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Established in 1883 by French university 
students and led by Blessed Frederic Ozanam, 
the society is present today in 153 countries. 
According to Sonny Consiglio, executive 
director, this year marks the 175th anniversary 
of the society in the United States. Locally, 
St. Vincent de Paul can trace its roots 
back to 1896, a few years before the 
diocese was established.

“St. Vincent de Paul is a 
grass-roots organization,” said 
Consiglio. “All the thrift stores 
and food pantries were begun 
by St. Vincent de Paul groups 
within Catholic parishes.”

Two warehouses supply food to 
the pantries, and two kitchens, located 
in Altoona and Johnstown, serve lunch five 
days a week. “Our kitchens serve 100,000 
meals each year, and our five pantries serve 
several thousand people each month,” said 
Consiglio proudly.

Almost all parts of the organization have 
300-400 regular volunteers. They serve meals, 
supply and organize the pantries, grow food 
(the newest addition to the society), deliver 
food to those in need and organize and run 
the thrift stores where people of all economic 
levels shop.

During COVID-19, St. Vincent de Paul food 
pantries, meals and thrift stores had to make 
adjustments to their schedules and add safety 
precautions to continue to meet the needs of 
area residents. They did what was necessary, 
and volunteers stepped up to help.

“We try to help everyone,” said Consiglio. 
“Homelessness is a growing problem, and we 
work with all area organizations to meet those 

needs. A lot of people live in their cars. We 
don’t have enough shelters,” he added.

One of his goals is the development of more 
chapters known as conferences. Considered 
the paramount unit of St. Vincent de Paul, the 
conference is the grass-roots level at which the 

majority of members become engaged 
in directly serving those in need.

“We are a spiritually based 
organization. We provide 
spiritual formation to our 
members. What we do is 
affected by knowing how and 
why we do it,” he said. “How 

we treat people is so important. 
That is the Vincentian mission. 

We are not just about volunteering 
time.”
Consiglio stressed that each conference 

meeting begins with prayer, reflection, and 
gospel readings. Each conference also has a 
spiritual advisor. The spiritual development 
of Vincentian members is integral to their 
mission. Members have a purpose and do it 
as a true calling.

He added that diocesan parishes are critical 
to the success and survival of St. Vincent de 
Paul. “We ask all our parishes to support us,” 
he added. “And they do, from organizing food 
pantries, thrift shops, fish dinners and monthly 
food drives to additional financial collections. 
They are critical to SVdP’s success.

“No act of charity is foreign to the society, 
even funeral expenses,” noted Consiglio. “We 
are here to help the poor.” 

FOR MORE INFORMATION and to 
volunteer, visit www.svdpcares.org.
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‘GO TO THE POOR: YOU WILL FIND GOD’

Celebrating 175th Anniversary

Some members are known as the Silent 
Generation (born 1925–42) and some are 
part of the Boomer generation, but none 
of the volunteers at St. Vincent de Paul 
— nor their leaders — are “silent.” These 
volunteers are dedicated, hardworking, 
resilient and organized. They are “do-ers.”

SVdP members are people like Alice 
Emanuel, who spent 28 years in the Air 
Force as a commander and in human 
resources before retiring in Ebensburg. 
Alice has applied her military experience — 
which included director of food services at 

Christ House in Washington, D.C. — to her 
work with the homeless as part of SVdP. 
She is past president of the SVdP council/
board of directors, from which she recently 
stepped down.

“We really have a lot of goodwill in town,” 
said Emanuel. “Many churches, schools 
and businesses, not all of them Catholic, 
donate to us.”

Emanuel, 85, a member of Holy Name 
parish in Ebensburg, is proud of her work 
and volunteerism and is quick to remind 
everyone of SVdP’s dedication to its 

members’ personal spiritualism and growth 
as well as to people in need.

But there is a growing need for younger 
volunteers, including those who are still 
working or recently retired. Not everyone 
has to make SVdP a mission. “We have 
many volunteers who just want to give 
back. We appreciate them too,” she said.

Of the people who come to the food 
pantry, Emanuel said, “In them we see 
the face of Christ. We have a personal 
relationship with them. SVdP is really a 
ministry. We all grow spiritually.” 

G o to the poor: you will find God.” This is one of many well-known quotes 

from St. Vincent de Paul, a French Catholic priest who dedicated his life to 

serving the poor. Just as the worldwide organization that carries his name — St. 

Vincent De Paul Society — does, so does our own chapter, independent of the 

diocese but working side by side.

St. Vincent de Paul
APRIL 24, 1581–SEPT. 27, 1660

“You will find out that charity is 
a heavy burden to carry, heavier 
than the kettle of soup and the 
full basket … It is not enough to 
give soup and bread. This the rich 
can do. You are the servant of the 
poor, always smiling and good-
humored.”

St. Vincent de Paul was a French 
Catholic priest who dedicated 
himself to serving the poor.

Ordained in 1600 at age 19, 
he came into the Church at a 
tumultuous time. By 1617, he began 
to find his life’s work helping the 
poor. He organized the wealthy 
women of Paris to collect funds for 
missionaries, hospital projects, and 
serving the poor. Vincent eventually 
became known as the patron of 
all works of charity, and a number 
of organizations were specifically 
inspired by his work and teaching. 
The Society of St. Vincent de Paul 
is one such organization. He was 
declared “Blessed” or “beatified” 
by Pope Benedict XIII in 1729 and 
was canonized in 1737 by Pope 
Clement XII. He is venerated as a 
saint in the Catholic Church and the 
Anglican Communion. Churches, 
schools, hospitals and long-term 
care facilities have been named for 
him around the world. 
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St. Vincent de Paul Volunteers: Seeing the face of Christ in everyone

ANNIVERSARY

(1.) The latest SVdP special works is the community gardens. Volunteers harvest tons of produce over 
the growing season for kitchens and food pantries in our area. (2.) Our Altoona kitchen serves a lunch 
Monday through Friday for all those in need. (3.) Food collections are held throughout our area to help 
us stock the shelves of our food pantries. (4.) SVdP conferences are formed in parishes throughout our 
diocese. We currently have 22. (5.) Our conferences gather for social events such as holiday dinners to 
show support for one another. (6.) The Diocesan Council sponsors an annual Liturgy and Dinner. (7.) 
Turkey Drives help us out a great deal at Thanksgiving time. (8.) Our Altoona Council sponsors an annual 
Good Friday meal for all those in need. (9.) Our youth members at Divine Mercy do yearly projects to 
raise money for people in need. (10.) Our eight thrift stores provide goods at very reasonable prices. 
Profits from these stores also fund other efforts. COMPLILED BY SONNY CONSIGLIO, SVDP EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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