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Hospital Sisters of St. Francis

A History of Healing 
In 1205 St. Francis of Assisi devoted himself to solitude, prayer and 
service to others. St. Francis and his commitment to the care of others, 
especially people who are poor, outcast and oppressed, continue to be 
the guiding spirit for our health care endeavors.

In 1875, the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis arrived in Illinois from 
Germany and began their work. Within three years they were building 
hospitals in Effingham and Springfield. And within 12 years six 
hospitals had been built, including St. Vincent Hospital in Green Bay 
and St. Nicholas Hospital in Sheboygan. The cornerstone of a seventh 
had been laid. The sisters began their ministry to the sick and needy by 
caring for patients and families in their own homes as well as the homes 
of the Sisters. This relationship provided opportunity for prayer and 
spiritual guidance as integral parts of the healing Mission which laid 
the groundwork for our holistic approach to provide care for the whole 
person – mind, body and spirit.

Today Hospital Sisters Health System (HSHS) is a multi-institutional 
health care system that sponsors 13 hospitals in 12 communities across 
Illinois and Wisconsin and an integrated physician network guided by 
the Mission and legacy of service of the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis.

St. Francis of Assisi
Francis was born in either 1181 or 1182 (it is unclear). At birth his mother gave him the name Giovanni Francesco 
di Bernardone. When his father returned from his business trip in France and learned that he had a new son, he was 
unhappy at the name chosen for him and took to calling him Francesco (“the Frenchman”).

As a son of a wealthy cloth merchant in Assisi, Francis lived the high-spirited life typical of a wealthy young man, even 
fighting as a soldier for Assisi. While going off to war in 1204, Francis had a vision that directed him back to Assisi, 
where he lost his taste for his worldly life.

One day while riding through the countryside, Francis, the man who loved beauty, who was so picky about food, 
who hated deformity, came face to face with a leper. Repelled by the appearance and the smell of the leper, Francis 
nevertheless jumped down from his horse and kissed the hand of the leper. When his kiss of peace was returned, 
Francis was filled with joy. As he rode off, he turned around for a last wave, and saw that the leper had disappeared. 
He always looked upon it as a test from God that he had passed. And so, Francis, utterly in love with Christ, desired 
to imitate him and to be in Holy Communion with him always.

Francis returned home, began preaching on the streets, and soon amassed a following. He became an Italian Catholic 
friar and preacher and founded the men’s Franciscan Order, the women’s Order of St. Clare, and the lay Third Order 
of Saint Francis. His order was endorsed by Pope Innocent III in 1210. 

In truth, Francis never wanted to found a religious order. He 
thought of what he was doing as expressing God’s brotherhood. 
His companions came from all walks of life, from fields and towns, 
nobility and common people, universities, the Church, and the 
merchant class. Francis practiced true equality by showing honor, 
respect, and love to every person whether they were beggar or pope.

A man like Francis with so much love saw only one path – a path that 
was narrow and difficult; a path that few would take; a path that leads 
to eternal glory. Francis did not try to abolish poverty – he tried to 
make it holy.

Francis died on October 3, 1226 and now, nearly 800 years later, he 
remains one of the most popular personalities in history. Well known 
for his care for animals, an advocate for peace, and his simple lifestyle, 
St. Francis, above all, gave himself completely to God because he 
realized God’s total love for him.

Telgte, Germany
It was in this tiny chapel in the small  
town of Telgte, Germany, that the  
Hospital Sisters of the Third Order of  
St. Francis were founded by Father  
Christoph Bernsmeyer in 1844. Five  
women formed the first community  
of Hospital Sisters. Since then,  
thousands of women have taken vows  
of poverty, chastity, and obedience  
to carry on the healing ministry of  
Jesus as exemplified by St. Francis.  
Millions of people, including all who  
work at our hospitals, are also helping  
to carry on this healing tradition.

For many centuries the “grace Chapel” 
has been a place of pilgrimage because 
of its ancient woodcarving of Jesus 
and Mary. The statue is known as 
Our Lady of Telgte and is also called 
Our Lady of Sorrows. A depiction  
of the shrine is engraved on the back of 
each of the Hospital Sisters’ Tau pins.
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Chiara Offreduccio – St. Clare of Assisi
Clare (sometimes spelled Clair, Claire) was born on July 16, 1194, and named Chiara Offreduccio. Clare was always 
devoted to prayer as a child. When she turned 15 her parents wanted her to marry a young and wealthy man but she 
originally wanted to wait until she was 18. 

Clare was a beautiful Italian noblewoman who became the Foundress of an order of nuns now called “Poor Clares.” 
When she heard St. Francis of Assisi preach, her heart burned with a great desire to imitate Francis and to live a 
poor humble life for Jesus. One evening, she ran away from home, and in a little chapel outside Assisi, gave herself  
to God. St. Francis cut off her hair and gave her a rough brown habit to wear, tied with a plain cord around her  
waist. Her parents tried in every way to make her return home, but Clare would not; she was devoted to her new and  
humble life.

Unlike the Franciscan friars, whose members moved around the country to preach, Saint Clare’s sisters lived in 
enclosure. An itinerant life was hardly conceivable at the time for women. Their life consisted of manual labor  
and prayer.

For a short period of time the order was directed by Francis himself. In 1216, Clare accepted the role of abbess of San 
Damiano. As abbess, Clare had more authority to lead the order than when she was the prioress, who had to follow the 
orders of a priest heading the community. Clare sought to imitate Francis’ virtues and way of life, so much so that she 
was sometimes titled alter Franciscus, meaning another Francis. She also played a significant role in encouraging and 
aiding Francis, whom she saw as a spiritual father figure, and cared for him during his illnesses until his death in 1226.

On August 15, 1255, Pope Alexander IV canonized Clare 
as Saint Clare of Assisi. Construction of the Basilica of 
Saint Clare was completed in 1260, and on October 3 of 
that year Clare’s remains were transferred to the newly 
completed basilica where they were buried beneath the 
high altar. In 1263, further recognizing the saint, Pope 
Urban IV officially changed the name of the Order of 
Poor Ladies to the Order of Saint Clare.

St. Clare was sick and suffered great pains for many years, 
but she said that no pain could trouble her. So great was 
her joy in serving the Lord that she once exclaimed: 
“They say that we are too poor, but can a heart which 
possesses the infinite God be truly called poor?”

Blessing of St. Clare
May the Lord always be with you.  
And may you always be with Him.

San Damiano Crucifix
The San Damiano Crucifix is very different from those you see 
in most churches. This crucifix is a holy icon created especially 
for us today, but based upon the original that was created 
by a Syrian monk (anonymous) in the 1100s. At that time, 
most people could not read. The San Damiano crucifix was 
designed to teach religious truths through pictures in order to 
strengthen people’s faith. Even now, when someone creates an 
icon, they are said to “write” it rather than “paint” it.

The original, which is 7 feet high and 4 feet wide, is venerated 
today in the Basilica of St. Clare in Assisi, Italy.

It is called The Christ of San Damiano because in the time 
of St. Francis, the original had hung above the altar in a 
dilapidated church named for St. Damian. It was in this 
simple, decaying little building in the valley below Assisi that 
St. Francis stopped, knelt down, and looked up at the figure of 
Christ. And it was here that Francis, touched by God’s grace, 
made his total commitment to live in union with God’s will. 
As he was praying, Francis heard a voice say to him: “Francis, 
do you not see that my house is falling to ruin? Go and repair 
it for me.” Francis initially took this message literally to mean 
that he was to repair this particular building, but he later  
came to know God was calling him to help revitalize the 
Catholic Church.

The Tau: The Revealed Word
The Tau cross is a common Franciscan sign, which symbolizes the richness of the 
past and a challenge for the future.

The TAU is a letter of the Greek alphabet and in spiritual terms represents the 
end, or the fulfillment of the revealed word. It is a sign of life and salvation. In the 
Old Testament the prophet marked those with a Tau who chose to reject a sinful 
lifestyle (Ezekiel 9:4). And in Revelations those who received the sign of salvation 
on their foreheads professed themselves belonging to Jesus Christ (Rev. 7:2-3).

A sermon presented by Pope Innocent III in 1215 was the inspiration for Saint 
Francis to use the Tau as a sign of his mission to preach penance and as an outward 
symbol of the religious order he founded. He blessed people with it; he signed 
his letters with the T; marked the walls of his cell. Therefore, it has become a 
characteristic symbol of the Franciscan movement serving God and the world, 
sharing the message of peace and liberation as St. Francis did.



06

St. Francis of Assisi’s 
Prayer to Know God’s 
Will for His Life
Most High Glorious God,  
Enlighten the darkness of my heart,  
give me right faith, a certain hope  
and a perfect charity. Grant me  
insight and wisdom so that I can  
always carry out your holy and  
true command.

Our Franciscan Sisters often pray 
this prayer. It reminds them of 
their Franciscan vocation; to be of 
service to the sick and poor. The 
Sisters pray this prayer to ask for 
wisdom and light.

Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.

Where there is hate, let me sow love; 
Where there is doubt, give me faith.

Where there is despair, give me hope; 
Where there is darkness, light; 
Where there is sadness, joy.

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much  
seek to be consoled as to console;  
To be understood as to understand;  
To be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive;  
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned;  
And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

Our Franciscan Traditions
Our Catholic identity is woven into everything we do as we provide 
excellent health care to patients and their families.

 – We are members of an international, multi-cultural congregation 
of Franciscan Sisters.

 – We are committed to live the Gospel in the spirit of St. Francis 
of Assisi, our founder Father Christoph Bernsmeyer, OFM, our 
founding sisters and all those who followed them.

 – We are committed to live a simple lifestyle in community.
 – We find challenge in the values of the Third Order Regular Rule: 

conversion, contemplation, poverty and humility.
 – We are dedicated to a common mission that brings Christ’s healing 

presence to humanity and supports creative ways of responding to 
the sick, poor and needy.

 – We witness our Franciscan spirituality by reverencing all 
creation, living and promoting peace and justice and respecting 
the dignity of all people.

St. Francis devoted himself to solitude, prayer and service to the 
poor. He is not just an historical figure but continues to be the 
guiding spirit for all of our health care endeavors. The sisters 
compassionate care for the poor, outcast, and oppressed emulates 
the Franciscan spirit.

Moving Toward the Future
At Hospital Sisters Health System, our Catholic identity and 
Franciscan legacy is woven into everything we do.

 – The health care mission of the Hospital Sisters of St. Francis is a 
ministry of the Catholic Church, dedicated to the service of the sick 
and those in need.

 – Our work is rooted in the spirit and commitment of Francis of 
Assisi, including care for all, especially those most vulnerable. 
Being attentive to the whole person is a key component of the care 
we provide. 

 – All who share in our mission are committed to serving the health 
care needs of the local community.

 – We are stewards of the ministry entrusted to us, as well as the 
resources needed to provide high quality health care services to the 
communities we serve. 

HSHS has a rich history that has provided a strong foundation for 
our Sisters and lay leaders. Understanding our past and actively 
participating in our present we enthusiastically embrace our future.



St. Mary’s Hospital 
Medical Center

1726 Shawano Ave., Green Bay, WI 
stmgb.org

St. Vincent 
Hospital

835 South Van Buren St., Green Bay, WI 
stvincenthospital.org

St. Nicholas 
Hospital

3100 Superior Ave., Sheboygan, WI 
stnicholashospital.org

one family of care

For More Information, Visit Our Websites
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