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The Society of St. Vincent de Paul 
The Saint Vincent de Paul Society (SVDP) is an international Catholic organization 
devoted to caring for the poor that was founded in Paris in 1833 by Blessed Frederick 
Ozanam. The society has 32 conferences in San Mateo County and 22 in Santa Clara 
County. I have been involved in the Nativity Parish conference in Menlo Park, San 
Mateo County, at St. Francis of Assisi conference in East Palo Alto, San Mateo County 
and more recently in our own St. Thomas Aquinas Parish in Palo Alto, Santa Clara 
County. Apart from the similarities, there are a number of interesting differences 
between the activities of the various SVDP conferences which I will discuss here. 
 
One of the first differences is that both Nativity and St. Francis of Assisi parish are in the 
Diocese of San Francisco, while the St. Thomas Aquinas parish is in the Diocese of San 
Jose. This is not an important distinction, because the St. Vincent de Paul society 
operates separately from the parishes. While the SVDP conferences are often operated 
through parishes and use the parish infrastructure to collect funds, the finances are not 
controlled by, nor managed by, the parish.  
 
The more important distinction is the fact that the Nativity and St. Francis of Assisi 
parishes are in San Mateo County, while the St. Thomas Aquinas parish is located in 
Santa Clara County. The SVDP conferences in San Mateo County fall under the 
umbrella of the San Mateo District council and the SVDP conferences in Santa Clara 
County fall under the umbrella of the Santa Clara District Council.  
 

Emergency Rental Assistance 
In San Mateo County, anyone calling 211 will be directed towards Samaritan House, a 
comprehensive emergency assistance provider. Samaritan House will either help the 
family directly or send a referral for the family to a secondary aid organization such as 
the San Mateo County District SVDP. This referral usually takes place if the family has 
been helped before, or the family is in an unusual situation. The San Mateo County 
District SVDP will then determine which conference is handling the address of the family 
and then sends the rental request to the local conference, e.g. Nativity or St. Francis. 
When the local conference members who visit with the family conclude that the need for 
rental assistance is real, they then direct the county district office to pay the rent to the 
landlord. The local conferences pay part, usually less than 50%, of the rent and the 
county district pays the rest. The latter is possible because the San Mateo District 
(unlike the Santa Clara District) owns rental properties, operates SVDP stores and has 
several large donors. 



 
Unfortunately, Samaritan House and do not assist in Santa Clara County. Lifemoves is 
the Emergency Assistance Network (EAN) and Homelessness Prevention System 
(HPS) provider in Palo Alto. They do help a number of people, but they have a rigorous 
vetting process that requires a lot of documentation. In many cases our local SVDP 
conference effectively is the primary emergency support for a family in need of rental 
assistance and not an auxiliary support, as in San Mateo County. When our local 
conference determines that the need of the family is real during a home visit, the local 
conference either pays the rent to the landlord (if funds are available) or asks for 
assistance from other parishes in the Santa Clara District. In that case our local St. 
Thomas Aquinas conference usually pays more than 50% of the rent. 
 
There are other options for people that need rent assistance as well. In San Mateo 
county, El Concilio is available for assistance and in Santa Clara county Amigoes de 
Guadelupe helps as well. 
 

Food Assistance 
In Palo Alto St. Thomas Aquinas has been instrumental together with several other 
churches in the establishment of the Downtown and South Palo Alto food closets. 
These food closets provide Palo Alto residents with free Fresh produce, protein, dried 
goods and other food staples. The food closets are the first line of defense against 
hunger in Palo Alto and our local SVDP conference assists with occasional deliveries to 
families we visit at home. The food closets mostly provide food to families and 
individuals which have access to cooking facilities. This is why a large portion of the 
food that our local SVDP conference hands out is going towards our unhoused 
neighbors, that lack the facilities to open a can or cook. 
 
The demand for food in East Palo Alto is much larger than in Palo Alto. St Francis of 
Assisi SVDP handed out more than 800,000 pounds of food from Second Harvest so far 
in 2022. This is 100,000 pounds per month. The Nativity conference, which handles the 
portion of East Palo Alto west of Highway 101 handed out more than $130,000 in food 
and gift cards alone in the last year.  
 
The continued need for food in East Palo Alto is why we continue to collect food for the 
St. Vincent de Paul food closet at St. Francis of Assisi Parish at the Thomas Merton 
Center mass every Sunday. All donations are eagerly accepted. 
 

Differences in the 2 counties 
From the description above, you can see that there are marked differences between the 
charitable works of the St. Vincent de Paul conferences in San Mateo and Santa Clara 
counties. In San Mateo County the primary assistance consists of food. The Rent and 
Utility assistance are mostly handled by other charitable organizations and the Society 
of St. Vincent de Paul acts as backup. In Palo Alto the main help we provide is rent and 
utility assistance, which allows people in continue to live in their homes. Assistance with 
food is mostly going towards our unhoused neighbors that come to the parish center on 
Middlefield Road. 



St. Vincent de Paul Society at St. Thomas Aquinas parish 
 

Our Services 
Here are some statistics about the services our conference provided  
during our 2021 fiscal year Oct. 1, 2020 to Sept. 30,2021: 

• We provided rental and utility assistance for about $50,000 
• We delivered food, gift cards and other emergency assistance with a value of 

about $20,000 
• In total we helped 531 Palo Alto families and singles (helping 1,062 people) 

 
We provide service to all neighbors in need regardless of race, religion or other factors. 
Our only requirement is that the need is real and that the people we help live within the 
parish boundaries.  
 

How to Support Us 
We raised $50,000 from the generous donations of Saint Thomas Aquinas parishioners. 
Our recurring source of funding are the second collections, which occur 8 times per 
year. Please be generous and thank you in advance. We also are fortunate to 
receive year-end and other one-time donations, which can be mailed directly to us or 
dropped off at the parish office. Parishioners making their regular donations online 
through the parish’s online giving portal - https://giving.parishsoft.com/App/Giving/PS-
357 – can select to fund St. Vincent de Paul there for donations to our Society. Finally, 
we have received bequests through the estates of our parishioners and from families 
asking that donations be made to us on behalf of deceased family members. 

The remaining $20,000 was received from other St. Vincent de Paul Conferences in the 
Santa Clara District. For example, the St. Simon Parish conference in Los Altos is a 
regular contributor to our needs. 

Needless to say, all manners of support are welcome. Donors can be assured that their 
gifts will be put to good use. As noted below, we are a volunteer-run operation and have 
virtually no overhead.  
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
There are several questions that people ask me regularly and I would like to address 
those here. 
 
What happens when someone asks you to assist with a large, e.g. $5,000 rent? 
This has never happened yet. We typically assist neighbors with a real emergency at 
the lower end of the rent scale. These are people that will end up in a shelter or on the 
street if we do not help them. A family that pays a large rent typically has friends and 
family that can help them out and if worse comes to worse they can find rental 
accommodations for less than $2k per month in the area. The people that we help do 
not have this option. 
 



While we would not a-priori deny a large rent request, we would certainly expect that 
this neighbor contributes a significant portion of the rent by themselves (if we determine 
the need is real) and that our society would only pay a small portion of the rent due. 
 
Why do you ask for money so frequently? 
This is simply a matter of need. The rule of the society of St. Vincent de Paul is to 
donate all the money that is given towards neighbors in need. There simply is no money 
to set up a kitty for a rainy day, because it is always raining for the people we help. If 
there was additional money, we would assist other conferences with their needs. But as 
you can see from the financials above, we run a deficit here in Palo Alto and it is other 
conferences in the Santa Clara district that actually come to our rescue. It certainly 
would be nice if it were the other way around! 
 
What are the demographics of people that you help? 
There are roughly 3 groups of people that receive our assistance in Palo Alto.  

- The working poor. These are people that live in mobile homes or low income 
housing. Usually, the need for help is triggered by the loss of a job or illness. We 
help them with Rent, Utilities, Food etc. 

- Seniors on fixed income. We help them with Rent, Utilities, unexpected medical 
expenses, Food, etc. 

- Unhoused neighbors. We help them when they come to our Parish office with a 
$10 gift card and some food. Occasionally we pay for car registrations, provide 
clothing vouchers or sleeping bags etc. 

Of course, a neighbor does not need to fall into one of these groups. We will attempt to 
help all persons in need in our parish, but the groups above account for the majority of 
our aid. 

How can I help, apart from food or money? 
Join Us. 
The Saint Thomas Aquinas St. Vincent de Paul Society is entirely staffed by volunteers. 
Our volunteers consistently find this work to be among the most fulfilling things that they 
do. Some have been at it for years, but we have some recent volunteers as well. 
Volunteers are free to select the times at which they can assist us, so this is not a 
burdensome commitment. The most compelling need is for new volunteers that can 
assist experienced members in home visits to learn about emergency needs, to pray 
with and listen to our neighbors. We also hope to meet people at the Parish office door 
more than one time per week as we get more volunteers.  
 
Finally, we also need volunteer assistance to collect, sort, pack and store food in our 
pantry as well as to help us keep track of our finances and gift cards. If anyone is 
interested in finding out more about this rewarding service opportunity, please call 
Gerard Vurens (cell: 408-859-2264), or strike up a conversation with Anne Fillin or 
anyone you know who is involved with our conference.  


