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Pioneer in Elderly Care

Responding to God’s call, St. Jeanne Jugan (1792 — 1879) founded the
Little Sisters of the Poor. The mission — to provide hospitality and care for
the Elderly Poor in family-style Homes; depending completely on Divine
Providence to meet all the needs of running these Homes. The “work”
began on a cold winter’s night in 1839, at Saint Servan, France, when
Jeanne carried on her back, a blind, paralyzed elderly lady and took her
home. Her name was Anne Chauvin. She was all alone, having just lost a
sister, on whom she relied on for everything. Jeanne gave up her bed for
Anne and moved into the attic. This act of charity was a turning point in
Jeanne’s life. The foundations for the Little Sisters of the Poor were being
laid...

Soon Jeanne’s small apartment was too small to welcome the Elderly Poor
who came, non-stop, knocking at her door, seeking shelter. A larger place
had to be found. Young women came to help with the care of those early
residents but with extra mouths to feed, Jeanne was finding it harder to
provide just from her own meagre earnings. Another turning point for
Jeanne was at hand. She would support the needs of the Elderly Poor in her
care, by looking for benefactors, going begging from door to door. It was
not an easy decision, but she did not want those under her care to be
tempted to return to their former way of life, especially those who spent
what they got on alcohol! And so, she replaced them, with basket in hand;
faith, and trust in her heart. God rewarded her confidence! The Elderly
were adequately taken care of, with the money, provisions, utensils, and
supplies received from the good-hearted people whom Jeanne encountered
wherever she went, far and wide. Her unwavering and indefatigable
collecting brought in large sums of money, needed to pay for the purchases
of buildings and properties for the various houses she established. The
number of Homes multiplied as the number of Elderly residents increased
over time.

In the spirit of poverty and littleness, it was St. Jeanne Jugan’s desire that
“the Congregation should not own investments or any regular income of a
permanent sort. We were to rely completely on Divine Providence and the
collecting done by the Sisters themselves, a legacy we keep very much



alive today! St. Jeanne Jugan’s decision was and continues to be confirmed
time and again through the charity of “our many and good benefactors”
who come from all walks of life. She also desired one other thing through
the collecting, a means to invite persons from all sectors of society,
regardless of their religious beliefs, to help in providing for and doing good
for the Elderly in any way that they can — be it in cash or kind, voluntary
service, or through prayer.

A Little Sister of the Poor’s vocation cannot be separated from the Elderly.
In consecrating herself entirely to the care of the Elderly Poor, a Little
Sister responds to the call to total sacrifice for them after the words of Jesus:
“Whatsoever you do for the least of my brothers, you do for Me”. Her
concrete and exemplary model is St. Jeanne Jugan who saw Jesus in Anne
Chauvin and all the others whom she welcomed.

Over 180 years ago, when the Elderly were even more marginalized than
presently, St. Jeanne Jugan’s spiritual intuition gave her insights into their
needs and desires. The terms “palliative and hospice care” did not yet exist,
yet Jeanne was already counting on the help of doctors and using all the
means at her disposal to alleviate the discomfort and pain of the sick and
dying Elderly. When their last moments were at hand, she and her Sisters
stayed with them, prayed for them, and gave them the moral support of
their presence, which let them know that ““‘we are here with you, we care a
lot about you, and we are entrusting you to God’s eternal love”. Another
part of the legacy we continue today.

Even after the passing of a Resident, the Little Sisters continue to
accompany him or her on that last journey along with any family and
friends he or she may have. By their help in arranging the funeral service
and by their prayers for the deceased they try to bring consolation to the
bereaved family and reinforce the belief in eternal life. This
accompaniment of the Elderly Poor from the time they enter the Home until
God calls them to Himself is the summit of our vow of hospitality. We
witness to God’s gift of life to the weak and His compassionate love more
emphatically, when we continue to provide for all of their needs, to
preserve their dignity and right to live and age gracefully even as their
physical capacities diminish.






