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Coming Full Circle 
By Barbara Johnson 

Mission Statement 
Responding to Jesus’ call to serve the materially poor, the medical missions of the Sisters of            

St. Francis minister to the indigenous poor in and around Palenque, Chiapas, Mexico.                    
The collective spirit of mission members is characterized by compassion, respect for the            

God-given dignity of each person, and quality health care.   

 The March 2013 medical mission trip 
was very special.  Like in the very beginning, 
it was  Sr. Maura Fortkort from Stella Niagara 
and Robert Bull, MD who led the way.  It 
seems appropriate that the two who helped 
begin it all should take one last trip together. 
 

 In a sense, both were truly the founders 
of this medical mission.  Responding to the 
request of the Mexican Church, the Sisters of 
St. Francis of Penance and Christian Charity 
sent three sisters to explore the possibility     
of beginning a mission to the rural poor in 
Mexico.  After considering the needs in three 
dioceses, the congregation decided that the 
needs of the indigenous  people in Chiapas 
seemed most pressing and that the sisters 
would begin a mission in that southeastern 
state.   
 

 Sr. Maura visited the region in 1995 and  
was deeply moved by her experience and the 
vision the sisters had for this new mission. She 
was committed  to finding resources for the 
people, especially in the area of health care. 
 

 When she returned to the States, she 
made a presentation about this new ministry 
to the sisters in the health center at Stella     
Niagara.  Dr. Bull, physician for the sisters, 
happened  to be doing his rounds.  He was so 
motivated by what he heard that he volun-
teered on the spot.  When Sr. Maura returned 

to Palenque to spend a year in September of 
1996, he followed the next month—the first of 
more than 20 trips he’d make to the mission.    
 

 Access to health care for indigenous 
people is obstructed by their language, their 
lack of money, distance from medical services 
and their mistrust of institutional health care.  
Common health problems include parasites, 
infections, untreated wounds and many        
difficulties related to excessive physical labor 
and poor nutrition. 

...more on page 2 

Dr. Bull and Sr. Maura take in the ruins at Palenque during a 
break from their medical duties. 
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 In those early years, Dr. Bull travelled 
alone, assisted by the local sisters in Chiapas.  
While working at St. Ann’s Hospital in Colum-
bus, Ohio, Sr. Maura was able to encourage 
other medical professionals to participate in 
what would become a bi-annual medical    
mission.  Up to 700 patients could be treated 
during the 10-day mission trips, staffed by 
medical volunteers from across the United 
States.  They all came together for a common 
purpose—to provide essential medical care to 
the indigenous poor who otherwise would 
have none. 
 

 Growth of the medical mission contin-
ued.  Soon the sisters were able to build a  
simple clinic on the convent site and train one 
of their own indigenous Sisters who had 
joined the congregation as a 
practical nurse.   
 

 During this time, one of 
many programs to develop was 
the health promoters who serve 
in each of the 140 villages.  
Basic instruction is provided 
along with first aid kits, and in 
return, the health promoter 
works vigorously for public 
health concerns such as boiling 
water and building latrines.    

 Sr. Maura’s community presentations 
continued and reaped further rewards.  An 
anonymous donor from the Newman Center in 
Buffalo gave a donation for the clinic and a 
presentation to Pastors for Peace, an interfaith 
coalition, resulted in their help to provide low
-cost transportation of materials so that the 
mission could continue to grow.  In 2003, over 
5,000 pounds of donated medicines and      
supplies were shipped.  This annual shipment 
occurred for several years.  Equipment, such 
as refurbished treadle sewing machines, 
proved useful in other areas of ministry such 
as women’s cooperatives. 
 

 Sisters and associate members of Holy 
Name Province—the eastern arm of the       
congregation of the Sisters of Penance and 

Christian Charity in the U.S.—
began to raise the funds need-
ed to pay the salary for a local 
doctor in Palenque to offer free 
medical attention on a part-
time basis at the clinic. 
 

 The mission expanded 
to include a second community 
where, with funding from the 
Sisters in Germany, a new  
clinic with exam rooms, a    
dental room, pharmacy, wait-

Sr. Micaela with Sarah Chojnacki, a 2013 volunteer.           
When asked about her experience, Sarah exclaimed, “It was 
amazing, life changing, fun, wonderful...there are not enough 

suitable adjectives in the English language!!!”  

Sr. Connie and Sr. Maura. 

Sr. Graciela with one of the babies who 
visited the clinic. 
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ing area and storage was built.   
 

  God’s providence abounds as many 
good people near and far join the journey to 
help our indigenous sisters and brothers:     
donations from Western New York and      
Ohio schools, churches, hospitals and phar-
macies  proved vital to the ongoing success 
and growth of the mission; Ray Bissonette, 
M.D., at the University of Buffalo secured 
funding for many family medicine residents to 
join the missions over the years; Mount       
Carmel Health System in Columbus Ohio    
provided the support of a physician from their 
center to join the team; the Daughters of  
Charity provided travel costs for Sr. Hillary to 
join the team.  Through a contact in Palenque, 
medications are able to be purchased locally, 
which makes it easier to have needed drugs 
available.  Generous donors, including the 
Rotary Clubs of Lewiston, New York and      
Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario provided the 
funds to purchase a new truck for the mission.   
 

 In addition to the medical missions, 
construction/maintenance missions with      
volunteers who are skilled carpenters, electri-
cians and so forth helped improve the facility 
operated by the sisters.   
 

 Today, local access to health care    
continues to improve, but still so much has 
stayed the same.  From his chronicle during 
his recent March mission, Dr. Bull wrote: 
 

“ Monday we visited the 
very remote Zapatista 
community of San Lorenzo.  
Kudos to Sisters  Mica and 
Gracie for driving  for 2.5 
hours through the worst 
terrain imaginable! We 
drove through at least 3 
creeks, negotiated craters, 
rocks, and hills that would 
scare the fur off a llama!  It 
shows how well they main-
tain their vehicles.  If our 
vehicles had a breakdown 

while on those roads, we'd still be there! 

This was a very poor, humble community where 
we saw patients in what is apparently a church 
and meeting house for various purposes.  It had 
a dirt floor and rough pews.  Registration was  
done in a shady spot outdoors, nursing triage 
followed where chief complaints and pertinent 
history was obtained such as vital signs, blood 
sugars etc.  Sister Linda, Ricardo and myself  
had examination areas and privacy screens and 
we were next to see the patients before they 
were directed to the pharmacy which was held 
in an adjacent buildings.  Sr. Maura, armed 
with donations of toothbrushes and toothpaste, 
demonstrated proper dental care while families 
waited to be seen. 

These were the poorest of patients—many 
barefoot, yet they shared with us a cool drink of 
tamarindo juice and later, chicken soup (unlike 
anything Campbell's could never imitate).     
Although their poverty was absolutely palpa-
ble, there was a joy and an appreciative spirit 
which was mirrored in their beautiful smiles 
and grateful hearts.  These folks were very  
simple but yet had a pride, a sense of family 
and found God in their rich vegetation, the sun 
and rain which made their crops grow.”    
 

 Dr. Bull and the team saw more than 
460 patients during their week-long visit.  
Even though the medical mission is just one 
small part of the overall mission of the sisters 
ministry in Palenque, the recent evaluation by 



Sr. Maria Elena made its importance clear:  “It 
was agreed that it is important to continue with 
the medical mission.  Even though people now 
have more access to medical care due to gov-
ernment programs, there are still people who 
are underserved or who choose not to access 
government help due to distrust.  Also, the 
medical care at the local hospital and in village 
clinics is inadequate.  For example, clinics in 
villages “run out of” medicine or are not in    
operation.  At our local hospital, often indige-
nous peoples are denied service or are not  
given just care.”    
 

 And so Dr. Bull, Sr. Maura and the other 
wonderful, tireless volunteers ended another 
week where they applied their own gifts to 
the service of others.   In their own way, they 
are working to transform unjust structures and 
hear the cry of the poor—actions so funda-
mental to the sisters’ own mission statement.   
 

 With grateful hearts, we thank all of you 
who have chosen to be a companion on this 
journey—allowing the mission to grow and 
change as needed to meet the needs of the 
people. 
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Thank you, our friends and donors, for making this possible! 

It’s easy to donate online and to get the latest news of our ministry by visiting  us at 
www.franciscanway.org 

 
Volunteers are needed for Medical Missions,  

especially dentists. 
If you can lend your medical expertise, please 

consider this important ministry. 
 

We are especially grateful for the support of 
Mount St. Mary Hospital in Lewiston, N.Y. for 

their generous donations of prenatal and 
children’s vitamins. 

 
Our wish list items include: 

Toothbrushes 
Small tubes of toothpaste 

Multi-Vitamins - infant & children 
“Cheater” eyeglasses 
Antibiotic ointment 

Thermometer covers 
Cash gifts (to purchase medicines) 

March 2013 Medical Mission Team.  Back row to front:  Robert, Ricardo, 
Ellen, Sr. Leticia, Sr. Maria Elena, Sr. Graciela, Sr. Linda, Sr. Micaela, Ilse, 
Sarah, Wendy, Sr. Consuelo, Kathy, Jill, Sr. Candida, and Sr. Maura. 


