
“The desire of the earliest pastors and parishioners for their own school reflected the concerns 
of parents: teaching of the faith and sacrament preparation, an atmosphere conducive for the 
transmission of familial values and traditions, academic excellence, a sense of discipline, for the 
Sisters, teaching was more of a passion than a profession.” — Fr. Rudolf Harvey, OFM  

The St. Francis Province of the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of the Sacred 
Heart and the Franciscan Friars of Holy Name Province: A Brief History  

By Provincial Superior Sr. Anne Matthew Carlone, FMSC  

In the 1860s, Fr. Andrew Pfeiffer, OFM, pastor of the new German parish of St. Francis of Assisi 
in New York City, needed sisters who could teach at the parish’s school. He sought the advise of 
Fr. Pamfilo da Magliano, then guardian of the missions in the North East of the United States, 
who recommended the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart. It was at the invitation 
of Fr. Andrew that the first Missionary Sisters of the Third Order of St. Francis came to the 
United States to work primarily with the immigrants arriving in this country at the end of the 
Civil War. 

His request was presented to Fr. Gregory Fioravanti, OFM, (Servant of God) co-founder and 
guardian of the newly established community of sisters (1861) in Gemona, Northern Italy. Fr. 
Andrew’s invitation was accepted by three religious: Sr. Gertrude, Sr. Constanza and Sr. 
Pellegrina.  

St. Francis Church, New York City 
The sisters set sail on the steamship “Lafayette” in Nov. 16, 1865, with Fr. Leo Pacillio, OFM, of 
the Reformed Province, who was commissioned to accompany them. After their arrival in 
America, Fr. Leo wrote to Fr. Gregory, saying: “I am happy to have conducted to America these 
three angels of goodness, from whom I expect great good for the Glory of God; and I am certain 
that for the earnest prayers of these elected souls, God has saved us all from almost certain 
shipwreck in the severe tempest against which for 18 long days we had to struggle in the ocean.” 

When the sisters arrived at St. Francis Church on Dec. 5, 1865, Fr. Andrew had to lodge them 
with the Sisters of St. Catherine until their new home, next to the church on West 31st Street, 
was ready for occupancy. The sisters assumed charge of the school on Dec. 11th and remained 
until it closed in 1934. On Dec. 30, Fr. Pamfilo, by then Provincial Minister, blessed the convent, 
placing it under the protection of St. Anthony.  

Despite hardships and trials, the sisters remained cheerful and eager to serve in various works of 
charity. The first years of the religious foundation were of full of holy poverty and constant 
labor. Undaunted by numerous obstacles, the sisters continued to trust in their Provident motto, 
“Deus Meus et Omnia.” The community was augmented as a few young women who, wishing to 
consecrate themselves to God, were granted admission.  



Through the great generosity of donors, Fr. Leo Paccilio, OFM, assisted the sisters in securing 
property in Peekskill, N.Y., in March 1869 to accommodate their new members. He remained 
their chaplain from 1869 to 1872, beginning a new epoch for the Franciscan Missionary Sisters 
as they became established at Mount St. Francis, their permanent home. 

Croghan and Paterson 
After the first mission was established in New York City, the second began when six friars — 
one of whom was the famous Fr. Francis Koch, OFM — stepped onto American soil on Sept. 3, 
1875. They searched for a home for five hectic months, until Bishop Edgar Wadhams gave the 
friars a place in his diocese, at St. Stephen’s Church in Croghan, N.Y.  

Although the building was poor, fit for neither man nor beast, the friars were grateful. One of our 
pioneer FMSC sisters, Sr. Angelene Green, FSP, who was professed in 1975 and not yet 21 years 
of age, wrote in her journal: “Fr. Francis met me at St. Anthony’s school and asked for sisters for 
his mission.” She and Sr. Lucretia were appointed by Mother Bonaventure to leave St. Anthony 
Convent by coach at 8 p.m., to go to Grand Central Terminal for a night train ride to Utica. The 
sisters then traveled by sleigh for three hours through snow-covered woodlands to be received by 
the friars, who served “our first meal in Croghan, N.Y., on Dec. 28, 1876.” Here the sisters 
worked with the friars for 40 years, until they were recalled in 1916.  

Continuing our adventure of 150 years of the bonds and working relationships…  

Fr. Ferdinand Mueller, OFM, went to Newark, N.J., to enlist the help of Bishop Michael 
Corrigan. A monastery on Stony Road on the outskirts of Paterson, N.J., proved to be a 
providential moment for the Fr. Francis Koch, OFM. When the Carmelites withdrew from the 
monastery, the property was turned over to the friars, who moved in August 1876 and named it 
for their seraphic doctor, St. Bonaventure. Fr. Ferdinand served as the first pastor. Elementary 
classes opened in the church basement. In fall 1879, they moved to a new building. Sr. Leonard, 
Sr. Alphonsus, Sr. Isidore and Sr. Elizabeth (later named Mother Provincial) were on staff and 
thus all continued for the next 111 years. 

Butler, Little Falls, Elmwood Park and Wanaque 
The first chapel to serve as St. Anthony’s in Butler, N.J., was dedicated on the saint’s feast day, 
June 13, 1880. Fr. Francis Koch, OFM, the “untiring missionary,” asked Mother Bonaventure in 
Peekskill to “lend” him two sisters for catechism. That same year, two sisters went to the 
Bloomingdale-Macopin, N.J., area to teach religion in open fields under an apple tree.  

The school opened in September 1882. The staff consisted of Sr. M. Angeline, Sr. Leonard and 
Sr. Baptista. Fr. Francis Koch was the first pastor of St. Anthony’s. As enrollment grew, a small 
frame school building was utilized and in 1887, a larger stone school was built on Bartholdi 
Avenue. The friars’ and sisters’ vision and values were wisely celebrated as they worked 
together for more than 130 years, until the school closed 2012.  



The friars and sisters ministered together for another 95 years in Singac/Little Falls, N.J., as they 
drew enthusiasm and energy from the example of the zealous missionary, Fr. Francis Koch, who 
desired to support the mission there. The sisters were again requested to assist with the work at 
Our Lady of Holy Angels, where Fr. Augustine, OFM, provided a house for them. The school 
was opened in the fall of 1903 by pastor Fr. Joseph Bussen, OFM. Today, the century-old Our 
Lady of Holy Angles School was merged with St. James School, Totowa, N.J., in 2006-2007 to 
become St. Francis of Assisi Academy, which under lay administration and diocesan clergy, 
continues educating the children of the Paterson Diocese!  

In Dondee Lake, which is now Elmwood Park, N.J., one reported seeing Fr. Francis Koch stroll 
into the area in June 1909, insisting that Mass be celebrated for the Catholics of this area. Fr. 
Hyacinth Rueberg, OFM, saw the newly constructed chapel dedicated in June 1912. At the same 
time, he shared his plans for a parochial school to open in the fall of same year. The attendance 
of 80 children at Sunday school was considered a promising start. The classes were conducted in 
a large two-room school for 55 students, staffed by 3 FMSC sisters. The sisters staffed the school 
for 75 years. Today, Dec. 30, 2014, the sisters’ friends, the Franciscan Sisters of Peace, (1986) 
continue to bring a Franciscan presence to this parish.  

In Haskell-Wanaque, N.J., Fr. Francis Koch invited the Franciscan Missionary Sisters of the 
Sacred Heart to send sisters to educate the children there. Sr. M. Seraphine and three others 
arrived before the convent was completed. They lived in the back room of the church.   The 
school opened in September 1911. For the next 40 years, the community ministered in both the 
school and parish. The sisters withdrew from the school in June 1952 due to the community’s 
inability to provide more teachers for this growing school.   

From the sisters’ archives: a quotable quote: On the occasion of the 100th anniversary of St. 
Anthony Parish, Butler, Fr. Rudolf Harvey, OFM, said: “This parish has known the ‘gray nuns,’ 
for whom teaching was more a passion than a profession, giving their today for the children’s 
tomorrow; and the parish has known priests whose company was a blessing.”   
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