Agreement with Mayo Clinic Helped Sisters Keep Motherhouse 
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It was just four years ago that a remarkable, noisy scene unfolded in a residential hallway at Assisi Heights in Rochester. 

Wearing hard hats over gray hair, members of the Sisters of Saint Francis stood side by side with Mayo Clinic officials and, with smiles on their faces, took turns bashing holes in a wall with a hammer. 

The event marked the start of the most extensive renovations at Assisi Heights since the sisters' motherhouse opened in 1955. 

It also showed the good will that existed between the Sisters of St. Francis and Mayo as they undertook comprehensive infrastructure upgrades at Assisi Heights and renovated part of the complex for a Mayo conference and retreat center. 

The sisters retained total ownership of Assisi Heights in the deal, ending a period of uncertainty in which the sisters, their numbers dwindling, considered options that included selling the property. 

The agreement with Mayo was "very important" to allowing the sisters to stay at Assisi Heights, according to congregational vice president Ramona Miller. 

"If there was not someone who wanted to use a portion of the building that met with our goals, then we would have had to walk away from this building," Miller said. "We are so thrilled that this building could be used, because otherwise it would be sitting empty."

Mayo leased about 21,000 square feet in two floors of one wing at Assisi Heights, about 5 percent of the complex's total square footage.

Renovations followed Mayo agreement
The agreement with Mayo also cleared the way for the sisters to start a major renovation project of their own in a wing where retired sisters live. 

Wood-grained vinyl floor coverings, updated light fixtures and inset cabinets were installed to give the area a warmer, more contemporary look. New common areas, including a four-season porch with sweeping views of the city, were added as well. Central air conditioning was installed for the first time at Assisi Heights, and sisters' rooms were made larger while private bathrooms were installed. 

The Sisters of St. Francis hired Mayo to be their engineers for the project and completely paid for the changes to the parts of Assisi Heights where the sisters live, Miller said. 

The upgrades make a good portion of Assisi Heights' residential areas more comfortable at a time when the sisters are turning more attention to caring for their own members and making sure they retire with dignity. 

"It's more than comfort," Miller said. "It gives them a sense of quality of life, of feeling good about themselves."

Mayo could eventually lease the eastern portion of Assisi Heights, up to 25 percent of the complex. The western portion of Assisi Heights would be occupied by the sisters under this scenario. Such an arrangement appears to be several years away, if it happens at all, however. 

Mayo lease agreement reviewed yearly 
Today the casual visitor will find few clues that Mayo Clinic is leasing space at Assisi Heights. Mayo has a separate entrance at the rear of the building, and a sign outside their space has no Mayo logo. It simply says, "Assisi Heights Conference Center."

Around the time the renovations started at Assisi Heights, a Mayo Clinic official said Mayo could eventually lease up to 100,000 square feet at Assisi Heights. 

Mayo hasn't added any space since it opened its conference and retreat center at Assisi Heights in 2006, said congregational treasurer Marlene Pinzka. 

The clinic is, however, renovating the former home of Dr. L.B. Wilson, whose land comprises part of the Assisi Heights property, to use as a top-tier gathering space like the Foundation House in southwest Rochester, Pinzka said. 

A memorandum of understanding between the Sisters of St. Francis and Mayo doesn't state specific square footage numbers, but it does refer to areas of Assisi Heights that Mayo could eventually lease as the sisters no longer need to use the space and Mayo's need for space at Assisi Heights grows. 

Assisi Heights is shaped like a tilted letter "H," with the larger, western portion of the H enclosed. Mayo could eventually lease the C-shaped eastern portion of the complex, Pinzka said. 

Mayo officials and the sisters review a memorandum of understanding each year. The sisters meet with Mayo executives each year. 

"It's very mutual," Pinzka said. "It's a yearly meeting to be sure everything is working well and to discuss any plans with one another."

Mayo Clinic deferred questions about their leased space at Assisi Heights to the Sisters of St. Francis. 

Mayo and the sisters share spaces with each other at Assisi Heights, Pinzka said. Mayo could use the sisters' parlor rooms for events, for example, and the sisters in turn can use the auditorium space Mayo leases and Wilson's house once renovations are completed. The sisters and Mayo can also host joint events at Assisi Heights, she said. 

The pace at which Mayo will expand is unclear. It will likely be very gradual because retired sisters who live independently still occupy part of the space Mayo could lease, Pinzka said. Those sisters might move westward in the building as they need more medical care, she said, but other retiring sisters will be moving to Assisi Heights to occupy their rooms. 

Other factors could be at play for Mayo, as well, Miller said. 

"We have no idea on the other side of health care reform and everything what will be happening. That's an unknown," she said. 

'Sometimes they have very large groups'
Mayo officials have said that they view their leased space at Assisi Heights as a Mayo-wide facility to host meetings for doctors, administrators from Rochester, Scottsdale, Ariz., and Jacksonville, Fla., and other employees. 

Mayo holds events there every week and has its own food service director at Assisi Heights, Pinzka said. Mayo shares dining room space with the sisters, and its lunch groups can vary widely in size, she noted. 

'We're not exempt from being human'
Many of the 120 sisters who live at Assisi Heights are independent and active in the community. 

"I'm listed as retired, but I'm more busy than I've ever been," said Sister Joy Barth. 

At the same time, however, the sisters are turning more attention to ensuring retirees' emotional needs are met as they finish their careers. 

"We're not exempt from being human," said congregational president Tierney Trueman. "Our sisters -- most of them -- go through some kind of denial when they realize they are reaching an age where they need to retire from their work. We have to manage that with our sisters."

The sisters have started a "Gift of Years" task force, which gets its name from a book titled "The Gift of Years: Growing Older Gracefully" by Joan Chittister, to address the needs of retirees, Miller said. 

"It's psychological, it's spiritual, it's physical," Miller said. "It's a holistic approach."

A place to set an example
Assisi Heights is the sisters' private residence, but it's also a place where they look to set an example for the community. 

That's especially true in the meticulous care they give their property and their environmental practices. 

Water conservation is an important issue for the sisters, for example, so this summer they captured 1,600 gallons of rain water from a shed roof to use for watering their garden. When they built a park on their property in 2007, they used permeable pavers in the parking lot to reduce storm water runoff. 

The sisters and their lay associates recently issued a statement saying they would advocate for policy changes to reduce carbon dioxide emissions out of concerns over global warming. The sisters backed the proclamation by conducting an energy audit of Assisi Heights that has led to changes such as installing energy-efficient light bulbs, monitoring thermostats and installing more energy efficient kitchen equipment. 

Assisi Heights also remains a place where sisters doing work in far-away places regularly return to gather with other sisters. 

One of the youngest sisters in the congregation, 40-year-old Sister Carolina Pardo from Bogota, Colombia, said her visits rejuvenate her. 

"It's very nourishing," she said. "It brightens my vision of the world."

