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For more information on Francis-
can  Pilgrimage Programs, please 
call us at 414.427.0570 or visit our 

website   

When you send forth your spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth. 
Psalm 104:30 

 

Most High, glorious God  

enlighten the darkness of 

my heart.  

Give me true faith, certain 

hope and perfect charity, 

sense and knowledge  

that I may carry out  

Your Holy and true  

command. 

 

-St. Francis  

Looking to share the Franciscan  journey or learn more about the 
Franciscans? Here are two exceptional  online learning opportu-
nities:  a four course AFCU Franciscan Certificate program  
offered through University of St. Francis, and summer program-
ming from the Franciscan Institute at St. Bonaventure. 

 

 

 

Greetings pilgrims, In last month’s newsletter, we asked: what are the foundations of a 
Franciscan response to our time?  
 
Jean Francois Godet-Calogeras, Professor Emeritus of Franciscan Studies at St. Bonaventure 
University, offered that a Franciscan response is, “compassion in action.” It is living in       
relationship with the most vulnerable, while at the same time embracing our own             
vulnerability. To be Franciscan is to open enter into relationship whole-heartedly sharing 
both suffering and happiness.  It is “to re-connect, to serve, to love…to be vulnerable.”  
 
Last month, the newsletter focused on the qualities and values within a Franciscan           
response. This month, with a reflection from Sr. Mary Elizabeth Imler, we focus on what the 
foundations of a Franciscan response look like in practical application.   
 
Sr. Mary Elizabeth Imler, OSF,  Vice President for Mission Integration and Ministry at the 
University of St. Francis, Joliet Illinois, guides Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs,  is a lecturer 
in Franciscan spirituality (see Certificate program highlighted below), and has served in     
congregational leadership and as sponsor for health care institutions. Recently, she took 
time out of her busy days to share with us the 
founding of her order which began in a time of    
typhoid epidemic. Like Francis and Clare, the sisters 
reached out to the vulnerable, with compassion, 
love and care.  
 
Some of the earliest stories of Francis and Clare 
were collected in writing and known as, The Little 
Flowers of St. Francis and Clare. We have our     
modern flowers; we have guides, companions, and 
Franciscans everywhere to share the journey.  
 
May you be inspired by Sr. Mary Elizabeth’s reflection. 
May you feel the comfort of friendship in the Franciscan community, find what is yours to 
do, and continue to grace our world with the gifts that God has given.  
 
Franciscan Companions Newsletter is published from September – May. See you in the fall. 
Until then, may you walk in peace and good,  
 
 

-Mary Beth Wisniewski 

Franciscan Pilgrimage Program, AFCU Outreach  

From The Little Flowers of St. Francis; 
Painting by Eugene Burnand 

Rooftops of Assisi  
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Reflection on our Franciscan Foundations: Responding to the Call  
By: Sr. Mary Elizabeth Imler, OSF  

 
 

Living in this time of pandemic stirred up for me the stories I have so often told of my own 

Sisters’ early history.  I would share these stories with only cursory knowledge; now, eerily 

like living in these times of COVID-19, they are much more real.  Our congregational 

healthcare system stands on the shoulders of our brave Sisters who faced much the same 

in the typhoid epidemic of 1882 through the 1918 influenza crisis.  
 

The Sisters responded to a call from our Franciscan friars of the Sacred Heart Province who 

asked for three or four Sisters to come to Joliet, Illinois from Avilla, Indiana to care for the 

sick in their homes for the duration of the crisis.  They had little, but the towns people 

brought them gifts of food.  They had barely enough time to enjoy their meals together, as 

they went from house to house, caring for the sick, oblivious of their own comforts and 

needs.  When the first epidemic had subsided the following year, the grateful citizens    

contributed an initial gift of $600 toward the establishment of a much needed hospital. The 

Joliet Franciscans, a teaching order, planned to vacate their convent and made it available 

to their “nursing friends” at a very reasonable price.  This became St. Joseph Hospital,    

dedicated to the patron of the dying. 
 

Within a short period of time, Joliet was stricken with another more serious epidemic.  This 

time it was smallpox.  More help was needed; two more Sisters arrived.  With the help of a 

local doctor an “isolation farmhouse” two miles out in the country was set up.  The Sisters 

knew the medical value of isolating the sick and bravely stayed with them. This became the 

foundation of our “health caring mission” using the best medical protocols known and    

compassionate tending of the sick. Isolation method was utilized again during the 1918  

influenza crisis which quelled quickly with no deaths.  
 

Our Sisters had little knowledge of the Franciscan tradition beyond the “Little Flowers” 

shared at table or recreation. I am sure they knew the story of Francis responding to the 

needs of the people with Hansen’s disease in his time.  They might not have known Catholic Social teachings of a 

“preferential option for the poor,” but simply responded to the cry of poor in their time.  Their German culture helped them 

serve dutifully. Their religious vocation grounded them in prayer and sisterly concern which bore fruit outward in ministry 

responding to the known needs.   
 

I have called upon these early Sisters daily to be at the side of today’s healthcare workers carrying on in the same Spirit. 

While all of us globally experience our common vulnerability to this virus, we are learning the lesson that we are one in our 

humanity. No one is more important than anyone else, rich or poor, old or young, even the sick or caregiver. And while the 

statistics flash across the media, I am mindful because of my Sisters reflected in the faces of today’s healthcare providers in 

the background that each one is a beloved of God and is cared for with the best human resources available and known. And I 

trust that is enough because it is all we have to give, that and our compassionate, even at times frantic, tending of the sick.  

Vison of St. Clare: Guercino   

Pilgrim photo  
Courtyard at San Damiano  

 

“ Let the [sisters and brothers] desire above all else:  

to have the Spirit of the Lord at work within them.” 

 (LR 10:8; FLCl 10:7; TOR R&L Exhortation and Blessing) 


