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I didn’t plan to be a hospital chaplain; I stumbled into it almost by accident. I was in graduate school and had 
a very detailed plan of where I was headed and that plan never included chaplaincy. Through my 
conversations with patients, families, and even staff over the years, I have found that I am not alone in this – 
most of us make detailed plans but often we end up in very different places than we originally expected.  
 
Saint Vincent de Paul was no different. He was born in 1581 to a poor farming family in rural France. Early 
on it was evident that he was quite smart so the local Franciscan friars took an interest in educating him. 
Knowing the physical and emotional toil of farming, his parents wanted a better life for their son and 
encouraged him to grab onto any opportunities that came his way. After being tutored by the Franciscans, he 
worked as a tutor to the children of wealthy nobles. In time Vincent saw that becoming a priest would enable 
him to go to college and secure a comfortable life for himself. This was his plan. He entered the University of 
Toulouse to study theology and he entered the priesthood to better his station in life. He planned to leave the 
poor and the dust of the farm behind for a life of learning and ease.  
 
Vincent’s plan worked for a while. He attended school and dedicated himself to his studies. He made his way 
to Paris to continue seeking a higher position that would provide more financially stability. In the first 16 
years of his priesthood, he only served in the actual church for a little over a year; most of his time was 
dedicated to the university and to serving as a chaplain to wealthy families. However, in January of 1617, 
Vincent had a life changing experience. He was serving as chaplain to the Gondi family and was 
accompanying them to one of their estates in the country. While there, a poor man from the nearby village 
was dying and there was not a priest to minister to him. Vincent was called upon simply because he nearby 
but the event had a profound effect on him. He saw how much a simple visit and an act of kindness meant to 
this poor, dying man and it changed Vincent. From that point on, he began to reflect on how to use his life 
for the betterment of others. Within the year, he took an assignment as priest to a tiny church in a rural 
village. There he began making small changes. He began to listen to those in need. He began to visit the sick 
and find ways to help the poor. And these small changes ended up leading him to begin the Daughters of 
Charity who eventually founded Saint Thomas Hospital. 
 
Saint Vincent de Paul had no idea where he was going but he went anyway. It can be difficult to feel as if you 
don’t know where you are headed. It can feel disorienting and scary when the path you had planned for your 
life doesn’t work out or isn’t fulfilling. But remember that God’s call is rarely revealed all at once. Instead of 
showing us the long road ahead, God often comes to us in small moments and small acts of kindness that 
steer our courses over time and gradually reshape our souls. Vincent thought he had his entire life planned 
out but in one instant he realized there was something bigger for him. When he came face to face with a need 
that he knew was his to need, he acted and it changed the course of his life. May we too have the courage to 
step forward and act in such moments. Amen. 


