Sister Jane Marie Lamb, OSF, at St. John’s
Hospital, Springfield.
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Hospital Sisters of St. Francis celebrate their humble
beginning and storied impact

By BRIAN C. BLASCO
Special to Catholic Times

On July 2, 1844, Father Christo-
pher Bernsmeyer, OFM, a Francis-
can priest, witnessed the religious
commitment of a small group
of women in Our Lady of Grace
Chapel, Telgte, Germany, a village
near Muenster, Westphalia. These
women became the first members
of the Hospital Sisters of the Third
Order Regular of St. Francis, an or-
der founded by Father Christopher,
whose motivation was to take care
of the sick and poor in their homes
in rural areas. Later, they continued
the care of the sick in homes, hospi-
tals, and on the battlefields.

When in 1875 the Kulturkampf
raged with increasing violence in
Prussia and the Hospital Sisters
feared that they would be banished
just like other religious communi-
ties, Bishop Peter Baltes of Alton, II-
linois, wanted health care services in
his diocese. He wrote to the Hospital
Sisters in Muenster with the request
that they offer Sisters for his diocese.

In response, Mother General Bern-
hardine explained that this request
was granted because at that time,
the acceptance of new members had
become impossible because of the
religious laws passed on May 31,
1875. Since the Congregation saw its
existence threatened, the invitation
from America was a blessing.
Sisters were invited to be mis-
sionaries in America and 20 of the
50 Sisters who volunteered, ages
24 to 43, were chosen. The Sisters
sailed on the SS Maas on Oct. 16,
1875, and after a treacherous jour-
ney across the Atlantic Ocean, they
arrived in Alton on Nov. 6, 1975.
These first Sisters were organized
into small groups and brought
health care services to the people of
Alton, Belleville, Effingham, East St.
Louis, Litchfield, and Springfield.
These cities were chosen because
there were German immigrants and
because the cities had access to the
railroad. The Motherhouse would
be in Springfield. When the Sisters
arrived, they found that the German
immigrants spoke English and so the
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Sisters learned English with grade
school children. In the subsequent
years, other communities in the
United States of America requested
the health care services of the Sisters.
Yearly since 1875, the Hospital
Sisters of St. Francis from Germany
volunteered to be missionaries in
America, and small groups were sent.
This ended in 1934 as the number of
American women interested in join-
ing the community increased. In 1960,
there were 820 professed Hospital
Sisters in America in 28 locations.
Originally, the Community of
Sisters elected Sisters to serve on the
leadership team who were respon-
sible for directing their religious
community in spiritual life and over-
seeing the direction and manage-
ment of their ministries, including
the hospitals. This team served on
all the hospital boards in Illinois and
Wisconsin. With the expansion of
hospitals following the introduction
of Medicare and Medicaid, it became

Continued on page 17
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Shown are Sisters DeLourdes,
Damacene, Merita, and DelLellis
Mehl, OSF.

Sister Agnes McDougall, OSF, at
St. John’s Hospital School of Nurs-
ing, Springfield.

Sister Anne Carlino, OSF, at St. John's
Hospital, Springfield.

To Be Christ’s Healing Presence:
The Living Legacy of the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis
Sisters reflect on their history, impact

Sister Trudy O’Connor, OSF, and Sister
Charitas Prince, OSF, at St. John’s Hos-
pital School of Nursing, Springfield.

“I realized that for me health min-
istry was not in taking away pain,
suffering and death, but rather help-
ing the person to reach the stage of
acceptance. Dick, a 22-year-old man
with terminal cancer, was a gift to
me. In his inability to pray or under-
stand the sufferings before him, my
ministry was to accept my helpless-
ness and therefore to completely
rely on God whose grace could
bring Dick back to Him. It is a fact
of experience that suffering can lead
us to God in humble prayer and can
be an opportunity for growing in
sensitivity to others. I walked away
from Dick’s death with tears in my
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eyes along with a satisfaction that I
experienced the mystery of life and
death. I rejoiced for Dick’s passage
from death to life in Psalm 45: “Your
God has chosen you.””

— Sister Anna Marie Schwieder, OSF

“Things happen that you never
dream of, but God gives you the
grace at that moment to act in what-
ever manner is necessary. You are
never acting alone.”

— Sister Marciana Lynch, OSF

“This is how a person is converted:
they understand God’s blessing and
know that there are other sufferings
in life. Regardless of how confused I
was, I knew there was hope.”

— Sister Pacis Bao, OSF

“I do not think you have to be in
health care very long before you
realize we can do something, but
that healing takes a divine help.

You realize that we are powerless
people. We have various gifts to use
in different ways, but in the end, it
has to be God with you. I think you
have to get on your knees and say,
‘I can only go this far, and the rest is
up to You, God.””

— Sister Frances Elizabeth

Schmitz, OSF

“You could just feel the hand of
God in the work. I sensed that.”
— Sister Dolorine Czok, OSF

“I do remember one prayer that we
always prayed together after break-
fast, and it is such a good prayer. It
goes like this, “'Oh my God, I do not
know what will happen to me today.
All that I know is that nothing will
befall me but what You have foreseen
and ordained for all eternity. There-
fore, I am resigned to all.”

— Sister Laverne Donahue, OSF

“We are all here together be-
cause we have heard this call. It is a
mystery to me still why I am here.

I did not know the Hospital Sisters
before I came, but the Motherhouse
grounds just drew me in.”

— Sister Ann Mathieu, OSF

“I think the key, first of all, for a
woman religious is to ask herself,
‘Where are my priorities for my
religious life?” Second, ask yourself,
"How do I incorporate them into
your professional life?” I believe that
you begin each day nourishing your
religious life, and then you move
into your professional role. But you
do not forget the source of your
strength and your energy.”

— Sister M. Paulette Collings, OSF

October 26, 2025 « Catholic Times « 12



Sister Peter Damian Chiang, OSF, at
St. John’s Hospital, Springfield.

“I think at the heart of why our
hospitals are unique is the personal
interest of the Sisters who built them.
They established them and brought
them from nothing into large, com-
plex business organizations while
retaining the spirit of a family-run
business. Until recently, this was
apparent when you came into one of
our facilities and would encounter
our Sisters who were distinguish-
able from everyone else, for the most
part. They had a personal interest,
and they knew that they were going
to be there after many of the other
personnel went home or moved on.”

— Sister Jomary Trstensky, OSF

“Franciscan spirituality is simple.
It is a call to be humble, to be poor;
to hospitality; it is a call to be open to
all and to accept all. We are all very
different, every single one of us. But
there is something that is the same in
us, and that is the Franciscan heart. It
binds us together. It is our spirit, and
it is shared with all the people who
work with us.”

— Sister Mary Ann Minor, OSF

“We find joy and satisfaction in
our work and in our life because
we believe we are following God’s
invitation to serve in His name.
There is great meaning in our motto,
‘A life to be lived not a work to be
done,” for it illustrates the deeper
realization of the dignity of the hu-
man person. The joy we experience
comes from within as we perform
tasks that might otherwise be dif-

From left to right are Sisters Joseph
Wu, Josine Mondloch, and Ann
Pitsenberger, OSF.

ficult. Our joy is seen in the faces
and hearts of people who have been
gifted with a renewed sense of self
and the deeper awareness of Christ’s
healing presence.”

— Sister Joan Winkler, OSF

“Throughout our history, we
recognized needs in society that were
not being met. Upon the invitation of
a local bishop, we worked to make
a positive impact in improving the
quality of life of those for whom we
cared. Many times, we arrived with
little or no preparation other than our
basic training and God-given instinct.
When the need was met and the qual-
ity of life improved, we moved on to
another need and did what needed to
be done.”

— Sister Ann Pitsenberger, OSF

“We have our lepers right here
and throughout the world. But it is
a different type of leprosy. If you
do not like or avoid a person, that is
the leper that you need to meet and
embrace.”

— Sister Dolorine Czok, OSF

“My father told me the story that
when he was 19 years old (1926), he
had a ruptured appendix. At that
time, most people died with this
diagnosis because there were no
antibiotics. He was a patient in the
hospital for nine weeks and taken
care of by Sister Januaria and Sister
Adelinda, whom he never forgot.
Across the hall from him was a
ward with coal miners recovering
from various injuries. If they got too
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Shown are Sister Anna Phiri and
Sister Carol Sue Daniel, OSF.

rowdy, the Sisters would tell them to
be quiet because there was a sick boy
across the hall. The Sisters provided
almost private duty care for him
— even oiled a squeaky door in the
middle of the night to provide him
comfort from the noise.” ¢

— Sister Maureen O’Connor, OSF

1

In Highland are (seated) Sister Marie
Claire Scheible, OSF, Sister Leona
Leibold, OSF, Sister Renelle Bruegge-
mann, OSF, and Sister Joan Jordan,
OSF, (and standing) Sister Mary Louise
Chang, OSF, and Sister Veronica Mary
Wellner, OSF.

From left to right are Sisters Josine
Mondloch, Ann Mathieu, Christa Ann
Struewing, and Maureen Fagan, OSF.
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Hospital Sisters of St. Frai

How impactful have the Hospital
Sisters of St. Francis been? This list
represents most of the ministries
sponsored and staffed by the Hospi-
tal Sisters of St. Francis since 1875. In
addition, there are numerous other
organizations that the Sisters served.

+ St. John's Hospital, Springfield, Ill. —
founded Nov. 11, 1875

« St. Elizabeth'’s Hospital, Belleville, Ill. —
founded Nov. 13, 1875

« St. Francis Hospital, Litchfield, Ill. —
founded Nov. 13, 1875

* St. Anthony's Hospital, Efingham, Ill. —
founded Nov. 15, 1875

« St. Mary’'s Hospital, East St. Louis, Ill. —
staffed 1875-1903

* St. Joseph's Hospital, Highland, Ill. —
founded Jan. 26, 1878

« St. Mary's Hospital, Decatur, Ill. —
founded Nov. 17, 1878

« St. Agnes Orphan Asylum, Belleville, Ill.
— founded Sept. 28, 1878; staffed until
October 1901

« St. Mary’'s Hospital, Sainte Marie, Ill. —
staffed 1880-1912

» Sacred Heart of Jesus Hospital, Aviston,
lll. — staffed June 30, 1882-June 20, 1889

« St. Clara’s Hospital, Lincoln, Ill. — found-
ed July 9, 1884; closed June 7, 1962

St. Elizabeth's
Belleville, 1lI.
Arrival 1875
Built 1881

St. John's
Springfield, IlI.
Arrival 1875
Built 1878
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* St. Lucas Wabash Railroad Hospital,
Springfield, Ill. — staffed 1884-1903

« St. Joseph's Hospital, Chippewa Falls,

Wis. — founded June 28, 1885; closed

March 22, 2024

St. Ann’s Wabash Railroad Hospital,

Peru, Ind. — staffed 1885-1906

St. John's Hospital School of Nursing,

Springfield, lll. — founded Oct. 4, 1886

St. Louis German Hospital, Kansas, Mo.

— founded 1887; left 1895

St. Mary's Hospital, Streator, Ill. — found-

ed July 26, 1887; closed Jan. 4, 2016

St. Peter’s Hospital, Independence, Mo.

— staffed 1888-1890

St. Vincent Hospital, Green Bay, Wis.—

founded Dec. 12, 1888

Sacred Heart Hospital, Eau Claire, Wis.

— founded Oct. 7, 1889; closed March

22,2024

St. Nicholas Hospital, Sheboygan, Wis.

— founded May 9, 1890

St. Patrick’s Wabash Railroad Hospital,

Moberly, Mo. — staffed 1893-1905

St. Luke’s Wabash Hospital, Decatur, Ill.
— staffed 1903-1907

St. Elizabeth’s Hospital, Granite City, Il.
— staffed 1916-1918

Sacred Heart Hospital School of Nurs-
ing, Eau Claire, Wis. — founded 1917;
closed 1932

* Anna M. Reiss Home, Sheboygan, Wis.

0

— founded Feb. 14, 1919; closed Dec.
31, 1969

St. John's Tuberculosis Sanatorium,

Springfield, lll. — founded July 9, 1919;

closed Dec. 31, 1973

St. Francis Convent High School, Spring-

field, lll. — founded 1920; closed 1965

St. John's Crippled Children’s School and

Hospital, Springfield, Ill. — founded Feb.

5, 1921; closed June 30, 1958

Diocesan Bishop's Rectory, Springfield,

ll. — staffed 1923-1980

St. Joseph's Hospital and Dispensary,

Jinan, China — founded April 16, 1926;

closed 1948

St. Francis Hospital, Washington, Mo.

— founded Dec. 17, 1926; transferred

sponsorship Nov. 31, 1969

Rita Club for Business Women, Spring-

field, lll. — founded 1928; closed 1971

St. John's Breadline, Springfield, Ill. —

founded 1929

St. Francis Convent, Springfield, Ill. —

founded Aug. 4, 1930

St. Mary's Dispensary, Taianfu, China —

founded Dec. 8, 1933; March 18, 1943

St. John's Dispensary, Chowtsun, China

— Oct. 19, 1933; February 1947

« St. Francis Dispensary, Wandie, China —
July 16, 1934-1938

* St. Joseph's Dispensary, Da-Wen-Kow,

China — founded 1934; 1937

Healthcare ministry in lllinc

St. Francis
Litchfield, IlI.
Arrival 1875
Built 1891

St. Anthony's
Effingham, IlI.
Arrival 1875
Built 1877

St. Joseph's
Highland, IlI.
Arrival 1878
Built 1879

St. Clara’s
Lincoln, Ill.
Arrival 1884
Built 1884
Closed 1962

St. Mary's
Decatur, IlI.
Arrival 1878
Built 1881
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1cis ministries: 1875-2025

St. Mary's of the Angels Hospital, Tsin-
anfu, China — 1935-1936

Sacred Heart Dispensary and Orphan-
age, Changtien, China — founded Dec.

lup, N.M. — founded Sept. 15, 1949;
Aug. 15, 1954

« St. Isabel's Mission, Lukachukai, Ariz. —
staffed June 17, 1953-July 29, 1980

* St. Joseph's Hospital, Breese, Ill. — 1898;
assumed sponsorship Dec. 29, 1987

Lay Associates, Springfield, Ill. —

) founded 1986
7,1936; April 21,1943 * Our Lady of Fatima Mission, Chinle, Ariz. )
» Our Lady of Perpetual Help Dispensary, — founded Sept. 10, 1961; Jan. 1, 1994 * Bethany Place, Belleville, Ill. — founded
Sinsiang, China — founded Aug. 2, + Page Community Hospital, Page, Ariz. 1988

1939; 1941

Novitiate Chowtsun, China — founded
Sept. 17, 1944; 1947

St. Joseph Home for the Aged and
Infirm, Monroe, La. — founded Dec. 17,
1944; transferred ownership Oct. 10, 1974

Our Lady of the Ozarks Home Nursing

— staffed June 27, 1964-Oct. 1, 1975
Springfield Franciscan Scholasticate, St.
Louis, Mo. — founded 1968; closed 1976
Star of the Sea Clinic, Kaohsiung, Taiwan
— founded July 15, 1968; August 2002

« LaVerna House of Prayer, Henry, Ill. —

founded Sept. 5, 1972; Aug. 1, 1986

City of God Clinic, Jeremie, Haiti —
staffed Sept. 28, 1989; April 14, 2014
San Damiano Mission, Kemondo, Tan-
zania — founded July 28, 1999; closed
May 16, 2017

St. Francis Community Clinic, Beard-

Center, Carthage, Mo. — staffed Sept. « Triniteam and Prison Ministry, Eau Claire, stown, lll. — staffed 2000-2009
22,1945-0ct. 13,1977 Wis. — founded 1973 « Hospital Sisters Mission Qutreach,
* St Ann’s Home, Shreveport, La. — « Franciscan Apostolic Center, Springfield, Springfield, lll. — founded Aug. 20, 2002
staffed Nov. 18, 1947-Aug. 31,1973 lll. — founded Dec. 3, 1974; Dec. 31, 1992 . ,
« Chiara Center, Springfield, Ill. — founded

St. Francis Sanatorium, Nagasaki, Japan
— founded Oct. 4, 1949

Alverna Home Nursing Center, Chicago,
lll. — founded March 19, 1948; April 1,
1993

Latin School Diocesan Seminary, Spring-
field, lll. — staffed April 4, 1956; June 1977
St. Monica’s Hall, Springfield, Ill. —
staffed Nov. 1, 1948; 1978

St. Anthony's Kindergarten, Carthage, Mo.
— founded September 1949; Oct. 13, 1977
St. Mary's Hospital, Himeji, Japan —
founded Feb. 2, 1950

St. Francis Home Nursing Center, Gal-

+ St. Mary’s Hospital Medical Center,

Green Bay, Wis. — Oct. 1, 1900; assumed
sponsorship July 2, 1974

Francisco Villa, Tokyo, Japan — founded
Oct. 28,1975

Easter Village, Ashikaga, Japan —
founded January 1975; closed April 2000

SHARE, Springfield, Ill. — founded 1977

Hospital Sisters Health System, Spring-
field, lll. — incorporated Dec. 26, 1978

« St. Francis Food Pantry, Eau Claire, Wis.

— founded 1979

 Mission to the Poor, Peoria, Ill. — staffed

from March 13, 1982 to May 31, 1984

is, Wisconsin, and Missouri

R

i

R

March 22, 2007; closed March 31, 2021
HSHS St. Clare Memorial Hospital,
Oconto Falls, Wis. — 1921; began spon-
sorship Sept. 1, 2014

Hospital Sisters Ministries — PJP sponsor
/ HSHS, Springfield, lll. — founded July
2, 2015

HSHS Holy Family Hospital, Greenville, Ill.
— 1960; began sponsorship May 4, 2016
HSHS Good Shepherd Hospital,
Shelbyville, Ill. — 1916; began sponsor-
ship Jan.16, 2017 4

St. Francis
Washington, Mo.
Arrival 1826
Built 1927
Transferred 1969

Sacred Heart
Eau Claire, Wis.
" Arrival 1889
Built 1890
Closed 2024

St. Vincent
Green Bay, Wis.
Arrival 1888
Built 1895

St. Mary's
Streator, Ill.
Arrival 1887
Built 1888
Closed 2016

St. Joseph's
Chippewa Falls, Wis.
Arrival 1885

Built 1888

Closed 2024

Sheboygan, Wis.
Arrival 1890
Built 1893
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Volunteers help pack medical supplies at Mission Outreach. Do you want to learn more or volunteer at Mission Outreach

by helping pack medical supplies? Go to mission-outreach.org.

File photo

A healing presence that reaches the world:
The global impact of Hospital Sisters Mission Outreach

From its Springfield warehouse, Hospital Sisters Mis-
sion Outreach (HSMO) continues to change the face of
global health care — one shipment, one volunteer, and
one act of generosity at a time. Founded by the Hos-
pital Sisters of St. Francis in 2002, the organization has
become an internationally recognized leader in medical
supply and equipment recovery, delivering hope and
healing to low-resource communities across the world.

In 2024 alone, Mission Outreach completed 112 ship-
ments — including 17 shipping containers and 95 hand-
carry deliveries — reaching 59 international partners in
34 countries. The total value of medical equipment and
supplies distributed was an astounding $4.96 million, all
coordinated by a small but mighty team in Springfield.
Those shipments supported health systems serving more
than 28 million people worldwide.

Behind these numbers are stories of transformation:
hospitals equipped, surgeries made possible, and lives
saved — all thanks to Mission Outreach’s network of
donors, volunteers, and partners. The mission is clear
and powerful: to be Christ’s healing presence to those
most in need.

In 2024, the organization celebrated a remarkable
achievement — serving its 100th country, with a ship-
ment to Burundi’s Habwawihe Medical Polyclinic. That
delivery of 8,000 pounds of medical items — including
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incubators, birthing beds, and warmers — helps combat
infant and maternal mortality rates that remain among the
highest in the world.

In Moshi, Tanzania, Mission Outreach equipped St.
Joseph Hospital with incubators, hospital beds, and pe-
diatric oxygen masks — vital tools that hospital CEO Dr.
Sister Hellen Kyilyosudu says will “make all the differ-
ence for our children.”

In war-torn Ukraine, Mission Outreach provided 10
containers and 300 surgical kits to help field hospitals con-
tinue care amid destruction. One priest in Lviv summed it
up best: “We have been looking and looking for help for
our doctors — and now here you are at our table!”

Mission Outreach’s work also extends to disaster recov-
ery, maternal and infant health, and biomedical engineer-
ing education. Following Hurricane Beryl’s devastation in
Jamaica, the team mobilized its fastest-ever shipment —
assembling a 40-foot container of cots, medical supplies,
and emergency items in less than two weeks.

In Peru, a collaboration with Bon Secours Mercy
Health provided 2,000 water purifiers to families dis-
placed by flooding, helping prevent disease and restore
health. Through the new Clean Birth Kit initiative,
Mission Outreach is addressing preventable maternal
deaths, with a goal of shipping 3,000 kits in year one and
5,000 kits by year two.
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The heart of Mission Outreach beats strongest in its
volunteers. In 2024, more than hundreds of volunteers
contributed 9,800 hours, processing 808 pallets of dona-
tions and preparing them for shipment. Their commit-
ment equals an estimated $331,563 in donated volunteer
time. Many also give financially — truly embodying “a
life to be lived, not a work to be done.”

The organization also partners with Illinois College and
TRIMEDX Foundation to train future biomedical engineers
and ensure donated equipment is safe, sustainable, and
functional. These partnerships empower students and pro-

BLASCO

Continued from page 11

fessionals alike to serve with excellence and compassion.

As the only U.S. health system with a dedicated global
health affiliate, Hospital Sisters Health System continues

to model what faith-based health care can achieve on a

global scale. Every container shipped, every surgical kit

delivered, every prayer whispered over a pallet repre-
sents the continuation of a Franciscan legacy rooted in
compassion, justice, and human dignity.

In the words of Executive Director Erica Smith, “Mis-

sion Outreach answers the call of a world in need —
faithfully, sustainably, and together.” ¢

apparent that throughout the U.S,,
it would be challenging for religious
communities of men and women to
keep up with the demands of gover-
nance and management because of
the government regulations.
Beginning with the formation of
Health Systems in the 1970s, the role

regarding mission and values were
shared with hospital colleagues,
physicians, and volunteers. In 2015,
the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis
became the Legacy Sponsor of Hos-
pital Sisters Ministries which is the

its related organizations. 4

Brian C. Blasco is Director of
Communications and Archivist for
the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis.
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public juridic sponsor of HSHS and


https://www.sacredheartvirden.com/

“Sister Ritamary Brown
hired me on a worker’s
permit at age 15. I always

enjoyed working with
her and interacted with
her in my other roles
later in life. Who would

have thought that a

career which began at
15 would end at age 65.

I truly valued my time

with the HSHS system. It

offered opportunities for
education and growth. I had many jobs as I grew, which
all led me to grow both in my job and spiritually.

“One of my favorite memories was when I did so-
nography. Sometimes there were surprises. I found a
pregnancy which was not expected. I gently brought the
conversation and learned the woman had fertility issues.
I turned the screen to show her the baby. There were
many tears. The best part was Valentine’s Day. She put
the picture in a card for her husband. It was just the best!

— Joanne Van Leer, HSHS St. John's Hospital (Spring-
field) and St. Francis Hospital (Litchfield)

Sister Helen Marie Plummer,
OSF, is on the right, at
St. John’s Hospital.

“Beyond my years as an employee, my most cher-
ished memories come from being a patient here at St.
Anthony’s (Effingham) — especially the moments when

HSHS employees reflect on ca-

I welcomed my children into the world within these
walls. In those deeply personal times, I experienced
firsthand the kindness, skill, and unwavering support of
my colleagues, who became my caregivers, my encour-
agers, and my friends. One of our core values at HSHS
is joy, and I have truly felt it in both my professional and
personal journey here. Joy in the work we do, joy in the
lives we touch, and joy in the love and dedication that
fills this hospital every day.”

— Angela Kelly, HSHS St. Anthony’s Memorial Hospital
Surgical Services and Administration

“I was born at St. Elizabeth’s (Belleville) in 1967. The
unit secretaries took the newborn pictures. Teresa Gauch
took my baby picture. Then in 1995, I had my son at
St. Elizabeth’s and she was the one that took my son’s
picture also!

“I have been working at St. Elizabeth’s for 38 years.
While in nursing school, I got a job as a nursing assistant
on what was the rehab unit. When I graduated nursing
school in 1989, I was hired for med surg as they required
experience before being hired on OB. I did nine months
on med surg and was then hired on OB and have been
here ever since. I love my work family even though faces
have changed a lot over the years. I plan to stay until
retirement.” ¢

— Gina Guinn, HSHS St. Elizabeth’s Hospital Women and
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