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HE FREDERIC OZANAM STORY is the story of a life lived to the [ull. A
Tmumgcous, warm-hearted and passionate man, he knew poverty, great loss, a
crisis of [aith and frequent ill health. A successful Prolessor at the Sorbonne
University in Paris in his twenties, Frédéric was, above all, a man of great Christian
faith. He gave expression to that faith in many ways; he wrote about it and defended
it at a time when it was not popular to be a Christian. It inspired him to action,
particularly in the service to the poor through the Socicty he founded with some of
his University friends.

With his fierce intelligence, access to a broad education and a middle-class background,
his life might have taken a fairly predictable route as a professional man moving among
the elite of French society. But, in the words of the poet, Robert Frost, “he took the
[path) less travelled, and that has made all the difference”,

Frédéric had @ grand and broad vision of what society should be. That vision was
founded on the idea of social justice and peace for all of humanity that he found in the
Gaspels, He said, “T would like to embrace the whole world in a network of love™. In
the France of his day, there wasn't much evidence ol a just society. There was constant
upheaval and social disruption. But Frédéric held to his vision. It found practical
expression in the Society of St Vincent de Paul, now a world-wide organisation with
over one million members. The Fredéric Ozanam story begins in April 1813
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FAMILY BACKGROUND

On 23 April 1813 Frédéric Ozanam, the {uture principal founder of the SVE was
born 1o Jean-Antoine Ozanam and Marie Nantas, the fifth child of a family of
fourteen, Frédéric was born in Milan, ltaly, then under French rule. When the
Austrians caplured the city in 1813, the family moved to their native city of Lyons,
in France. The Ozanam Family could trace its roots back to the Jewish tribe of
Hozannam, which came to the Lyons area in the time of Julius Caesar and converted
to Christianity in the seventh century.

Though reasonably well off at one time, Jean-Antoine had lost everything through
signing a Bill of Guarantee for a bankrupt relative. The family struggled to make
ends meet during this dark time.

Jean Antoine Ozanam was a doctor. He spent long hours and late nights caring for

his patients, often for no fee. During this time, discases such as cholera, tuberculosis

and typhoid were rampant. When he could do nothing to

i help them as a doctor, he stayed with them anyway,
We SM“M &}CCJIA@& our affering praver, friendship and support. His

; ; . ; wife, Marie, often joined her husband in the
td-‘-'ﬂﬁ our mf‘*’mﬂ care of the sick and suffering. So early in life,

. with the example ol his parents, Frédéric

ma;ybs} somtetumes ﬁur}%ar;r understond that helping and caring for other

pmplc was part of the way to live an authentic
and a.lwn‘ys‘ our hopes”.  Christian life

Frédéric Ozanam 1538 The Ozanam family had their own sense of loss;

only four of the fourteen children survived childhood,

The eldest daughter and great friend 1o Frédéric, Elise, died at the age of 19. His
brother Alphonse became a priest and his other brother Charles became a doctor.

TURBULENT TIMES

When Frédéric was }_',mwing up, France was gning lhrnugh turbulent times. The
French Revolution, whose tremors were felt world-wide, had occurred in 1789, At
the time of Frédéric’s birth, the Napoleonic era was nl.:nrly over. There was great
poverty and constant social disruption, With no welfare state to cushion them, poor
people got by as best they could.
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LOVE OF LEARNING

From an early age, his biographer (Fagan 1989) tells us that his parents encouraged
Frédéric to draw and 1o read widely. Fapan also tells us that Frédéric was not always
a willing pupil, that he had “stubborn moods, tantrums and fits of jealousy”,
However, by the time he went to school at the Royal College of Lyons at thirteen,
he began to show his exceptional intelligence and thirst for knowledge. He edited
a college journal entitled The Bee. Al seventeen, bared in the law offices his father
had sent him to, hoping he would eventually become a judge, he studied English,
German and Hebrew to relieve the monotony.

CRISIS OF ADOLESCENCE

Frédéric had a sensitive nature as well as great intelligence. At filteen he began to
doubt his faith in God. He says, "Uncertainty about eternity left me no rest. In
despair 1 prasped at sacred dogma, only to find it crumbling in my hands”, His world
was falling apart - the world his parents had taught him to trust in above all else.

He struggled for a year with his crisis of faith. However, he found an understanding
and gentle spiritual guide in one of his teachers, Abbé Noiret, who guided him
through the storm. At sixteen, he emerged with a different and decper faith. His
aim in life was now to live and defend his belief in God and an action-orientated
Church to the best of his ability.

GENTLE PHILOSOPHER

He set about preparing for his mission
by reading, reflecting and writing: “If
[ want a book at age twenty-five, [
must start my preliminary work at
eighteen. [ must learn a dozen languages
in order to consult original sources and
documents. | must study universal
history, art and the history of religious
creeds in all their depths”,

o desh pf Blessed Frddivre Ozanam
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But by ecighteen he had written his first waork in defence of his faith, Reflections an
the Pocirine of St Simon (an anti-Catholic movement), Published in the Paris
newspapers, it won praise from leading philosophers, writers and scientists of the
day. These included Lamartine, Chateaubriand and Ampére.
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PARIS
In 1831, Frédeéric left the law office in Lyvons to study literature at the Sorbonne in
Faris. He felt lonely in the big city as he had never been away from home before.

Soon, however, he was staying with M Andre Ampére, a renowned mathematician
and [riend of the Ozanam family. M Ampere introduced the young Frederic to
influential people in the University and encouraged him in his studies.

A PERSON OF FAITH

Always a man of broad vision, Frédéric was not a man for hall measures, During this
time, Frédéric wrote, “1 propose to write the literary history of the middle ages -
from the 5th to the 13th century. But in the history of literature I study principally
the wark of Christianity. All my argument is then directed to showing how, on the
ruins of the Roman Empire, and on the tribes encamped on these ruins, Christianicy
constructed a new society capable of knowing truth, doing good and realising the
beautiful”. In other words he wanted a Christianity that would influence everyday
life; one that would help create a peaceful and just society for all.

Such an expression of faith often went against the culture of the day. The new
philosophy of Rationalism, based on man’s reason, challenged the Christian faith
which was based on God's revelation, Fréderic and his friends at the University
joined the Societé des Bonnes Etudes (Society of Good Studies), founded by a
Professor of Philosophy at the University, Emmanuel Bailly. M Bailly would prove
to be a great friend of the SVP during the years to come. The Socicty ol Good
Studies provided a public forum for young Christians to discuss and debate the
social teaching of the Gospels.

“Itzktruthwhic/vwi(éawa}/: vise up

THE CALL TO ACTION

During one of the debates, an opponent remarked, “What is your Church doing
now? What is she doing for the poor of Faris? Show us your works and we will
believe yvou”. On the way home [rom the debate, one of Frederic's friends, Augusia
La Tallandier, suggested that they should take action on behall'of the poor of Paris.
Reflection and action should go hand in hand, In that moment, the idea of the
Society was barn.




























