New members hard to come by for Sisters of St. Francis 
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Post-Bulletin, Rochester MN  

E-mails from women across the country arrive weekly at Sister Ann Redig's office at Assisi Heights in Rochester, but each time the result has been the same. 

No new novices have joined the Sisters of St. Francis in the three years Redig has been the Sisters of St. Francis' contact for prospective new members. 

"I can't offer any living proof that I've done anything," Redig said. 

Like many other religious communities, Franciscans have seen the number of new members decrease steadily in recent years, a trend that started amid church and societal reforms in the 1960s. 

It's a difficult job recruiting new members, Redig said. Society has changed, she noted, and women have more opportunities than they had years ago. 

The sisters don't do much beyond occasionally speaking in local parishes to try to bring in new members, Redig said. Their main way of appealing to women is advertising in a pair of publications, "A Guide to Religious Ministries for Catholic Men and Women" and Vision magazine, which is published by the National Religious Vocation Conference. 

Some women contact Redig directly, but the majority of inquiries she receives are routed to her via e-mails from those two publications. 

"It comes in spurts," Redig said. "There might be three one morning, there might be none for a couple of mornings, then there might be two."

Redig screens the e-mails to see if the women are good matches for the Sisters of St. Francis. As a general rule she doesn't respond to women older than 45, for example, because there's a danger they're joining to seek security in retirement. 

Redig responds to 10 to 15 women a month, but gets little response after inviting them to visit Assisi Heights and directing them to the Sisters of St. Francis Web site. 

Often, Redig said, she finds herself directing women to other religious communities because they are looking for communities that wear traditional habits, for example, or ones follow a more contemplative lifestyle than the Sisters of St. Francis. 

Redig she knows she's helped women choose the right path for them, but she still wishes there were more women ready to join the Sisters of St. Francis. 

"I don't have anybody in any process along the way," she said. "That's the part that I think is difficult for me."

