
Our History 

St. Bernard finds sister parish in Milwaukee through SVdP 
By Ellen G. Krenke 

     Through a 
“twinning” program 
sponsored by the 
Society of St. Vin-
cent de Paul, St. 
Bernard found St. 
Francis of Assisi, a 
Capuchin Ministry 
in downtown Mil-
waukee, in the early 
1990s. 

     According to 
their website, “those 
who call St. Francis 
their home look up-
on themselves more 
as ‘family’ than 
‘church.’” 

     St. Francis of 
Assisi parish is a 
multi-cultural com-
munity – predominantly Puerto Rican, 
African American and young adults – that 
offers “a warm welcome to all.” 

     The “warm welcome” is always of-
fered at the St. Francis picnic held each 
year in July. 

     The outdoor Mass is a joyful celebra-
tion that includes a large gospel, Hispanic 
and folk music choir. It is music that 
makes you tap your foot, clap your hands 
and smile. 

     The menu includes three or four 
meats, fresh corn on the cob and potluck 
side dishes and desserts brought in by the 
hundreds by parishioners. It is a feast!  

     St. Francis also brings a bus-load of 
parishioners to our annual parish picnic in 
September. 

     Fr. Mike Bertram, the pastor at St. 
Francis, stressed the importance of cultur-
al sharing between the two parishes.  

     “It’s nice to have that personal collab-
oration and association with each other,” 
he said. “We have so many different peo-
ple, and when they mix with those in 
Middleton … it is just a nice exchange.” 

     Through our "Giving Tree" and warm 
clothing programs at Christmas, we do-
nate gifts for their young people and blan-
kets and shawls for immigrant women 
who are new to the Milwaukee parish. 

     “The services that St. Bernard’s makes 
possible are so vital,” Fr. Mike said dur-
ing one of our Giving Tree visits. 
“Without that support (the St. Francis 
Conference of St. Vincent de Paul) would 
be strapped.” 

     Before the new school year starts, St. 

Bernard parishioners also donate school 
supplies for the children of St. Francis. 

     St. Francis parish has a rich history in 
Milwaukee. It was organized in 1871 
(almost 20 years before St. Bernard), 
and the present stone buildings were 
designed by the famous New York ar-
chitect William Schickel. They were 
dedicated in 1877. 

     The friars came to the United States 
from Switzerland in 1851. They were 
invited by the Milwaukee Bishop John 
Martin Henni, who was concerned about 
the spiritual welfare of his fellow Ger-
mans.  

     “We have so many different 
people, and when they mix with 
those in Middleton … it is just a 
nice exchange.”                             
         —Fr. Mike Bertrand 

     At the time, the Germans were con-
sidered “lower rung” immigrants in the 
area, which drove the Capuchins to es-
tablish their chapel on the north edge of 
Milwaukee.  

     But as their numbers grew and Ger-
manic industries, such as farming, beer 
brewing and sausage making, flourished, 
Germans were mainstreamed into Mil-
waukee society.  

     From the start, the Capuchin Francis-
cans and St. Francis parish have devoted 
themselves to caring for the poor, the 
needy and the outcast. 

     In the 1950s, St. Francis developed a 
ministry for African Americans and 
Puerto Rican Catholics, who were set-
tling into the north side of Milwaukee.  

     In 1959, even with 
the Catholic Mass still 
celebrated in Latin, a 
Spanish homily was 
offered at St. Francis 
after the 11:30 a.m., 
Mass for the Spanish-
speaking Puerto Rican 
people.       

     The Capuchins were 
also strong advocates 
of the rights of African 
Americans in the tu-
multuous days of the 
late 1960s and partici-
pated in civil demon-
strations that promoted 
justice and equality for 
people of color.   

     Now St. Francis 
sees another minority 
group emerging in the 
neighborhood: young 

adult Catholics who, though comprising 
the largest population block in the Catho-
lic Church, receive the least service and 
pastoral care from many Catholic church-
es. 

     In addition to worship services, the 
parish offers opportunities for service and 
other activities including: prayer groups, 
choirs, parish council and other commit-
tees, youth groups, Knights and Ladies of 
St. Peter Claver, a seniors group, a be-
reavement ministry, a free tax preparation 
program, pastoral care for the Plymouth 
Manor Nursing Home, religious educa-
tion classes for children and the Rite of 
Christian Initiation of Adults. 

     The parish is also “blessed with abun-
dant land which allows us to garden, 
whether it is for the tables of those parish 
members who tend to the garden or to 
assist area food pantries,” according to 
the website. 

     Finally, St. Francis sponsors a prison 
ministry program that is inspired by Mat-
thew 25:31-46 seeing Jesus in the broken, 
sick and incarcerated.  

     The program provides group discus-
sions and events that encourage responsi-
bility, accountability and integrity for 
inmates re-entering the community and 
coping with the changes in society since 
their incarceration. 

     According to the website, “St. Francis 
of Assisi himself would be proud of the 
life and the history of the Milwaukee 
church that bears his name in the commu-
nity's determination to serve the poor in 
all its many forms and with its many fac-
es.” 

St. Francis of Assisi choirs combine for the parish’s annual picnic in July. This year’s picnic 
will begin at 11 a.m., July 8 at Carver Park on 8th and Brown Streets in Milwaukee. 


