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® Contemplation: The First and Final Principle 

It seems to be the central irony of this Vincentian vocation that our Society’s primary purpose is our 
own growth in holiness. Most, if not all of us join the Society in order to serve others, only to learn later 
that we are primarily serving ourselves. Blessed Frédéric himself commented on this apparent 
contradiction. Having explained that our home visits are as much for ourselves as for the neighbor, he 
suggested that “this motive of personal interest, this egoism at the bottom of our work, might cause it to 
lose something of your esteem.” [82, to Curnier, 1834] 

It does seem backwards if you view it this way. We are called to works of true charity, to give of 
ourselves “for love alone”, yet we also believe, as Frédéric said, that “visiting the poor should be the 
means and not the end of our association.” [182, to Lallier, 1838] Read in isolation, this sounds like an 
instrumentalist view of charitable works, reducing the neighbors to mere objects. Yet nothing could be 
further from the truth of our calling. 

Recall that when asked which is the Greatest Commandment, Christ gave us two: first to love God, and 
second to love the neighbor just as we love ourselves. These words are echoed in our Catechism’s 
definition of the virtue of charity. [CCC:1822] Frédéric points out that this call to love of God and neighbor 
mentions, but “does not prescribe self-love, because it is so innate that it needs to be enlightened, 
moderated, and not ordained.” [29, to Materne, 1831] In other words, love of self, properly understood, is 
love for the gift of self that we have received from God, which, like all of His gifts, is meant to be shared. 

While a disordered self-love can lead us to pride or vanity, it can also lead us to a false humility, in 
which “love grows weak, and self-interest hides beneath the false austerity of our disappointment. We 
are only so unhappy because we love ourselves too much.” [160, to Lallier, 1837] To live our virtue of 
charity, to answer our Vincentian calling, requires us to love ourselves not as idols, but as creatures 
made in God’s image, living vessels of God’s love. The Greatest Commandment, Frédéric explained, 
“is a magnificent law that identifies three principles for human actions: the infinite, immense, boundless 
love of God; love for one’s neighbor, related to the love of God; and lastly the love of oneself, 
subordinate to the other two.” [29, to Materne, 1831] 

And so, this “central irony” is not ironic at all. Our love of the neighbor is only an expression of our love 
for God Himself, Who first loved us into being, and wants us to come to Him. We can’t truly love the 
neighbor without recognizing God’s love in and for ourselves. With this understanding, we can say with 
Frédéric, “Self-love shall be the basis of my private life, love of my fellow man shall be the basis of my 
social life, love of God shall soar up above them both, as the first and final principle behind all of my 
works, the A and Ω.” [Ibid] 

Contemplate 

When I look in the mirror, just as when I look at the neighbor, do I see and love the image of God?  
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