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Each evening, before the 11 p.m. news, a certain
friar visits the refectory for a snack and the smell of
burnt toast drifts up the stairwell; another friar
retreats to his cell, inserts a CD into its slot, and the
sound of music emanates down the hallway. On an
afternoon when the light is good, a friar wearing a
distinctive orange plastic visor occupies the chair by
the window.

Especially where elderly friars reside, the
routines matter. “You have umpteen eyes keeping a
watch, ” says Father Frank Yacobi, 54, guardian at
the St. Francis Friary in Washington, D.C. “As big as
this building is, it’s like a small neighborhood. We
look out for one another.” A grimace on the face of
an elderly friar when he rises from a chair is an alert
to the others to be sensitive. An empty seat at
morning prayer is a signal to casually search out the
missing friar to ensure he’s well.

This 19-member friary is part of the
132-member Capuchin Franciscan Province of
St. Augustine in Pittsburgh, which encompasses
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Maryland, West Virginia, the
District of Columbia, and parts of Kentucky and
southern Indiana. One of six Capuchin provinces
in the United States, St. Augustine is part of a
Franciscan brotherhood founded in 1528 and
active today in 76 countries.

As early as 1772, Capuchins were serving
European settlers in St. Louis. It wasn’t until 1873
that a Bavarian Capuchin led a small group to
Pittsburgh; but less than 10 years later, the
Capuchins established their first provinces outside
Europe—in Pennsylvania and Wisconsin.

There was endless work to be done; there
were immigrants to be educated, and churches to
be built. By the mid-20th century, Capuchin
Franciscans were serving as pastors and chaplains
throughout the United States and as missionaries
in farflung outposts. The St. Augustine province
maintained a high school and a college. A novitiate
on the Severn River near Annapolis, Maryland
was filled to capacity. Capuchin College in
Washington, D.C., attracted international students
to its residence in the nation’s capital.

As the turmoil of the 1960s engulfed society,
the Second Vatican Council reminded religious
institutes to persist in faithfulness to their original
charism. Since the time of Francis, friars had been
distinguished not as individuals but as a brother-
hood whose evangelization would alleviate need,
promote equality, empower the poor, and spread
the Gospel.

The tasks of evangelization, however, can be
extraordinarily difficult to reconcile with commu-
nity life. The call to preach can easily be interpreted
as a call to live alone among strangers, to travel to
desert, mountain, foreign land, or urban wasteland
and set up a spiritual clinic.

Through prayerful discernment, the province
renewed its commitment to Franciscan evangeliza-
tion that is rooted in Christian community and
began to reduce involvement in solitary ministries.
Today, each friary in Baltimore, Washington, D.C.,
Philadelphia, and Cleveland, among others, houses
a minimum of four and a maximum of 20 friars.
As a community, friars serve parishes, hospitals,
shrines, retreat centers, nursing homes, immigrant
populations, colleges, and universities.

Evangelization ministry flourishes. In an
inner city parish, an auditorium fills with couples
of all ages who come to hear talks by Father
Scott Seethaler, 60, who has been preaching for
27 years. As a staff member of the Franciscan

St. Francis Friary in
Washington, D.C. (main
entrance, left), has no
access ramp. Stairways to
the basement refectory
also pose a challenge
since four of the 19 friars
who reside here are past
age 70. The Province of
St. Augustine plans to
install an elevator and
renovate entrances at
this friary.



Pilgrimage Program, Provincial Secretary Father
John Petrikovic, 49, leads groups to Assisi annually
and can’t accommodate all who apply. Millions
tune in to EWTN Global Catholic Network to

hear Father Angelus Schaughnessy, 73, who hosts
Catholic Essentials: A Franciscan Living Room Retreat.

Yet, even as they preach the Good News, these
friars must confront bad news. Their median age is
62 and their retirement is 60 percent unfunded.

When the grand novitiate in Maryland was
sold, part of the proceeds were invested for retire-
ment needs. In 1980, the province entered the Social
Security system. More recently, it set up a financial
advisory board of external experts that monitors
investments and screens them for adherence to a
preferred matrix. An annual Basic Grant from the
National Religious Retirement Office is applied to
the province retirement fund.

“Each working friar must support three—
himself, an elder, and a young novice,” says
Provincial Father Paul Kuppe. “That they do this is
a testimony to frugal living. Salaries average $12,000
to $16,000 plus benefits. Fifty percent of that stays
at the friary for local needs. The rest is sent to the
province for retirement, education, and formation.”

Steps have been taken to ensure care for aging
members, four of whom currently reside at
Vincentian nursing home in Pittsburgh, sponsored
by the Vincentian Sisters of Charity. The province

itself has no capacity for skilled nursing care, but
the quality of life for elderly friars who are ambula-
tory is enhanced at St. Augustine Friary in
Pittsburgh by practices put into place by a recently
appointed health commission led by medical pro-
fessionals. “Even in religious community, men can
be rugged individualists who resist admitting need
or weakness,” says Father Paul. “Introducing weekly
visits to the friary by a skilled health care provider
enabled helpful dialogue and care without compro-
mising the dignity of any friar.”

Thirty-eight of the 132 province members are
past 70; but their dedication to ministry is undi-
minished. Father Armand Yeaglin, 91, hears priests’
confessions. Father Francis Fugini, 77, house vicar
in Pittsburgh, averages 60 hours a week as director
of the province mission office.

Work, for most friars, is merely fulfillment of
the desire to help people, to accompany people, to
be with people, says Father John. “They want to do
that work as long as they can”

Father Gervase Degenhardt, who, at 71, serves
as chaplain for Franciscan sisters, affirms that all
ministry is subsidiary to the primary ministry—
to live the Gospel life. From that, Father Gervase
says, “I will never retire.”

Friars must climb four flights (right) to reach the exercise room (above)
at St. Francis Friary, a space that for 40 years housed friars in drafty

cubicles. This friary is a favored destination for elderly friars who hope

to continue ministry among Washington’s diverse populations, but

renovation to improve accessibility is needed throughout the building.



