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The Church in her wisdom put these two readings 
together for this day when it just so happens we 
are celebrating 150 years of presence in the US.  
I‘ll admit it took me a bit of pondering to make 
some connections to our occasion – but I think the 
Elijah story from 1 Kings speaks to the marking of 
this anniversary  – (with the exception of its poddy 
language!) 
 
Elijah demonstrates a profound faith in God.  
Wow.  It’s Elijah and the God of Abraham against 
450 priests who worship Baal; Elijah builds his altar 
in memory of the 12 tribes of Israel; the other 
priests dance and sing and plead all day before 
their altar -- but their god doesn’t answer.  Elijah 
douses his wood and the sacrificial bull with water 
to make it more challenging to catch fire – and as 
soon as he prays, Fire from God consumes his 
sacrifice; and the entire assembly recognizes:  The 
Lord is God.  The Lord is God. 
 
Now the story of our 150 years in the US is not 
quite so hyperbolic and dramatic!  Our story at 
least here in Mishawaka begins not with a cast of 
characters of 451 but with three. . .  
Sister Leonarda, Sister Regis and Sister Clara –  
 
Do these names sound familiar? Probably not.  All 
three are German women born in Westphalia – 
they are among the 56 German Sisters who came 
to the USA during Catherine Kasper’s time.  We’ve 
maybe heard their names on their death 
anniversaries: 
 Leonarda Netemeyer (1836-1909) – buried 
in Calvary Cemetery in  FW -  
 Regis Werny (1842-1899) – buried St 
Boniface, Chi 
 Clara Welling – who left the congregation 
in 1889 
 
These three women were the first PH sisters 
providing health care in Mishawaka.  They came 
to live with the teaching sisters at St Joseph Grade 

School in 1879 at St Agnes convent. The school had 
been established the year earlier.  
We know from their good record keeping that in 
the first year they provided 179 nights of care at 
bedsides of 44 individuals in South Bend and 
Mishawaka.  We know word got around and 
requests soon came from Laporte to care for six 
people with Typhoid fever – Sr Clara responded 
there; and requests came from Elkhart, South 
Bend.  St Anthony’s convent  opened up with five 
nursing sisters in 1899. 
 
These first three Sisters – Regis, Leonarda, Clara -- 
were among the 1,725 women who were PHJCs in 
the lifetime of Catherine Kasper. 
They are among the nearly 7,800 who have made a 
covenant with their God and signed themselves as 
Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ since our 
foundation day in August 1851. 
 
The stories of these first nurses is nothing like the 
dramatic dancing and taunting of Elija – no fire 
and theatrics to demonstrate their faith.  But the 
faith of Sisters Clara, Regis, and Leonarda rippled 
thru this area with a caring that has brought us to 
this very day in this health care facility in 
Mishawaka.  They were perhaps not a blazing fire 
– but they certainly set a spark that has 
continued. 
 
We have chosen a theme for this 150 year 
celebration:  A blessed past – vibrant present – 
empowered future.   
 
And celebrations like today remind us that our 
past, present, future have been blessed not just 
by PHJCs – but by so many others who helped us 
get established in our ministries, whose work 
alongside ours made our ministry possible, whose 
ownership and pride in the legacy we began keeps 
it alive yet today. 
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These 150 years have been made possible by 
people like Fr Moench from St Joseph parish who 
saw the value of that health-ministry spark that 
was coming from St Agnes convent back in 1908.  
This German-born priest  who came to the USA by 
himself with his name attached to his clothing, 
recognized how difficult it was to transport ill and 
injured people over the rough roads to South 
Bend.  Fr Moench not only dreamed of a 
Mishawaka hospital, he got the PHJC Provincial at 
the time, Mother Secunda, to provide $40,000 in 
finances along with businessmen from the area 
and doctors willing to staff it.  Along with our 
Sisters, Fr Moench’s faith made health ministry 
happen. 
 
The St Joseph hospital that opened  April 19, 1910 
– with 35 beds and a patient waiting on its steps  
owed its beginnings to lots of faith from lots of 
people besides the Sisters and Fr Moench.  And 
when 5 of its first 14 patients died – faith in doing 
God’s healing work was tested, but trust in God 
prevailed.  And that faith continued with the 
expansion of the hospital many times.  That 
vibrant, empowered, blessed faith brought about 
the establishment of schools in this area – St 
Joseph (1878)  was first, then St Bavo (1913) , St 
Monica (1916), St Pious – where Poor Handmaids 
have ministered over times. 
 
Blessed, vibrant, empowered faith called forth 
many dreams, weathered lots of changes that the 
displays in the halls  outside chapel here 
demonstrate.  Multiply these demonstrations of 
faith here by all the cities and states and even 
countries where God has called American Poor 
Handmaids over the past 150 years. 
   
Our foundress, soon to be St Katherina Kasper 
announced to the congregation the establishment 
of this new health ministry here in Mishawaka in 
her new years letter on Jan 4 1879.  A lot of what 

she said then fits not just a new year but a new 
celebration of 150 years 
 
Katharina says “My dear Sisters, looking back we 
will find much that could have been better. We 
will humbly ask the good God to substitute for us 
what we did not do well. With the grace of God we 
will improve in the new year (or the next 150).  
 
May our dear God, in his grace inspirit each soul, 
and the soul of the entire community now, today, 
in this present. 
 
May God guide and direct our hearts all through 
our whole lifetime, until we have passed through 
all the storms and the waves and have reached 
union with our God.  
 
My dear Sisters, no other time called us more 
powerfully to prayer, to faithfully fulfilling our 
rules and vows, than the present time.  
 
May the good God enliven our hearts with a 
vibrant faith, with great trust and generous and 
strong love.   As our foundress prayed as 1879 
began – we also pray.   
 
And do we not hear echoed in the words of our 
saint how to look at our blessed past, how to find 
God in the vibrant present, and how to anticipate 
and praise God’s presence in our empowered 
future – for another 150 years or as God wills it. 
 
Her words and the actions of those early founding 
Sisters – together with so many others who have 
shared our values and vision and ministry  -- these 
actions aren’t quite as dramatic as the firey Elijah 
sacrifice.  But these are certainly as magnificent an 
evidence of faith and the power of God as what 
Elijah’s prayer produced.  What shall we respond 
to this witness of the power of the gift of faith?   
 
The Lord is God.  The Lord is God. 
 


