St. Vincent de Paul: A Life Given to the
Poor

Saint Vincent de Paul (1581-1660) stands as one of the most beloved and influential saints in
the history of the Catholic Church. Known as the “Apostle of Charity” and “Father of the Poor,”
Vincent de Paul dedicated his life to the service of those in need and to the renewal of the
Church in 17th-century France. His legacy lives on not only in the religious communities he
founded and the charitable institutions that bear his name, but also in the very spirit of
Christian charity that he championed.
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|. Early Life and Formation

Vincent de Paul was born on April 24, 1581, in the small village of Pouy in the southwest of
France (later renamed Saint-Vincent-de-Paul in his honor). He came from a poor peasant
family. His parents, Jean and Bertrande, were small-scale farmers who worked hard to provide
for Vincent and his five siblings. As a boy, Vincent tended the family’s livestock and knew the
grind of rural poverty firsthand. Yet, recognizing Vincent’s intelligence and devout nature, his
parents hoped he might become a priest, partly as a means of securing a better life for himself
and perhaps to help support the family. In those days, the priesthood was one of the few
avenues of upward mobility for a peasant’s son, and the de Paul family pooled resources to
send Vincent to school with the Franciscan friars at Dax.

Vincent proved an apt student. In 1597, he went to study theology at the University of
Toulouse. Even as a young seminarian, Vincent was ambitious and saw the priesthood largely
as a path to social advancement. By his own later admission, his initial motives for becoming
a priest were not entirely pure — he desired a comfortable benefice (an ecclesiastical post that
provided income) and a respectable position that would lift him out of his farm boy status.
Nonetheless, he was a serious student and, despite financial struggles, persevered in his
studies.

On September 23, 1600, Vincent was ordained a priest. He was just nineteen years old -
unusually young, the minimum age for ordination was normally twenty-four. An elderly bishop
ordained him. Shortly after ordination, Vincent was awarded the post of parish priestin the
small town of Tilh (near Dax), but another local priest challenged the appointment, and Fr.
Vincent resigned the post at Tilh. Humble on the surface but inwardly frustrated, he returned
to his studies. On 12 October 1604, he received a Bachelor of Theology from Toulouse, and
later he obtained a Licentiate in Canon Law from the University of Paris.

A dramatic turning point came in 1605. Vincent had traveled to the city of Marseille to handle
some business regarding an inheritance: a wealthy patron in Toulouse had died and left him a
sum of money and property. After settling this matter and converting some of the assets to
cash, Vincent embarked on a ship from Marseille to return to Toulouse. During the voyage, the
ship was attacked by Barbary pirates from North Africa. Vincent and others were captured and
taken to Tunis. There, he was auctioned as a slave and spent approximately two years in
bondage — an episode that sounds like something out of a nhovel, yet was not unheard of on
the 17th-century Mediterranean. His first master was a fisherman, but Vincent proved ill-
suited to hard labor at sea and was soon sold to an alchemist physician. With this second
master, Vincent’s duties included preparing chemical concoctions and medicinal remedies.
He had an inquisitive mind and later recounted some fascination with the man’s arcane
knowledge. When the alchemist died, Vincent was passed on to a new owner — an ex-priest
from Nice named Guillaume Gautier who had renounced Christianity and converted to Islam
in order to gain freedom (a not uncommon story in those days). Vincent served this renegade
and his household, which included the man’s Muslim wife. According to letters Vincent later
wrote, the wife became curious about Vincent’s faith when she observed his quiet piety and
resignation to God’s will even in slavery. She would visit him while he worked in the fields,
asking about his religion. Moved by Vincent’s example, she reportedly chastised her husband
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for abandoning Christianity. The former priest, conscience-stricken, decided to escape
Tunisia and return to France with Vincent. After secretly fashioning a small boat, they fled
across the Mediterranean and landed near Aigues-Mortes, France, on June 29, 1607. Vincent,
thus liberated at age 26, had survived an ordeal that tested and deepened his faith. Whether
every detail happened exactly as Vincent described (some modern historians have expressed
doubts about this narrative, noting the lack of corroborating records), the experience of
captivity certainly would have left an imprint on him.

After regaining his freedom, Vincent made a brief trip to Rome in 1608, seeking opportunities
for church preferment and continuing his studies. By early 1609 he was in Paris, which would
be the main theater of his activity thereafter. In Paris, Vincent initially lodged at a modest
boarding house and lived hand-to-mouth while trying to gain a foothold. Divine Providence put
in his path an influential spiritual mentor: Abbé Pierre de Bérulle, a prominent priest (later
cardinal) who led the French Oratorian movement. Bérulle detected in Vincent a great
potential for holiness beneath the young man’s surface worldliness. Under Bérulle’s guidance,
Vincent underwent a kind of second conversion —turning away from personal advancement
toward a focus on whatever mission God had for him. Bérulle encouraged Vincent to take on
an assignment as chaplain and tutor in the household of the wealthy de Gondi family, feeling
that this would both employ Vincent’s talents and expose him to the real spiritual needs of the
people.

Thus, in 1612 Vincent de Paul became tutor to the children of Philippe-Emmanuel de Gondi
and his wife Marguerite de Silly, Madame de Gondi, who owned large estates in the
countryside. He also served as a spiritual director to Madame de Gondi, who was a deeply
devout woman. Serving as the Gondi family’s chaplain brought Vincent into contact with both
the highest levels of French society (the Gondi’s were an illustrious family connected to
royalty) and the lowest (the peasants who worked their lands). Vincent was now comfortably
ensconced in an aristocratic milieu — a far cry from his peasant childhood - but events soon
moved him in a radically different direction, one that would define the rest of his life.



ll. A Change of Heart: The Folleville and Chétillon
Experiences

Two incidents in the year 1617 proved to be the watershed of Vincent de Paul’s life, opening
his eyes to his true calling of serving the poor and the spiritually neglected. These experiences
—one in the tiny village of Folleville and the other in the town of Chéatillon — sparked Vincent’s
profound change of heart, or “conversion within his conversion.”

The first occurred in January 1617 on the de Gondi estate in the village of Folleville (in Picardy,
northern France). While Vincent was traveling with Madame de Gondi, a message came that a
peasant lay gravely ill and had desperately requested a priest for confession. Vincent went at
once to the dying man, listened to his confession, and provided the last rites. In conversation
afterward, Vincent realized with shock that this poor tenant —a man who had lived on
Christian soil his whole life — knew little about his faith and had been carrying grave sins for
years without confessing them, simply because he had never been well instructed or
encouraged. The encounter shook Vincent. He later recounted that he was struck by the
spiritual poverty of the country people, who were often priestless or served by ignorant clergy,
and thus lived and died without the comfort and guidance of the Church.

A few days later, on January 25, 1617 (the Feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, a date not lost
on Vincent), he felt compelled to address this situation publicly. Vincent ascended the pulpit
of the village church in Folleville and preached an impassioned sermon on the importance of
sincere confession, repentance, and turning back to God. He spoke to them in plain language
about God’s mercy, urging everyone to make a general confession of their life. The response
was extraordinary and wholly unexpected: the entire village was stirred. People came forward
in droves, many weeping, lining up to confess sins that had long burdened them. Vincent
spent hours hearing confessions, and neighboring priests had to be called to assist due to the
sheer number of penitents. This sudden outpouring astonished Vincent. He had not guessed
the depth of hunger for the Word of God among these simple folk. It was a moment of
illumination for him. In that remote church of Folleville, the comfortable chaplain realized that
bringing the Gospel to the common people was both an immense need and a personal
mandate from God. In later years, Vincent would often point to the sermon at Folleville on
January 25, 1617, as the inception of the mission that eventually became the Congregation of
the Mission.

The second decisive event came only months afterward, in mid-1617, in the small town of
Chatillon-les-Dombes (today Chétillon-sur-Chalaronne) in the Bresse region of eastern
France. Vincent, seeking to put into practice his new vision, had asked Bérulle to arrange for
him a parish assignment where he could directly care for souls. Thus he was appointed parish
priest in Chéatillon in the spring of 1617. He served there only for a few months, but what
transpired was of lasting significance. One summer Sunday, as Vincent was vesting for Mass,
a distraught parishioner came to tell him about a local family who were all gravely ill and in
desperate need of food and care. Vincent mentioned their plight during his sermon, delivering
an impromptu exhortation to the congregation about the duty of charity — he urged the



villagers to remember that true religion must include loving one’s neighbor in need, and he
roused them to assist the stricken family that very day.

Later that afternoon, Vincent decided to go visit the sick family himself to see how he could
help. As he walked along the road, he was met by a surprising sight: dozens of villagers — men,
women, and children — were streaming towards the family’s cottage, carrying baskets of
bread, vegetables, wine, meat, and linens. Vincent had to wade through a crowd at the house,
where generous townspeople were already cooking broth, feeding the patients, and tidying
the miserable hut. The outpouring of spontaneous charity overwhelmed him with joy but also
made him realize that goodwill alone was not enough; it needed coordination. If all the food
came at once, the family might be inundated one day and then starve the next. Likewise, the
initial enthusiasm could fade unless organized into a sustainable effort.

Vincent saw an opportunity to create something new: an organized network of laypeople
devoted to regular charitable service. Within days, he convened a meeting of a small group of
devout women in Chétillon and proposed a plan. They formed what Vincent called a
“Confraternity of Charity” in the parish — essentially a lay association of women dedicated to
assisting the poor and sick. On August 23, 1617, the Confraternity of Charity of Chéatillon was
formally established (Vincent always remembered the exact date). Vincent drew up a simple
rule for them, outlining a rotating schedule so that each day, assigned members would bring
cooked meals to the sick, dress their wounds, bathe them, and generally tend to their needs.
The members, initially all women, also pooled funds to buy medicines and other necessities.
Vincent emphasized that their service should be done in a spirit of humility and love, seeing
Christ in those they cared for. This little foundation — a simple parish-based ministry —was in
fact historic: it was one of the first organized, formal charities for laywomen in the Church, a
prototype of countless Catholic charitable societies to come. The Chatillon group thrived
under Vincent’s encouragement. Remarkably, its direct descendant, the International
Association of Charities, still exists today, tracing its origins to this moment.

The experiences at Folleville and Chatillon in 1617 transformed Vincent de Paul. He later
described 1617 as the year he was converted to the poor. He discovered that his true calling
was to devote himself to the evangelization and service of the most vulnerable — the materially
poor and the spiritually neglected. He also learned a valuable strategy: to enlist others in this
mission, multiplying the effort. At Folleville, he had ignited a spiritual revival among the
peasants; at Chéatillon, he had harnessed compassion into organized action. These two -
Word and deed, mission and charity —would form the dual focus of Vincent’s vocation.

It is worth noting that Vincent’s decision to leave the Gondi household and work in a rural
parish alarmed Madame de Gondi, who deeply valued him as her family’s spiritual guide. After
only about five months in Chétillon, in late 1617, she prevailed upon Vincent (with Bérulle’s
assent) to return to the Gondi estate to continue his ministry there. Vincent complied out of
obedience, but he returned a changed man. From late 1617 onward, even while formally still
the chaplain to the Gondi family, Vincent de Paul’s energies were poured into wider efforts on
behalf of the poor. Madame de Gondi herself, recognizing the grace at work in Vincent,
became his collaborator. With her financial support and influence, Vincent began preaching
missions to the peasants on the deGondi lands and beyond, and establishing Confraternities



of Charity in each place to take care of the poor. Over the next few years, dozens of these
local charities were founded across rural parishes in France, following the template of the first
one in Chatillon. Notably, they often involved well-to-do or noble women taking turns
personally aiding the poor — a striking departure from the norm, as previously charitable
outreach by upper-class women might be limited to donating funds or sending servants.
Vincent had tapped into a deep well of compassion and given it practical form.
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Photo caption: St. Vincent de Paul founded his first society of the Ladies of Charity in Chatillon
and gave them the rules. October 8, 1617.


https://famvin.org/es/files/2025/09/Vincent-de-Paul-5.jpg

lll. Founding the Congregation of the Mission

As Vincent’s mission work among the poor expanded, he recognized that he needed a stable
community of priests devoted full-time to this apostolate. Up to this point, he had been
operating somewhat informally — a few diocesan priests here and there would assist him on
missions when they could. But Vincent envisioned a company of evangelical laborers who
would commit their lives to “bringing good news to the poor,” much as he had begun to do.
This intuition led to the founding of the Congregation of the Mission —the religious
congregation of priests and brothers commonly called the Vincentians or Lazarists.

Madame de Gondi and her husband agreed to endow a foundation to support Vincent’s
missionary endeavors among the poor country folk. On September 4, 1826, with the de Gondi
endowment and in accord with the Foundational Contract of the Congregation of the Mission
[April 17, 1625], Vincent and a small group of three priests came together in Paris and signed a
document by which they committed to live together as a community and devote themselves
to the salvation of the poor. April 17, 1625, the day on which this contract was notarized, is
often considered the formal beginning of the Congregation of the Mission.

At first, the little community gathered in the College des Bons-Enfants in Paris. On January 25,
1626 (nine years to the day after the Folleville sermon), the group made mutual promises to
pursue the objectives of the mission. In 1627, they received papal approval for their work from
Pope Urban VI, elevating it to the status of a mission “Congregation.” The Archbishop of Paris
formally approved their Rule on April 24, 1626. Vincent was designated the first Superior
General of the Congregation of the Mission — a role he would hold for the rest of his life.

The Congregation’s purpose was bold in its simplicity: the evangelization of the rural poor
and the improvement of the clergy’s formation. Vincent and his companions conducted
itinerant preaching campaigns, known as “missions,” in villages upon invitation by local
pastors or bishops. They would typically spend several weeks in a locale, preaching basic
truths of the faith every day, teaching catechism to children and adults, urging people to make
good confessions, reconciling feuds, and reforming morals. Their approach was
compassionate and tailored to simple folk — unlike some earlier missioners who took a
scolding, fire-and-brimstone tone, Vincent insisted on gentleness and understanding,
meeting people where they were. The effect of these missions was often dramatic: hardened
sinners converted, marriages reconciled, restitutions made for injustices, and a noticeable
uplift in moral and spiritual life in those parishes.

By 1633, the fledgling community found a permanent home in Paris. That year, the Priory of
Saint-Lazare, on the outskirts of Paris, was given to the Congregation (the prior of Saint-
Lazare admired Vincent’s work and ceded the property). Saint-Lazare had been a medieval
leprosarium and was a large enclosed compound - it became both the motherhouse of the
Congregation of the Mission and a center for many of Vincent’s projects. From then on,
members of the Congregation were often referred to as “Lazarists” by the public (from Saint-
Lazare). Saint-Lazare had a spacious church, living quarters, gardens, and meeting halls —
ideal for forming priests and hosting the many who came to Vincent for guidance or charity.



Under Vincent’s direction, Saint-Lazare became a hub of missionary fervor and also a kind of
“headquarters of charity” in Paris.

The Congregation of the Mission grew steadily. Talented and zealous priests joined from
various parts of France. Vincent instilled in them a spirit of humility, simplicity, and charity as
the core virtues. They were not a monastic order; they were clerics living in community for a
missionary purpose. Vincent’s leadership style was fatherly — firm in purpose, but flexible in
methods. He gave them the motto “Evangelizare pauperibus misit me” (“He has sent me to
bring good news to the poor,” from Luke 4:18). A Latin phrase he often repeated was “Totum
opus nostrum in operatione consisit” — “Our entire work consists of action,” underscoring
that the love of God must express itself in practical efforts. Yet he balanced this by insisting
that the missionaries be men of prayer: Above all, have a great interior life—he used to tell
them—for if you lack an inner life, you lack everything. He urged them never to neglect times
of meditation, the Divine Office, and spiritual reading, lest activism make them forget the
source of their strength.

Within Vincent’s lifetime, the Vincentian missionaries spread beyond the Paris region to
various parts of France and even to other countries. They established mission houses in
several French dioceses — often taking charge of the clergy formation or of regular preaching
circuits. They went wherever the need was acute. For instance, Vincent sent a team to Rome
in 1642 at the invitation of Pope Urban VIII to staff a house for missions to the Papal States. He
dispatched priests to Tunisia and Algiers to serve as chaplains to Christian galley slaves and
to engage in ransoming slaves (Vincent never forgot the captive Christians in North Africa,
having been one himself). He sent members to Poland in 1651 at the request of the Queen of
Poland, where they began missions and eventually opened houses that ministered to the poor
and educated clergy. Perhaps most daringly, Vincent agreed (in 1648) to a mission to
Madagascar — a vast and perilous undertaking. A band of Vincentian priests and brothers set
sail to evangelize the remote island. They endured extreme hardships, and many, including
the superior, died of disease. Though the Madagascar mission had only limited success during
Vincent’s lifetime (it would eventually bear fruit later), it showed the universality of his vision:
there were no borders to charity and evangelization.

By the 1650s, the Congregation of the Mission numbered around 70 priests and 20 brothers in
France, plus those in foreign missions. By the time of Vincent’s death in 1660, it is estimated
there were 25 Vincentian houses operating. In subsequent decades it would grow further; just
before the French Revolution, the Lazarists were directing 53 major seminaries and had over
800 members. Vincent himself, however, remained humble about these achievements. In a
1658 conference to his priests, he said: “Our vocation is to go, not just to one parish or one
diocese, but all over the world - and do what? To inflame hearts with the love of God by
preaching the Gospel to the poor... It is not enough for me to love God if my neighbor does
not also love Him.” Those words reveal the fire that drove Vincent and the purpose he
imparted to his Congregation.

At Vincent’s funeral in 1660, the preacher declared that Vincent de Paul “just about
transformed the face of the Church in France.” While Vincent would have been the first to
deflect such praise, it is true that the Congregation of the Mission — along with his other



initiatives — had a profound effect on French Catholicism, reawakening religious practice
among the common people and raising standards for the clergy. Funny, charming, practical,
and candid, Vincent had an extraordinary capacity to connect with all types of people and to
inspire them to join in the Gospel mission. The Congregation of the Mission was one key
instrument in that legacy.
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IV. Service to Galley Prisoners and Other Works of
Mercy

While establishing missions and confraternities, Vincent de Paul became involved in various
other works of mercy that further demonstrated his boundless charity. One of the most
renowned was his ministry to the galley convicts of France. This began through his
connection with the Gondi family: Monsieur de Gondi was General of the Royal Galleys, and in
1618 he made Vincent the chaplain to his rowers. In those times, convicts were sentenced to
the galleys — forced to row the great oared ships of the French navy. When not at sea, these
galley slaves were kept in appalling conditions in the port cities. They were chained in dark,
filthy dungeons, starved on meager rations of bread and water, and left to lie in their own filth,
covered with sores and vermin. Most people, even in the Church, recoiled from these
wretches orignored them as beyond help. Vincent de Paul, however, saw in them souls for
whom Christ died, and neighbors deserving of compassion.

Around 1619, Vincent began visiting the galley prison in Paris, located in the old Louvre
complex. The sight horrified him: he encountered men half-naked, malnourished, many sick
or injured, all living in misery and despair. Vincent did what few would - he rolled up his
sleeves and tended to them directly. He spoke kindly to the prisoners, listened to them, and
brought small comforts. He cleaned and bandaged their ulcers and lesions (tasks that were
nauseating, as many had infected wounds from chafing chains or flogging). He gave them
food, distributing bowls of soup or bread and meat that he solicited from benefactors.
Recognizing their spiritual needs too, he urged them to turn back to God, but he did soin a
gentle, fraternal manner that won their trust. Hardened criminals who had been violent and
hostile were seen to break down in tears at Vincent’s words or to beg him for confession,
touched by this unexpected love.

In 1622, King Louis XIll formally named Vincent de Paul as Royal Almoner of the Galleys, a
title that recognized his work and gave him license to minister to galley slaves throughout the
realm. Vincent traveled to the ports of Marseille and Bordeaux, where galleys were stationed,
to inspect conditions and bring improvements. In Marseilles, he found the same horrors as in
Paris. He established a confraternity of local women there to assist the convicts with food and
nursing. He also personally went aboard the galley ships in dock to speak with the chained
rowers. A legendary (though likely apocryphal) story relates that Vincent was so moved by one
exhausted slave that he took the man’s place at the oar for a time, rowing in his stead - this
story, whether literally true or not, perfectly symbolises Vincent’s spirit of solidarity with the
most afflicted.

Another aspect of Vincent’s prison ministry was the redemption of slaves. Often French
sailors were captured by Barbary pirates. Vincent raised funds to help ransom such captives
when possible, collaborating with religious orders like the Trinitarians and Mercedarians who
specialized in ransoming Christian slaves. He even sent two Vincentian priests, including a
dynamic missionary named Fr. Frangois du Coudray, to Tunis and Algiers in 1645 as
emissaries. Their mission, supported by Vincent’s guidance, was to provide pastoral care to
Christian slaves in those cities and to negotiate or facilitate redemptions. This was extremely
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dangerous work (one of Vincent’s priests was martyred in Algiers later), but it exemplified the
daring scope of Vincent’s charity: he was willing to chase charity’s call to the ends of the earth
and into the jaws of hostility.

Beyond the galleys, Vincent engaged with virtually every kind of suffering that presented itself.
In the late 1620s and 1630s, for example, a series of harsh winters and failed harvests brought
famine to parts of France. Vincent organized relief on a grand scale. In 1639-1640, when the
region of Lorraine was devastated by a combination of famine and the pillaging of troops
during the Thirty Years’ War, Vincent spearheaded an immense relief operation from Paris. He
collected donations from the wealthy of the capital, amassing what today would be millions
of dollars, and dispatched convoys of grain, wine, and meat to the east. He wrote letters
coordinating teams of priests and Daughters of Charity to distribute food in the worst-affected
villages and to establish soup kitchens and shelters. It is recorded that between 1639 and
1643, Vincent channeled over 1.5 million livres (an enormous sum then) in assistance to war-
torn regions. This effort saved thousands from starvation and earned Vincent widespread
respect — even officers in the Swedish and Spanish armies reportedly allowed some of his
relief convoys to pass when they heard they were “for Monsieur Vincent’s charity.”

One particular subset of the needy that Vincent turned attention to were abandoned
children. Paris in the 17th century had a high infant mortality and many unwanted babies
born out of wedlock or into dire poverty. These infants were often left at church doors or
worse, left to die. Distressed by this, Vincent and the Ladies of Charity took action. Around
1638, Vincent encountered a newborn who had been left on a street to die of exposure.
Outraged and compassionate, he brought the matter to the Ladies of Charity in Paris. He
preached in churches about the plight of these innocents, stirring consciences. The Ladies,
under his direction, began a ministry for foundlings. They rented a small house where they
took in infants who were brought to them, and hired wet nurses or foster mothers to feed and
care for them (as formula did not exist and the only way to keep an infant alive was through
breast milk). This work was very costly and often heartbreaking. At one point, the number of
infants being brought to them grew so high and the expenses so steep that the Ladies started
to panic. They had taken in dozens of babies, providing them milk, medicine, and eventually
apprenticeships for older children — but funds were running low and some voices argued it
was unsustainable. According to an account, Vincent, upon hearing that the Ladies were
considering abandoning the project, gave an impassioned appeal in 1640 that shamed and
inspired the congregation to donate enough to keep the Foundling Home open. He told them
that these little ones were Jesus’s “least brethren” and that to abandon them was akin to
murder. His words found receptive hearts. Donations poured in. The work continued. The
Daughters of Charity later took over day-to-day running of the foundling home, and by 1670,
they were caring for hundreds of children each year.

Vincent also became involved in caring for the mentally ill, who were often chained in prisons
or left on the streets. At Saint-Lazare, he set aside a building to house a number of mentally
disturbed men, giving them shelter and basic care — one of the earliest small-scale asylums
for humane treatment of the mentally ill. He would sometimes gently refer to them as our poor
afflicted ones and insisted they be treated kindly, not as animals.
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In addition, Vincent supported the establishment of the Ladies of Charity of the Hotel-Dieu
in Paris. The H6tel-Dieu was the main hospital in Paris, serving the sick poor, and it was
notoriously overcrowded and unsanitary. Around 1634, Vincent helped bring together about
200 high-society women in Paris to volunteer on a rotation at the hospital, nursing patients,
cleaning linens, and bringing better food. He gave these Ladies a rule and spiritual
encouragement, bolstering what might be seen as the first volunteer hospital auxiliary.

From prisoners to orphans, from refugees to the disabled, there was hardly any suffering
group in Vincent’s France that he did not try to assist. Often he did so indirectly by
empowering others — a key aspect of his method. He had a remarkable talent for organizing
people of different social strata to work together for a cause. For example, to support his
many charitable enterprises, Vincent cultivated relationships with aristocrats and even
members of the royal family, securing donations and political support. Simultaneously, he
always emphasized that the actual service — visiting the poor, feeding the hungry — should
involve personal encounter, not just giving money. This ethos meant that whether one was a
duchess or a maidservant, when one entered the door of a charity hospital or a poor hovel to
serve, all stood on equal footing as servants of Christ.

Vincent’s works of mercy extended beyond immediate relief: he also cared about the long-
term spiritual welfare of those he served. He often arranged for missions or catechesis in
tandem with charity. For instance, when he sent help to regions devastated by war, he also
sent mission priests to preach and re-establish the Sacraments there, repairing the fabric of
both body and soul.

Vincent de Paul distributes Communion to galley prisoners. lllustration by Jean-Loup Chamet.
Source: DePaul Image Archive. Digitally enhaced.
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V. The Daughters of Charity and the Role of Women in
Vincent’s Mission

One of St. Vincent de Paul’s most significant legacies is the establishment of the Daughters
of Charity — a then new model of religious life for women dedicated to active service “in the
world.” This Congregation, co-founded with Saint Louise de Marillac, revolutionized women’s
involvement in ministry and has had an incalculable impact on healthcare, education, and
social service over the centuries.

The roots of the Daughters of Charity lie in Vincent’s Confraternities of Charity. As mentioned,
these parish-based groups were initially composed of local women (often of some social
standing) who volunteered to nurse the sick poor. In smaller towns, that sufficed. But in Paris
and big cities, the scale of poverty was such that volunteer ladies — many of them aristocratic
or bourgeois — could not personally handle all tasks. Often, they would donate money and
send their servants to deliver soup or bandage wounds. Vincent perceived a problem: while
the ladies had goodwill and resources, they sometimes lacked the time or practical skills for
detailed nursing care, and their servants lacked the spiritual motivation or training to do it
well. Many tasks (dressing ulcers, washing emaciated patients, changing soiled bedding) were
unpleasant and would be done half-heartedly by a forced servant.

Vincent and Louise’s solution was imaginative: why not recruit humble, hardworking young
women from peasant backgrounds —those who had physical stamina and practical know-how
—and form them into a corps of full-time “servants of the poor”? These women would be
motivated by love of God and neighbor, given spiritual formation, and coordinated by
someone who could train and supervise them.

Providentially, Vincent had at his side the perfect co-founder for such an initiative: Louise de
Marillac. Louise was an educated and pious widow from Paris who had sought Vincent’s
spiritual direction around 1625. Born out of wedlock into a noble family, married to an official
who died young, and left with a son to raise, Louise had faced many struggles. Vincent
became her mentor and confessor, gradually helping her discern that she could serve God by
assisting in his works of charity. By 1630, Vincent was entrusting Louise de Marillac with
visiting and organizing the Confraternities of Charity in Paris and beyond. She proved
extraordinarily capable — devout but also smart, administrative, and deeply empathetic. She
traveled to rural parishes to help set up new Confraternities and to give on-site guidance to
existing ones.

It was Louise who helped Vincent realize that a new kind of sisterhood could be formed.
Around 1633, they began gathering a few young village women who had come to Paris hoping
to serve God and the poor. One early pioneer was Marguerite Naseau, a poor country girl who
taught herself to read and catechized children, and who offered herself to Vincent’s service.
(Marguerite died in 1633, nursing a plague victim — effectively the first Daughter of Charity to
give her life in service, even before the Company was formally established.) On November 29,
1633, Louise de Marillac invited several candidates to meet in her own home. This is
considered the founding date of the Company of the Daughters of Charity. They began living
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together in community under Louise’s direction, receiving basic training in nursing, cooking,
and the spiritual ethos Vincent envisioned.

Vincent gave them a startling description of their vocation: unlike nuns, who were cloistered
and dedicated to prayer apart from the world, these women would have for monastery only
the houses of the sick, for cell a hired room, for chapel the parish church, for cloister the
streets of the city or wards of hospitals, for enclosure obedience, and for veil holy modesty. In
other words, their convent would be the world of the poor. This represented a dramatic break
with Church norms. At that time, allwomen in religious life took solemn vows and were strictly
cloistered (enclosed within their convents). The Council of Trent had actually forbidden any
new congregation of women that was not cloistered. Vincent was aware of this restriction. To
sidestep it, he and Louise structured the Daughters of Charity in an innovative way: the
Daughters did not take perpetual religious vows; instead, they made annual private vows of
poverty, chastity, and obedience, renewable each year. Technically, this meant they remained
part of the laity, not canonically “religious sisters” bound to enclosure. They wore a simple
dress that was essentially a modified peasant costume: a grayish-blue homespun habit with a
white headdress (which later developed into the distinctive large-winged cornet that became
their emblem). They were not called “Sister” initially, but “La Sceur Servante” (the servant
sister) or simply “Daughter of Charity.”

At the beginning, there were just a handful of Daughters. Vincent gave weekly conferences to
them, instilling in them the virtues needed: humility, simplicity, and charity above all. He
taught them how to see Christ in the poor and to treat even the most repulsive cases with
respect and tenderness. Louise, for her part, taught them practical skills — how to dress
wounds, prepare nourishing soups, manage a storeroom, and even basic literacy so they
could read prayers and medical recipes.

The need for their services was immense, and their number grew. The Daughters of Charity
soon took over responsibility for many tasks that the Ladies of Charity had initiated but could
not maintain alone. They began working in the H6tel-Dieu hospital by 1636, caring for
hundreds of patients there under dire conditions. They were sent to hurse wounded soldiers
on battlefields during the Thirty Years’ War, such as at the siege of Arras in 1658, where
eyewitnesses marveled at these women in modest dress fearlessly tending the dying. They
served the galley convicts in the hospital Vincent established — scrubbing their sores and
giving them medicine. They made the rounds of the city to find and nurse shut-ins and beggars
who were sick. They ran the foundling hospital that Vincent had established, effectively acting
as foster mothers to scores of orphans. They also opened small schools for poor girls,
teaching them catechism and basic skills.

Louise de Marillac became the first Superior (though she always deferred to Vincent as the
“father” of the community). Under her gentle but firm leadership, the Daughters developed a
structured routine: prayer together (they attended daily Mass and prayed morning and evening
prayers in common when possible), regular spiritual conferences, and mutual
encouragement. Then they spent many hours in laboring service. They would go out in pairs to
visit the poor in their homes, a system that provided both moral support and accountability.
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Vincent and Louise emphasized that the Sisters must be interiorly grounded in God to sustain
the arduous work. They were not cloistered, but they were expected to cultivate an inner
cloister of devotion amid their busy day. Vincent famously reassured them that if they had to
miss scheduled prayers because duty called - for example, if a poor man needed soup or a
child was crying while they were about to pray — they should not feel guilty, for “leaving God for
God” was sometimes necessary. By this he meant leaving the prayer of contemplation for the
prayer of action —since both were service to the Lord.

That said, Vincent did not diminish the importance of formal prayer. He believed the strength
to serve well came from explicit times of communing with God. He once said to the Daughters
that if they skip prayer under pretext of work, they would soon be doing the work without love
and eventually abandon it altogether. He used to pray brief invocations throughout the day -
little “arrow” prayers like “My God, help us” or “We adore You, Lord, in the poor.” He kept an
atmosphere of recollection even in external activity.

By 1642, several of the senior Daughters made vows together for the first time (simple annual
vows as noted). Church authorities, initially skeptical, gradually recognized that this was a
genuine calling and not a violation of norms. The Archbishop of Paris approved their rule in
1646. After Vincent’s death, the community would receive full pontifical recognition in 1668.
But even during Vincent’s life, the Daughters of Charity became a major force in France.
Vocations came steadily, often from hardy country lasses who wanted to serve God without
entering a traditional cloister. By 1655, there were about 40 houses (local communities) of
Daughters established in various towns, and several hundred sisters. The model proved so
successful that it spawned imitations and influenced many later congregations (for example,
in the 19th century, various “Sisters of Charity” in different countries took inspiration directly
from the Daughters’ rule).

Crucially, the Daughters of Charity redefined the role of women in the Church’s apostolate.
Vincent provided a respectable, Church-sanctioned outlet for women to actively live out the
works of mercy on the streets, something unheard of at that time.

The common folk quickly noticed and cherished the Daughters. They called them “les soeurs
grises” (the gray sisters) or “les filles de M. Vincent.” The poor saw in them angels of mercy.
During plagues or famines, when everyone else fled, the Daughters stayed, risking death to
care for the afflicted. Many did die young due to disease and exhaustion, effectively martyrs of
charity. Vincent mourned these losses but held them up as examples of holy devotion. By the
time Vincent died in 1660, the Daughters of Charity had become a well-established
community, though still evolving. Louise de Marillac would continue to guide them until her
own death just a few months before Vincent’s.

For Vincent de Paul, the Daughters of Charity were in many ways the crown of his charitable
enterprises. Through them, his mission of service took on a permanent and ever-renewing life.
He had unlocked the possibility for women to have an equal share in the Church’s missionary
and charitable work, something that has borne rich fruit through centuries.

The Daughters of Charity exemplified Vincent’s credo that “Charity is infinitely inventive.” He
and Louise found a creative way to meet the needs of the poor by mobilizing a new kind of
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labor force — consecrated women on the streets. This not only dramatically increased the
effectiveness of charity, but it also dignified the role of women as crucial partners in the
Church’s saving mission. Vincent often referred to the Daughters affectionately as “my
daughters” and respected them deeply. Shortly before his death, he left them with the charge
to go wherever obedience called them and to remember that, in serving the poor, they were
serving Jesus Christ. This commission has echoed in their hearts to this day.

16


https://famvin.org/es/files/2025/09/Vincent-de-Paul-4.jpg

VI. Reforming the Clergy and Educating Priests

St. Vincent de Paul’s zeal for renewing the Church extended not only to caring for the laity but
also to reforming the clergy. He understood that many of the problems faced by the faithful -
such as widespread ignorance of the faith and lack of pastoral care — stemmed from an
inadequately formed and sometimes corrupt clergy. Therefore, a major part of Vincent’s
mission became the formation of priests and the improvement of their spiritual life. This
aspect of his work had a more behind-the-scenes impact but was hugely important for the
Church’s long-term health.

In the early 17th century, the Council of Trent’s decrees on setting up seminaries for training
priests were still not fully implemented in France. Some dioceses had seminaries, but due to
wars and financial issues, many did not, or their seminaries were ineffective. Many priests in
country parishes were barely educated, perhaps knowing some Latin and Theology by
apprenticeship but with little systematic training. Discipline was often lax: some clergy were
worldly, even scandalous, holding multiple benefices for income and neglecting their flocks.
Even well-meaning priests often felt isolated and ill-prepared.

Vincent de Paul tackled this on multiple fronts:

1. Retreats for Ordinands: In 1628, the clergy of Paris were discussing how to ensure
that men being ordained to the priesthood were properly disposed. The common
practice was that a man would be ordained after some studies but without a formal
seminary experience. Vincent proposed that before ordination, candidates should
make a retreat — a focused period of prayer, reflection, and instruction —to prepare
spiritually for Holy Orders. The Bishop of Beauvais invited Vincent to lead the first such
retreat for his diocese’s ordinands in September 1628. Vincent assembled the soon-
to-be-ordained men and conducted a ten-day retreat that combined spiritual
exhortations, instructions on priestly virtues and duties, and opportunities for
confession and reflection. The experiment was a success: the young men emerged
more aware of the sacredness of their office and better instructed in basics like how to
celebrate Mass devoutly and how to catechize the faithful. Word spread, and soon
bishops from other dioceses, including Paris, asked Vincent to do the same. These
“ordinands’ retreats” became a regular offering of the Congregation of the Mission.
They were held at Saint-Lazare and later other Vincentian houses multiple times a
year, timed before the major ordination seasons (Trinity Sunday or Ember Days).
Typically, hundreds of ordinands would attend each session. Vincent or one of his
priests would give talks on topics such as the holiness of the priesthood, the
importance of the breviary and the Mass, and the duties of a parish priest. The
ordinands also participated in the sacraments themselves, often making a general
confession of their life as part of the retreat. The effect was to impress upon them the
gravity and beauty of their vocation.

The success of these retreats was notable — many young ordinands came away with a
renewed sense of the sacredness of their office and practical knowledge they had not
received in their haphazard education. By all accounts, the Vincentians gave
ordination retreats to over 12,000 candidates in Vincent’s lifetime — an enormous
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portion of the French clergy of that era. Many testimonies survive of priests later
crediting the ordinands’ retreat with changing their outlook and sustaining their fervor
in early priesthood.

Establishment of Seminaries: While retreats were a short-term fix, Vincent knew
deeper academic and spiritual formation was needed. He became a pioneerin
establishing seminaries or influencing their development. Around 1635, Vincent took
charge of the college of Bons-Enfants in Paris. Initially, he used it as a school for
young men who felt called to the priesthood but lacked education — effectively a minor
seminary. In 1642, he acquired another house, near Saint-Lazare, as the Seminary of
Saint-Charles for philosophy students (a sort of minor seminary for those in
humanities).

Beyond Paris, bishops started asking Vincent to send some of his missionaries to help
run diocesan seminaries. For example, in 1641 the Bishop of Annecy invited
Vincentians to run the seminary there according to Vincent’s methods. Vincent’s team
also took on seminaries in Le Mans, in Saintes, in Agde, in Troyes, and more, at the
bishops’ behest. Vincent was selective — he didn’t have enough priests to take on
every request — but he tried to respond where the need was critical.

Moreover, Vincent’s concept of a seminary included not just academic coursework
but a strong spiritual and practical formation. At the Vincentian-run seminaries, the
students followed a disciplined schedule of prayer, study, manual work, and
supervised pastoral practice (like teaching catechism to children or visiting the sick
under guidance). Vincent believed a priest should be as well-formed in virtue as in
doctrine.

One intermediate step Vincent championed was the idea of “seminaries for
ordinands” — essentially a shorter residential program for those who had finished
theology studies but needed immediate preparation for ordination. These could last a
few months and would drill the candidates in practical skills (preaching, administering
sacraments, etc.) and instill devotions. Over time, these interim programs evolved into
longer programs, and in some cases, multi-year seminaries under Vincentian
direction.

As a measure of Vincent’s influence: at his death, the Congregation of the Mission was
directly running 11 major seminaries in France. Prior to Vincent’s efforts, fewer than
half the French dioceses had any seminary; by the 1660s, many had one, and
Vincentians were at the forefront of this growth. By 1700 (a generation after him),
Vincentian priests were directing as many as 53 major seminaries and 9 minor
seminaries in France —roughly a third of all the seminaries in the country. Thisis a
staggering impact on the formation of clergy.

Ongoing Spiritual Formation — Tuesday Conferences: Vincent also realized that
formation shouldn’t end at ordination. Even good priests needed mutual support and
opportunities to rekindle their fervor. So in 1633, he organized what came to be known
as the “Tuesday Conferences.” These were weekly gatherings open to any priest in
Paris who wished to attend (initially they were on Tuesdays, hence the name). At Saint-
Lazare, a group of priests — sometimes 20, sometimes up to 60 —would assemble.
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They would discuss specific topics related to the life of a priest: e.g., how to preach
simply, how to hear confessions well, how to cultivate personal virtue, and so on.
Vincent moderated these discussions, which were somewhat informal but had
spiritual rigor. Each priest was encouraged to speak in turn, sharing experiences or
insights on the topic. They also prayed together and ended with some resolutions.
The Tuesday Conferences attracted some illustrious participants, indicating the
respect Vincent commanded. The great Bishop Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, famed
orator and later Bishop of Meaux, attended as a young priest and credited them with
shaping his pastoral outlook. Other notable clergy and future bishops were regular
attendees. More importantly, ordinary parish priests of Paris came and found
fraternity, practical advice, and spiritual rejuvenation. The influence of these
conferences spread beyond Paris: priests who had attended sometimes started
similar gatherings in their own regions.

In addition, Vincent opened Saint-Lazare for any priest who wanted to make a
personal retreat or needed refreshment. He famously allowed even those priests who
had fallen into serious sin or alcohol problems to come and stay with the Missioners
for a time to reform their lives — a charitable act since many considered such clergy
hopeless. Some did experience conversion and went back renewed to their flocks.

The cumulative effect of all these efforts was a notable improvement in clerical standards
in France by mid-century. One concrete result: the people in many parishes began to have
priests who actually cared for them, preached understandably, and lived morally. This helped
counteract Protestant inroads and Jansenist rigorism because priests formed under Vincent’s
influence tended to be more compassionate and orthodox. In some ways, Vincent de Paul
prefigured the modern diocesan priesthood’s ideal: well-educated, spiritually devout, and
socially conscious.

Vincent’s humility shone in all this. Despite being one of the most influential priests in France,
he always presented himself as unlettered in theology (which wasn’t quite true). He often
invited more learned clerics to give lectures or sermons to the seminarians if he thought they
could do better. His focus was on results, not personal credit.

He also maintained a stance of obedience to bishops. The Vincentians took a special vow of
stability and obedience to the Pope in matters of missions, but Vincent insisted they always

work under the local bishop’s authority in a diocese. This collaboration with hierarchy meant
his reforms were integrated, not seen as threatening or competition.

One point worth noting is Vincent’s stand against the heresy of Jansenism (a rigorist
movement within French Catholicism that, among other things, discouraged frequent
communion and stressed predestination). Jansenism appealed to some clergy as a call to
austerity. Vincent, however, perceived its lack of charity and its incompatibility with the
Church’s teaching on grace. During the 1640s and 1650s, he became an outspoken opponent
of Jansenism. In 1653, after Pope Innocent X condemned certain Jansenist propositions,
Vincent worked diligently to get clergy throughout France to sign the formulary agreeing to
reject Jansenism. Some priests and even one of his own Vincentian priests were drawn to
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Jansenism’s rigor; Vincent patiently tried to correct them. His efforts in this crisis further
showed his commitment to a healthy, united clergy faithful to Rome.

By the end of Vincent’s life, there was a new spirit among many French clergy — one of
personal holiness, simplicity of life, pastoral zeal, and unity with the Church. This renewal
would bear fruit in the next generation with bishops like Bossuet and Fénelon and
missionaries who spread the Gospel abroad (some of whom were formed in Vincent’s
seminaries). It’s not an exaggeration to say that Vincent de Paul was one of the architects of
the 17th-century Catholic revival in France, both in charitable works and in ecclesial reform.

The Tuesday Conferences.
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VII. Later Years and Death

In the final phase of his life, Vincent de Paul, by then widely revered as “Monsieur Vincent,”
continued to guide and expand the works he had founded, even as he became physically frail.
The 1640s and 1650s were tumultuous years in France (with a civil uprising known as the
Fronde and ongoing wars), and Vincent often acted as a stabilizing, conciliatory figure sought
by all sides for counsel. Despite his low rank — he was never a bishop, only a simple priest - he
ended up having enormous influence in both ecclesiastical and civil affairs due to the moral
authority he had earned.

In 1643, King Louis Xlll died and his wife Anne of Austria became regent for the young Louis
XIV. The Queen, recognizing Vincent’s reputation for holiness and wisdom, appointed him to
the Council of Conscience, a small advisory council responsible for recommending
candidates for bishoprics and major ecclesiastical benefices. Typically this council might
have been filled with political appointees, but Anne intentionally included Vincent to ensure
that her nominations were guided by merit and virtue rather than purely by noble birth or
favoritism. For Vincent, this was a delicate role. He took it extremely seriously, laboring to
identify holy and competent priests who could be made bishops. He championed, for
instance, the appointment of respected reformers like Msgr. Frangois Bourgoing or others
who had proven records of sanctity. On several occasions, Vincent opposed nominees who
were put forward by powerful ministers if he knew them to be unworthy, even at risk to
himself.

This brought him into conflict with Cardinal Jules Mazarin, the First Minister of France.
Mazarin was more cynical in his approach to bishop appointments, often using them as
political rewards. Vincent at one point in 1649 signed, along with other members of the
Council of Conscience, a formal remonstrance to Queen Anne criticizing Mazarin’s
governance and calling for his removal (this was during the heated time of the Fronde
rebellion). The bold move reflected Vincent’s willingness to speak truth to power when justice
and peace were at stake. Mazarin did not take kindly to such interference. After regaining
influence, Mazarin orchestrated Vincent’s removal from the Council of Conscience around
1652, replacing him with someone more compliant. Vincent accepted this ouster without
resistance - frankly, he was relieved to be free of the heavy burden of court politics. He had
always been uncomfortable amid the intrigue of the court and only bore it as a cross for the
good he could do. Once dismissed, he simply redoubled his efforts in his ministries.

The last decade of Vincent’s life saw some of his greatest trials but also triumphs. The turmoil
of the Fronde (civil war) left many Parisians impoverished and starving. Vincent mobilized
enormous charitable responses to assist refugees and the urban poor who were hit by
unemployment and high grain prices. He went so far as to organize bread distribution in
Paris’s worst-hit quarters and to send help to devastated provinces.

At the same time, he battled the spread of Jansenism within the Church of France. One
particularly painful episode was the case of the Jansenist-leaning convent of Port-Royal and
its supporters. Vincent was a firm signer of the anti-Jansenist formulary and encouraged all
the priests and religious under his direction to likewise adhere to the Pope’s teachings. He
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wrote letters to various abbots and clerics trying to persuade them to abandon the Jansenist
position for the sake of Church unity. The future Pope Benedict XIV (Prosper Lambertini) later
noted that Vincent de Paul’s steady efforts against Jansenism were a key factor in containing
that movement’s influence among the common clergy.

Physically, Vincent suffered from deteriorating health in his seventies. He had chronic leg
ulcers (possibly varicose ulcers) that made walking difficult and sometimes kept him
wheelchair-bound (an early form of wheelchair was used at Saint-Lazare to move him around
when his legs were bandaged). He also had stomach ailments and probably arthritis, which
caused considerable pain. Nevertheless, Vincent maintained a vigorous schedule almost to
the very end. He rose early (at 4 or 5 AM) for prayer, celebrated Mass when he was able (in
later years he often had to sit to say Mass because standing for long was too painful), and
then conducted meetings, wrote letters, and received visitors throughout the day. He had
help, of course — his community took care of him tenderly — but he refused to let pain or age
stop him from doing God’s work as long as souls were at stake. There’s a letter from a visitor in
1657 describing Vincent at age 76: “The good Monsieur Vincent, bowed with age, his face
radiant and kind, sat giving audience to a line of people: a poor beggar, a noble lady, a priest, a
child - each came in turn, and he had a word and a blessing for each. It was as if charity itself
was made visible.”

On one of his last days active, Vincent hobbled into a meeting of his missionaries and
exhorted them to remain faithful to their founding spirit, especially humility and simplicity. If
any of them were tempted to pride because their work was praised, he warned them to
attribute everything to God’s grace, not to their own ability. Many present were moved to tears,
feeling that Vincent spoke as if giving a final testament.

By September 1660, it was clear Vincent was dying. Louise de Marillac had died six months
earlier in March, which was a heavy blow to him. He remarked to someone that “my right arm
is gone,” so closely had he worked with her. He survived to see the establishment of a new
superior for the Daughters of Charity and to settle the Congregation of the Mission’s
leadership (he had designated a successor, Father René Alméras, who did indeed succeed
him after a brief interim). Vincent’s mind remained clear, and he continued to speak of God’s
providence and to pray the psalms.

In the final nights, as he lay in bed at Saint-Lazare, the missionaries gathered quietly outside
his chamber praying for him. On the early morning of September 27, 1660, at the age of 79,
St. Vincent de Paul passed away peacefully. It is said that he died as he had lived - gently, and
thinking of others. One account relates that his final audible words were the prayer “Jesus,
Jesus, Jesus” on his lips.

The news of his death spread and immediately, people from all walks began to mourn. The
poor of Paris felt they had lost their father. The Daughters of Charity wept for “Mon Péere” (My
father, as they called him). The Vincentian priests lost their founder and guide. Authorities in
both Church and state acknowledged that a saint had departed. His funeral took place on
September 28 at the church of Saint-Lazare. Such crowds attempted to attend that several
eulogies had to be given in different places to accommodate them. The Bishop of Toul
delivered the official oration, in which he famously said: “He just about transformed the face
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of the Church in France through his charity.” The bishop particularly highlighted Vincent’s
renewing of the clergy and his extraordinary charity as twin legacies. Significantly, even in that
eulogy, the bishop focused on Vincent’s humility — noting that Vincent kept his virtues
“hidden under the wings of humility” and truly saw himself as “the most wicked of men”
despite all the good he accomplished.

After the funeral, Vincent was buried at Saint-Lazare. Miracles and favors began to be reported
at his tomb almost immediately. People took little pieces of his clothing or objects he had
used as relics. The popular devotion to him was spontaneous —in fact, it had existed even
before he died. (There are accounts that folks in villages, upon hearing of his works, would
exclaim “Il est un saint!” - “He is a saint!”) It was said that if “charity” should ever be depicted
in human form, it would be in the person of M. Vincent.

In 1712, when the tomb was opened during an official canonical inquiry, they found that his
body, which initially was found incorrupt, had since decayed somewhat due to environmental
factors (floods affected the crypt at Saint-Lazare in 1705). However, major bones were intact
and, notably, his heart was found to be extraordinarily well-preserved. His heart, removed and
placed in a reliquary, remained supple and lifelike for many years — something those
examining it considered inexplicable by natural means. This was taken as a sign of his
exceptional charity (symbolized by the heart). His bones and body were later enshrined in a
new reliquary and, after the turmoil of the French Revolution, eventually placed in the chapel
of the Vincentian motherhouse in Paris, where they can still be venerated today. His heart is
enshrined in the chapel of the Daughters of Charity on Rue du Bac in Paris.

Even in the immediate years after 1660, the works Vincent started continued vigorously. His
successor as superior of the Vincentians, René Alméras, and later superiors, faithfully carried
on his mission. The Congregation of the Mission and Daughters of Charity both grew and
spread internationally. Meanwhile, the lay Confraternities of Charity that Vincent had formed
continued to serve in parishes (and the are still active after 400 years). It was evident to all
who knew his story that Vincent de Paul had lived a life of heroic virtue. Consequently, the
Church began to gather evidence to officially declare him a saint.
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The body of St. Vincent de Paul, on display in the church of the Mother House of the
Congregation of the Mission in Paris.
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VIII. Virtues of St. Vincent de Paul

St. Vincent de Paul is often held up as an exemplar of Christian virtue. When the Church
eventually investigated his life for canonization, it highlighted the “heroic degree” to which he
practiced the theological virtues (faith, hope, charity) and the cardinal virtues (prudence,
justice, temperance, fortitude). Butin more accessible terms, certain virtues particularly
radiated from Vincent’s personality and actions:

1.

Charity (Love): Above all, Vincent de Paul was known for his extraordinary charity. This
was not merely a sentimental love, but an active, concrete love that manifested in
feeding the hungry, nursing the sick, comforting the prisoner, and lifting up the poor.
Vincent’s love was universal — he made no distinctions in whom he served. To him, a
beggar covered in sores or a criminal in chains was as much his neighbor (to be loved
and served) as any nobleman or friend. He showed a tender-hearted compassion,
often moved to tears by the suffering of others. Yet his charity was also wise and
organized; he wanted not just to give handouts, but to truly help people out of misery
and restore their dignity. It is not enough to give them bread and broth, he would said,
we must convey our love to them. He taught that true charity means making the needs
of the neighbor our own. Perhaps one of the strongest evidences of Vincent’s charity is
how contagious it was — he enkindled the flame of charity in countless others, from
the ladies of high society to simple village girls, inspiring them to join in his works. This
multiplying effect of his love shows how genuine and deep it ran.

Vincent’s charity had a remarkable breadth. He responded to all kinds of misery -
whether it was spiritual abandonment (as in Folleville) or physical hunger, or illness, or
ignorance. He famously said that true charity invents new ways to help when old
ways aren’t enough. Thus, if there were orphans dying on the streets, he invented the
foundling home; if war made refugees, he organized relief convoys; if prisoners were
languishing, he created hospitals for them. In this, he was not just personally
compassionate but also a trailblazer in social ministry, prefiguring many modern
charitable practices.

Importantly, Vincent’s charity did not demean those he helped; he respected their
dignity. He urged his followers to treat the poor “as your masters” — an astonishing
directive in an age of strict class hierarchy. This humility within his charity gave ita
Christ-like character. His love was hands-on: he embraced filthy, diseased beggars
without recoil, seeing beyond the dirt to the suffering person loved by God.

Humility: Those who knew Vincent unanimously testified to his profound humility.
Despite the great accomplishments and the reverence people gave him, Vincent
always saw himself as a poor sinner and merely God'’s instrument. He attributed any
good he did to God’s grace, not to his own ability. He was uncomfortable with praise.
For instance, when someone would commend him for some charitable project,
Vincent might respond with a smile, | am only the little instrument of a big work. He
deliberately cultivated modesty: he continued to dress in a simple cassock and old
cloak, even when wealthy benefactors offered him finer clothes. He preferred plain
speech over flowery rhetoric, calling himself an unlearned man (though in truth he
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was well-educated) so as to relate to everyone simply.

There’s a touching story that once some visitors came to Saint-Lazare wanting to see
the famous Monsieur Vincent; he answered the door looking so ordinary that they
mistook him for a servant and asked if they could meet Vincent de Paul. Instead of
indignantly correcting them, Vincent politely led them on a brief tour, chatted kindly,
and only later did someone inform them that the “servant” was Vincent himself. He
had a way of deflecting credit: if praised for organizing a relief effort, he would mention
the generosity of donors or the efforts of his colleagues rather than himself. Vincent’s
humility was not a show; it was rooted in a deep awareness of God’s greatness and his
own limitations. This humility allowed him to collaborate with all, to apologize when
he erred, and to take on lowly tasks without shame.

Even as he advised nobles and was esteemed at court, Vincent insisted on being
called “M. Vincent” (Monsieur Vincent) or “Pére Vincent” (Father Vincent) - simple
titles — and not more exalted ones. When Pope Urban VIl wanted to make him a
bishop in the 1630s, Vincent pleaded to decline the honor, convinced he was not
worthy and that he was more usefulin his current role.

Simplicity: Closely tied to humility was Vincent’s virtue of simplicity. He valued
straightforwardness and sincerity, both in speech and lifestyle. He taught the
members of his communities to avoid duplicity or affectation. Vincent’s own
communication style was clear and unaffected, whether he was speaking to peasants
or princes. In a time when religious figures often indulged in elaborate theological
language, Vincent made the truths of faith simple and concrete, which was key to his
success in teaching the common folk.

He also practiced transparency in his dealings; for example, in managing the
considerable funds that passed through his hands for charity, he kept scrupulous
accounts and was plain in explaining how resources were used, ensuring trust.
Vincent believed that God is simple (in the sense of pure and true) and that
approaching God required a heart free of guile. He famously declared that simplicity
was his favorite virtue because it is the virtue | love most and to which, it seems to
me, | pay the most homage. By simplicity, he meant speaking the truth plainly and
having purity of intention (seeking only to please God).

Vincent’s simplicity also meant a kind of single-heartedness. He did not over-
complicate things; he saw the Gospel in clear terms: love God, love the poor, do God’s
will. And he stuck to those essentials without being distracted by personal ambition or
needless controversies. This focus gave him a certain calmness and clarity in
decisions that others admired.

Meekness and Gentleness: Although naturally Vincent had a fiery Gascon
temperament, he underwent a remarkable transformation and became known for his
gentle, amiable disposition. Contemporary accounts describe him as kind, fatherly,
and calm. He rarely, if ever, raised his voice in anger. Even when correcting someone
or in tense meetings (like on the Queen’s council), he remained courteous and mild.
His gentleness made him approachable; people felt at ease in his presence, from
street urchins to nobles. He believed one could accomplish more good through
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mildness than severity. This does not mean Vincent was a pushover — he could be firm
when necessary — but he always tried to temper firmness with compassion.

His gentle spirit especially shone in how tender he was with the suffering:
eyewitnesses noted how he would often physically embrace or hold sick orphans and
beggars, offering not just practical help but the warmth of human affection. Many
remarked on the serenity he maintained even under provocation. One incident: a
priest in Paris who was sympathetic to Jansenism publicly insulted and attacked
Vincent in a meeting; Vincent listened without responding in kind, and when he did
reply, it was with such measured kindness that it put the aggressor to shame and
ended the argument. This kind of response diffused many conflicts and won over
opponents.

Zeal (Apostolic Fervor): Vincent de Paul had an untiring zeal for the salvation of souls
and the glory of God. In his middle age and senior years, despite fragile health, he
worked tirelessly — one might even say he burned himself out for Christ. He traveled
whenever required, corresponded with officials to advocate for the poor, preached
and taught, and kept expanding existing ministries or starting new ones if a need
arose. He often spoke of the fire of charity that should ignite priests and sisters to
serve God fully. His zeal was contagious: many who met him felt inspired to volunteer
or to change their own lives.

Yet Vincent was careful that zeal be guided by prudence and not run ahead of
Providence. Still, his life exemplified that of the tireless laborer in the Lord’s vineyard,
determined to leave no stone unturned if it meant more souls comforted and saved.
The poor and the abandoned could claim few more fervent champions in history than
Vincent de Paul. In the missions he organized, he poured himself out — often preaching
multiple times a day, hearing confessions for hours into the night, then rising early to
pray and begin again. Those who accompanied him marveled at his stamina and
dedication.

Prudence and Wisdom: Though perhaps less celebrated, Vincent’s practical wisdom
was a key virtue that enabled his success. He had keen insight into people — he could
discern their abilities and character well, which is why he was able to pick excellent
leaders like Louise de Marillac or organize large groups effectively. His decisions were
usually sound; he planned carefully, managed resources frugally but confidently, and
negotiated diplomatically with both Church and state authorities. His prudence
showed in how he scaled up charities in sustainable ways (setting rules, training
personnel, seeking support systematically). In crises, he was level-headed.

For example, during the peak of the Fronde civil unrest, when mobs in Paris were
agitating, Vincent did not take rash political stances; instead, he quietly expanded
relief to those suffering from the conflict and used discreet channels to advocate
peace. His handling of internal community issues was also prudent: he did not
tolerate serious wrongdoing among his priests or sisters, but he corrected with
patience and often prevented bigger problems by addressing small issues early. He
was prudent in finance — though huge sums passed through his hands, he kept living
very simply and used funds efficiently for the poor.
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The combination of these virtues made Vincent a balanced, radiant Christian. Perhaps the
secret underlying them all was his profound faith and trust in Providence, which kept him
from falling to pride when praised or to despair when times were tough. His humility made him
flexible — he didn’t insist on his own way, he truly sought God’s way. And his trust meant he
could attempt great things without fear, because he knew God was in charge.

One hallmark that struck contemporaries was that Vincent’s virtues were integrated. His
humility fueled his charity (because he saw everyone as above himself), his charity fueled his
zeal (because he loved people and wanted their good), his zeal was tempered by gentleness
and prudence (so it was effective, not reckless), and his simplicity gave all his actions a clear,
credible witness.

Many who testified in Vincent’s beatification process mentioned his serenity and joy. Despite
carrying enormous burdens and seeing heart-wrenching suffering daily, he remained even-
tempered and even cheerful. He had a wry sense of humor. For example, when an overzealous
person suggested the Daughters of Charity take a fourth vow to care for the insane, Vincent
quipped, I think they have enough to do taking care of the insane without adding a vow for it! —
a gentle joke reflecting he didn’t burden people unnecessarily. He often encouraged his
helpers to be joyful, telling them gloominess helps no one and that a kind word and smile
could lift a poor person’s heart as much as bread.
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St. Vincent’s virtues were those of the Gospelin action. He loved God with his whole heart,
and it showed in his effective love of neighbor. He was humble, seeing himself truthfully as a
servant, which made him open to God’s strength. He was simple, focusing on the heart of the
faith without ego or complication, which made his message accessible. He was gentle and
patient, which won over hardened hearts. He mortified himself, which gave him self-mastery
to persevere. And he was zealous, which enabled him to accomplish an astounding amountin
one lifetime. It is no wonder that even during his life, people sensed they were in the presence
of a saint, and after his death, the Church found that his virtues shone at a heroic level.
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IX. Spirituality and Prayer Life

The foundation of St. Vincent’s life of virtue was a deep and dynamic spirituality. Though he
was constantly active, Vincent was at heart a man of prayer and union with God. He
understood that all his charitable works would have been impossible without reliance on
divine grace. Several key aspects characterize Vincentian spirituality:

Trust in Divine Providence: Vincent de Paul had an unshakeable trust in God’s
providential care. His favorite attitude was to “wait on Providence”, meaning he
would pray and discern carefully before undertaking a new project, to ensure that it
was truly God’s will and timing. He famously cautioned his followers “not to run
ahead of Providence.” Conversely, once he did perceive God opening a door, he
moved forward with courage, trusting that God would provide the necessary means.
This reliance on Providence allowed Vincent to undertake enormous charitable
endeavors without being crippled by fear of failure or lack of resources. He believed
that when one is doing God’s work for God’s glory, God intervenes — not always in the
way expected, but sufficiently. His calm in the face of difficulties flowed from this
trust.

This abandonment to Providence did not mean passivity or fatalism. Vincent did all
that was humanly prudent and possible - he planned, organized, and toiled - but
having done so, he left the outcome to God with serenity. As often is said, Man
proposes, God disposes —we must make efforts but accept that God is ultimately in
control. This perspective kept him from discouragement: if a work failed or was
hindered, he saw it as God’s permission or redirection, not as a cause to lose heart.

Life of Prayer: For Vincent, action and contemplation went hand in hand. He insisted
that his missioners and Sisters nourish their souls with prayer, lest they become
mere social workers without spiritual strength. Vincent himself spent substantial time
in prayer daily — often waking at 4:00 AM to pray quietly in the chapel before the day’s
hustle. He especially loved praying before the Blessed Sacrament. He also meditated
on Scripture; he had a special love for passages like Matthew 25:35-40 (Christ in the
poor) and Luke 4:18 (the mission to bring good news to the poor), which were guiding
stars for his ministry. Vincent’s prayer was simple, conversational, and faith-filled. He
would bring the needs of the poor before God, asking for guidance and miracles when
needed.

Vincent recommended that each day include mental prayer (meditation) of at least an
hour. In his conferences to his communities, he provided basic structures for
meditation: placing oneself in God’s presence, considering a scene from Christ’s life
or a spiritual truth, making affections (acts of love, contrition, etc.), resolutions, and
then entrusting those to God. He often suggested meditating on the life of Christ,
especially Christ’s love for the poor and the suffering. Vincent’s own prayer notes (in
his letters we find references to what he prayed about) show that he frequently
reflected on Christ’s Incarnation —the Son of God’s humility in becoming human - and
Christ’s Passion —the love shown in suffering for humanity. These mysteries fueled
Vincent’s own humility and charity.
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Notably, Vincent integrated prayer into every task. He encouraged his missionaries to
send brief prayers to God throughout the day (“aspirations”), like “O Lord, help us to
serve You in the poor” or “Holy Spirit, guide me in this action.” He would pause a
moment before knocking on a door or addressing a meeting, inwardly asking God’s
guidance. This habit of constant, quiet prayer gave him an interior peace and a sense
of God’s presence in all he did.

“Leaving God for God”: Perhaps the most celebrated aspect of Vincent’s spirituality
is encapsulated in his advice to the Daughters of Charity: if a Sister is in the middle of
her set prayers and a poor person calls for you to help him, she should go without
anxiety. In doing so, Vincent said, she is not leaving God; she is “leaving God for
God.” By that, he meant one form of service to God (prayer) is momentarily set aside
for another form (charity), and both are directed to God. This teaching has echoed
through the ages because it beautifully resolves a perceived tension between
contemplation and action. Vincent in effect sanctified service, saying that caring for
a neighbor in need is a holy act of obedience to God’s will, as pleasing to Him as
prayer —indeed, a form of prayer itself if done with love.

Vincent’s own life exemplified this integration. He was above all a man of God,
“profoundly steeped in the spirit of the Gospel,” as one biographer wrote. And
precisely because of this, he became a man of action. He once said, “Action is our
entire task,” butimmediately added, “Perfection does not consist in ecstasies but
in doing the will of God.” For him, the will of God was known through prayer and then
carried out in daily duty and works of mercy. He believed that a Christian must have
both an inner life (a relationship with God nurtured by prayer) and an outer life (good
works). If one lacked an inner life, Vincent said, you lack everything. And if one only
prayed without living charity, one’s prayer was suspect in his view. Thus, he urged a
balance.

Christ-Centered and Incarnational: Vincentian spirituality is Christocentric —
centered on Jesus Christ as Lord and model. Vincent held up Jesus especially in two
aspects: Evangelizer of the Poor and Servant. He loved to contemplate Jesus in the
Gospels going among the villages, teaching, healing, consoling — that was the image
he sought to imitate with his missioners. He also dwelt on Jesus’s virtues: humility
(being born in a stable, washing disciples’ feet), meekness (Jesus’s patience with
sinners), and zeal (preaching tirelessly, enduring the Cross). Vincent told his priests
that their rules and constitutions were nothing other than a transcript of the life of
Jesus Christ, meaning all their guidelines pointed back to how Jesus lived and served.
He also believed strongly that Christ lives in the poor. This is an incarnational
spirituality: just as God took flesh in Jesus, so Jesus in a mystical way takes the guise
of the poor person. This is why Vincent was so reverent toward the poor and insisted
his followers be likewise. Serving the poor was, to him, directly serving Jesus. He
would often quote the Lord’s words, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these,
you did it for Me.” This was not mere theory; it animated how he literally treated
beggars and outcasts with the honor one would give a friend or a master.
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Devotion to the Eucharist: As a Catholic priest, Vincent had profound reverence for
the Holy Eucharist. He celebrated Mass daily with devotion; those who saw him at the
altar often noted his recollected, gentle manner and sometimes tears of love. He also
spent time in Eucharistic adoration. His letters mention that in times of great need,
he would have the community make novenas before the Blessed Sacrament.

Love for Scripture and Church Teaching: Vincent was not a theologian writing
treatises, but he was steeped in Scripture. He frequently quoted or alluded to biblical
passages, especially the Gospels and the teachings of St. Paul. He used Scripture to
illuminate charity (like the famous chapter 13 of 1 Corinthians on love, which he urged
his members to read often). He also had a simple, strong loyalty to the Church’s
Magisterium. This is part of his spirituality too — he taught obedience and respect for
Church authority, which is why he opposed Jansenism (since it resisted papal
authority). He said obeying the Church is obeying Christ, and one must love the
Church, the Spouse of Christ.

Community and Vincentian Family Spirit: Vincent’s spiritual life was not solitary but
lived in community. He cherished the common life — praying together, eating together,
working together. He urged his missionaries and sisters to support each other’s
spiritual growth. He held weekly “Chapter of Faults” in which community members
could humbly acknowledge any failing, and others would give fraternal correction
gently — a practice aimed at fostering collective holiness without judgmentalism. He
emphasized charity within the community. He taught them to bear with each other’s
differences and weaknesses patiently, considering it part of their service to Christ.
This community focus meant that Vincentian spirituality is collaborative - it’s about
being a family in Christ doing His work, not lone rangers.

Mortification and Simplicity of Life: Vincent quietly practiced personal penance. He
wore a hairshirt at times and used small disciplinary practices common to ascetics of
that era (we know this because some of these items were found in his cell after his
death). However, he never displayed these or advocated harsh penances for others. In
fact, he discouraged extreme asceticism in his communities, because he wanted
them healthy and balanced for service. He told them the best mortification was
cheerfully accepting the daily inconveniences and curbing one’s passions (like
impatience or vanity).

Vincent’s own simple living (he kept a threadbare cassock, small room, ate sparingly,
etc.) was part of his spiritual withess — he wanted nothing to come between him and
reliance on God. But he also took care of his health within reason and insisted his
members do the same, making him more moderate than some earlier saints who
embraced severe deprivation. His guiding principle was Do what is necessary to
please God — no more, no less, and to do even simple things with great love.
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All told, Vincent de Paul’s spirituality is one of action grounded in contemplation. He
exemplified the motto often attributed to St. Benedict: Ora et labora — pray and work. In
Vincent’s case, one could say “Pray as if everything depended on God and work as if
everything depended on you,” and also “Work is love made visible”. He truly believed that
serving the poor was serving God, so his spirituality demolished any false wall between the
“spiritual” and “temporal” duties. For him, feeding a hungry person and spending an hour in
adoration were both holy, and in fact each enriched the other.

His life shows that a deep interior union with God can fuel astonishing external works without
burnout, because one draws strength from God’s inexhaustible love. This is why, despite
managing an incredible network of missions and charities, Vincent remained personally kind,
accessible, and in many accounts “serenely joyful.” People expected a harried man, but often
found in him a calm and gentle presence — evidence of that inner anchor in God.

In the end, St. Vincent de Paul’s spirituality can be summed up in the phrase he loved: “The
Charity of Christ urges us.” (2 Cor 5:14). Everything he did was motivated by the love of
Christ within him urging him on, and he wanted that love to impel others too. His spirituality
urges us likewise to find Christ in prayer and then go find Christ in our neighbor — especially
the neighbor in need — and to trust that in doing so, we will find our own souls saved and
sanctified as well.
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X. The Charism of Service to the Poor

The unique charism of St. Vincent de Paul - the defining gift and mission of the Holy Spirit
given through him to the Church - can be succinctly described as the charism of charity.
More specifically, it is a spirit of practical, person-to-person service of the poor, done with
humility, love, and an aim for their holistic betterment (both material and spiritual). This
Vincentian charism has had a profound influence on the Church’s life, essentially shaping
Catholic charitable practice for the past four centuries.

Let’s break down the elements of this charism and its significance:

Seeing Christ in the Poor: At the heart of Vincent’s charism is the conviction that
serving the poor is serving Christ. Vincent famously called the poor “our lords and
masters” and meant it quite literally in spiritual terms. He taught his followers that the
poor represent Jesus — echoing Matthew 25 where Christ says, “/ was hungry and you
gave me food... whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for
Me.” Vincent took this not as pious metaphor but as lived reality. This belief
transformed charity from mere philanthropy to a holy encounter. A Vincentian servant
approaches a poor person with reverence, expecting to meet Christ. This aspect of the
charism gives Vincentian works a distinct tone: one of respect, patience, and heartfelt
compassion, as one would show to the Lord.

This approach was revolutionary in Vincent’s time and still challenges us today. It
implicitly affirms the dignity of every human person, long before modern social
teaching had articulated it in those terms. For Vincent, it was obvious - that dignity
came from Christ’s presence in them.

Evangelization through Charity (Word and Deed Together): Vincent’s charism
combined missionary evangelization with charitable action in a seamless way. He
would not separate the two. The Congregation of the Mission’s purpose statement was
“to evangelize the poor,” which they did by preaching and by attending to their
immediate needs and organizing structures of ongoing support (like the
Confraternities of Charity). Likewise, the Daughters of Charity’s original rule said they
serve the corporal and spiritual needs of the poor. For Vincent, if you feed a hungry
person but leave their soul in ignorance, you have not shown full charity; conversely, if
you preach to them but ignore their hunger, you haven’t fully shown Christ’s love
either. So a key aspect of his charism is this integral approach - caring for body and
soul togetherVincent often said that true charity involves helping people help
themselves — today we’d call that developmental aid. For example, after feeding
refugees, he also sent missioners to teach them agriculture or basic skills so they
could rebuild. He educated poor youth (through free schools run by the Ladies of
Charity and later by the Daughters) so that they could break out of the cycle of
ignorance and vice. This shows the charism’s long-term vision: charity isn’t just a
band-aid; it’s also empowerment and transformation of unjust conditions when
possible. In modern terms, we’d say Vincent’s charism embodies both charitable
works and social justice in germ.

34



Collaboration of Laity and Clergy, Men and Women: Part of Vincent’s charism was
his innovative involvement of all the People of God in works of charity. He was one of
the first to mobilize laywomen on a large scale. He inspired laymen too, for example
the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul, founded in the 19th century, which took him as
their patron. Vincent had priests and brothers working with sisters and lay volunteers —
a very collaborative model. This inclusive approach has become standard in Church
charitable endeavors, but it was quite new in Vincent’s time to see such organized lay
leadership in charity.

Thus, the Vincentian charism broke down barriers: between clergy and laity (he taught
clergy to value lay cooperation in mission), between social classes (nobles working
alongside peasants in caring for the destitute, as happened in the Confraternities),
and between genders (men and women both playing crucial roles, which in the 17th
century Church was quite forward-thinking).

Innovation and Adaptability: Vincent’s motto could have been “Love is inventive to
infinity” (a phrase actually found in one of his writings). A hallmark of his charism is
creativity in charity — finding new responses to new forms of poverty. We saw this in
his life: when war created refugees, he started massive relief drives; when infants were
being abandoned, he started the foundling homes; when rural folk were spiritually
neglected, he founded missionary groups and seminaries. The Vincentian charism
thus carries a restless dynamism: always scanning for unmet needs and devising
practical solutions. This innovative spirit has persisted. The Vincentian Family today
has projects for modern issues like human trafficking, microfinance for the poor,
housing for homeless, etc. They often ask, “What would Monsieur Vincent do today?”
—and then adapt his principles to the new problem.

Universal Charity - No One Excluded: Vincent’s charism also had a global or
universal scope, even if he started locally. He famously said to his priests: “Our parish
is the whole world.” True to that, by the time of his death, his congregation was
already ministering in Poland, ltaly, North Africa, etc. Today the Vincentian Family is on
every continent, addressing local forms of poverty. The charism transcends culture — it
is essentially the Gospel’s call to love translated into effective service.

Influence on Church Teaching and Ministry: The Vincentian charism anticipated and
shaped what we now consider standard Catholic action. For instance, Pope Benedict
XVI’s encyclical Deus Caritas Est (God is Love, 2005) emphasizes that the Church’s
nature is expressed in the threefold responsibility: proclaim the Word, celebrate the
Sacraments, and exercise the ministry of charity. Vincent de Paul was doing
precisely that synthesis in his time. The encyclical also says those who serve should
do so with humility and not for ideological aims — could be straight from Vincent’s
conferences. The patronage Leo Xlll gave Vincentin 1885 (naming him patron of all
charity associations) is a formal recognition that Vincent’s charism had by then
permeated the Church’s understanding of its mission. Indeed, one could argue
modern Catholic Charities organizations, Caritas Internationalis, etc., operate in a
paradigm Vincent pioneered: organized, professional, yet loving care for the needy,
seeing Christ in them and aiming at their integral development.
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¢ The Vincentian Family: Vincent’s charism did not remain confined to his the original
insittutions. Over the centuries, hundreds of religious congregations and lay
associations have arisen inspired by him (some explicitly under his patronage, others
indirectly influenced). This includes the Sisters of Charity founded in various countries
(e.g., St. Elizabeth Ann Seton’s in the U.S.), the Brothers of Charity, the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul, the Vincentian Marian Youth, etc. All these share the Vincentian
charism: an emphasis on service to the poor, simplicity of life, humility in service, and
fervent spirituality fueling the works.
One key offshoot was the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, founded in 1833 by Blessed
Frédéric Ozanam, a layman in Paris. Ozanam, confronted by the misery of the
industrial revolution, looked to Vincent’s example and said essentially, Let’s do what
St. Vincent did, in our time, as laypeople. He and some companions began visiting the
slums and bringing bread, wood, and hope. They explicitly took Vincent as patron and
sought to imbibe his spirit of personal encounter and charity without judgment.
That Society grew worldwide and is one of the largest lay Catholic organizations,
continuing Vincent’s charism in a modern context (with works like thrift stores, home
visits, disaster relief, etc., always one-on-one assistance).
Interestingly, Ozanam also advocated for systemic solutions (like better wages and
workers’ rights) — showing how Vincent’s charism can extend to advocacy as well as
direct aid. While Vincent himself did not engage in political activism (it wasn’t the
model then), his whole life was a witness that the Church must care about the
conditions of the poor and do something about them, not simply preach at them. This
mentality laid groundwork for later Catholic Social Teaching, which emerged strongly
in Leo XlII’s time.
The Vincentian charism is a gift to the Church that energizes Catholics to serve the
poorest and most abandoned with practical love, seeing in them the face of Jesus,
and to do so in a spirit of humility, simplicity, gentleness, zeal, and trust in God’s
providence. It has transformed the Church’s outreach over the last four centuries,
making charity an organized, essential part of Catholic life.

It’s important to note that Vincent’s charism is not limited to those in religious life — as shown
by the many lay Vincentian associations. It’s a call to every Christian: in our own state of life,
we are called to practice concrete charity. Vincent simply shows us a particularly effective
and holy way to do that. He famously said, “Let us love God, my brothers, let us love God.
But let it be with the strength of our arms and the sweat of our brow.” That captures the
charism well - love for God proven in sweaty, hands-on labor for others.
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Xl. Path to Sainthood: Beatification and Canonization

After Vincent de Paul’s death in 1660, the fame of his sanctity spread rapidly. People already
called him “Monsieur Vincent” with affection and essentially treated him as a saintin
popular devotion. The Church, however, has a careful process for officially recognizing saints,
one that in Vincent’s era typically took decades or even centuries. In Vincent’s case, it took 77
years from his death to his canonization - a relatively swift timeline for the period, indicating
the strong reputation and evidence of holiness that accompanied his cause.

Initial Veneration: Immediately after his death, favors began to be reported through his
intercession. Meanwhile, the Vincentian priests and Daughters of Charity preserved
everything of his (his letters, personal items, etc.) as relics, anticipating that one day he would
be canonized.

However, the Church required a formal process. It started at the diocesan level with gathering
evidence of Vincent’s heroic virtues and any miracles. In 1661, the Archbishop of Paris, with
encouragement from Vincent’s successor René Alméras, initiated the informative process.
This involved interviewing numerous witnesses who had known Vincent personally - members
of the Congregation of the Mission, Daughters of Charity, clergy, nobility, common folk —
anyone who could attest to his life and virtues. They collected testimony about his daily
habits, his virtues in action, and any popular devotion. These records were compiled and sent
to Rome.

Writings and Biographies: A key biography of Vincent was published by Bishop Louis Abelly
in 1664, just four years after Vincent’s death. While hagiographic in style, it provided a wealth
of firsthand anecdotes and a portrayal of Vincent’s virtues. This helped spread his story
across Europe. Vincent’s own writings (especially letters and conferences) were carefully
copied and archived by the Vincentians; these served as crucial evidence in Rome that he had
taught sound doctrine and lived what he preached.

Suspension and Resumption: Initially, Vincent’s cause progressed steadily. In 1705, the
official apostolic process was introduced in Rome (under Pope Clement Xl). However, an
unexpected complication arose: Vincent’s name became entangled in the Jansenist
controversies in France. Some opponents (Jansenists or their sympathizers) spread slanders
implying Vincent had been too cozy with the controversial Abbé Saint-Cyran (a Jansenist
leader) or that some miracles attributed to Vincent were exaggerated. The “devil’s advocate”
(Promoter of the Faith) in Rome raised these as objections, which slowed things down.
Additionally, the War of Spanish Succession (1701-1714) between France and others made
some political tension that might have affected how quickly a French cause was handled in
Rome.

Nonetheless, evidence of Vincent’s heroic virtue was overwhelming. In 1712, Pope Clement
Xl declared Vincent Venerable, meaning the Church recognized he had lived virtues to a
heroic degree. This was a major step. They also examined his remains that year as part of
verifying no illicit cult had been given (one rule was that no one should have been publicly
venerated as a saint before the Church approved). They found, as noted, that his body was
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partly incorrupt (especially the heart and some organs). This was documented as a sign of
possible sanctity but not taken as proof by itself.

Beatification: The next step was beatification, which required authenticated miracles due to
Vincent’s intercession. Typically, at least two miracles were needed (under current rules, one
for beatification, two more for canonization). Numerous miracles were reported; the
challenge was to choose those with the strongest evidence.

Under Pope Benedict XIll, known to favor causes of holy priests (he beatified people like John
of the Cross and Francis de Sales), Vincent’s cause was picked up with energy. In 1725, the
Congregation of Rites validated Vincent’s processes. They examined a list of miracles. Among
those accepted for beatification:

¢ Theinstantaneous cure of a young man, Philippe Le Grand, who had been crippled.
After praying to Vincent and applying a relic, he was completely cured of paralysis,
confirmed by doctors.

e The cure of Sister Marguerite Guérin, a Daughter of Charity, from a hemorrhagic
condition that medical science of the time could not remedy. She had invoked Vincent
in prayer and was healed.

¢ Possibly the healing of a certain Alexandre Compain from blindness was also
considered.

After rigorous scrutiny, Pope Benedict XllI signed the decree of beatification. On August 13,
1729, Vincent de Paul was beatified in a ceremony at St. Peter’s Basilicain Rome. It was a
grand event attended by cardinals, ambassadors (especially French) and many faithful. The
bull of beatification praised Vincent’s immense charity and his work for reform of clergy and
relief of the poor.

In France, the news of beatification was met with jubilation. In Paris, the Congregation of the
Mission at Saint-Lazare held a solemn triduum of thanksgiving. They brought Vincent’s body
out for public veneration (it had been lightly embalmed and placed in a lead coffin; when
openedin 1712, it was found to be mostly incorrupt but later deteriorated). People flocked to
pray before his remains. Because his body had begun decaying once exposed to air (due to
prior flood damage), they took major relics like the heart, some muscle tissue, and bones and
preserved them separately as relics, so that parts could be sent to Rome or other places if
needed.

With beatification, Vincent was given the title “Blessed” and his feast day was allowed to be
celebrated in certain places (Paris and within the Vincentian communities). But the faithful at
large already considered him a saint and clamored for canonization.

Canonization: The final step, canonization, typically required two more miracles (post-
beatification miracles, showing God’s continued favor). The Vincentians didn’t at first push for
immediate canonization, perhaps due to costs (the canonization process entailed significant
expense for ceremonies and documentation). But two remarkable miracles after 1729 turned
the tide, that were intensively investigated by ecclesiastical authorities and medical experts.
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The evidence was deemed solid: sworn testimonies, physician attestations that there was no
natural explanation, and that the cures were instantaneous and complete.

Thus, on June 16, 1737, Pope Clement Xll canonized Saint Vincent de Paul in Rome. The
canonization ceremony was maghnificent, held at the Lateran Basilica (the Pope’s own
cathedral) with huge crowds. Clement Xll, though elderly and gout-stricken, attended part of
the ceremony and read aloud the solemn decree that listed Vincent among the saints, to be
venerated by the universal Church. The date was chosen as it was the feast of the Holy Trinity
that year — a fitting day because Vincent’s entire life had glorified the Trinity through charity.

In Paris, once news arrived, an elaborate celebration was organized in October 1737. Saint-
Lazare’s chapel couldn’t hold the throngs, so services were held at multiple churches. The
Lazarists took Vincent’s relics in procession through the streets (his skeletal remains, minus
the heart and some parts, had been encased in a wax effigy for viewing).

At Saint-Lazare, an octave of festivities included orations by famous preachers, describing
Vincent’s virtues for the public. One said, “He transformed the face of the century by his
works of mercy,” which the audience apparently heartily agreed with.

After canonization, Vincent’s feast day was inserted into the Roman Calendar. Originally it
was assigned to July 19, because September 27 (the day of his death) was already the feast of
Sts. Cosmas and Damian in the general calendar and there was a rule then not to duplicate
dates. In the 20th century reforms (1969), the Church officially moved St. Vincent de Paul’s
feast to September 27, his dies natalis (birthday into heaven), which is where it remains.

Legacy in Sainthood: St. Vincent’s canonization had a ripple effect: it cast a spotlight on the
importance of active charity in the path to holiness. Up to then, most canonized saints were
founders, mystics, martyrs, or those in cloistered religious life. Vincent, though a founder, was
very much in the public square doing social ministry. His canonization (followed by others like
St. Louise de Marillac in 1934, St. Francis de Sales earlier, etc.) helped broaden the Church’s
recognition that sanctity can be achieved in serving the poor and reforming society in accord
with the Gospel.

The canonization also inspired new generations to follow in his footsteps. For example,
Blessed Frédéric Ozanam, cited Vincent as a major influence for starting the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul. In modern times, Mother Teresa often referenced Vincent de Paul as a model
(her Missionaries of Charity share a similar mission and have a statue of Vincent in their
motherhouse).

St. Vincent de Paul’s elevation to the altars essentially confirmed what the faithful had long
believed: that this humble priest who so loved the poor lived and died in odor of sanctity and
now intercedes for us in heaven. The Church gave her highest stamp of approval to his life and
virtues, holding him up as an example for all believers.

His life’s story — from a small Gascon farm to the halls of royalty and ultimately to the glory of
the altars — demonstrates that wherever one begins, a life given fully to God and neighbor will
be exalted by God in due time. Vincent never sought honors, but honors followed him,
culminating in this recognition as a saint.
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Xll. Patron Saint of Charitable Associations

One of the most fitting tributes to St. Vincent de Paul’s enduring influence is his title as Patron
Saint of Charitable Associations. This title, bestowed by Pope Leo XIll in 1885, officially
recognizes Vincent as the heavenly protector and inspiration for all Catholic organizations
devoted to works of charity. It highlights how closely his legacy has become identified with the
Church’s charitable activity.

Pope Leo Xlll was deeply concerned with the plight of the poor and the need for active charity
in the modern industrial age. He saw in St. Vincent de Paul the preeminent model for how
Catholics should respond to socialills — with compassion, organization, and personal
involvement. In an encyclical letter dated May 1884 (on the bicentenary of Vincent’s death),
Leo Xlll praised Vincent’s virtues and achievements and held him up to the Catholic laity as an
example to emulate in addressing contemporary poverty.

Then, on May 12, 1885, Leo Xlll issued a decree declaring St. Vincent de Paul “the special
patron before God of all charitable associations in the Catholic world which lovingly offer
themselves to aiding the suffering, the poor, and those in need”. This was an extraordinary
but logical step: extraordinary in that very few saints have such a broad patronage (essentially
covering any group doing any kind of charity), and logical because Vincent’s spirit truly
animates Catholic charity at every turn.
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What does this patronage mean in practice? It means that any Catholic who is involved in
organized charity can look to St. Vincent de Paul as their patron and intercessor. When a new
charitable society forms, they can place themselves under his protection. Many do - for
instance, many diocesan Catholic Charities office has a picture or statue of St. Vincent de
Paulin honor of his patronage. The Society of St. Vincent de Paul, of course, directly bears his
name and charism; the Ladies of Charity (the modern descendant of his first Confraternities)
explicitly invoke him...

Patronage acknowledges that Vincent’s life distilled the principles that all Catholic charity
should embody: a recognition of Christ in the poor, a blend of action and prayer, efficacy
joined with humility, and devotion to the total good of those served. By naming him patron, the
Church proposes him as the go-to saint for guidance and help in charitable endeavors.

And indeed, his influence is palpable: countless shelters, hospitals, orphanages, and relief
agencies run by Catholics have chosen “St. Vincent” as their name. Think of all the “St.
Vincent’s Hospitals” around the globe - they were typically founded by Daughters of Charity or
Sisters of Charity under his patronage.

It’s also interesting to note that Vincent’s patronage extends beyond just material aid groups.
He is also the patron of spiritual charity in a sense — for example, groups that do prison
ministry or teach disadvantaged children might also claim him, since he did those works too
(visiting galley prisoners, founding schools, etc.). So broad is his example that one might say:
anywhere charity is organized and practiced, St. Vincent has a rightful place.

In the hearts of the poor, St. Vincent’s patronage is a consolation as well: many poor people,
even if not Catholic, recognize the name “St. Vincent de Paul” from soup kitchens or thrift
stores that have helped them. They may not know the man behind the name, but they know it
stands for a source of help and kindness. In that way, Vincent’s patronage works through the
Church to reach millions in need every year, bringing them tangible assistance and, often, a
spark of hope that they are not forgotten — which in itself is an evangelization of sorts.

To illustrate the ongoing relevance: In 2017, the Vincentian Family celebrated the 400th
anniversary of the birth of Vincent’s charism (1617-2017). Pope Francis addressed them and
essentially reaffirmed his patronage, urging the global Vincentian Family to continue creative
charity, to “go to the peripheries” as Vincent did, and to form new “networks of charity” for
today’s complex forms of poverty (like human trafficking, refugees, etc.). This echoes how
every Pope since Leo Xl - Pius Xll, Paul VI, John Paul ll, Benedict XVI, Francis — has lauded St.
Vincent’s example when talking about the Church’s charitable mission.

St. Vincent de Paul’s designation as patron of charitable associations is a tribute to the
enduring power of his vision of charity in the Church. It institutionalizes the sentiment that
began at his canonization — that Vincent isn’t just a saint for the Vincentians, but a saint for
everyone who would serve Christ in the poor. It ensures that as long as the Church engages in
charity (which it will until the end of time, as charity is of the essence of the Gospel), St.
Vincent de Paul will be invoked, remembered, and imitated. His patronage means he is a
friend in heaven to all doing the hard work of love on earth, a source of intercession and
inspiration as they carry on the mission he exemplified so brilliantly.
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St. Vincent de Paul’s life and legacy demonstrate how one person’s profound conversion to
the Gospel can ripple outward to transform society. Born in obscurity and initially motivated
by self-interest, Vincent allowed God’s grace to redirect his ambitions toward a life of selfless
service. In doing so, he became an instrument through which Christ’s love touched countless
lives. His influence in the 17th-century Church was so great that a contemporary claimed he
“transformed the face of the Church in France.” That may sound like hyperbole, but
considering the scope of his impact - the renewal of clergy, the establishment of seminaries,
the mobilization of laity in organized charity, the founding of enduring institutions like the
Congregation of the Mission and the Daughters of Charity, and the rescue of multitudes of
poor, sick, and marginalized persons — one sees that it is not far from the truth.

What makes Vincent de Paul especially remarkable is that his life speaks not only to Catholics
or historians, but to anyone interested in effective compassion. His approach to social issues
was deeply human and eminently practical. He did not theorize about “the poor” in the
abstract; he knew their names, their faces, their stories. He did not limit charity to almsgiving;
he built structures that addressed root causes (ignorance, lack of pastoral care, no
healthcare, etc.). He respected the people he helped and engaged them in helping each other
— empowering communities to care for their own. These are modern ideas in a pre-modern
time, evidence of a certain genius guided by charity.

Yet Vincent always insisted that it was not he, but God who accomplished any good through
him: We should attribute everything to God and nothing to ourselves. This humility made his
work sustainable — it was never about his ego, so it could continue without him (as it did). It
also made him collaborative — willing to listen, to change course when needed, to encourage
others to take initiative. That management style, rare in an absolutist age, earned him love and
loyalty from those who worked with him, enabling his missions to flourish and persist.

From a spiritual perspective, Vincent exemplifies the Church’s fundamental option for the
poor, centuries before that term was coined. He saw Christ in the poor and poor in Christ. He
taught that to love God whom we do not see, we must love our neighbor whom we do see —in
concrete deeds. Vincent put it into action in a way that galvanised an entire nation and
eventually the world.

His spirituality remains deeply relevant: in an era where we face a “globalization of
indifference,” as Pope Francis called it, Vincent’s example calls us back to personal
encounter and merciful action. He shows that sanctity is not separate from addressing
socialills —in fact, some souls, like his, become holy precisely by pouring themselves out for
others. He also shows that one must not neglect prayer and reliance on God while serving;
this balance is crucial to avoid burnout and to keep charity truly Christian (rooted in seeing
the other as a child of God, not just as a cause).

On a human level, Vincent’s story is encouraging because it’s not one of an otherworldly
mystic, but of a practical man who struggled with ambition, anger, and the challenges of
leadership, yet gradually overcame them through grace and became a saint. He is
approachable - often depicted with a warm, almost grandfatherly expression holding orphans
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in his arms. Vincent lived in the mix of society, dealing with government officials, raising
funds, managing people — things quite relatable to modern church and charity workers. So he
offers a model for holiness in everyday action, “in the world but not of it,” using worldly means
(money, socialinfluence, political savvy) for heavenly ends.

In our day, as the Church and all people of conscience grapple with immense problems -
global poverty, refugee crises, wars, injustices — St. Vincent de Paul’s legacy lights a path
forward. It is the path of creativity in charity: starting with attention to the person in front of
us, doing what we can, and then banding together to do more than we thought we could, all
motivated by love. It’s notable that 400 years after Vincent first organized the Ladies of Charity
in Chétillon, the Vincentian Family in 2017 launched a “Famvin Homelessness Alliance,”
tackling a new manifestation of poverty in our urbanized world. They felt Vincent at their back
as they took on this cause, the same way his daughters tackled foundlings or wounded
soldiers long ago. That continuity shows the charism is alive and adapts.

To conclude, the life of St. Vincent de Paul stands as a towering witness to the power of
holistic Christian charity. His personal motto might well have been the scriptural mandate,
“Let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth” (1 John 3:18). He did
exactly that — loved in deed and truth — and in doing so, he not only alleviated much misery in
his own time, but set in motion a vast movement of charity that continues to alleviate misery
and, equally important, draw souls closer to God through the withess of compassionate
service. The Church proclaimed him a saint because his life so closely mirrored that of Christ
the Servant. And today, he invites us to do the same: to “go to the poor,” to “give God the sweat
of our brow,” and to transform the world one act of tender love at a time.

Saint Vincent de Paul, pray for us, that we may have eyes to see the poor, hearts to love them,
and hands to serve them —and in so doing, serve Jesus Christ.
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