The Austrian Vincentian Province

1.  History of the province - from small beginnings grown to considerable size and now again quite small.

The roots of vincentian activity in Austria go back to the 18.  Century, when the Viennese archbishop Cardinal Christoph Migazzi appointed 1758 Polish Vincentians to the Viennese major seminary that he had founded.  This activity ended however already 1764 in the political arguments relating to reforms of the studies in general.  Some decades later the sisters of mercy (Barmherzige Schwestern) began vincentian activities in Austria.  From Strasbourg sisters came to Zams in Tirol in 1822, from there 1832 the foundation of the sister community in Vienna, Gumpendorf, took place, 1839 took place the foundation of the sisters of Innsbruck, likewise from Strasbourg, and starting from 1841 sisters of mercy were active in Salzburg.  

Likewise 1841 from the motherhouse in Munich the sisters of mercy in Graz were founded, and this gave the impact in the consequence that Vincentians came to Austria.  The sister community in Graz was not united - like all the other sisters at this time in Austria - with the mother house in Paris.  The Superioress Sr Leopoldine Brandis, however wanted this union and travelled to Paris in 1850, in order get into contact with the motherhouse in the rue du Bac.  

There she was admitted after 9 months to the Daughters of charity and appointed as Visitatrix of the new  DC province of Graz in Austria. For the establishment of an own noviciate the sisters in Austria needed however Vincentian priests.  Therefore sister Brandis had already brought along with her from Paris Fr. Bartholomaeus Touvre CM.  In the consequence some Austrian priests went to Paris into the noviciate of the Vincentians, in order to return as missionaries and spiritual guides for the sisters to Austria. However no bishop in Austria dared to receive them into his diocese for political reasons: priestly communities, whose superiors were in a foreign country - especially in France - were not allowed to settle in Austria.  

Only when the bishop from Lavant (today Maribor in Slovenia), the recently (1999) beatified Anton Martin Slomšek, succeeded to get personal and financial support for the establishment of a mission house of the Congregation of the mission from the former Austrian emperor Ferdinand, the way for the Vincentians to Austria was open.  The first mission house became St.Josef in Cilli (today Celje in Slovenia).  From there the Director of the sisters cared for the  sister’s community in Graz.  In August 1853 the Superior General Jean Baptist Etienne visited the CM and DC houses in Austria and erected in the consequence on November, 30, 1853 the new Austrian CM province in Graz with Dominikus Schlick, a French Vincentian of Bavarian descent as first visitor.  Because of different political difficulties, which made the connection between the provincial house in Warsaw and the mission house in Krakau impossible in the Polish province, also the mission house in Krakau was attached at that time to this Austrian province. 

The works of the Vincentians in the Austrian Hungarian monarchy in 19th century were not, like 80 years before in the field of priestly formation, but popular missions and pastoral care for the growing DC community. During the first century of the province more than 2000 missions were preached.  

In Graz, in the Mariengasse the province house war build. It included the formation house for the new community. Other houses were founded in Vienna, Kaiserstrasse, in Währing and in Hetzendorf, in Graz, Eggenberg, in Salzburg, Mülln and in Schwarzach, as well as in Hungary, Slovenia and Slovakia.  

In the year 1891 the St. Georgs College that was founded 1882 by the German Vincentian Conrad Stoever was connected to the Austrian province. 

After the First World War the large CM community in the Austrian-Hungarian monarchy was divided according to the political development into the provinces of Austria, Yugoslavia (Slovenia), Hungary and Slovakia who had then respectively their independent developments.  

In Austria besides the work of the popular missions the confreres worked more and more with catholic associations. This meant that the pastoral work at our churches became similar to that of parish churches. In the time of persecution by the Nazi-regime most of our houses in former Austria were expropriated.  In order to be able to do pastoral work at almost all mission houses parishes were established. These parishes remained to us after the war according to the request of the bishops. Today our engagement in parishes has still grown due to the lack of diocesan priest. 

The popular missions, the typical activity for many decades for the Vincentians came despite of several attempts of reorientation to an end. Other forms of extraordinary pastoral work emerged, e.g. a retreat house in Vienna-Hetzendorf and a more committed work for the socially poor: e.g. already in the 60's a house for illegitimate mothers or special pastoral care for workers in Graz, Eggenberg. In this house and in this domain also a close co-operation with the Austrian Society of St. Vincent de Paul developed. 

2.  The works of the Vincentians today

Additional emphasis is put now on the care for homeless people, refugees and foreigners in multiple forms and in new co-operation with the larger vincentian family.  

In the last decades, besides Slovakian and Hungarian confreres also Polish and Dutch confreres came for vincentian works to Austria and only recently an Italian confrere came to Istanbul.  

A young confrere teaches at present philosophy at the catholic seminar for priests in Kiev, where he supports also the community in the vice-province St.Cyrill and Method.  With the consent and even the recommendation of  the General Superior we have intensified the cooperation of the German and Austrian province, e.g. by common annual retreats, common provincial assemblies and provincial council meetings. Above all we are looking for intensifying the cooperation regarding the formation of the young confreres. 

An important field of work became in the last years the dialog with the Islam. In the St.Georgs College in Istanbul the "Christian-Muslim forum" promotes the theological and practical dialogue.  In Austria two confreres working in the institute "St.Justinus" offer interested persons with Islamic backgrounds accompany on the way to baptism (catechumenat for adults). 

The important challenge for the future is - as in most Western European countries - the concern for vincentian vocations and the spreading of the vincentian charisma.  

3.  The Austrian province today (statistic data from:  31.12.2005):  

5 houses, 17 priests (+ 1 priest from the province of Rome), 3 brothers, 1 student;  

Average age approx. 58 years

3-1. Provincial house Graz Mariengasse: 5 priests in the house, 2 priests adscripti

Activities:  Province administration, vocational pastoral, formation, promotion of vincentian spirituality, parish pastoral, DC-pastoral, charismatic renewal

3-2. Mission house St.Vinzenz in Graz-Eggenberg

1 priest, 1 brother

Activities:  parish pastoral, service of the poor in co-operation with the Vinzent de Paul-Society, "Vinzi-works" for homeless people, foreign beggars, young people and women in emergency situations, food and clothes at reduced prices...

3-3. Mission house Vienna-Kaiserstraße

6 priests

activities:  parish pastoral, refugee support, catechumenat for adults from the Islamic area

3-4. Mission house Vienna-Hetzendorf

1 priest, 1 brother

activity:  retreats

3-5. Mission house St. George in Istanbul

2 priests, 1 brother from Austria, 1 priest from the province Rome

activity:  administration and teaching in the St.Georgs College, community-pastoral and Caritas, Christian-Muslim forum 

