityation?”[Gospel

Sr Catherine Seward

May 2011.
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Attachment B: Glossary
Theology

The classical definition of theology is that of Anselm: faith seeking understanding (fides quaerens
intellectum). Its purpose is to nourish and strengthen our faith.

Spirituality

A communal search for the face of God.

Disciple

 that they become
'6; cf Matt 10:37;

obstacles to these goals (see Rev 14:4; Matt 8:19
Luke 18:29; cf Matt 19:29; Mark 10:29-30).

Charity

An act of charity is any gooa work that is inspired by the gospel command to love one’s neighbour.
Or it can refer to an organisation, like the St Vincent de Paul Society, that is committed to helping
the poor and marginalised based on this same gospel command.

Social Justice

lustice differs from private charity. ‘Charity is about giving a hungry person some bread, while
justice is about trying to change the system so that nobody has excess bread while some have
none; charity is about treating your neighbours with respect, while justice is about trying to get at
the deeper roots of racism; and charity is about helping specific victims of war, while justice is
about trying to change things in the worlid that ultimately lead to war’ (Rolheiser, 1998: 160).
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