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Zeal: Passionate Love 
 

We don’t know if Saint Vincent de Paul (S.V.P.), Vicentine spirituality’s founder, got to know the  Portuguese 

literature’s epitome and one of his most well-known sonnets/poems: “love is fire that burns without being 

seen”, by Luís Vaz de Camões. However, he will use the same metaphor to speak about zeal, when he says: «If 

God’s love is fire, zeal is the flame. If God’s love is the Sun, zeal is the lightning», «it’s a fire that acts without 

stopping» (S.V.P. XII, 307-308). 

 

As we already know, to our founder, humility, simplicity, meekness, mortification and ZEAL were the virtues 

required to de Vicentine missionaries. In his own words, seen as «the five soft stones with which we can win the 

evil Goliath» (S.V.P.). Appearing at the end of this list doesn’t mean, thought, it’s the smallest. Contrarily, without 

the virtue of zeal, any of the others will lose its strength and visibility.   

 

Indeed, the word ZEAL has a Greek origin (zêlos) and means fervour, living and passionate affection, 

dedication and care for someone or something; readiness and solicitude in the moment of assuming any service. 

 

Being true that Saint Vincent called it: «zeal for the souls», nowadays, in the line of an integral anthropology, 

we seek avoiding, even at the level of language, the dichotomy body-soul. Therefore, we prefer using the 

simplified denomination: ZEAL. However, its meaning keeps being the same, because this implies: 

 

• The passion of giving our lives as and for Jesus Christ: «We must have on our interior this disposition, 

and even this wish of suffering for God and for our neighbour, of tiring ourselves for them. […] expose 

ourselves voluntarily in this service for our neighbour to dilate Jesus Christ’s empire in the souls» 

(S.V.P.) 
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• The passion for being in the mission, announcing God’s Kingdom: «May we ask God for Him to give us 

the Spirit and the Heart of God’s Son, that may make us go anywhere» (S.V.P.) 

 

• Affective and effective love: «May we love God, the brothers, may we love God, but may it be with 

the strength of our arms and the sweat of our face» (S.V.P.) 

 

• The capacity of avoiding our opposites, such as: laziness, commodity, negligence, insensitivity and 

harshness of heart. This way, describes those that let themselves get entangled in these webs: «… will 

be accommodated people…, people who don’t live more than within a small circle, which limit their 

sight and projects to a small circumference in which they close themselves as in a point, without wanting 

to leave from there; and if they are taught something from outside it and get them close to see, after 

that they return to their centre, as snails to their shell » (S.V.P.) 

 

• A concrete, regular and involved in charity practice, as a big means for growing in this virtue. 

Perseverance and fidelity to love are the big challenge of present times. 

 

• Creativity in the moment of finding the best answers to new needs: «Love is infinitely inventive» (S.V.P.). 

The one who is zealous can adapt himself, finding new paths and developing new competences, such 

as, searching for help and continuous formation. 

 

• Finally, attention to avoid falling in an unconscious and immoderate activism. In a letter written with 

great simplicity to Pedro Escart, Saint Vincent de Paul alerts: «It’s easy, my dear father, even within 

virtues, to go from defect to excess, converting yourself from just to rigorous, from zealous, to 

unconscious. It is said that good wine easily becomes vinegar and that excessive preoccupation with 

health indicates an imminent disease. It’s true that zeal is the soul of virtues, but it is also true that it 

must be a zeal that follows the reason…»  

 
It’s very convenient and moving to get deeper into the knowledge and study of this Christian and Vicentine 

virtue during Eastertide. In fact, this liturgical time that starts with the Easter’s Vigil, with Christ’s Resurrection, 

and prolongates itself during seven weeks, until the advent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost (which means in 

Greek, “fifty days”), also means the immense force and incomparable joy that comes to us from the 

Resurrection, waiting, at the end of these fifty days, for the Holy Spirit’s charism, at the Feast of Pentecost. 
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Challenge | The unity form this fifty days is pointed out, in the liturgy, by 

the Paschal candle, which should be kept lighten during all celebrations, until 

Pentecost Sunday, expressing the lightning presence of Jesus, the 

Resurrected, and clearing the way to the advent of the Holy Spirit, who, in 

Pentecost, descended upon the Apostles in the form of tongues of fire. 

Therefore, during this liturgical time, either individually or in groups, offer 

yourself to be in your Christian community the one caring with zeal for your 

Paschal Candle, for example, by lightning it and renewing the flowers around 

it; Also, don’t forget to visit some people who are ill or poor in your community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliographic source: Diccionario de espiritualidad vicenciana, CEME, Salamanca, 1995. 
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