REPORT

CEVIM MEETING ABOUT 
VINCENZIANA FUNCTION IN THE PARISHES

My task is defined to give indications about missionary function fulfilled, as a service, toward local church in a parish.

Introduction

First of all, we have to consider the element of revelation according to which the Church is not divided and it is Christ’s Body who lives in a time and in a space (cf. 1 Cor. 12-14). Since the Church is Christ’s Body, it implies that the first care for the mind and spirit of person who fulfils pastoral function in a parish, whoever he is, is not parish organization, but “the climate”, or “the vital aim” that he is able to generate in the faithful community, so that the unification in the charity grows up in it. Unification in the charity is, in fact, the sign of Christ’s presence in the history: “Regarding that people will realize you are my disciples: according to the love you feel each other” (Gv. 13, 35). Any priest has to care for deep frame of the Church above all, whose external organization is a function, so it is subsequent. 
Starting from this topic, that is a parish is a faithful community embodying Christ’s body, it has to display in its basic features, such as: unity of faith, charity of actions and missionary dimension.

These basic features of faithful community cross vincenziano charism. In fact, vincenziano charism in its fundamental features is based on two interfering and important elements: the mission and the charity, which can be found in the Congregation’s original function, the popular mission, in an exemplary way. In fact, the aim of popular mission is giving again vitality to the unification of God’s people around the priests or – using S. Vincent’s words – “we are called to bring the souls toward God’s reign and to promote the friendship among the men”. Every brother has to consider popular mission as a prototype upon which all the other functions are registered, the parish one too.
Now, the popular mission is based on two trends: 1) the passion to communicate the faith, to the people, so that they can meet Christ and improve their sacramental life; 2) the attention, in order to give unity to the people, either through the cure of community’s injuries (the parish in general and the families as parish cells), or through the care for poor people, because they represent the continuously open injury in a faithful community.
First step of the function in a parish: mission and charity. The first step has to be a reference point for the brothers who fulfil their function in the parish. They have to be conscious of double dimension of evangelization and charity. Anyway, it is necessary to make some explanations about this topic: 1) Evangelization is not part of ministry, it could rather be the first element of a style that any brother ha so wear. It means that attitudes, behaviours and words have to reflect the missionary passion which reflects the relationship with Christ as the right answer to human problems. That is why evangelization is not advertisement, but announcement. It must be convincing for the missionary before than for the parishioners. 
As it is not publicity, it is not based on the techniques of communication, but God’s grace and on the power of announcement that changes the people above all. And if there is a particular feeling, this one is for the farthest people, for the ones called atheists, who went away from the church, because disoriented by priests’ behaviours. 2) The condition of secolarization in which we find the parishes needs that the announcement is simple, immediate, concrete. We live in a time when we need a necessary purification about our way to be missionaries: nowadays, Christian religion is not transmitted either by a theory, I mean, a teaching about Christian life, effective and formal from a dialectical point of view, or a Christian tradition, that disappeared and that, wherever it remains for a bit, tries to feed just a devotional Christian religion. Nowadays, it is time of presence. The missionary must be a presence transformed by the word he tells, so his words are expressions of his personality. If we have to indicate a method, we could interpret again in this sense the characteristic of the “small method”, that is familiarity of relationship and dialogue. In fact, the small method is not only a method to preach, it is, above all, a way to describe the Gospel. In fact, translates Jesus’ personality: simple, kind, friendly, supporter of the poor, lovely and able to be both tender and strong. 3) The dimension of charity is the verification of evangelizing truth. In fact,  through charity the announced message is credible. We must not consider that charity is one of the several activities of a parish. First of all, charity is a “mens”, an attitude, a state of mind that a missionary shows when he meets his parishioners.
If we understand all this, we can say that, considering the parish activity in a vincenziana way, the main question is not wondering if “a parish is whether a vincenziana institution or not”, because a parish is just an open missionary space, especially nowadays. It deals with understanding if a parish allows the missionary and charitable dynamism. From a theorical point of view, a parish can be compared to an empty box. We have to see what we put in this box and how we pack it. A vincenziano missionary must exactly transform this space according to the double dynamism of mission and charity. That is the point!
We now report S. Vincent’s thoughts about a parish: “We must persuade people to love God and the neighbour, to love the neighbour through God and God through the neighbour. God chooses us as instruments of his immense and paternal charity, which wants to remain and expand in our souls. We wish to comprehend the meaning of this call. We will never understand that during this earthly life; as if we understand we would behave in a different way, me at least! So, our vocation is turning around all over the world, not just a parish or a diocese. What should we do? We should switch on men’s hearts in the same way as the Son of God did, because he came to fire the world by His love (Lc 12, 49). We wish that Love fires and consumes everything. My dear brothers, let us think about it, I pray you. So, it is true that I was sent not only to love God, but to invite other people to love God. Love for God is not enough if my neighbour do not love Him. I have to love my neighbours because they represent God’s image and object of His love, and I have to work in order that the men love their Creator who knows them and thinks they are His brothers, that is why He saved them; if they are charitable each other, they will  love each other for God’s sake, who loved them so much to sacrifice His Son. So this is my duty. Thus, if we have to bring everywhere God’s Love, if we have to “fire” the countries, if our vocation means to bring this divine fire all over the world, I say that this fire has to exist in my heart too. I have to be enthusiastic in living with other people, stimulate them and engage to convince them to be charitable. In the death time, not for all, but for the ones who did not experience brotherly charity, it will be clear that they missed a very important chance. But if charity is not among us, how can we teach it to other brothers? Let us examine if each of us has got charity in heart and mind, because if we do not want to imitate Jesus Christ, we cannot bring His love all over the world. It is not possible to give thing that we have not got. An association cannot give charity if it does not possess it”.
This text expresses universal features of mission according to vincenziano way: this does not exclude to go into a parish, but it means to visit all the parishes. Mission and charity cannot wear the size of a “single parish”, but a universal size of the announcement to the world. 
Announcement can be lived in a parish looking at the whole world; but we can also travel around the world having a close parish mind. “All the great men have got an open mind – Von Balthasaar said – All the small people close the great ways, and from that point they derive a new system and an idol”. The meaning of this text is the emerging dynamism: dynamism is “the central part of mission” which tends to embrace everything and to animate it. Of what? Christ’s charity.

Two method indications come out from the text, in order to carry out the missionary universal spirit: 1) “I have to be animated by this divine fire”. So it deals with the people and their formation. 2) “If we don’t love each other as Christ loved us and we don’t imitate him, we cannot spread His love all over earth”. Mission is necessarily community: we are involved as community and not as single people.
All that makes us to understand that we must not be strict about the form of evangelization and charity, so we do not have to mix the means with the aims. Parish can be a mean for evangelization and charity too. Maybe it is required by the situation we are living. In fact, urbanization at S. Vincent’s time was not like the present one. And, above all, in the suburbs people did not live as today. Anyway, it must be unified with the temporary and wandering aspect of preaching, characteristic of popular mission. Thus, it should be verified if a reduction of missionary enthusiasm is caused by too sedentary parishes. In conclusion, we could say that a) a parish does not represent a function excluded by our vocation; b) we have to stay inside of it living the dynamism of both mission and charity; c) we have to evaluate the possibility to worry about it for a definite time in the period in which we assume it.
In any case, it is necessary to enlarge the view and think about a second step at the base of our life in a parish, that is the style that vincenziani missionaries have to adopt in evangelization and charity.

SECOND STEP: EXERCISING THE FUNCTION ACCORDING TO AIM OF MISSION.

The missionary passion is owned by all the church and each vincenziano missionary is called, as vocation, to make it the rule of his life. Now, we have to wonder about the difference between a vincenziano missionary and other priests and so what characterizes him. In fact, charism is not a specialization or a subject about which a person possesses more experience than others. A charism is not a particular sector where priests have to operate, for example, the Salesians are interested by young people’s problems and the Vincenziani by the poor people’s problems. If it were like this, since the whole church preferentially chose the life as poor, the Vincenziani would miss their charism. Actually, charism is not a topic for pastoral action, but – as we say in the vincenziano language – it is “a spirit”, that is a particular way to live the mission and the charity. If we utilized school matters, we should say that, between diocese parishes and vincenziani, the “subject” is the same. “The shape” changes. A brother who lives in a parish “is not special for what he has been doing, but for the way by which he has been called to do it”. As we can write an indefinite number of musical texts by seven notes on a musical line, so there are a lot of ways to live the evangelization and the charity. The question deals with the style of vincenziano missionary in a parish. Vincenziano style is made of base behaviours, expressed in the articles 5-7 of CM Documents and practiced by five vincenziane virtues, which establish the soul faculties of Congregation itself. 
“The spirit of Congregations covers the internal inclinations of Christ’s soul, that the founder had recommended to the brothers since the beginning: a) love and devoted respect for the Lord, b) passionate and active love for the poor, c) docility for divine Providence. The Congregation tries to express its spirit by practising the five virtues derived by a particular contemplation of Christ. These virtues “are the central faculties of the whole  Congregation”(RC, II, 14)”. So Vincenziano spirit’s life consists of supporting, facilitating, announcing to the poor a strong relationship with God, Providing Father, as seen in Jesus’ humanity. This is the great living feeling that we can give to the poor man of our times. But in order to approach to this truth according to vincenziano spirit, it is necessary a spiritual sensitiveness characterized by the object of announcement, that is the charity. If the object of announcement is God’s charity, our humanity must be charitable. Hoe does it occur? It occurs by practising the five virtues. Thus, religious zeal marks the particular atmosphere of happiness and spiritual heat, in which the vincenziano missionary is called for expressing Christ’s announcement. The simplicity immediately meets the weak people’s needs. The humility allows to feel like the poor. The mildness and mortification support a good and patient attitude towards the bad. So, evangelization is linked with charity. We could not talk about God’s Love if we were weak and indifferent. When we read S. Vincent’s words, still today, we feel the missionary and spiritual heat which characterizes him. Solidarity without a relationship full of reciprocal sympathy is not a real charity. It is clear that we are not talking about mere feeling but internal judgement and faith. 
In conclusion, vincenziano’s mission (as we call it missionary charity) is testifying, through charity, that God’s and neighbour’s love are not two distinct commandments, but they are a single one, and if we live according to it the plan for mankind is carried out. Men find out their human dignity in the charity mission, because outside of it there is no authentic humanity. 

S. Vincent came into the heart of Christian faith with his charism: he did not stop at any other aspect of faith. He put himself at the centre of Gospel. He saw crucified Christ because of love  for men and he understood that a faithful man has to accept to run the road of cross for the poor people’s love: by that shared cross we can perceive God’s presence in this world. God is Love, and he wants to show himself in the visible love that brothers feel each other, through a solidarity made of kindness, assessment and mutual appreciation. Love towards the poor is as real as equivocal. All that is linked to our personality and to our everending occurring changement; not the place where we operate has to be changed. This aim is to be carried out either in a parish or in a popular mission, or in a direct mission of charity.
THREE COROLLARIES

1) If we could describe a parish animated by vincenziani missionaries with a simple image, we should define it as a Christian community full of human and faithful relationships. Nowadays, poor people need to experiment the Gospel through people enriched by the five vincenziane virtues in their human dimension, because they are charity virtues. 

2) In a period in which the Church is looking for new ways such as Pastoral Unions, not only to supply the lacking of clergy, but also to achieve a real pastoral of communion, our parishes should be already an open way and a model for the whole Church. In vincenziano aim, the person who operates evangelization through the charity is a community, and not a group of subjects. Of course, the roles are different, but the operation unity has to be arranged and united. So it would be a bad mistake if in our communities supporting the parishes individualism of secular clergy was reproduced, because it is considered as gap of ecclesiastic pastorality of our time.
3) The style of missionary charity deals with the awareness of brothers who dedicate themselves to parish mission about the fundamental aspect of their task: motherhood of Community; the community sends, the community agrees with the bishop, it is a residential community. This method corresponds to a theology of communion, whose matter it is so much spoken but it risks to be dissipated when parish is owned as an individualistic pastoral place.
