Sisters remain vibrant through partnerships 
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It was getting dark on a recent Sunday night as a group of women busied themselves setting tables at the Dorothy Day House in Rochester. 

With practiced hands, two members of the Sisters of St. Francis and three lay associates laid out a meal for the homeless guests expected to arrive. Pitchers of water, bowls of coleslaw, baskets of buns and plates with chocolate-chip dessert bars were all neatly arranged. Minutes later they would bring out the main dish, turkey goulash. 

It was a simple scene that shows a fact of life for the Sisters of St. Francis as their numbers continue to decline: They're going to need help for their work to continue and their values to endure. 

An important way in which the sisters are looking to continue their legacy is by developing a network of lay associates, or cojourners, like those who help them with the meal they serve once a month at the Dorothy Day House. 

The sisters' work with cojourners shows the types of partnerships the sisters are finding more important as they look to the future, said congregational president Tierney Trueman. 

"It's working in a different way and not just counting on the sisters," she said. 

Even as the Sisters of St. Francis struggle to find new members, cojourners, who make three-year covenants with the sisters to walk with them in faith, have been easier to come by. About 100 cojourners are associated with the Sisters of St. Francis in Rochester and elsewhere in the United States, as well as in Colombia, and their numbers are growing. 

About 12 people are in the process of becoming cojourners, according to Sister Ann Redig. 

"That's a process that's working, and they are very involved," she said. 

'I wonder down the road what will happen'
Partnerships with cojourners are not unique to the Sisters of St. Francis in Rochester. Thousands of people, mostly women, have reportedly become lay associates to Catholic communities in recent years. The word "cojourner" is frequently associated with those who make formal covenants with Franciscan communities while other congregations often use the term "associates."

Lorraine Heenan of Rochester, 68, entered a cojourner covenant with the Sisters of St. Francis a year ago because she wanted to enrich her spiritual life. She said learning about the Franciscan tradition from the sisters has helped her simplify her life. 

Sisters and cojourners gather regularly in small groups called Franciscan life teams to share what's going on their lives, pray and get to know each other. 

"I feel richer because of it," Heenan said. 

Heenan has volunteered regularly at the Dorothy Day House with the sisters. At least a couple of cojourners and a couple of sisters serve meals there each month, she said. 

"With so few sisters I wonder down the road what will happen," Heenan said. "Being a cojourner you're part of that, and you feel like you are preserving the Franciscans here in town."

'An anomaly in church history'
The Sisters of St. Francis were established in Rochester in 1877 with a membership of 25 sisters. Their numbers peaked at about 1,000 in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

Those kind of numbers likely won't be seen again anytime soon, Trueman said, calling them "an anomaly in church history." National reports support this view. 

And there are no guarantees the sisters will be around forever, Trueman said, but she stressed the importance of supporting the work they do in the community and beyond while tackling issues such as social justice and environmental protection. 

"It isn't contributing to me or to us as a congregation. It's contributing to something, and to the improvement of society in terms of the human race," she said. "That's why I'll stand if I'm 99 going on 200 and practically able not to see or hear, I would still ask someone or encourage someone to be a part of this because it's for the betterment of brothers and sisters."

Preserving a legacy
To preserve their history, the sisters entered a partnership with Opus Corp. founder Gerald Rauenhorst, who donated money to them for a series of documentaries on their history with Mayo Clinic after learning about it at a dinner at Assisi Heights. 

The first product was a play performed last month at Mayo Clinic's Heritage Days celebration called "Leap of Faith," which focused Mother Alfred Moes' efforts to get William Worrall Mayo to help open Saint Marys Hospital after a tornado hit Rochester in 1883. 

Filming has started on a second project completely funded by Rauenhorst, a documentary with the working title of "Healing Hands." The film -- part of which was filmed in Luxembourg, the home country of Sisters of St. Francis in Rochester founder Mother Alfred Moes -- is scheduled to be screened at Heritage Days next year. 

More Rauenhorst-funded projects will follow, likely in different formats, said Matt Dacy, director of Mayo Clinic's Heritage Hall museum. Dacy is Mayo's liaison on the projects, and the sisters are providing the same level of input. 

The projects will likely continue through 2012 and will use different formats, including print and the Web, Dacy said. One goal is to show how the Franciscan values the sisters brought to Saint Marys are alive in Mayo today, Dacy said. 

"The foundation of our model of care that serves our patients is this set of values that the Franciscans and the Mayos developed together," Dacy said. "It keeps our organization alive and vibrant and helping our patients."

'It's been a beautiful process'
That's just a fraction of what the sisters have accomplished over the years. 

The sisters have educated thousands of people in country schools and inner-city neighborhoods, many of whom went on to become teachers themselves or make other contributions. They've established other medical institutions, and, in Bogota, Colombia, they operate two schools and a walk-in clinic. 

They've worked in refugee camps, American Indian reservations and helped victims of toxic waste dumping. They've used Assisi Heights for everything from hosting concerts to sheltering local flood victims to helping women enter the workplace. 

It's a legacy they add to every day as they partner with other organizations, helping families get settled at the Ronald McDonald House and the Gift of Life Transplant House, volunteering with Community Food Response and visiting the elderly. 

While the sisters' values resonate on an institutional level at Mayo, they continue to connect with people on a personal level. 

Take Robin Kehoe of Rochester, who, with her husband, Michael, started the one- to two-year process of becoming cojourners about 1 1/2 years ago. Drawn by the spirituality of the sisters "and their gift of being who they are," Kehoe hopes she and her husband can grow together by becoming cojourners. 

"I thought it would help me on my journey of becoming a better person," she said. "It's been a beautiful process."

