A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PROVINCE OF SALAMANCA

1. Beginnings
On August 4, 1969, the Sacred Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes gave the Superior General, Rev Fr James W. Richardson, the faculty to divide the large Province of Madrid into three other provinces, which would be called of Zaragoza, of Madrid and of Salamanca.


The Decree of Erection of the new provinces, signed by the Superior General on October 9, 1969, marks the start of those three Provinces into which the former Madrid Province, called by some an empire province, had been divided.


In the 35 years since the Province of Salamanca exists, 7 confrères have served as Visitors: Miguel Pérez Flores (‘70-’76), José-María López Maside (‘76-’82; ‘88-’91; ‘96-2001), Fabriciano Prado Gómez (‘82-’88), José-Manuel Sánchez Mallo (‘91-’96), and Antonio Otero Froufe (2001 +).


The first Province Council meeting took place on the 21st of February, 1970. The councillors were: Miguel Pérez Flores as Visitor; Francisco Carballo, Pedro Fuentes, Francisco Salinero and Odilo Cid. Fr Cid was appointed Provincial Econom at that meeting.


When on April 13, 1971, Fr P. Flores called the first Provincial Extraordinary Assembly, the Province counted, according to the Visitor’s report: 129 Fathers and 21 Brothers. Of the 129 Fathers, 123 were staffing the Province’s houses, 3 lived out of them by reason of their studies, and 6 had permission to be temporally absent.


As to age, the personel fell into the following groups: 25 below 30; 51 between 31 and 40; 29 between 41 and 50; 16 between 51 and 60; 18 between 61 and 70; 8 between 71 and 80; 3 above 80. The medium age of the Province was 42,45.


Fr P. Flores wrote, “The air then being breathed in the Province was that of the Spanish Church and, even if in varying degree, of all ecclesial communities, whether religious or apostolic.” At first, then, a great many confrères being engaged in teaching and credits being required, the Visitors gave priority to secular accreditation.


At the Assembly of 1976 the Province made a clear and firm choice for the mission in rural arias. As a result 8 extensive rural missions were started: Jimena de la Frontera (Cádiz), Castillo de las Guardas and Santa Ana la Real (Sevilla), Sotoserrano and Nuevo Amatos / Nuevo Naharros (Salamanca), Dragonte and Manzaneda del Torío (León), Filgueira de Barranca (La Coruña). In 5 of these missions a house was set up, so as to meet fully the local demand; the other 3 were served by members of the nearest house. 


The duration of these missions varied in accordance with diverse conditions. All lasted more than one year. Two of them have continued till the present moment. The missionaries did a thorough job among country people and are remembered with affection. 


At the moment of moving into those new fields, we decided to re-examine former engagements of ours and the scope of some of our establishments. We then preferred pastoral work to teaching. We closed 3 out of the 4 the schools we had, and we left to the diocesan clergy two parishes and one other church, all three in big towns. Some think we should further pursue this line of action and give up certain establishments we still maintain.


Due to various causes, not to be specified at this moment, the investment of time and means  in accompanying the young men purporting to become Vincentians largely outweighs the results arrived at.


As this report is being written we count 89 priests, 10 brothers, 1 student with vows, 3 candidates to the priesthood and 1 to become a brother. There are 10 houses, one of which is in London (GB) and the other in Nacala (Mozambique). 


Of the members of the Province 93 are in Spain, 2 in the mission of Nacala, 3 with immigrants in London, 1 with immigrants in Germany. Two of our priests have been also temporally lent, one to the Pronvince of Cuba, the other to that of Camerún. Fr Sergio Asenjo of Costa Rica is working with the two confrères of Nacala.


Large, stately buildings are no gain to the Province; on the contrary they bring it persistent worries, since they are almost empty, scarcely used and not easy to reconvert, for they lie in rural or arm arias, lovely cages with no birds. We own all the houses we live in, save that of Los Milagros (Os Milagres), which together with the sanctuary belongs to the bishop of Orenese (Ourense), although we are owners of the school building. All parishes and churches are our own as well, except the one in Badajoz. Of the church in Villafranca del Bierzo we have just perpetual usufruct. A great effort was done in the last few years to remodel or rebuild all the houses of the Province, even to build new ones.

2. Pastoral activities
Vincentian Study Weeks and CEME Publications

All too well known in the Vincentian World, the Vincentian Study Weeks of Salamanca started on April 4 1972. Their development is inseparable from the Salmantine house. They have  profoundly influenced the propagation and advance of Vincentian studies in Spain. It is doubtless the best contribution, at least in Spanish, to the knowledge and spreading of the Vincentian spirit. The greatest experts in St Vincent, St Louise, and the Vincentian Family have lectured in them. The 153 books dealing with matters Vincentian put out by CEME Publicatios are evidence of it. CEME Publications, is the twin sister of the Study Weeks. Both were aimed at making known and bringing to the Mission Priests and Brothers as well as to the Daughters of Charity and the associatiations, the life of our Founders, their spirituality  and the history of vincentianism. The books are now complemented by audiovisuals, badges, crosses, posters, and postcards displaying Vincentian motifs and iconography. The Salamanca Weeks are now open to lay people, a good many of whom attend them and absorb de Vincentian charisma.


The Salmantene house also runs a Centre of Spirituality Saint Vicent de Paul for recollection days, retreats and religious meetings and conventions, whether of priests, religious or any sort of ecclesial movement. This house also hosts a Triennial Study Cycle for Daughters of Charity, which few Sisters in Spain will have missed.

Vocation apostolate

True, the results here are not proportionate to the efforts, but the subject of vocations has always  enjoyed priority attention in this Province. This is born out by the reports of the Provincial Assemblies, Province and House Plans, and indeed by inter-provincial and study meetings, no less than the action of the young confrères devoted to this apostolate.


At the beginning we sent our seminarists to the Province of Madrid. Later we set up our own Internal Seminary in Badajoz, which worked from 1986 to 2000. That year an Internal Seminary for all four Spanish Provinces was started in Teruel (Pr of Zaragoza).  Our student house has always been that of Salamanca. Two other houses of ours lend themselves to a pre-seminary stage, but if the aspirant won’t avail of them, then the nearest house will acompany him.


We are all too aware of what caused the vocation dearth in the Province of Salamanca right from the start. Now locally there may have been neglect, but collectively, we don’t spare any means in making our charisma known among the young.


The aging of the Province and the thinning out of its membership arn’t due only to the lack of vocations: to go by statistics, 24 entered the Internal Seminary since 1986; to ordination attained only 10. 

Parish Missions

Our Province has always been very much aware of the importance the apostolate of parish missions must have for us. We have always cherished this distinctive mark of Vincentians, even if engagement in it has varied. It is now our persuasion, that parish missions have a scope in today’s pastoral work: they blaze new trails in evangelization, they reach those that have distanced themselves, and they foster the formation and participation of the laity. 


The Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles Laici, 34, urges us to “establish mature ecclesial communitues”. We do that through what we call Christian Family Assemblies. This has been a great achievement of our renewed missions, and as our Mission Director says, “one of the best pulpits”.


Of the five confrères that make up the mission team, four have no other engagement. When not employed in an actual mission, they are busy bringing their subject matter up to date and devising new mission strategies. One aim of this team is to enlist members of the Vincentian laity as parish missioners. This aim is shared by the whole Vincentian Family, as a line along  which significant progress can be made. Daughters of Charity have long taken active part in our parish missions, mostly with great success. The four Spanish Provinces and that of Portugal call an annual meeting of their mission teams. There are also regular meetings of our mission teams with those of other religious families.* 


Progress is being made toward the constitution of an all Spain parish mission team and secretariat. We lately chose to restrict action to parishes run by our Province, altough we have mission requests from different quarters. The experience has proved most positive.

*The latter are arranged by the CONFER, an association of religious communities in Spain.

Immigrants

The Province has ever felt concerned by the needs of immigrants. From the ‘60s on many Spanish workers went to England, looking forward to better living standards. Language, culture and even religion often left these people, mostly catholics, in isolation. The Province opened a house in the center of London, so immigrants could be looked after, in their pursuit of material no less than spiritual welfare. We called it CAPELLANÍA – HOGAR, that is a chaplancy meant to act as home too. It had a Centro Social, an office where all could call, so one of the Vincentians present would accompany them say to the Doctor or to hospital, or in their search of a job, or of lodgings, or where English was required to fill in forms and so forth and so on.


In the ‘70s it was felt that the Mass and catechizing those first to receive a sacrament no longer sufficed, and various activities had to be promoted: a club for the young, a TV room, a bar for the retired, a library, English lessons, even an office to arrange cheaper flights to Spain.


At present the immigrants are mostly Latins. The confrères have realized that one part of the house should be reconverted to offer immigrants temporary lodgings. In coordination with the Daughters of Charity, they also plan to start visiting convicts in jail  &c.


In Germany too, another member of our Province has long been engaged in a similar work.

The Sanctuary of Our Lady of Los Milagros (Os Milagres)

35 km south-east of Orense (Ourense), the province capital, this sanctury rises on a gentle hill at the middle point of a wide valley. This valley is all dotted with small farming villages, but only woods surround the sanctuary hill.  It has been served by Vincentians ever since 1869. It is the most important one in the diocese and the finest of Galicia. Its renown spreads all over Galicia, the neighbouring regions of León and Zamora, and northern Portugal. Our work is greatly valued by both clergy and Bishop.


September 8 is its feast. With this occasion an annual novena is held, one which we could justly call a Vincentian popular mission. It is attended by thousands. At the Mass and the procession of the 8th the faithful can be easily reckoned at some 200.000. The novena is radioed throughout; the sacred functions of the 8th are televised. 


The house Community looks with loving care after every detail, especially at liturgical celebrations, and in the penitential chapel for the sacrament of reconciliation. Ours now being a world of unbelief, it is a most impressive sight, that of devout pilgrims coming to pray and kissing the image of Our Lady. Not a few who come for the sake of sheer curiosity, on their return will admit thy’ve been hit: Our Lady has touched their heart. To put it in the words of John Paul II, Many a one who had approached casually, departed thence freshened, because they heard a word that illumined them!.


Again the house Community is assured that tending the pilgrims involves the whole person: ways, manners in greeting and conversing, as well as cleanliness, quality in the sacred functions, and a kind welcome to penitents at the confessional. As the Rector of Montserrat Sanctuary in Catalonia puts it, Sanctuaries are paths for God to come and encounter people; they are destined by nature, calling and mission, to be the loving arms of Mother Church.

The Mission of Nacala

Although few volunteer for the mission of Nacala in Mozambique, the Province is reacting sensitively, even enthusiastically to the work of evangelization and social promotion carried out with great effort and dedication by our confrères, with the assistance of the permanent lay community of Spanish Marian Vincentian Youth (JMV). Both lay missionaries and Vincentian Fathers exert themselves to exhaustion in the building of schools and the schooling of thousands of children. The mission has already 11 schools, 10 primary and 1 secondary. At the present moment they are pressing on to open the first School of Agriculture with primary and secodary grades, and boarding both for boys and girls.


In the field of health care too, they are coordinated with Columbia University, USA, and will start a mighty campaing to combat AIDS. Much human effort and money are being channelled to assuage the ravages of this plague, yet much, much more is still needed.


This mission is also one of those pioneering the fleshing out of new styles in community life incorporating laity, and that prior to the recomendation made by the Assembly General of 2004: Inviting  the young to share our prayer, our fraternal life and the work of evangelization. This sharing materializes daily, not only within the permanent lay community itself, but also with  many young people that go spend two or three months in Nacala. 

3. Challenges
At our forthcoming convocation we mean to stress as urgent a correct understanding of our personal and community life as well as of our pastoral or apostolic activity. We intend to pray, reflect, and discern that which God himself demands from us, what we should be, live up to and achieve. 


As to our personal life, each one should ask himself about the state of his spirit, health, strength, so as not to invoke false motives, but say to God: I mean to offer unreservedly, without fear my heart, my very self, my sensitiveness, my whole life to the person of Jesus Christ evangelizer of the poor, thus feeling joyfully Vincentian.


As to community life, the community should be for us a basic value to be fostered and enhanced in all regards: human, fraternal, spiritual and formative, giving both inward and outward witness to affective as well as effective communion, in order to remove the incommunication of the Babel experience, and bring about the experience of Pentecost, its sense of closeness and acceptance.


It isn’t sufficient to live the Vincentian thing ourselves, we also must act as demanded by our missionary commitment, according to the familiar rhyme,** Obras son amores … This means contributing one’s honest best to the apostalates the Province has taken up. 

On this area the Province means tbeing responsive to the following priorities:

(A) Ongoing formation. At a time when the values that constitute humanity are being obscured, and the dangers of subjectivism emerge, we stand for a solid formation and for a commitment to educate in the human and christian values. We must be ready to cultivate sympathetic criticism towards contemporary man and culture, to be on their same wave length, and to help people learn to account for their faith, free of fear and complexes. 

(B) Grounding in the revalued priesthood that stems from baptism, we shall endeavor to accompany the laity and help them become accomplished evangelizers and active members of the Church. We must go over to a Church that is called together by the Holy Spirit, where believing becomes a festival and one lives by hearing and welcoming the word of God, where charismas are shared as are services and ministries too, community is built up, and the commandment of brotherly love is lived. 

(C) Family apostolate. In view of the present situation of families and the numerous Church statements, it appears as one of the operative channels to be minded most. So we’ll have to revise our pastoral style on this area, the better to counteract the pressure, both open and furtive, that’s being exerted on the sacrament of marriage. 

(D) Youth and vocation apostolate. The youth rallying events have made manifest the challenge thrown at us by our young people. Do you have real alternatives to shape a new humanity? Can you teach us a new way of living? By a good welcome, by listening and accompanying, we must present a neat itinerary in education, one that calls up ethusiasm, that catches and hooks and creates protagonism in the young themselves. 

** «Obras son amores / y no buenas razones», Not good reasonings, but deeds are loves.
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