SVDP MINISTRY: “Up Close and Personal”---The Way of Frederic Ozanam
4. December 2001 

SVDP Mission: Witness to the gospel of Jesus(holiness), spiritual growth within a community of friends, personal service to those in need.
Introduction


In 1833, Frederic and his fellow college students formed the St. Vincent de Paul Society to witness to the Gospel of Jesus by helping the poor within a group of friends. The Society was formed not to help the poor; the Society was formed to help members become holy by helping the poor. Their service was to be “up close and personal”, primarily through home visits.


Frederic’s goal was to “to help resolve individual misfortunes by meeting with the poor on a one to one basis”. There was to be no red tape or bureaucracy in their service. Basic resources would come mainly from their own donations. The first visits were very special.  People in the neighborhood were astonished to see well dressed young people walking along their dirty, unhealthy lanes.  The students would split  into pairs, climb the dark stairs to an attic, enter damp rancid-smelling hovels to visit the poor. They would chat a while, take information about the family, and list their needs on a sheet of paper.  After giving the poor coupons, clothing, etc. they shook hands, promised to return, and then left, happy to have heard them out and above all to have brought them a little hope.  They would then report on their visit at their next meeting. This firsthand contact with misery and poverty had made a big impression on them.


Frederic wrote that you only know what the poor experience by "climbing the stairs to the poor man's house, sitting by his bedside, feeling the same cold that pierces him, sharing the secret of his lonely heart and troubled mind". It is only through our personal contact with the poor that we are transformed little by little into the loving person that Jesus, Vincent and Frederic calls us through the Gospel and their example. This is what “spirituality”, “spiritual growth”, “holiness” is—becoming, thinking, acting more like Jesus every day---Jesus as seen through the eyes of Vincent and Frederic as the “Evangelizer and Servant of the Poor”. 

Home Visits Today



From the beginning of the Society, the central and most basic activity of Conferences has been the visitation of the needy in the home.  This action is the clearest symbol of the Vincentian Charism which dictates the highest respect for the dignity of the poor: the visitor becomes the guest and the person being helped is the master.  It symbolizes the fact that Vincentians are to reach out to the needy, rather than requiring them to report to an outside service site.  It is in the home environment that needy persons feel most free to entrust their stories of struggle to the helper.  It is there, in the family setting, that Vincentians are asked to listen, offer humble advice, and render assistance.


A related tradition is that Vincentians always visit in pairs.  This requirement is based on the fact that the Conference is a community, not a collection of individuals who “do their own thing,”   The visiting team is ideally composed of Vincentians of different life experiences so that a better perspective of the needy person’s situation can be gained and various options/actions offered.

Questions/Discussion/Reflection as a group

1.
If Frederic made the home visit with us, would he respond as we do?

2.
Where and how have we recognized Jesus in the poor? Where have we failed to do this?

3.
Do your members pray before the home visit for guidance and direction in the interview?

4.
Have you made a home visit recently? Was this a mutually rewarding experience? Explain.

5.
Are members reluctant to do home visits? Why?

6.
If not visiting like Frederic would want, what can your Conference do to begin the practice?

7.
If you could transform the SVDP, in any way you could, to better serve the poor, what idea(s) on SVDP person-to-person service to the poor would you like to see implemented? How would you do this? How could the District, Diocesan, National Council help? 
