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Gold star mother who was on the 
veteran’s pilgrimage in 2019

Dear Salutation,

      During the 13th century, Europe, because of its divided loyalties, was a very violent continent. This was 
the world into which Giovani Bernadone, who we know as Francis of Assisi, was born. In November of 1202, 
after the city state of Perugia had declared war on Assisi, the latter amassed an army to attack its bitter rival. 
Within those ranks was Francis, a member of the Compagnia dei Cavalieri. These were Assisi’s elite who could 
afford horses and fine armor. 

During the Battle of Collestrada, the men of Assisi were slaughtered. As one chronicler wrote, “The 
hand is not to be found with the foot, or the entrails with the chest, (and) on the forehead horrible windows open 
out instead of eyes.” 

Perhaps Francis, who was captured and later ransomed, suffered from what we call Post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). For Francis, it would begin the process of a deeper commitment to Christ and the founding 
of our Franciscan Order. But for many men and women who have gone through the trauma of war, both the 
physical and emotion scars remain.

For the last 11 years, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary Province has sponsored pilgrimages 
for military veterans to go to Assisi, to engage in a spiritual process of healing. As retired Major Greg 
Masiello, Ph.D, who also serves as one of the pilgrimage leaders wrote: “There’s not much difference between 
his struggles then and the struggle of veterans today.”

Ken Kieck, a Vietnam vet from Greenfield, WI who served in 
the Navy and Air National Guardsman commented, “I discovered it was 
a very well prepared program. Many 
of us found peace and healing when 
we opened up to each other and with 
staff members such as Major Greg 
Masiello and Fr. Conrad Targonski, 
OFM, who are also veterans.” 

After going to confession 
at the Chapel of San Damiano, Fr. 
Conrad urged Ken to look into the 

Secular Franciscans, which is comprised of lay people and a vital part of 
the Franciscan family. Ken is now an active member of a fraternity near 
Milwaukee.

Sergeant Jennifer DenHartog of Tomah, WI was in the Army 
National Guard when she was deployed to Iraq. 



2019 group photo

Fr. Conrad on veteran’s 
pilgrimage in 2018

“At first, I didn’t know what to expect,” said Jennifer, “but each 
piece of the pilgrimage began to fit together. On my pilgrimage, we as 
veterans realized we had tried to return to civilian life, but there was 
something definitely missing. We needed the contact of other veterans, 
and the pilgrimage helped us make those connections with others.”

At 19 years old, John Vail joined the Marines in 1966, serving as 
a Huey helicopter gunner operating near the DMV zone. Each mission was 
a harrowing experience, and he lost four good friends in his avionics unit, 
and he recalled when a 50-millimeter bullet missed his head by inches. 

For servicemen like John, a native of Buffalo, NY, dealing with 
mental scars of war only to receive a hostile reception from anti-war 

protesters when he came home was a very painful experience.

“I felt bad for the younger guys who served in Iraq and Afghanistan,” said John, “and you knew 
many of them suffered with PTSD. But there was also a lot of healing that went on during that pilgrimage as 
we bonded together and walked in the footsteps of St. Francis.”

It was a different story for Candace Clemens of Allegany, NY. Candace is a Gold Star mom, who lost 
her son Sean in Afghanistan when a munitions stockpile blew up, killing him along with his Afghani interpreter 
and seven other comrades.

“I grew up as a Lutheran, not really understanding St. Francis,” said 
Candace. “Learning his story while in Assisi helped me a lot dealing with the 
pain of losing my son, Sean. I found peace through the pilgrimage. I didn’t 
want to leave!”

While many veterans can afford the Pilgrimage for Veterans, many can’t. 
We would like to send as many veterans as we can who are seeking emotional 
and spiritual healing through this powerful and uplifting program. Your generous 
donation will help send several vets who have sacrificed so much on our behalf 
on one of these life-giving experiences as they meet with other veterans from 
around the country. 

Thank you for any support you can provide, and let us all unite in 
praying for those brave and women who have stood in harm’s way to protect and 
maintain the freedom we so much enjoy in this country.

Please send us the name of a special veteran or loved one you’d like us to pray for. We will include them 
in our daily Masses and personal prayers.

 Peace and All Good!

 Fr. Jim Gannon
 Provincial Minister

P.S. Your gift will give several Veterans a chance to join our next Military Veterans Pilgrimage to Rome 
and Assisi, led by our fellow Franciscan Friar, Fr. Conrad Targonski, OFM.


