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​ “There was no room for them in the inn.”   Those stark words dampen the joy of Luke’s 
infancy narrative, which we read aloud every Christmas.   No room for a young carpenter and his 
pregnant wife?  Was it because they asked for help with a Galilean accent that identified them as 
strangers?   Was there no room for the long-awaited child at whose birth angels proclaimed 
“good news of great joy that will be for all people”?  No, there was no room.  Their own people 
turned Mary and Joseph away.  Their newborn child’s first bed was a feeding trough for animals. 

Matthew, in his infancy narrative, recounts another episode in the story of Jesus’ birth, 
where once again joy gives way to sorrow.  He describes the death-threatening circumstances 
that drove Joseph and Mary from their homeland with Jesus.   Reflecting on this account in 
Matthew’s gospel, Pius XII once stated, “The émigré Holy Family of Nazareth, fleeing into 
Egypt, is the archetype of every refugee family."   Quoting those words, Pope Francis has 
referred to the plight of the homeless and refugees again and again and has proclaimed their right 
to the “3 L’s”: land, labor and lodging.  

Today, in one way or another, 1.2 billion people share in the lot of Joseph, Mary and 
Jesus.  Can our Vincentian Family have a significant impact on their lives? 

Today, I propose to examine the theme in four steps: 

1.​ St. Vincent and the homeless 
2.​ Vincentian Family service to the homeless throughout the centuries 
3.​ The FamVin Homeless Alliance (FHA) 
4.​ Blending systemic change and a “culture of encounter” in serving the homeless. 

 
 



I.​ VINCENT AND THE HOMELESS 

​ The homeless ranked high on Vincent’s agenda.  A careful analysis of his life, writings, 
and conferences produces a very concrete picture of his works on their behalf. 

1.​ The “13 houses” – Vincent’s efforts to provide a home for foundling children.  

In 1638, Vincent took up the work of the foundlings, children abandoned along the streets 
of Paris. Initially, the children stayed with Louise de Marillac and the sisters. Then Vincent 
rented a house for them on the rue des Boulangers.   

Between 1638 and 1644, the number of children “found” grew to 1200.  You can imagine 
all the problems involved in lodging, staffing and financing this work.  Vincent was quite 
inventive in that regard.  In fact, his creative arrangement for housing the foundlings illustrates 
what a shrewd businessperson he was. 

When Louis XIII died in 1643, a provision in his will permitted Queen Anne of Austria 
to assign a million dollars to Vincent as a stable endowment for his Congregation’s missions in 
Sedan.  Vincent chose to use the money to build 13 small houses close to Saint-Lazare, the 
motherhouse of the Congregation of the Mission.  He then rented them to the Ladies of Charity 
to use for lodging the foundlings.   The regular rent money became the stable endowment to 
support the missions in Sedan.  Notice how Vincent got 2 for 1 on the deal!  The money from the 
king’s bequest bought the houses for the foundlings, and the rent money from the Ladies of 
Charity supported the missions in Sedan. 

But the number of foundlings continued to grow, and funds to provide for them were 
difficult to find.  In 1647, the Ladies of Charity considered abandoning the work.  Vincent saved 
it by making an impassioned appeal to them, calling the foundlings their children: “Well then, 
Ladies, compassion and charity have led you to adopt these little creatures as your own children; 
you have been their mothers according to grace since the time their mothers according to nature 
abandoned them…  If you continue to take charitable care of them, they will live; if, on the 
contrary, you abandon them, they will most certainly perish and die; experience does not allow 
you to doubt that.” 

Eventually, Vincent assigned numerous Daughters of Charity to care for the foundlings 
and wrote a special rule for the Daughters who were working in the Foundling Hospital.  It is 
touching in its practicality and its spirituality.  He descended into numerous practical details 
about the children’s meals, their nap time and play time, their cleanliness, the washing of their 
diapers, their prayer, their learning to read and write, etc.  It is a document remarkable for its 
concreteness and its gentle approach toward disciplining the children. 

2.​ Housing for refugees – Vincent’s efforts to find lodging and assistance for thousands of 
displaced men, women and children during the wars in Lorraine.   

Beginning in 1639, Vincent began organizing campaigns for the relief of those suffering 
from war, plague, and famine.  This work went on for ten years.  During that time, Vincent 
succeeded in supplying Lorraine with help amounting to more than 60 million dollars and more 
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than 38,000 yards of various fabrics. He raised funds initially from the Ladies of Charity and 
eventually obtained contributions from the highest authorities.  King Louis XIII made a gift of 
$1,800,000. 

One of Vincent’s assistants, Brother Mathieu Regnard, made 53 trips, crossing enemy 
lines in disguise, carrying money from Vincent for the relief of those in war zones.  On his return 
trip, he often brought back to Paris numerous people whom he had found in dire circumstances.  
In October 1639, Vincent wrote of him, “He brought in a hundred people last month, among 
whom were forty-six young women ... He fed them and accompanied them right into this city 
where the greater number have already been placed.” 

Vincent demanded strict accountability.  He insisted that he receive regular reports on 
how relief money was being spent, so that benefactors would know how their donations were 
used and would be encouraged to give even more.   

Reflecting on Vincent’s accomplishments in Lorraine, the historian Bernard Pujo 
concluded: 

This support for Lorraine is remarkable for more than the amount of aid distributed and the 
number of suffering people helped.  It was the first attempt at organized assistance for a 
whole endangered region.  Without having received any specific charge, Vincent de Paul 
assumed the role of a secretary of state for refugees and war victims.  Going far beyond the 
responsibilities expected of him as superior of the Congregation of the Mission, he placed 
himself, on his own initiative, in a national role. 

3.​ The “Name of Jesus Hospice”—Vincent’s efforts to shelter, clothe, and feed those living on 
the streets of Paris.   

By 1652, when Paris was devastated by a civil war, Vincent, at the age of 72, was running 
massive relief programs, providing soup twice a day for thousands of poor people at 
Saint-Lazare and feeding thousands of others at the houses of the Daughters of Charity.  He also 
provided lodging for the displaced.  For instance, when a wealthy anonymous merchant in Paris 
gave Vincent four million dollars to be used in some good work, he founded a hospice called 
“The Name of Jesus.”  After discussing his plan with the benefactor, he earmarked $440,000 for 
the purchase of the house.  He also allotted money for its enlargement and furnishings and 
provided it with a substantial annual income.   Saint Vincent chose as its first inhabitants twenty 
male and twenty female artisans who were without work, and he provided them with looms and 
other tools.  Louise de Marillac mentions that, over the years, the residents were bootmakers, 
shoemakers, button makers, muslin workers, lace makers, glove makers, tailors, and pin makers.   

​ Vincent wrote to one of his priests, describing the situation: “… about eight to nine 
hundred girls have been placed in private homes, and all the refugee nuns living in the 
city—some of them in questionable places, so it is said—will be housed in a monastery prepared 
for this purpose.”  Vincent and Louise de Marillac often put up young girls initially in the homes 
for the foundlings; later, they were placed in better-off households as maids.  Young boys were 
housed at Saint-Lazare until work could be found for them.   
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4.​ The “Little Schools” – Vincent’s efforts to organize educational programs for teaching job 
skills and for catechizing those living in desperate circumstances.  

Though the terminology “systemic change” was unknown to Vincent and Louise, they 
both recognized, on a seminal level, that education and job training were extremely important in 
transforming the lives of the homeless and the poor.    

Vincent and Louise de Marillac were deeply committed to the education and moral 
formation of young people living on the streets or in dire conditions.  They wanted them to 
develop the skills needed to get jobs. So, with Vincent’s support, Louise founded the “petites 
écoles” (little schools) and made the instruction of poor young people one of the principal works 
of the first Daughters of Charity.  

The task was not easy.  First of all, since families often regarded children as part of the 
work force, the sisters had to convince parents to send the children to school.  On top of that, 
sickness was rampant, so absences were frequent. In addition, the children themselves were often 
truant, wandering off on the streets to play or to beg.  When they came knocking on the school 
door at mealtime, the sisters used the occasion to teach them how “to pray, read, and write; in a 
word, (to do) every good work in which they may be useful.”    

Louise taught in these schools herself.  Knitting, sewing, and embroidering were among 
the skills taught to young women.    

II.​ VINCENTIAN FAMILY SERVICE TO THE HOMELESS THROUGHOUT THE 
WORLD 
 
Over the centuries, the Vincentiant Family has engaged in countless works for the 

homeless.  Almost all the branches have developed significant works for the homeless and for 
refugees. 

 
Today, let me simply mention some outstanding contemporary Vincentian Family works 

geared toward the homeless.   I have chosen them for their geographical variety.  There are many 
more in which you yourselves are engaged.  I encourage you to share about your own works 
when we meet in groups during these days.  
 

1.​ Akamasoa - Madagascar 
 

We could spend a whole day examining Fr. Pedro Opeka’s extraordinary work for the 
homeless in Madagascar called Akamasoa, or “Dear Friends” Akamasoa, which began in 1989, 
now provides lodging, job opportunities, clean water, and health care for about thirty thousand 
people in 18 villages. Ten thousand children living in these villages all go to school, receiving a 
good education in one of the 37 schools built in Akamasoa over the last 29 years. 
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2.​ Payatas – Philippines 
 

In June 1995, Fr. Norberto Carcellar and a few volunteers began a community-based and 
community-operated savings initiative.  As a result of the savings program, people were able to 
make down payments on homes and to leave the dump site. The loans also provided investment 
capital for people to begin small businesses. These new businesses generated a steady income for 
their owners, from which the loans were repaid.  Quality of life improved dramatically.  The 
work at Payatas developed into the Homeless People’s Federation of the Philippines, which 
became very broad in scope. 

 
3.​ Comunità in Dialogo - Italy 

 
This work, begun by Fr. Matteo Tagliaferri in Trivigliano, Italy, in 1991, provides a 

residential rehabilitation program for those suffering from various dependencies.  It has spread 
from Italy to Argentina, Peru, Colombia, the Ukraine, and Cameroon.   
 

4.​ VinziHaus, VinziBett, VinziMarkt, VinziMed, VinziNest … - Germany 
 

In 1991, Fr. Wolfgang Pucher began a series of creative works directed toward the 
homeless in Graz, Austria.  As you see from the names, they are very Vincentian in character.  
They are also holistic, providing housing, nourishment, medication and many other services.  
These works serve a large number of refugees. 

 
5.​ Depaul International (DPI) – numerous countries 

 
Many members of Depaul International are here today, including its Chief Executive, 

Mark McGreevy.  It is an outstanding organization whose roots go back to London in 1989.  It 
has quickly spread from England to Ireland, Slovakia, Ukraine, France, the USA, and Croatia. It 
helps 20,000 people dealing with homelessness. 

 
6.​ Institute of Global Homelessness (IGH) – numerous countries 

 
IGH, located at DePaul University in Chicago, has launched a global movement to end 

street homelessness. As a first step toward achieving this goal, IGH is working with key global 
strategic partners to eradicate street homelessness in 150 cities around the world by 2030. IGH's 
vision is that within a generation we will live in a world where everyone has a place to call home 
– a home that offers security, safety, autonomy, and opportunity. 
 
III.​ THE FAMVIN HOMELESS ALLIANCE (FHA) 
 

For its 400th anniversary, the worldwide Vincentian Family chose a theme with deep 
biblical roots: “Welcoming the Stranger.” 
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a.​ Biblical roots 

The Hebrew Scriptures, especially Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy, often exhort the 
Israelites to cherish “the alien in the land.”  Most striking of all is Deuteronomy 10:18-19, “God 
executes justice for the orphan and the widow and loves the resident alien, giving them food and 
clothing.  So you too should love the resident alien, for that is what you were in the land of 
Egypt.”   

 
The New Testament continues the theme.  In Matthew’s 25th chapter, among the criteria 

by which we shall be judged, Jesus lists, “When I was a stranger, you welcomed me.”  Given this 
scriptural emphasis, sheltering the homeless quickly found a place on Christianity’s list of 
corporal works of mercy. 

 
Matthew 25th chapter, describing the last judgement, influenced Vincent de Paul 

profoundly.  In his conferences, he often referred to the climax of the scene, in which Christ 
identified himself with the poor person: “As long as you did it for one of these, the least of my 
brothers and sisters, you did it for me.”  Seeing Christ in the poor person, Vincent felt a gnawing 
concern to do the works of mercy listed in the judgement scene, particularly caring for the 
homeless. 

Reflecting on this biblical data at its meeting on January 6-7, 2017, the Executive 
Committee of the International Leaders of the Vincentian Family approved a proposal to launch, 
as a family, the FamVin Homeless Alliance.   

b.​ Steps leading to the decision 

In order to determine what type of megaproject might best fit our Family, a small group 
visited the European Union in Brussels, the United Nations in New York, and Catholic Charities 
in Baltimore and asked representatives and experts in those places for suggestions.  Gradually, 
they came to the conviction that two criteria should guide the Family’s choice: 1) that the project 
would be of genuine service to the poor in as many countries as possible and 2) that it would 
enable the numerous branches of the worldwide Vincentian Family to work together.   

c.​ The decision 

In the end, after reviewing a list of possibilities, the International Vincentian Family’s 
Executive Committee decided on a megaproject directed toward homelessness, encompassing 
three dimensions:   

1.​ people without accommodations, e.g. street sleepers 
2.​ people living in temporary accommodations, e.g. refugee camps or internally displaced 

people 
3.​ people living in inadequate/insecure accommodations, e.g. slums and favelas, hostels. 

This three-dimensional framework, carefully formulated by the Institute of Global 
Homelessness, has been accepted by the United Nations as a standard for measuring and 
combatting homelessness. 
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At present, we have identified 225 currently existing branches of the Vincentian Family.  
We work in more than 153 countries.  If we work together in the service of the homeless, our 
efforts could have an enormous impact. 

Depaul International was asked to administer the FamVin Homeless Alliance.   

 
IV.​  BLENDING SYSTEMIC CHANGE AND A “CULTURE OF ENCOUNTER” IN 

SERVING THE HOMELESS 

Over the last several years, Pope Francis has highlighted two themes that have enormous 
relevance for the Vincentian Family. 

First, Pope Francis has often emphasized the need for structural or systemic change.  In 
his encyclical Laudato Si’, he underlined repeatedly how “everything in the world is connected,” 
a theme that the Vincentian Family Commission for Promoting Systemic Change has been 
stressing in all its workshops. Speaking in Bolivia in July 2015, Pope Francis made a dramatic 
appeal for systemic change.   

There is an invisible thread joining every one of the forms of exclusion: can we recognize 
it? These are not isolated issues.  

… let us not be afraid to say it: we want change, real change, structural change. This 
system is by now intolerable. 

Secondly, Pope Francis has urged contemporary society to create a “culture of encounter” 
in which we are prepared not only to give but also to receive from others.  Hospitality, he says, 
grows from both giving and receiving.  He warns against the “globalization of indifference.” 

In order to serve the poor with a love that is “affective and effective,” as St. Vincent puts 
it, below I offer a series of reflections.  I hope that they will be helpful to all those engaged in the 
FamVin Homeless Alliance so that we might work together for systemic change and, at the same 
time, create a “culture of encounter” in our work with the homeless. 

1.​ Listening to the homeless 

Listening is the foundation of all spirituality.  If we do not listen, nothing enters our 
minds and hearts.  The scriptures tell us that listening is crucial.  “Blessed are those who hear the 
word of God,” Jesus says, “and act on it” (Luke 11:28). On the other hand, he bemoans, “Seeing, 
they did not see, and hearing, they did not hear” (Mark 4:12). 

My experience, I regret to say, is that, while some are good listeners, many are not.  
Some, unfortunately, are so filled with technical knowledge and skills, or with their own goals, 
that they cannot hear the voice of the person in need who is crying out for help.  How many 
people really listen to the homeless? 

In his wonderful book on community, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “The first service that 
one owes to others in the community consists in listening to them.” 
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2.​ Seeing and serving Christ in the homeless  

Following Jesus’ lead in the 25th chapter of Matthew’s gospel, Vincent continually urged 
his followers to see the face of Christ in the face of those in need.  He said to the Daughters of 
Charity: 

You serve Jesus Christ in the person of the poor.  That is as true as our being here.  Ten 
times a day a sister will go out to visit the sick, and ten times a day she will find God 
there…  O my Daughters, how wonderful that is!  God graciously accepts the service you 
render to the sick, and he considers it done to himself. 

Using terminology resonant of Vincent’s, Mother Theresa of Calcutta spoke of the real 
presence of Christ not just in the Eucharist, but also in the suffering.   

3.​ Offering friendship 

Friendship lies at the heart of Jesus’ relationship with his followers.  He says to them, “I 
no longer call you servants.  I call you friends.”  The relationship of friendship is characterized 
by warmth, conversation, sharing, service, sacrifice, and forgiveness. 

One of the principal gifts we can give others is friendship.  It is integral to the spirituality 
of mercy that Jesus outlines in the judgment scene in Matthew 25:31-46. 

In our Family, Vincent calls us to treat those we serve not as “the poor” but as persons.  
He asks us to treat them not as clients but as friends for whom we care deeply.   

In the end, all good care is not merely transactional (doing something), but also 
relational.  We offer people not just lodging but hospitality.  We visit them in their homes.  We 
reach out to them in friendship. 

4.​ Providing holistic service 

Homelessness affects the whole person: physically, psychologically, emotionally, and 
relationally.  We have all experienced how deep the wounds of the marginalized are.  Many 
homeless people suffer the stigma of prejudice within their own country or in a foreign land.  
Many find themselves isolated and lonely.  Some struggle with psychological or drug or alcohol 
problems.  Some do not speak the local language well.  Many have legal or medical problems.  
Many suffer from depression and have lost joy in life.  

Holistic service is fundamental to systemic change.  Everything is connected to 
everything else.  When any single element in a system breaks down, everything else is affected. 

5.​ Serving as advocates 

Psalm 85:10 tells us that in God “Mercy and truth have met each other: justice and peace 
have kissed.”  Mercy and justice are linked.  Mercy seasons justice.  But mercy without justice 
cannot last.  The works of mercy are only a palliative solution if the works of justice do not 
accompany them. 
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A systemic approach calls us to stand at the side of the homeless as their advocates: 
advocates striving to wipe out prejudice, advocates striving to win the support of governments 
and foundations, and advocates striving to reunite them with their families and with communities 
that may have isolated them.   

For the homeless, of course, finding a home is fundamental.  Adequate housing is a basic 
human right.  Pope Francis has often spoken of the “3 L’s”: land, labor and lodging.  The thirteen 
houses that Vincent purchased near Saint-Lazare symbolize his awareness of how important, for 
human dignity, a home is. 

 

CONCLUSION 

​ Let me conclude with a poem by Langston Hughes, entitled “Freedom’s Plow.” 

 
First in the heart is the dream - 
Then the mind starts seeking a way. 
Her eyes look out on the world, 
On the great wooded world, 
On the rich soil of the world, 
On the rivers of the world. 
The eyes see there materials for building, 
See the difficulties, too, and the obstacles. 
The mind seeks a way to overcome these obstacles. 
 
The hand seeks tools to cut the wood, 
To till the soil and harness the power of the waters. 
Then the hand seeks other hands to help, 
A community of hands to help - 
 
Thus, the dream becomes not one person's dream alone, 
But a community dream. 
Not my dream alone, but our dream. 
Not my world alone, 
But your world and my world, 
Belonging to all the hands who build. 
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