Practical Guide for Founding
Vincentian Conferences

How to establish Vincentian
Conferences in seven
preparatory meetings?
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•

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul (SSVP), a Catholic lay volunteer
organisation, practises charity, in person-to-person contact, in favour of all
men and women, without distinction. It also seeks to achieve justice and
equality for all, by meeting the spiritual and material needs of those living in
poverty, as taught in the Word of God.

•

In view of these objectives, the International General Council is pleased to
publish this "Practical Guide for the establishment of Vincentian Conferences"
in places where there are no Zone Councils, in order to carry out this work in
places with geographical distances or diﬃculties.

•

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul seeks an authentic and true liberation of the human being as a whole,
through the conversion of the heart that wants to meet God. This same Society lives in personal contact
with the poor and suﬀering. Living together in community and in this spirit is the essence and the original
character of the Society.

•

Founding Vincentian Conferences is an opportunity to bring the Word of God to many places where,
sometimes, the Church itself, as an institution, ﬁnds it diﬃcult to reach. The Conferences are communities
of faith, hope and charity, which fulﬁl the evangelical commandment to serve the humblest, as Christ taught
us. They are collegial, democratic and voluntary groups, where the poorest are served.

•

We sincerely hope that this "practical guide" will be useful for the creation of Vincentian Conferences,
especially in regions where the National or Zone Councils have not yet arrived. Belonging to a Vincentian
Conference is a blessing and a gift from God, both for its members and for those who suﬀer; therefore, we
must extend this privilege to those who can actively take part in it.

Renato Lima de Oliveira
th

16 International President General
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General Remarks
•

This practical guide enables and eﬀectively helps a group of Catholics (in a
parish, neighbourhood, community, school, university or hospital) to reﬂect on
the Vincentian way and, in an autonomous way, to become a Conference, thus
becoming part of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. The optional support of
priests or religious is highly recommended for the spirituality of the
Conference.

•

There are seven meetings, one every week or fortnight (to be agreed between
the participants), where, following this practical guide, a Vincentian
Conference can be founded at the end. After one year of activity, such a
Conference could apply for a letter of aggregation to the Society of St. Vincent de Paul through its Zone
Council or the National Council, which is responsible for the entity at this level. According to the statutes, a
Conference can only be aggregated after one year of active existence.

•

It is suggested that the seven meetings be held in the same place (parish, school, university, community or
hospital) and at the same time so that those interested can organise themselves and attend, without
missing any meeting. It is suggested that there should be a coordinator to lead the meetings. If possible,
this person could be a fellow Vincentian, but it is not necessary. Another important detail is that the meeting
should not last more than one hour.
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Guidelines for the Coordinator
•

These guidelines for the creation of Vincentian Conferences will help to take
the "ﬁrst step" towards the establishment of new Conferences, oﬀering
suggestions and ideas, without trying to force attitudes or impose ideas.

•

We want innovation and creativity to be present in these preparatory meetings
for the foundation of a Vincentian Conference, and we want the content to be
enjoyable for the participants. We must always remain faithful to our Rule and
to the objectives of our institution. The coordinator should have a copy of the
Rule (available in PDF format), as there will be many readings, during the
weekly meetings, which will be done using the SSVP Rule.

•

We remind you that, during the meetings, an atmosphere of harmony, prayer, fraternity and spontaneity
must be fostered. In addition, all members are invited to participate actively in the discussions and
reﬂections, as well as in the development of knowledge.

•

The coordinator shall provisionally appoint a vice-coordinator, a secretary and a treasurer. From now on,
the minutes are to be taken and read by the secretary, as well as the collections and ﬁnancial transactions
are to be organised by the treasurer.

•

The weekly meetings should have minutes, which should be prepared and read out at the following
sessions. But after the six meetings, the seventh meeting will be the ﬁrst meeting, i.e. the founding meeting
of the Conference. A speciﬁc minutes book should be kept for the Conferences. The minutes of the six
preparatory meetings should be written in another, separate minutes book, not in the oﬃcial book that will
be used for the founding.

•

When the Conference is founded, a president must be elected for an initial term of two years. The president
chooses his or her vice-president, the secretary and the treasurer (who may be the same persons who
occupied these functions during the founding process). The co-ordinator, during the founding process, may
become president of the Conference.

•

After the 6th meeting, a home visit should be organised, which is the most important activity of the
Conferences. The 7th meeting would be like the 1st oﬃcial founding meeting of the Vincentian Conference.
Good work!
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The virtu of simplicity
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those present)
Vincentian reading – The virtue of simplicity
Spiritual reading – the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Luke 6, 17-24

Preparatory
Meeting

1

17 He then came down with them and stopped at a piece of level ground where there was a large
gathering of his disciples, with a great crowd of people from all parts of Judaea and Jerusalem and the
coastal region of Tyre and Sidon, 18 who had come to hear him and to be cured of their diseases. People
tormented by unclean spirits were also cured, 19 and everyone in the crowd was trying to touch him
because power came out of him that cured them all. 20 Then, ﬁxing his eyes on his disciples, he said:
“How blessed are you who are poor, the kingdom of God is yours. 21 Blessed are you who are hungry
now, you shall have your ﬁll. Blessed are you who are weeping now, you shall laugh. 22 Blessed are you
when people hate you, drive you out, abuse you, denounce your name as criminal, on account of the Son
of Man. 23 Rejoice when that day comes and dance for joy, look! Your reward will be great in heaven. This
was the way their ancestors treated the prophets. 24 But alas for you who are rich: you are having your
consolation now”.

•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “The Beatitudes fully characterise Jesus Christ's way of
being and living: always putting God's values above the counter-values of men; always looking beyond
appearances, beyond what is merely human. Poverty, for Christ, is not simply a question of detachment
from material goods, but also a general willingness to open oneself to new perspectives of love and
sharing; inwardly, to get rid of everything that diﬀerentiates us and to ensure our universal communion
with our brothers and sisters on the journey”.

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor”):

•

1.1. Origins

•

1.2. The Vincentian vocation

•

Comments on the reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)

Conclusions of the ﬁrst meeting:
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The virtue of humbleness
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those present)
Vincentian reading – The virtue of humbleness
Spiritual reading – The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to St. Matthew
22, 34-40

Preparatory
Meeting

2

34 But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they got together; 35 and, to put
him to the test, one of them put a further question, 36 Master, which is the greatest commandment of the
Law? 37 Jesus said to him: “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your mind. 38 This is the greatest and the ﬁrst commandment; 39 the second resembles it: You
must love your neighbour as yourself. 40 On those two commandments hang the whole Law, and the
Prophets too”.
•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “Jesus, in the face of the ill-intentioned challenge of the
Pharisees and Sadducees, humbly and quietly summed up the Law and the prophets in a single
commandment: 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your
mind. This is the greatest and ﬁrst commandment. The second is similar to it: 'You shall love your
neighbour as yourself.' Reﬂecting seriously on this reading, we ask ourselves: do we put God ﬁrst in our
lives? Sometimes, our God is used as a 'safety valve' for our problems; sometimes, God has not gone
beyond being a 'Sunday God', whom we are willing to meet only on Sundays, after breathing a sigh of
relief: 'I have already fulﬁlled my obligation as a Catholic! Is this how we make ourselves available to God
and want to walk our path? And has our love for our neighbour been selﬂess, pure, open and generous?
Have we been able to overcome our faults to the point of realising the presence of Christ incarnated in our
brothers?”

•

Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor:

•

1.3. Any kind of personal help

•

1.4. To anyone in need

•

Comments on the Reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)

Conclusions of the second meeting:
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The virtue of mortification
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those present)
Vincentian reading – The virtue of mortiﬁcation
Spiritual reading – The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to St. John 15,
9-17

Preparatory
Meeting

3

9 I have loved you just as the Father has loved me: remain in my love. 10 If you keep my commandments,
you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father's commandments and remain in his love. 11 I
have told you this so that my own joy may be in you, and your joy be complete. 12 This is my
commandment: love one another, as I have loved you. 13 No one can have greater love than to lay down
his life for his friends. 14 You are my Friends, if you do what I command you. 15 I shall no longer call you
servants, because a servant does not know the master's business. I call you friends, because I have
made known to you everything I have learnt from my Father. 16 You did not choose me, no, I chose you;
and I commissioned you to go out and to bear fruit, fruit that will last; so that the Father will give you
anything you ask him in my name. 17 My command to you is to love one another.
•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “"Love and love alone is the basis, the core of Christ's
teaching. This divine love transforms all troubles and tribulations into joys, and diﬃculties, with God's
love, are mitigated. Jesus tells us: 'Love one another as I have loved you'. Is God too demanding and
radical with us? Is he not asking too much of our poor, sinful human nature? If we really believe in the
Word of Jesus we know that He only asks from us what is perfectly possible to do, what is feasible, for
righteousness is truth. He even said: 'No one can have greater love than to lay down his life for his
friends'. Will we be able to give something of ourselves? Will we be able to give a little of our time for the
brother who suﬀers? Will we be able to give our sympathy to those who are in diﬃculty and our patience
for those who are in despair? Jesus is our example!”

•

Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor”):

•

1.5. Taking initiatives to address poverty

•

1.6. Adapting to the changing world

•

Comments on the reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)

Conclusions of the third meeting:
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The virtue of meekness
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those present)
Vincentian reading – The virtue of meekness
Spiritual reading – The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to St. Mark 12,
41-44

Preparatory
Meeting

4

41 He sat down opposite the treasury and watched the people putting money into the treasury, and many
of the rich put in a great deal. 42 A poor widow came and put in two small coins, the equivalent of a penny.
43 Then Jesus called his disciples and said to them: In truth I tell you, this poor widow has put more in than
all who have contributed to the treasury. 44 For they have all put in money they could spare, but she, in
her poverty, has put in everything she possessed, all she had to live on.

•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “We know that material detachment is a living sign of God's
presence. Every man who is able to take something of himself, sacriﬁcing his own well-being, shows
immense greatness of spirit. This widow, humble, poor, gave to God all that she had, unlike the others
who gave what was left over. The widow's generosity touched the heart of Jesus, because He does not
look at the outward appearance of people and things, but at the intention of the heart. It is important to
know to what extent we have renounced what we have in order to serve God in the person of the suﬀering
brother”.

•

Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor”):

•

1.7. Prayers before personal meetings or visits

•

1.8. Deference and esteem for the poor

•

Comments on the reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)

Conclusions of the fourth meeting:
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The virtue of apostolic zeal
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those presents)
Vincentian reading – The virtue of apostolic zeal
Spiritual reading – The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to St. Matthew
25, 34-40

Preparatory
Meeting

5

34 Then the King will say to those on his right hand, “Come, you whom my Father has blessed, take as
your heritage the kingdom prepared for you since the foundation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and
you gave me food. I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you made me welcome, 36
lacking clothes and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, in prison and you came to see me. 37 Then
the upright will say to him in replay, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give
you drink? 38 When did you see you a stranger and make you welcome, lacking clothes and clothe you?
39 When did we ﬁnd you seek of in prison and go to see you? 40 And the King will answer, “In truth I tell
you, in so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me.

•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “Man, created at the image and likeness of God, builds his
salvation or his damnation with his attitudes here on earth. He was provided with numerous opportunities
to do good, but God also respects man's freedom. Evil seems deceptively easy, confusing the heart and
mind of the man who seeks God. It is necessary to discern between good and evil, and the Holy Spirit is
man's great help in this regard. One day, each man will be judged by what he did or did not do, by the
works of mercy practised or by the evil he has done”.

•

Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor”):

•

1.9. Trust and friendship

•

1.10. Encouraging self-promotion

•

Comments on the reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

At this meeting, the group should already begin Conclusions of the ﬁfth meeting:
to identify which poor neighbourhood will be
helped by the future Conference, and how
many families will be assisted.

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)
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Antoine-Frederic Ozanam
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional SSVP opening prayers
Catholic or Vincentian music (optional)
Short introduction of the participants (registration of those present)
Vincentian reading – St. Vincent de Paul and Blessed Antoine-Frederic
Ozanam (at the end of the document)
Spiritual reading – The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to St. Matthew
26, 6-13

Preparatory
Meeting

6

6 Jesus was in Bethany, in the house of Simon, the leper, 7 when a woman came to him with an alabaster
jar of very expensive ointment, and poured it on his head as he was at table.8 When they saw this, the
disciples said indignantly, “Why this waste? 9 This could have been sold for a high price and the money
given the poor. 10 But Jesus noticed this and said, “Why are you upsetting this woman? What she has
done for me is indeed a good work. 11 You have the poor with you always, but you will not always have
me. 12 When she poured this ointment on my body, she did it to prepare me for burial. 13 In truth I tell you,
wherever in all the world this gospel is proclaimed, what she has done will be told as well, in
remembrance of her.”

•

Group reﬂexion on the spiritual reading (maximum 10 minutes)

•

Commentary to be read by the coordinator: “Zeal for the things of God must always come ﬁrst in our lives.
That woman who put an alabaster vessel on Jesus' head realised that her Lord deserved all attention and
aﬀection, and that on that divine head all perfumes should be poured despite the question of the
disciples, who thought that the woman's attitude was a "waste". And we ask ourselves: To what extent do
we put Jesus Christ in the ﬁrst place? To what extent have we devoted our time to Him? Do we too think
that this attention given to the Master is a waste of time?”

•

Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting

•

Reading of the SSVP Rule

•

(Part 1 – “The origins of the Society and the service to the poor”):

•

1.11. Caring for people's deepest needs and spirituality

•

1.12. Our gratitude to the people we visit

•

Comments on the reading of the Rule.

•

Secret collection

•

At this meeting, the group should already Conclusions of the sixth meeting:
decide on the day of the ﬁrst home visit, which
members will make the visit and which families
will be assisted (and where they live).

•

Time for general matters

•

Traditional SSVP closing prayers

•

Music (optional)
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•

The main objective of the home visit is to provide fraternal support to the
person who is suﬀering. To do this, it is necessary to: a) obtain information
about the place where the person assisted lives; b) study and observe the
social environment to which he/she belongs; c) provide information that can
help him and his family; d) draw up a plan of action between the fellow
members and the beneﬁciaries; and e) create bonds between the members
and the beneﬁciaries.

•

First, in Conference, the visit should be planned by choosing two or more members who will pay the visit,
asking the persons assisted about the most suitable date and time. A questionnaire should be drawn up
to record the family's initial information and status: names, address, family ties, socio-cultural
background of the family members, income and expenses, whether the children are in school, and the
diﬀerent state and other beneﬁts to which they have access.

•

Once they arrive at the household, the members should introduce themselves with their name and
surname and know the name of each member of the family, enter the house as far as they are allowed by
the owners and explain to the family the reasons for the visit. The conversation should begin by inspiring
conﬁdence in the persons assisted, taking care not to make judgements or comments that might upset
any family member, so as not to damage the relationship between the member and the persons assisted.
The members should state that they belong to the Society of St. Vincent de Paul and quickly clarify the
principles of the organisation.

•

While talking, the state of the dwelling should be observed (hygiene, paint, lighting, etc.). The family
structure should also be observed: who is the leader in decision-making, who contributes ﬁnancially to
the family's support, what is the level of education of each person, etc.

•

•

The family members should be asked to explain their point of view on the
diﬀerent problems, without the fellow member presenting his or her own
opinions or making judgements about them, or getting involved in the
discussions that may arise. The member should only intervene as a
conciliator, engaging in dialogue.

•

The results of this ﬁrst visit should be used to make a diagnosis of the family's
needs and bring it to the Conference so that the members can make their
contributions and deliberate properly on whether or not to accept the family as a family hosted by the
Conference for a speciﬁc period of time, so that the family or the fellow members do not become
“complacent”.

•

In the following visits, a friendly dialogue should be sought so that possible solutions to the problem(s)
can be found by the family; the member must support them by oﬀering various alternatives, so that the
family can choose the one that is best for them. In order to do this, the member must be informed,
knowing about the opportunities that the assisted family can take advantage of (grants, scholarships,
food aid, health aid, etc.) and being well aware of the resources available to the family.

•

Vincentians are the friends of the poor. That is why, during the visits, the people assisted must be guided
in a generous, polite, respectful and Christian way. Not only do we provide food parcels, but also "spiritual
parcels" which are the most important and must be delivered within the suﬀering family.

•

Final remark: it should be noted that the most important activity is the "person-to-person contact", which
can take place in a home as well as in any other place where the suﬀerer feels more comfortable.
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Our Hystory
•

•

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul was founded in Paris, France, in 1833
by a group of young Catholics, including Antoine-Frederic Ozanam, who,
faced with the inequalities and social injustices of their time, decided to
act to serve the most disadvantaged people as a natural channel for their
faith.

Our
Hystory
Current
Data

Why is it called the Society of St. Vincent de Paul? From the founding
beginnings of the Society, St. Vincent de Paul is declared Patron Saint of
the Institution, taking his name for this reason. This is because the ﬁrst
Conference, in its origin, was guided in its service to the needy by Sister
Rosalie Rendu, of the Daughters of Charity (Community founded by
Saint Vincent de Paul in 1633), introducing into the Institution the priority
for the poorest people and the model of organised and eﬃcient help of which this Saint was a
forerunner.

Current Data
•

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul is present today in 153 countries and has more than 800,000 members
distributed in about 48,000 working groups called "Conferences". In addition to this social basis, the
institution receives the help of more than 1,500,000 people who collaborate, either as volunteers or
through ﬁnancial contributions, in the diﬀerent initiatives that the Society carries out wherever they are
needed. Thanks to this eﬀort, the social action of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul reaches 30 million
people around the world.

•

The people who are part of the SSVP, its members, are organised into groups historically known as
"Conferences". These basic operating cells have two fundamental objectives: the training, spiritual
growth and fraternity of the people who make up the group, and helping the people most in need.

•

The Conferences are grouped into Zone Councils which, in turn, are coordinated by a Superior Council
(usually representing a country). All the Superior Councils make up the International Confederation of the
Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which is coordinated by an International General Council, based in Paris.

•

At the international level, the SSVP is a member of the Economic and Social Council of the United
Nations, the U.N.E.S.C.O., the Dicastery for the Laity, Family and Life, the Dicastery for the Service of
Integral Human Development and the Dicastery for Communication.

•

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul is a civil, lay and independent Society, Catholic in character, made up
of people who wish to live their faith by helping others, focusing their service on those most in need.
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What we do

What
we do

•

The quality that should be common to all the actions of the Society is its
preference for those that aﬀect the most disadvantaged people or groups. Our
closeness to the people we serve makes us an open entity, always alert to the
new needs and wants of a changing society, identifying and promoting new
forms of help in the face of these emerging realities.

•

The charitable activity of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul is based on the
service to those most in need, which is carried out through a close, face-to-face
contact with the person assisted, with the aim of promoting and favouring their
social reintegration, dealing with their material and spiritual needs.

•

All the eﬀorts of the SSVP are always aimed at regenerative work, defending human dignity and social
justice, seeking the personal development and self-promotion of all the people we serve. In addition to
home visiting, there are special works that complete the Vincentian work: schools, shelters, nurseries,
homes for the elderly, community centres, canteens, social housing, clinics and hospitals, etc.

•

Every type of charitable action and help is a possibility of service for the people who are part of the Society
of St. Vincent de Paul, which works with the elderly, the unemployed, the sick, the homeless, immigrants,
prisoners, families at risk or marginalised, children and young people, ... always with those most in need.
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Antoine-Frederic Ozanam
(1813-1853)

Our
inspiration

•

Antoine-Frederic Ozanam was a leading ﬁgure of 19th century France. He was
an intellectual, writer, doctor of law and literature, professor at the Sorbonne.
He is considered a precursor of the social doctrine of the Church, of Christian
democracy and of the life and active participation of the laity within the Church.
He was born on 23 April 1813 in Milan (at that time French territory).

•

At a very young age, he moved to Paris as a law student, although his true
vocation was literature. On 23 April 1833, his 20th birthday, he founded,
together with a group of students, the ﬁrst Conference of Charity, the seed of
the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. In 1841 he married Amélie Soulacroix. They
only had one daughter, Marie. In 1844 he was appointed full professor at the Sorbonne, the youngest
professor at the University.

•

In 1848, he founded the newspaper "L'Ère Nouvelle". His life is a total dedication to the Church of Jesus
Christ through the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which grows rapidly and spreads throughout the world.
He died in Marseilles in 1853, when he was 40 years old. In August 1997 he was beatiﬁed by Pope John
Paul II.

Saint Vincent de Paul
(1581-1660)

•

Vincent de Paul was born on 24 April 1581 into a peasant family in Pouy, in the south-west of France. He
studied theology at the University of Toulouse, was ordained a priest at the age of 19 and completed his
studies for a year in Rome, before going to Paris at the end of 1608.

•

In 1625, St Vincent founded the Congregation of the Mission, known as the Vincentian Fathers or Lazarists,
working with the poor people of the countryside around Paris, teaching them to know Jesus Christ and the
Good News of the Gospel and helping them to obtain food and clothing.

•

He also founded various lay associations, such as the Ladies of Charity (currently the International
Association of Charity - AIC) and, with the collaboration of St. Louise de Marillac, he founded the Daughters
of Charity in 1633. St. Vincent died on 27
September 1660, and was canonised in 1737.
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