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“We believed, for better or worse, that the fund set up for retirement was ‘bottomless.’”1 

Sound familiar? Like many religious communities absorbed in the day-to-day busyness 
of mission and ministry, the USA Province of the Order of Friar Servants of Mary 
(Servites) had long assumed their retirement fund was and would be sufficient to meet 
their needs. In recent years, however, rapid diminishment of the fund prompted them 
to reassess their position and look for more cost-efficient ways to furnish eldercare.  
At the same time, they recognized a need to provide greater support to senior members, 
attending to their spiritual and emotional well-being along with physical health. 

In the spring of 2013, the Servites entered the National Religious Retirement Office 
(NRRO) Planning and Implementation Assistance program. Since then, they have 
embraced the planning process and dramatically altered their outlook for the future. 
A three-pronged approach to retirement funding and eldercare now offers enhanced 
wellness for senior members while increasing the community’s financial stability.  
Most importantly, this new approach reflects the compassion that is at the heart of  
the Servite charism.

From left: Brother 
Leo Hambur, Father 
Michael Gantley, 
Brother Sebastian Mulu 
(standing), and  
Brother Eric Tajung.

The Servites’ new approach to 
eldercare promotes wellness 
and intergenerational living  
and is designed to enable 
senior members to age in place 
for as long as possible.

1Order of Friar Servants of Mary, Planning and Implementation  
Assistance application, August 2012.
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Step 1: Identify additional financial resources
Upon entering Planning and Implementation Assistance, 
one of the Servites’ first steps was to seek additional 
funding sources. A $25,000 planning award in August 
2013 enabled them to work with a company specializing 
in financial and management consulting for religious 
institutes. The company helped the Servites determine 
member eligibility for various forms of governmental 
assistance, such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 
It also facilitated the enrollment process. In one year, 
the Servites secured nearly $200,000 in supplemental 
benefits. The friars continue to work toward taking 
advantage of all forms of assistance for which members 
qualify. Over the next ten years, this assistance is 
projected to provide more than $1.5 million in additional 
income. 

Step 2: Reduce costs
The friars have forty-seven members in the United States, 
with about half living and ministering in Chicago and the 
remaining members serving in a handful of areas around 
the country. With no central retirement facility, senior 
members often retired where they had served in active 
ministry, remaining part of a local house. Although there 
were no formal retirement guidelines, the goal was for 
elders to remain in community for as long as possible. 
Support for senior members fell primarily on the house 
prior, making institutional care the only option when 
an individual required greater assistance. This approach 
was costly and often left the senior member somewhat 
isolated from fellow friars. 

The Servites recognized that they needed to establish a 
more coordinated approach to retirement and eldercare 
across the province. Three years ago, they appointed their 
first senior care minister, Father Michael Guimon. As 

with many religious, Father Michael wears 
multiple hats, also serving as formation 
director and prior of Our Lady of Sorrows 
(OLS) Monastery, the community’s largest 
house. 

In creating his job description, Father 
Michael contacted other religious 
communities to understand both how 
they cared for senior members and how 
they provided support for the local prior. 
At the time, Father Michael was absorbed 
with attending to the daily needs of the 
senior men, such as driving them to 
medical appointments and managing 
their prescriptions. “As prior, I was 

overwhelmed,” he said. “I was not prepared for all that 
was involved in supporting the senior men plus taking 
care of the building.”

Father Michael’s investigations led him to a unique 
program designed to allow elders to live at home for as 
long as possible. Sponsored by Loyola University Medical 
Center, the program’s holistic approach focuses on 
sustaining wellness through preventative medical care, 
dietary consultation, safety education, and therapeutic 
support. 

Guided by their volunteer NRRO consultants, members of the 
Servite planning team developed a long-range strategy to stabilize 
retirement funding while furnishing a more holistic approach to 
eldercare. From left: Father Lawrence Choate, treasurer; Father 
John Fontana, provincial; and Father Michael Guimon, senior care 
minister. 

Better Care and Lower Costs, continued
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A doctor worked with the Servites to coordinate the 
professional services and assistance needed to allow 
senior friars living at OLS to remain in community. The 
Servites’ program includes a nurse who spends twenty 
hours a week onsite and furnishes daily monitoring 
of medical and personal needs. Over the last several 
months, she has helped the community to establish a 
healthier environment: working with the cook to improve 
nutrition, ensuring that necessary safety precautions are 
met, and encouraging greater activity and interaction 
among the senior members. The nurse also provides 
tremendous support to the prior by handling a host of 
medical and administrative details, which allows Father 
Michael to focus on the elders’ emotional and spiritual 
needs.   

The total cost of the program is $5,000 a 
month, roughly the same as the cost for one 
friar in an assisted living facility. A $65,000 
planning award from the NRRO underwrote 
a one-year trial plus transportation costs 
for medical appointments. The pilot, which 
was launched in April 2014, was so successful 
that the Servites renewed the program at 
their own expense. They continue to look for 
additional ways to enhance wellness. “We’re 
still fine-tuning the program,” explains Father 
Michael. 

The focus on wellness and crisis prevention has also 
reduced medical expenses and nearly eliminated the 
need for lay caregiving staff. The new model of assisted 
care saved the Servites $125,000 in the first year and—
depending on census and level of need—is projected to 
save roughly $1 million or more in the next ten years. 

Concurrent with the new model for eldercare, the 
Servites have focused on reducing administrative and 
overhead expenses. In June 2014, a third planning award 
underwrote an organizational review of the provincial 
business office and a needs assessment of OLS Monastery. 
The friars continue to work toward implementation of 
the recommendations received through the assessment.

As part of their partnership with Loyola University 
Medical Center, the Servites benefit from a part-
time, onsite nurse, Joy Ellison, RN. Joy, who also 
holds a master’s degree in health education, 
strives to attend to each friar’s individual needs. 
“I chat with them; I eat lunch with them,” Joy 
explains. “I watch their activities.” 

Above: Joy reviews medical records with  
Father Michael.  

Left: Joy checks Father Frank Falco’s blood 
pressure. 

Better Care and Lower Costs, continued
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Step 3: Enhance wellness
For the Servites, the new model of care has lowered costs 
while enhancing the quality of life for senior members 
living at OLS. Being onsite daily enables the nurse, Joy 
Ellison, RN, to know each friar personally. As a result, she 
is attuned to their emotional as well as physical health. 
Senior friars are also able to interact with other Servites 
residing at the monastery, enjoying shared meals, prayer, 
and recreational time. Intergenerational living keeps the 
senior men connected to the community while younger 

members, especially those in formation, benefit from  
the wisdom and experience of their elders. 

The onsite wellness program has been so successful, 
in fact, that the Servites decided OLS should be the 
primary residence for elder members who need assisted 
care. However, portions of the building were not elder 
friendly, and targeted renovations were needed. In  
June 2015, an implementation award of $425,000 allowed 

Top: Friars young and old enjoy a laugh at breakfast. 
Clockwise from left: Brother Robert Fandel, Mr. Zoilo 
Ruiz, Father Michael Gantley, Brother Sebastian 
Mulu, Brother Joseph Fundak, and Brother Leo 
Hambur. 

Better Care and Lower Costs, continued

Above: A new ramp, made possible with support from the NRRO, 
ensures all friars have access to the community dining room.

Above: Previously, an unstable, makeshift ramp made 
access to the dining room difficult for senior friars.
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About the Servites

The USA Province of the Order of Friar Servants of Mary (Servites) 
is part of an international congregation with roughly nine hundred 
members worldwide. Based in Chicago, the community has forty-
seven members, including seven in formation. They serve in 
various ministries, such as education, parish and retreat ministry, 
spiritual direction, and shrine ministry at The National Sanctuary 
of Our Sorrowful Mother in Portland, Oregon.  

the friars to address critical issues for senior safety.  
A new dining room entrance, complete with a handicap-
accessible ramp, was installed to allow elders and those 
with disabilities to safely attend daily meals. Additionally, 
an enclosed entryway with an automated lift has replaced 
the steep stairwell and heavy door that previously led 
to the outside garage. A second lift furnishes handicap 
access to an interior courtyard, allowing senior members 
to enjoy the outdoors in a secure setting. Additional 
renovations are being considered as part of the Servites’ 
five-year financial and retirement plan.  

Looking ahead
The Servites continue to refine their long-range 
retirement goals while striving to provide wellness 
support at other houses. They have also launched 
“Gracefully,” a special newsletter devoted to exploring 
topics in aging. Rather than being a one-time fix, 
participation in Planning and Implementation Assistance 
has allowed the community to view retirement planning 
and eldercare as an evolving conversation.  

Better Care and Lower Costs, continued

A special ministry to those with cancer and serious illness, 
under the patronage of the Servite Saint Peregrine, reflects the 
commitment to compassion at the heart of the Servite charism. 
The community’s provincial headquarters and largest monastery 
are attached to Our Lady of Sorrows Basilica, which the Servites 
founded as a parish in 1874 and where they continue to promote 
devotion to Mary.

Senior friars are encouraged to stay active by participating in ministry as they are 
able and by pursuing hobbies and interests. Above: Brother Robert Fandel enjoys his 
time in the wood shop. 

“Our experience 
has been so, so 
positive. We 
praise the work 
that the NRRO 
is doing.”  
Father John Fontana, 
provincial

Our Lady of Sorrows Basilica


