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“I looked at all those people, maybe 200 of them, 
waiting there for an hour or two just to come in and 
get a few groceries,” says Gilbert, now president of 
the national St. Vincent de Paul Society Council. 
“And I thought, ‘This is not what God wants. We 
have to do something to change it.’ ”

Gilbert had joined the local council of the vol-
unteer organization through her parish in the early-
1980s but soon found herself working at the regional 
level. Work for the council at the state and national 
levels followed. 

On that Tuesday morning at the food pantry’s 
front door, she’d already been the organization’s 
national secretary for 12 years and had thrown her 
name in the running to be national president, not at 
all convinced she would win and not too concerned 
about it either. Others had urged her to run for the 
office at a point in life when she was preparing to 
settle into retirement, hoping to spend most of her 
time tending her garden.

First lady: But Gilbert did win, making her 
the first woman ever to serve as national president 
of the organization founded in 1833 by Blessed Fré-
déric Ozanam to provide a wide range of charitable 
services to the poor. 

It wasn’t until the mid-1970s that the society 
began accepting women as members, and even then, 
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For years Sheila Gilbert volunteered most Tuesday mornings at the down-
town Indianapolis food pantry run by the local Society of St. Vincent 

de Paul. Many patrons would arrive early, some more than an hour before 
the doors opened, waiting to get the choice selection of what was available 
that day. One Tuesday morning in mid-2011, as she had many times during 
her three decades of volunteering with the organization, Gilbert opened the 
food pantry’s front doors at 8 a.m. and welcomed in those waiting outside. 
But this time a thought struck her hard.

A dangerous 
woman
Sheila Gilbert is serious about 
helping people get out of 
poverty—and stay out.
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Favorite hobby 
Gardening. It’s a sacrifice I had to make in 
this role. These days, my garden at home 
wouldn’t qualify for any town garden tour!

role model 
Rosalie Rendu, a Daughter of Charity in Paris 
in the 1800s. She taught [SVdP founder] 
Frédéric Ozanam how to serve the poor.

last book read

Bridges Out of Poverty by Ruby K. Payne, 
Philip E. DeVol, and Terie Dreussi Smith (Aha 
Process Inc.) I’m studying it very carefully 
because it says so much about systemic 
change to reduce poverty.
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their participation was limited. 
“We went through a period when women got 

what I would call the ‘soft roles’—secretary of the 
council or formation person. Not head of gov-
ernance or treasurer,” Gilbert says. “But that has 
changed,” she adds, noting that she’s seen minimal 
opposition to female leadership in the organization. 

Gilbert takes her inspiration from the “Dan-
gerous Women Creed” by author and activist 
Lynne Hybels. This prayer asks God to make 
women “dangerous” by giving them the strength 
to be leaders who bring about change in the world 
around them. “Women who take seriously their 
dignity and vocation can appear dangerous. Dan-
gerous women will create change,” claims Gilbert. 
“In the church, that’s going to mean radically living 
Catholic social teaching, standing up in their own 
parishes and communities, and proclaiming Cath-
olic social teaching as a way of being in the world.”

system overhaul: Now in the role of 
national president, Gilbert has the opportunity 
to bring about that change in the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul. Firm in her resolve that the orga-

nization maintains its historic commitment to 
alleviating poverty through charitable work, she 
has pushed to expand that mission to address the 
systemic change needed to help people not only 
survive poverty but work their way out of it.

To explain the effort, Gilbert cites an image 
offered to her by a discouraged man living in pov-
erty. “When you put a grasshopper in a jar and 
close the lid, it’ll jump and jump, trying to get out, 
but of course it just keeps banging against the lid,” 
the man told her. “After a while, it’s going to quit 
jumping, because it knows it can’t get out.” 

The same is true for people living in poverty, Gil-
bert explains. Often there are circumstances in peo-
ple’s lives or in our broader society that keep them 
from getting out of poverty no matter how hard they 
might try. When a person’s experience tells them 
their efforts will be fruitless, they often stop trying. 

Therefore, Gilbert is looking for new ways of 
approaching poverty that deviate from the tradi-
tional St. Vincent de Paul approach of providing 
charitable outreach to people in need. “What can we 
provide so that these people will need our services 
less? That’s new thinking for us,” she says.

In practice, that might mean Vincen-
tians will develop longer-term relation-
ships with those they serve. They may 
take on the role of mentors to their clients, 
helping them to identify resources and 
navigate bureaucratic systems while pro-
viding encouragement along the way. 

The approach of working for systemic 
change—a mission of social justice rather 
than charity—has earned Gilbert some 
pushback with the society. “And that has 
come mostly from unfamiliarity with 
the idea,” she says. “Many members don’t 
really understand well what it’s all about.”

Gilbert hopes to change that, and she’s 
a zealous evangelist of this new outlook. 
She also has high hopes for the kind of 
change the society can bring about if 
everyone gets on board with the mission.

“I know our organization can’t end 
poverty single-handedly,” she says. “But 
the Catholic Church—so large, so power-
ful, so grounded in centuries of its social 
teaching—is in a good position to make 
a big contribution. Vincentians can be a 
catalyst, leading others in their parishes 
and dioceses to pitch in, too.” USC 
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