
Do you know who this man is? 

  

Photographs from soccer.ru and United Nations Development Programme 

It is famous French footballer Zinedine Zidane.  

In 2004 the French people were asked to nominate their greatest living person, 

only Abbé Pierre kept footballer Zinedine Zidane off the top spot. So, do you 

know who Abbe Pierre was? 

Christianity in Action - Compassion  

Abbé Pierre (1912 – 2007) 
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Read the exciting life story of Abbe Pierre 

  

Henri-Antoine Grouès was born into a wealthy Catholic family. He was twelve 

when went for the first time with his father to the brotherhood of the 

"Hospitaliers veilleurs" in which the mainly middle-class members would serve 

the poor by providing barber services.  

Aged 16, he made the decision to join a monastic order, but he had to wait until 

he was seventeen and a half to do it. When he did, he offered all his possessions 

to charities. After seven years he had to leave after developing severe lung 

infections, which made the strict and hard monastic life difficult to cope with.  

When World War II broke out in 1939, he became a non-commissioned officer 

in the train transport corps. He helped Jewish people to escape Nazi persecution 

and learnt how to make false passports. He was arrested twice, once in 1944 by 

the Nazi police.  

After the Second World War Abbé Pierre became an M.P. Homelessness was a 

big issue in Paris, so Abbé Pierre started a charity called Emmaus. The charity 

started with Georges. One night, a man called Georges was brought to Abbé 

Pierre. Georges had been released after 20 years in prison, only to find his family 

unable to cope with his return home, leaving him with nowhere to go. He turned 

to the Abbé for help, but instead Abbé Pierre asked Georges to help him, 

building houses for the homeless mothers who came looking for his support. 

Georges became the first Emmaus companion, living with Abbé Pierre and 

helping him to build temporary homes for those in need, first in the priest’s own 

garden, then wherever land could be bought or scrounged. Georges said: 

“Whatever else he might have given me – money, home, somewhere to 

work….What I was missing, and what he offered, was something to live for.” 

In 1951, Abbé Pierre resigned as an MP to devote himself to fighting 

homelessness and poverty. Until then, he had used his salary to pay Georges and 

the other 18 men who had joined them to set up the first ever Emmaus 

community, but leaving his job meant that no money was coming in. Instead, he 

toured the smart restaurants of Paris asking for donations. When the 

companions found out about this they were outraged, feeling that begging 

would compromise their self-respect. So, to raise money, they became “rag 

pickers”, collecting things that people no longer wanted and selling them on. 

This was the start of the first Emmaus social enterprise. 



In 1954, Abbé Pierre learned that the baby of a homeless couple had frozen to 

death in the night. A baby’s funeral sparked the uprising of kindness. Some days 

later he heard that a woman had died of hypothermia on the streets having been 

evicted from her home. Angered by these needless deaths, he sent an open 

letter to newspapers and made a famous radio appeal to the nation: 

 “My friends, come help… A woman froze to death tonight at 3:00am, on the 

pavement of Sebastopol Boulevard, clutching the eviction notice which the day 

before had made her homeless… Each night, more than two thousand endure 

the cold, without food, without bread, more than one almost naked. To face this 

horror, emergency lodgings are not enough… 

Tonight, in every town in France, in every quarter of Paris, we must hang out 

placards under a light in the dark, at the door of places where there are blankets, 

bunks, soup; where one may read, under the title 'Fraternal Aid Centre', these 

simple words: 'If you suffer, whoever you are, enter, eat, sleep, recover hope, 

here you are loved'.  

The forecast is for a month of harsh frosts. For as long as the winter lasts, for as 

long as the centres exist, faced with their brothers dying in poverty, all mankind 

must be of one will: the will to make this situation impossible. I beg of you, let 

us love one another enough to do it now. From so much pain, let a wonderful 

thing be given unto us: the shared spirit of France. Thank you! Everyone can help 

those who are homeless. 

All mankind must be of one will: the will to make this situation impossible. I beg 

of you, let us love one another enough to do it now. From so much pain, let a 

wonderful thing be given unto us: the shared spirit of France. Thank you. 

Thanks to you, no man, no child, will sleep on the asphalt or on the waterfronts 

of Paris tonight. Thank you.” 

The French public responded – gifts and support flooded in. 

Emmaus communities opened across France. Abbé Pierre became an 

international figure and travelled the world spreading the word about Emmaus, 

leading to new communities being set up on four continents. Emmaus Sheffield 

works in our city today. 

Abbé Pierre continued to campaign until his death, in January 2007, aged 94. His 

funeral on 26 January 2007, at the Cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris, was 

attended by numerous distinguished guests, but according to his wishes, it was 

Emmaus companions who sat at the front of the congregation. 

Information taken from Wikipedia and RE Online. 



After you have read the information above watch this short film (1 minute 42 

seconds) as a summary of Abbe Pierre’s life. Watch it without sound – it is in 

French! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nWe826FYrTM. 

 

Questions for Discussion / Written Tasks 

1. What do you think influenced Abbe Pierre and 

the way he lived his life? 

2. In what ways did Abbe Pierre help others? 

3. How did Abbe Pierre help Georges? 

4. Christians remember Jesus’ resurrection at 

Easter. Read about Jesus walking along the road 

to Emmaus in Luke 24:13-35. If you do not have 

a Bible you can find it at 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+24%3A13-

35&version=GNT. Why do you think Abbe Pierre called his charity Emmaus? 

5. Design a new logo for the Emmaus charity. Here is their current logo: 

6. What do you admire about Abbe Pierre and his life? 

7. Think about how you could help others in the coming weeks. Print out the 

‘Live Life Better’ sheet. Colour in the boxes that involve helping others. 

https://46f03f8b-dd10-4c3a-9b99-

7bda6a6c79be.filesusr.com/ugd/fae48b_a60c42173f154bd4a5726676d10c

3ffd.pdf 

8. In 1954 Abbe Pierre’s speech caused an Uprising of Kindness. What kindness 

would you like to see in today’s world? 

9. Re-read the part of Abbe Pierre’s speech that is included in the information 

about him above. Write a speech of your own to inspire people to be kind. 

Start with the same words as Abbe Pierre – ‘My friends, come help…’ Or 

perhaps you would prefer to record your speech using an audio or video 

recorder. 

 

Find out more about Emmaus Sheffield today: 

https://www.emmaus-sheffield.org.uk/ 

Written by Fiona Walton 


