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This publication was developed with reference to, and use of, a wide range of resources
within the Vincentian family. Thanks is given to our Vincentian brothers and sisters who
continue to research and publish articles, books and journals which further our collective
knowledge and wisdom of the Vincentian heritage and story.
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WELCOME
We are delighted to welcome you to the St Vincent de Paul Society (the
Society).
You have joined an organisation with a long history of people who saw the
needs of people around them and responded to those needs in a practical
way.
In volunteering and working with the Society you will discover a rich social
and faith tradition. This tradition responds to the needs of people and
communities, and advocates for a fairer and more just society, not only here in
Victoria, but also across Australia and around the world.
At the Society you will become part of a culture with a strong sense of
mission, vision and values of people working together.
Our tradition continues to shape and influence the good works of the Society
today.
There are many opportunities to learn more about our heritage, our Founder,
Blessed Frederic Ozanam, and how the organisation's story and mission
remain as relevant today as they were in 1833.
This booklet, Our Heritage, has been created for you.
It provides an introduction to our organisation, our story, our mission and
our people. It also provides you with the first of many opportunities to reflect
on how we, as individuals, and as an organisation, continue to live out the
mission of our Founder.

Sue Cattermole
Chief Executive Officer
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WHY PEOPLE SEEK OUR ASSISTANCE
The St Vincent de Paul Society provides a range of services and support to assist
people and communities. There is no typical type of person seeking assistance.
Individuals, families and communities seeking our assistance are as diverse as our
members, volunteers and employees.
Reasons for seeking assistance may include:
•
•
•
•
•

Loss of employment of the primary breadwinner
A reduction in work hours or in overtime which affects the household budget
Sudden illness of a family member
An unexpected bill
Cut backs or increased restrictions in government programs, as well as the
overall continued increase in the cost of living for households without a match in
increased wages or government benefits

Households who contact the Society for assistance do so not for the purchase of
luxury items, but rather for assistance with everyday living expenses, such as food,
energy costs, medical bills, housing costs and education costs for children.
As members, volunteers and employees we are mindful and sensitive to the individual
circumstances of people who come into contact with us, and we respond with respect
and without judgement.

OUR GOVERNANCE
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria has in place a sound governance structure
incorporating the different levels of:
•
•
•
•

State Council
Central councils
Regional councils
Conferences

The Society's governing body is the State Council and it consists of appointed and
elected members who are charged with the responsibility of ensuring adherence to
our mission and the custodian stewardship of our resources as well as our strategic
direction.
The expertise of State Council members is wide ranging and the term of office for
each position on State Council is four years.
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There are several unique and defining features of our governance structure that set us
apart from other organisations including:
•

The growth of the Society necessitated regulations that would help preserve our
mission, objectives and the spirit of the original foundation. Created in 1835 by
our Founder, Blessed Frederic Ozanam, The Rule is a core governing document
of the Society that gives structure, clarity and definition to the organisation and
fosters our identity. The Rule, revised to reflect modern times, remains in place
today.

•

Members of the Society are people who identify themselves as being people
of faith and give of their time to assist and offer friendship to people seeking
assistance. Representatives elected to positions of governance, such as a
conference president, regional president or central council president, must be
members of the organisation. On being elected, they continue to serve people
seeking assistance alongside their governance role.

•

Men and women are elected to positions within the governance structure by
the membership. In other words, whilst our members bring a wide range of
skills and expertise to their respective governance role they are elected and not
simply appointed by the president. This is an important distinction as it ensures
that those elected, having served within the organisation as members, have
an understanding of the organisation, its history, its structure, including the
decision-making processes, its people and, most importantly, the mission of the
organisation.

•

Unlike traditional, hierarchical organisational structures with power and authority
concentrated at the top of the organisation, the model of governance for the
Society reflects and promotes the servant leadership model. Servant leadership
is a philosophy and set of practices that enriches the lives of individuals, builds
better organisations and ultimately creates a more just and caring society. It is
about a service to others and encapsulates the sharing of power, ensuring sound
and effective structures are in place in order to meet legal, financial and regulatory
requirements, as well as, fostering a culture that gets the best out of its people.

‘ No work of charity is foreign to the Society. It includes
any form of help that alleviates suffering or deprivation, and promotes
human dignity and personal integrity in all their dimensions.”
St Vincent de Paul Society,
The Rule: 2012
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OUR MISSION
The St Vincent de Paul Society is a lay Catholic organisation that aspires to live the
gospel message by serving Christ in the poor with love, respect, justice, hope and joy,
and by working to shape a more just and compassionate society.

OUR VISION
The St Vincent de Paul Society aspires to be recognised as a caring Catholic charity
offering a hand up to people in need. We do this by respecting their dignity, sharing
our hope and encouraging them to take control of their own destiny.

OUR VALUES
Commitment
Loyalty in service to our mission, vision and values.
Compassion
Welcoming and serving all with understanding and without judgement.
Respect
Service to all regardless of creed, ethnic or social background, health, gender or
political opinions.
Integrity
Promoting, maintaining and adhering to our mission, vision and values.
Empathy
Establishing relationships based on respect, trust, friendship and perception.
Advocacy
Working to transform the causes of poverty and challenging the causes of human
injustice.
Courage
Encouraging spiritual growth, welcoming innovation and giving hope for the future.
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OUR LOGO
The St Vincent de Paul Society’s logo consists of three components and incorporates
the symbol of three hands which was designed by Australian sculptor Tom Bass.
This symbol was officially adopted by the Society Australia in the 1950s and brings us
together with Christ and the people we serve. It is an image of Christianity in action.

The hand of Christ
blesses the cup

The hand of love
offers the cup

The hand of suffering
receives the cup
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Blessed Frederic Ozanam
Born:
Place of birth:
Died:
Beatified:
Feast Day:
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23 April 1813
Milan, French-occupied
8 September 1853
22 August 1997
9 September

OUR FOUNDER
Frederic Ozanam was born in French-occupied Milan on 23 April 1813 and, at the age
of three, he moved with his family to Lyon, France.
His family were people of faith, committed Catholics.
His father was a doctor and Frederic often saw his father and mother leave,
sometimes in the middle of the night, to tend the sick and dying.
Their example gave Frederic the wisdom and compassion to challenge the social
injustices and, in 1833, establish the St Vincent de Paul Society in Paris.

A LIFE OF SERVICE
Frederic Ozanam lived an extraordinary life of 40 years (1813—1853).
His riches were not found in profit or material goods, but rather in his devotion to his
Catholic faith, his family, his friends, his dedication to his wife Amelie and daughter
Marie, his service to others and, of course, his beloved St Vincent de Paul Society.
During his lifetime he advocated against many injustices, including slavery, the
absence of protection for workers, child labour, as well as for better health and
education services. Frederic worked and served in his community.
He developed and treasured the relationships in his life, in particular his close
friendship with Sister Rosalie Rendu, a Daughter of Charity, who assisted and guided
him and his companions along the path of charity. Frederic laid the foundation and
created a vision for thousands of men and women who have since served and
continue to serve with hope and dedication.

“In my life I want to become better
and do a little good.”
Blessed Frederic Ozanam
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SHOW US YOUR WORKS
At the age of 18, Frederic Ozanam went to Paris to attend university. Academically
brilliant and mature beyond his years, Frederic’s time at university was not easy.
He attended university at a time when Paris was not merely anti-Catholic but openly
hostile to anything Catholic or Christian.
Frederic and his companions actively involved themselves in various activities including
student debates.
University life was an important part of his life, as was the creation of the organisation
that would become known world-wide.
One evening at a debating meeting, Frederic and his friends were issued with a
challenge from fellow students.
They said to Frederic:
“Christianity is now defunct and outworn. It may have been useful in the past,
but what use is it today? Where are your works now? Show us your works!”
In response to this outcry, Frederic and his friends realised they needed to organise
their works for the poor. This meant organising themselves, offering assistance and
friendship to people in need without discrimination, visiting people in their homes and
undertaking such visits in pairs, a tradition that remains today.
Today, this work is still practiced by the St Vincent de Paul Society and it is carried out
by our members (Vincentians), who belong to groups known as conferences.

“Yours must be a work of love,
of kindness, you must give your time,
your talents, yourselves.”
Blessed Frederic Ozanam
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OUR CONFERENCES – SERVING PEOPLE IN NEED
The St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria receives very little in government funding.
The majority of our funds come from Vinnies Shops, bequests and donations from the
general public, our Christmas and Winter appeals, and local fundraising.
The funds raised allow the organisation to respond to people and communities in need
throughout Victoria.
Like Frederic and his companions a conference member puts their faith into action.
Conferences meet on a regular basis, usually weekly or monthly.
Our conference members represent and reflect the broader community.
Like a workplace or neighbourhood, conference members are people of all ages,
genders and nationalities. They are mothers, fathers, students, grandparents,
professionals, your neighbour and, perhaps, a work colleague. Conference members
mirror a rich and diverse range of life experiences.
Conferences continue to live out the spirit of our Founder by their motto of ‘a hand up,
not a hand out’.

HOME VISITS
Conference members meet people in their home or at an agreed meeting place.
As Vincentians we believe that meeting people in their homes, or another agreed
place, helps preserve the person’s dignity and self respect.
We go to the person and we spend the time that is needed with them. This allows
conference members to get an understanding of each individual situation and preserve
the person’s privacy by enabling them to share their story in a familiar and safe
environment.

“We should assist the poor in every way and
do it both by ourselves and by enlisting the help of others.
To do this is to preach the gospel by word and by work”.
St Vincent de Paul
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ST VINCENT DE PAUL SOCIETY
On Tuesday 23 April 1833, Frederic Ozanam and his friends founded the St Vincent de
Paul Society and today the organisation serves in 135 countries around the world.
In Victoria, the work of the Society is undertaken by dedicated members, volunteers
and employees.
Our service to people seeking assistance includes:
•

Home Visitation: The Society has more than 280 local volunteer groups across
Victoria, known as conferences, which provide a ‘hand up’ to people in need. They
visit people in their homes, or in a local community setting, to provide support and
practical assistance.

•

Vinnies Shops: Our Vinnies Shops, now numbering over 100 and growing,
provide clothing, furniture and household goods to people experiencing hardship,
and also on-sell surplus goods to generate income for the Society’s welfare
programs. Vinnies Shops are supported by an extensive network of volunteers and
material donations from the community.

•

Soup Vans: Our soup van volunteers bring food and friendship to people
experiencing poverty and homelessness in metropolitan and regional Victoria.
Shared meals create an environment for regular, face to face conversations, which
can help people experiencing crisis survive, recover and regain their independence.

•

Education & Tutoring: Education is essential for helping to alleviate the cycle
of poverty and disadvantage within our community. We offer tutoring programs,
reading clubs, breakfast clubs, scholarship programs, and tertiary entrance support
programs.

•

Compeer Program: Our Compeer Program links people living with mental illness
to friends and companions in their local community. Through inclusive activities and
conversation, they have an opportunity to thrive.

•

Refugees & Asylum Seekers: Our conferences provide a range of personalised
services to support and assist refugees to rebuild their lives and establish a home
in their new country.

•

VincentCare Victoria: VincentCare Victoria was established by the Society in
2003 to provide a range of social services to people experiencing disadvantage.
VincentCare has a service delivery model known as ‘hubs’. Each hub comprises a
different mix of accommodation, support and health services driven by the needs
of the catchment population. These include the Inner Melbourne Community Hub;
Northern Community Hub; Seniors’ Living Hub; and Social Enterprises Hub
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St Vincent de Paul
Born:
Place of birth:
Died:
Canonised:
Feast Day:
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24 April 1581
Pouy, France
27 September 1660
16 June 1737
27 September

OUR PATRON
Vincent de Paul was born in 1581, in the South Eastern corner of France. The village
is now named St Vincent de Paul.
Vincent, a son of a farmer, entered the priesthood with the expectation of establishing
social connections and receiving a living that would enable him to care and provide for
his family.
Vincent’s determination provided him with connections, the financial ability to support
and care for his family and the ability to move within well-connected networks.
Through a series of life-changing experiences ministering to the poor, Vincent would
ultimately find his calling to serve and advocate for the poorest and those without a voice.
An extremely gifted man, he took on the roles of spiritual director to priests, negotiator
with members of the aristocracy, and reformer of the clergy.
He organised social welfare on a national scale in France and above all dedicated his
life to serving the poor, sick and disadvantaged people, seeing in them the face of God.
Vincent de Paul served the poor for 43 years. He died in 1660, aged 79 years old and
is known as the Apostle of Charity.
His legacy is found in most Australian cities and around the world – a hospital, a social
welfare program, a local church or perhaps a school, all named in his honour.
Frederic Ozanam and his companions chose to name the Society after Vincent de
Paul and Frederic wrote:
“To choose a patron saint does not mean simply adopting a figurehead which
will help us to cut a good figure in the religious world. A patron is a model
whom we must try and imitate. It means trying to carry on the work he has
started and endeavouring to acquire something of his warm heart. A patron
saint provides a model for us to copy on this earth and a protector who will
watch over us.”
The Vincentian family recognises St Vincent de Paul and St Louise de Marillac as their
founders. The St Vincent de Paul Society is part of the larger Vincentian family which
also includes the Daughters of Charity.
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St Louise de Marillac
Born:
Place of birth:
Died:
Canonised:
Feast Day:
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12 August 1591
Paris, France
15 March 1660
11 March 1934
9 May

COMPANION TO ST VINCENT DE PAUL
Louise de Marillac was a women of great wealth and connection. She had experienced
a great deal of sorrow and heartache during her life, including the death of her much
loved husband.
In 1625, Louise met Vincent de Paul and together they established and developed
models of service to others that were revolutionary for the time and remain in place
today.
In 1633 Louise, together with Vincent founded the Daughters of Charity, also known
simply as 'Daughters' in Paris.
In her own home, Louise began to train young women to address the needs of the
poor. They gained support from their life together. Louise trained the young women to
read, write and serve the poor in health care, social ministry and education.
The Daughters served in hospitals and schools, cared for the galley slaves, wounded
soldiers, the aged, the lonely and the isolated. All who called upon them were served
with love, humility and compassion.
Unlike traditional congregations of women serving in the Catholic church who lived the
cloistered life, the Daughters went out into the streets of Paris and cared for the sick
and poor in their homes.
Louise died on 15 March 1660. Today, she continues to stand as a modern-day role
model and inspiration in humility and service. Her spirit continues to live in the 18,000
Daughters of Charity throughout the world, as well as in their many lay collaborators.

“We should try to win the hearts
by support and cordiality.”
St Louise de Marillac
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Blessed Rosalie Rendu
Born:
Place of birth:
Died:
Beatified:
Feast Day:
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9 September 1786
Confort, France
7 February 1856
9 November 2003
7 February

MENTOR TO BLESSED FREDERIC OZANAM
Rosalie Rendu heard her calling at the age of 16 and, in 1802, arrived at the
motherhouse of the Daughters of Charity in Paris.
Rosalie served the poor in the Mouffetard district which was considered the most
impoverished area; psychologically, emotionally, physically and spiritually.
Disease, unhealthy slums and destitution were the daily lot of the people who were
trying to survive.
To assist in alleviating the suffering, Rosalie opened a free clinic, pharmacy, school,
orphanage, child-care centre, youth club for young workers and a home for the elderly.
A whole network of charitable services was established to counter poverty.
Rosalie was known as the ‘Good Mother of All’ without discrimination between
religion, political persuasion or social status. She remained in the district for 54 years.
She was lovingly regarded as a mentor, a person of guidance and an advocate of the
poor and disadvantaged.
It is not surprising that Frederic Ozanam and his companions were provided with love,
compassion, support and guidance from this Daughter and, when she died in 1856,
an estimated 60,000 people attended Rosalie’s funeral.

“If you want someone to love you,
you must be the first to love;
and if you have nothing to give,
give yourself. ”
Blessed Rosalie Rendu
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Father Gerald Ward
Born:
Place of birth:
Died:
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1806
London, England
14 January 1858

OUR AUSTRALIAN FOUNDER
Gerald Ward was born in London 1806 and arrived in Australia on 7 September
1850 after being recruited to work in the Melbourne mission by the pioneer priest Fr
Patrick Geoghegan.
With the discovery of gold in 1851 and the rush to the goldfields of central Victoria,
the population doubled and homeless, and deserted children roamed the streets.
As a result of the poverty he saw around him, Fr Gerald Ward established the
first Australian conference of the St Vincent de Paul Society on 5 March 1854 at
Melbourne’s St Francis’ Church.
Gerald and the new St Vincent de Paul Society conference responded to the issues
they witnessed including the establishing of the St Vincent de Paul orphanage in
South Melbourne.
In a submission to the government of the day, Gerald stated the conference aimed
at “the relief of the destitute, in a manner as much as possible permanently beneficial
and the visitation of poor families”.
Gerald Ward died on 14 January 1858 aged 52.
A newspaper noted that “he was one in whom many a widow and orphan had found
a good friend.” His enduring legacy is founded in such friendship.
Today the first Australian conference at St Francis’ Church is still very active and
continues to respond to the needs of others.
We also honour the Society’s Australian Founder by naming our central
administration building in Box Hill, Gerald Ward House.

“Vincentians strive to seek out and find those in need
and the forgotten, the victims of exclusion or adversity.”
St Vincent de Paul Society,
The Rule: 2012
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VINCENTIAN CELEBRATIONS
Events and gatherings that may be held at your Vinnies Shop, Gerald Ward House in
Box Hill (our central office) or in the local area.
These include:
•

Annual Ozanam Lecture

•

Feast Day celebrations for Blessed Frederic Ozanam and St Vincent de Paul
held in September

•

Feast Day celebrations for Blessed Rosalie Rendu and St Louise de Marillac
held in February and May respectively

•

A Call to Serve celebration of members and volunteers

•

Recognition and award ceremonies for members, volunteers and employees

•

Morning and afternoon teas

•

The annual Vinnies Youth Ball

•

Annual Thanksgiving Mass for deceased members, volunteers and employees
held in November

•

Festival masses held at parish level throughout the year

•

Monthly mass held at Gerald Ward House

FURTHER INFORMATION
For further information about how to get involved with the works of the St Vincent de Paul Society
Victoria, volunteer opportunities or as a conference member please:
•

Visit www.vinnies.org.au/page/Get_Involved/

•

Email volunteer@svdp-vic.org.au
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