Jean-Léon Le Prevost, Sister Rosalia and the Society of S. V. de Paul
as seen by Sister Louise Sullivan in her book:

Sister Rosalie Rendu, a Daughter of Charity on fire with love for the Poor 

Vincentian Studies Institute, Chicago, Illinois, 2006

[ Nota bene. Focussing on Jean-Léon Le Prevost we chose three extracts and placed them in a new order: pp 216–220 – 212-216 – 196 and finally 221]
Le Prevost came from Normandy. He was born in the littte Norman town of Caudebec-en-Caux on 10 August 1803. His up-bringing was Catholic but, when Le Prevost arrived in Paris in 1825, he had renounced his desire to enter the seminary and had abandoned all religious practice. In 1833, he recounts how this had happened: 

“I left Lisieux, where I was at the time, to spend my vacation with my mother. [I was accompanied] by a good friend, [who was] generous but very ill advised because his light did not come from above. While I was totaly unaware of it, he had already shaken my faith. Nevertheless, while in Le Havre where we had come, I knelt down that evening - he was already asleep - and recited my rosary. Then, after I had finished and placed it on the table, by some distraction that I cannot explain, I put the lamp on top of it. I forgot the rosary that was under it. A week later, all my bonds with God had been broken.
(Letter of Jean-Léon Le Prevost to Victor Pavie, 12 July 1833, copy ASV: LLP 145)
Unlike Ozanam and the early confreres, Le Prevost was not a university student. His secondary education with the Jesuits at the Collège Royal in Rouen had provided him with a solid foundation in the classics and a love for literature, history, music, and art. However, before he could pass his baccalauréat, his father's business went into bankruptcy and he was forced to abandon his studies and seek employment. He worked briefly in a notary's office in Caudebec, and despite his lack of a diploma, as an instructor, first in Belfort in Alsace and then in Lisieux. But, in February 1825, he was obliged to give up his position to a candidate who possessed the desired credentials. With few options, he set out for Paris. He was 22.
Le Prevost was dazzled by the "City of Light" and set about imbibing its arts and culture. Wonderful as it all was, however, he soon came to realize that he had to earn his daily living. He was destined to do this as a bureaucrat in the Ministry of Cult. Preparing documents and writing letters hardly challenged Le Prevost's keen intelligence and literary bent. Thus, he frequented the artistic and literary gatherings of the capital. He came to know Victor Hugo, the great poet of the epoch, personally, and the critic Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve. In the midst of this, Le Prevost had the good fortune to meet and develop a life long friendship with Victor Pavie, a young student and Christian poet from Angers. Through him, he met other students from the same place. Like Le Prevost, they loved literature, art, and music. But, they were also a circle of friends involved in the Catholic movement of the 1830's. Victor Pavie would have a strong influence on his new friend, and eventually he would lead him along the path to conversion. Romanticism attracted Le Prevost. He had certainly read Chateaubriand, but it seems to have been the poets, particularly Lamartine, who reawakened the faith of his childhood in him. Lacordaire also played a role. But it was especiatly the example and friendship of Pavie that revealed the face of God to him. In 1832, he told his friend, "You were my star here: when I no longer knew where to go, I looked above and I advanced toward the point that you, yourself, occupied." (Ibid.,24 April1832, copy ASV: LLP 114)
In 1832, for the first time in his letters, the name of God appears, and in Him, Le Prevost discovers the sole source of love. Six months later the cholera epidemic broke out in Paris. […] However, for Le Prevost, it was another step in his journey back to God. He lost two very close friends to him. Faced with the relentless attacks of the disease and the ever-present sight of death, he spoke again of God: 

“Oh, how bitter this word [death] is! What deep sorrows it contains! For the past month, how many people around us have had to resign themselves [to it], to bow under its irresistible assault, and vanquished by the horrible struggle, to say to the Conqueror, "your will be done.The Conqueror is God. How weak humans are and how little they resist! It is truly pitiful” (ibid)
When faced with a perceived evil like that with which the characters in Albert Camus The plague struggled, all but those whose faith is unshakable turn their backs on God or rage against Him. Paradoxically, it was this very drama that brought Le Prevost back to God. Three months later, he told Pavie: 

“With the help of God, I at last emerge from the shadows, from incertitude, and from doubt. Once again, I become a believer. I feel that my bonds have broken and that I am climbing toward the truth. My prayer is no longer vague or uncertain, thrown out haphazardly toward an unknown god. It follows a natural slope to God whom I feel, see, and hear, and under whose eye I am, at this instant, as at all others. I know, my friend, that you will share in my happiness...” (ibid)
After receiving the sacrament of reconciliation, Le Prevost set out in earnest to discover his vocation. He challenged himself, as Jean Broet would challenge the students of the History Conference, “But it doesn't suffice to believe. My faith must have a form. There must be works. I must fulfilI the duties of a christian."(Boissinot, Un autre Vincent de Paul)  He prayed, but his vocation of service was still unclear to him. In the meantime, he tried to live his newly rediscovered faith. This alone would sustain him when he fell seriously ill and nearly died in the autumn of 1833. But the "Provident God" who, the previous spring, had led the first confreres to form the Conference of Charity, was at work in his life. 
Le Prevost's interest in literature and the arts gradually gave way to reflection

on religious problems. He found like-minded young Catholics at the gatherings held by Count Charles Forbes de Montalembert. while some of the most illustrious Personages of the era participated, it would be the youngest of the group, Frédéric Ozanam, who would have the greatest impact on his future life. Ozanam and his fellow Vincentians would take their noon meal in a modest little restaurant near Saint-Sulpice. Because it was located near the Ministry of Cult, where Le Prevost worked, he also ate there. One day, they invited him to join them. In an instant, he discovered his vocation of charity. And, he too came under the tutelage of Sister Rosalie. She shared in the work of the Association of the Holy Family, and learned from Le Prevost as she established a social center for girls modeled on the one he had begun for boys. 

We are not exactly certain of when Le Prevost joined the Conference of Charity, but he was definitely an active member by November 1834. He brought assistance to the poor inhabitants of the Mouffetard district in their hovels, and visited young prisoners and elderly persons abandoned in their miserable garrets. He came to know Bailly and Sister Rosalie and became imbued with the Vincentian manner of serving those in need. He went to pray daily in the chapel of the Congregation of the Mission on rue de Sèvres, where Saint Vincent's relics had been transferred. Here he would be inspired to found a religious congregation, the Brothers of Saint Vincent de Paul, [now called Religious of S. Vincent de Paul] for the service of workers and those who were Poor. He would eventually be ordained a priest. But his Vincentian vocation was nurtured in the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul by his contacts with Sister Rosalie. He himself attested to this when he was called upon to testify during the Process of Beatification for Father Libermann. He stated, “When I came to ...rue de l'Arbalète, I had already had the honor of knowing sister Rosalie, the providence [of God] for all the miseries of this quarter.”  (Positio super vita et virtutibus - Le Prevost – 1803 – 1874))
Le Prevost's admission into the Society marked another turning point in its development. He was the first member who was not a student and who, at 30, was considered old. He would become the president of the Conference of Saint-Sulpice which Ozanam would call, "The Queen of the Conferences.". While Le Prevost was one of the first dozen members, the little group was already spreading its"network of charity." The growth process would not be slowed. 
Sister Saillard says:

“Sister Rosalie sometimes told us how happy she was to see young men, like Ozanam, ...bringing assistance to their poor [families] and carrying wood on their shoulders that they were happy to deposit in their miserable hovel”.

According to a report of Gustave de la Noue, the number of members of the conference continued to grow from seven, at the first meeting, to at least 70 by May 1834. With rapid growth came the question of how best to handle both the service to those in need and the meetings, which were becoming cumbersome. Already, at this epoch, in a letter to Ernest Falconnet, Ozanam put forth the idea of extending throughout France, "a vast and generous association for the assistance of the working classes." In a letter to Léonce Curnier(3 Nov. 1834) , Ozanam gives form to his dream for the Society "to encircle the world in a network of charlty." 

Thus, on 3 November 1834, Ozanam wrote to Bailly from Lyons cautiously broaching the subject of a possible division of the Conference saying, "The meeting of the charity, which has become more numerous, could be divided into sections." He wanted to proceed slowly so as not to upset his mentor. At the 16 December meeting Ozanam stood to present a five-point plan to divide the Society into four sections, each with its own funds. No sooner had he finished, than Paul de la Perrière, who would be the most vocal opponent to the division, rose to demand that the proposal be tabled until the next meeting. Bailly then appointed a commission to study the matter. The seven members included Ozanam and Le Prevost. A week later, at the 23 December meeting, Bailly announced that the commission had decided: a division at that time would be premature. The great fear seems to have been that it would lead to weakening the bonds of friendship and support that had existed among the members from the beginning. 

While Christmas provided a time for peaceful reflection on the matter, the calm did not last into the New Year. At the next meeting, that Ozanam would refer to as "this notorious meeting of the last day of December 1834," Joseph Arthaud reintroduced Ozanam's proposal. (Ozanam, letter to Frs Lallier, 17 May 1838) The subsequent discussion was heated, the depth of opposition apparent. An exhausted Bailly proposed a truce and closed the meeting as all exchanged wishes for 1835. Bailly, however, could not bring himself to attend the 6 January meeting. Le Prevost presided in his place. In an effort to replace emotional outbursts with reasoned discussion, he created two commissions, one favorable, the other opposed to the division. On 17 February, with a positive response from both commissions, Bailly announced that in the future the Society would be divided into three sections which would meet separately. 

The following week, it was decided to limit the sections to two. Bailly would remain president of both. Ozanam would be the vice-president of the first section, with La Perrière serving as secretary. This section would soon be known as the Conference of Saint-Étienne-du-Mont. Levassor would be the vice-president, and Le Prevost the treasurer, of the second section which would become the Conference of Saint-Sulpice. Each section held its own meeting on 3 March. 

The little Conference of Charity had survived its first crisis, a crisis of growth. From now on, it would go forward throughout Paris, throughout. France, and ultimately throughout the world, "and receive into its bosom all those young men who desire to unite themselves to it by prayer and to participate in the same works of charity in whatever country they are found." (Règlement de 1835, article I) 

With the division, the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul took on its true physiognomy. It would no longer be limited to the parish of Saint-Étienne-du-Mont [and the parish of Saint-Sulpice]. Indeed, Sister Rosalie would request and receive a conference for the parish of Saint-Médard. Rather than coming from the Sorbonne, these students would come largely from l'École Polytechnique and l'École Normale Supérieure. we have no exact date for its establishment, but Ozanam would refer to it as the "most pious Conference in the capital."
It is in tight of this account of the division of the society into Conferences, based essentially on the minutes of the pertinent meetings, that the report of Claudius Lavergne must be viewed. It claims that unanimity had been reached when it was learned that Sister Rosalie proposed the division. It is not our purpose here to enter into the debate surrounding the text. Rather, it seems that while Sister Rosalie's name does not appear in the minutes, she could well have influenced the outcome. She did, indeed, want a conference at Saint-Médard and she worked in close contact with all involved. She understood the importance of mutual support in the very demanding service these young men were undertaking. Nonetheless, her focus was ever the same: the better service of those who were poor. If she believed, and it appears that she did, that dividing the group into sections would further this goal, then she surely communicated this to the confreres. so, one way or another, she played a significant role at this decisive moment in the history of the Society. 

There are two other areas in which Sister Rosalie's influence, although not specifically mentioned, was certainly key: the patronage of Saint Vincent de Pau| and the first Rule of the society. 

the Patronage of Saint Vincent de Paul. 

From its earliest days, the members of the Conference of Charity had devotion to Saint Vincent de PauI. This is hardly surprising given the influence of Bailly, whose spirituality and service were permeated with his spirit. But it is especially due to Sister Rosalie, under whose gentle guidance these generous and enthusiastic young men became  “Vincentians”, As they entered the hovels of the desperately poor inhabitants of the Mouffetard district, they strove to discover the image of the suffering Christ in the ravaged faces surrounding them. They learned from Sister Rosalie that charity is neither philanthropy nor socialism. It is much more, and can only be nourished by faith. A letter of Ozanam reveals just how well this truth had been embraced. He wrote to Louis Janmot: 

“It seems that we must see, in order to love; and we see God only with the eyes of faith; and our Faith is so weak. But we see poor persons with our bodily eyes. They are there and we can place our finger and our hand into their wounds... and we can say with the apostle, "Tu es Dominus et Deus meus [My Lord and my God]." (13 November 1936)

However, the Society was not officially placed under the patronage of Saint Vincent de Paul until 4 February 1834. The proposal came at the weekly meeting, but not from Ozanam or Bailly. Rather, according to the minutes, it would be Le Prevost "making himself the interpreter of the wishes of several members, [who would] ask that the Society place itself under the protection of Saint Vincent de Paul, celebrate his feast, and in addition, recite a Prayer at the beginning and end of each meeting." (minutes)

The minutes then go on to say that "no proposal could be more warmly received by the Society; all the remarks to which it gave rise can be summarized by congratulations and praise for the member who authored it. After Le Prevost, Ozanam rose to ask that "the Society place itself under the protection of the Most Holy Virgin and choose one of her feasts to honor her in a special way." The feast of the Immaculate Conception was chosen. It is worth noting that these two proposals were "the first adopted unanimously."

Le Prevost's proposal was a sort of baptism for the Society. The patronage of Saint Vincent was official and the Conference of Charity would henceforth be the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul. More and more the confreres would turn to Vincent for inspiration. In 1838, Ozanam would confirm this: 

“Now, in place of The Imitation [of Christ], we read The Life of Saint Vincent de Paul so as to be more imbued with his example and traditions. His is a life that we must continue, a heart where we must warm our hearts, an intelligence where we must seek light.” (Letter to Lallier, 17 May 1838)
The confreres of the ever-expanding Society had learned well from the example and traditions of Saint Vincent, but also from the living examples of his spirit and traditions: Emmanuel Bailly and Sister Rosalie Rendu. […]
the work of the “Holy Family” (1844) 

Jean-Léon Le Prevost and the confreres of the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul founded this work in the parish of Saint-Sulpice. Its goal was to bring working class families together, thereby helping them to improve their living conditions, and lead them back to God and the Church. The number of families increased and additional groups were formed. In 1848-1849, one was founded in the parish of Saint-Médard. The members met in the house of the Missionary Fathers of the Holy Spirit, the Spiritains, on rue des Postes. By 1850, there were 700 participants. Once again Sister Tissot tells us of Sister Rosalie's collaboration in a new work established to assist families who were poor or working class in the Mouffetard district. She says that Sister Rosalie’s collaboration in a new work established to assist families who were poor or working class in the Mouffetard district. She says that Sr Rosalie went to the Sunday meetings and "took one of our young sisters with her. She would point out the zeal of these young people, adding that they would be our judges if we did not give ourselves to God as we should”.
There is so much more that could be said about Le Prevost, as about Ozanam, but we have essentially limited our discussion to the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul and the influence of Sister Rosalie at the early stages of its development. What we have put forth is based largely on the works of Georges-Albert Boissinot, s.v., who prepared the Positio on Jean-Léon Le Prevost and who published a shortened version of this text, entitled: Un autre Vincent de Paul: Jean-Léon Le Prevost – 1803-1874.

It is perhaps fitting to conclude with an observation by Father Boissinot concerning this era and the extraordinary people who gave themselves to God, in the spirit of Saint Vincent de Paul, to serve Jesus Christ in the person of the most needy, as they sought to alieviate the misery of the inhabitants of the most wretched district of the capital: 
“Emmanuel Bailly, Frédéric Ozanam, Sister Rosalie Rendu, Jacob Libermann, Jean-Léon Le Prevost, [and one could certainly add Armand de Melun] What a team of apostles and holy persons walked the area around the Panthéon and rue Mouffetard, called the street of the revolutions.” 
Sister Louise Sullivan D. C.  

************************

March 3, 1845:  John Leo Le Prevost founded a Congregation: The Brothers of S. Vincent de Paul (now called Religious of S. Vincent de Paul).
First members: Myionnet, Le Prevost, Maignen, Pailler, are all laymen
December 24, 1850  a first priest, Henry Planchat
December 22, 1860  John Leo Le Prevost is ordained priest

March 23,1871  Fr Le Prevost appoints a Vicar General, Fr. Bernard de Varax
October 30, 1874  Fr Le Prevost dies

1938  beginning of a Diocesan Inquiry for canonization

December 21,1998:  Decree

JEAN LEON LE PREVOST - the heroic virtues of the Servant of God JEAN LEON LE PREVOST, diocesan priest and founder of the Institute of the Religious of St Vincent de Paul; born 10 August 1803 in Caudebec-en-Caux, France, and died 30 October 1874 in Chaville, France;

The Catholic Church is waiting for a miracle.
