Sisters still inextricably linked with Saint Mary’s Hospital
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Life has changed for the Sisters of St. Francis at Saint Mary’s Hospital in Rochester, where 20 women still live in a convent on hospital grounds, a far cry from the roughly 125 sisters who lived there in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

"You never know you're in a hospital," said Sister Lauren Weinandt while walking through the convent. The simple living quarters were quiet on a weekday morning earlier this month as the sisters who live there did volunteer work around the hospital. 

The Sisters of St. Francis no longer occupy top administrative and nursing positions at Saint Mary’s -- it's been roughly five years since the last time a sister worked as a nurse there -- but they remain deeply involved at Saint Mary’s as they volunteer in the gift shop, work at the information desk and visit patients and their families. 

"It has to do with making care for the patients more personal, more comfortable," said Sister Generose Gervais, the last Franciscan to serve as the hospital's top administrator. 

Saint Mary’s presence
Weinandt, a former Saint Mary’s secretary who has lived at Saint Mary’s for 53 years, oversees the hospital's archives. Gervais is president and founder of the Poverello Foundation, which since 1983 has given more than $14.3 million to 8,417 patients who needed help paying medical bills. 

Sisters are also active at Saint Mary’s through the Sponsorship Board, which was created in 1986, when Saint Mary’s merged with Mayo Clinic, to ensure that Franciscan values continue at Saint Mary’s for years to come. 

Mayo characterizes the board as a "vital component" of the merger. 

"We don't have nurses on every floor like we used to, but if we have someone who is a Franciscan presence and can get that education out, that's a place to start," said Sister Ellen Whelan, who was involved in the board's creation. 

An endowment was established to pay for the board's activities, which include providing funding for research that has a values-related component, said Sister Mary Eliot Crowley. She serves as a staff member to the Sponsorship Board, which is comprised of five sisters and 12 lay people, with Sister Jean Keniry serving as chairwoman. 

Learning Franciscan values
Education is another focus of the board, with recent courses for Mayo employees including those on compassion fatigue and on Franciscan values via a "virtual tour" of Assisi, Italy, Crowley said. 

Sisters also regularly lead pilgrimages to Assisi, taking Mayo executives there for extended trips to teach them about St. Francis of Assisi and the roots of the sisters' Franciscan values, Crowley said. 

The board also ensures that ethical and religious directives for Catholic health care are followed and assures that procedures not approved in the Catholic tradition are not performed at Saint Mary’s, Crowley said. 

The sisters were the driving force behind the hospital's opening in 1889, and Mother Alfred Moes is widely credited with getting Dr. William Worrall Mayo on board. Without the sisters' initiative, many argue, Mayo Clinic would likely have never started in Rochester. 

The sisters and Mayo Clinic have a long history of cooperation and trust between them, with both sides saying the partnership has largely been based on a handshake. 

Mayo's description of the Sponsorship Board describes the blend of guiding principles the board aims to preserve as "Mayo/Franciscan values."

Gervais sees things the same way. 

"The Franciscan values and Mayo values are very much aligned, and I think that they are more and more permeating the whole institution," she said. "We do what we do for a higher reason."

