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My name is Laura Neves and I am a 

Sister Hospitaller. I am also a nurse, though I 

have not practised for many years. I have been 

Provincial Secretary since 2009.

the provincial government organised to help 

the centres in the Lisbon area. I was assigned 

the Santa Rosa de Lima Health Centre in Belas 

(Portugal), which specialises in geriatric psy-

chiatry.

When COVID-19 crossed the border from Chi-

na and its implacable way of spreading throu-

gh social interaction became evident, I reali-

sed that our Congregation would not be able 

to prevent it from entering our centres, where 

we tend to very fragile and vulnerable patients 

who require close proximity and who, for the 

most part, were unaware of what was happe-

ning and the need to protect themselves.  

-

gal, some of our centres came face to face 

with the inevitable. The virus managed to 

circumvent the barrier of contingency plans, 

creating a network of contagion. Some 

sisters, co-workers, and patients tested positive 

and we found ourselves in a situation that we 

knew was possible, but that still managed to 

surprise us. The team caring for the units whe-

were infected, others quarantined, others sta-

yed home with their young children, others be-

cause they were patients at risk, and still others, 

who were also civil servants, received orders to 

work exclusively for the Government.   

The members of the remaining teams refused 

to give up or give in to fear. They responded to 

all requests for cooperation, and courageous, 

creative, united teams formed quickly. 

When I arrived at one of these units, the new 

team had not yet formed. Several users had 

just tested positive and many collaborators 

had symptoms. The team was worn out by the 

uncertainty, the constant changes in strategy, 

the long hours that piled up due to a lack of 

personnel. Nevertheless, they did not abandon 

ship until everything was secure. 

As my duties changed, I felt the world co-

ming down on me. I knew no one; I had been 

away from nursing for so long; the health of 

the users was expected to deteriorate further 

Laura Neves

Sister Hospitaller, Nurse and Provincial Secre-
tary for the Province of Portugal since 2009.

MEANING OF THE HOSPITALLER 
FAMILY

Stories with heart

“The members of the 

cooperation, and 



11 

and most of the team was absent. Meanwhile, 

a new team came together and my insecurity 

subsided. Members arrived ready and willing, 

and fortunately, several co-workers who tested 

negative were able to stay on the team. That 

the users to continue seeing their familiar faces 

and hearing their voices.

The two nurses helming the ship when the out-

break occurred continued to support the team, 

despite being sick at home. They called often 

and answered the phone at all hours, respon-

ding to our queries, giving advice, and tending 

to tasks we were unable to do.  

Most users adapted extraordinarily well to a to-

tally new situation with radical changes in their 

routines. They were not even surprised by our 

protective equipment; they only cared about 

seeing our faces and hearing our voices, which 

warmed them and made them feel at home.

incoming calls because we were completely 

overwhelmed by the duty of care. We knew 

that family members were concerned and it 

was essential to keep them informed of the si-

tuation, but we had to establish rules and prio-

rities. Initially, we did not have any protective 

equipment that would allow contact without 

the risk of contagion. When the situation be-

gan to stabilise and we received a tablet that 

allowed us to make video calls with families, 

we noticed a marked improvement. The fact 

that users and their relatives could see and 

hear each other gave them peace of mind.  

Sadly, we had some very severe cases. We fou-

ght with all the means at our disposal until the 

bitter end, but we had to face death. We aimed 

present. In certain cases, we allowed close fa-

mily members to say goodbye. These moments 

were indescribable and intimate, perhaps some 

of the most humanising of all, especially given 

the social distancing standards that required 

families to mourn in complete solitude. In the 

end, I stood by silently, as if at a ceremony, re-

presenting the person’s family and everyone 

who loved them but could not be there. 

I stayed with the unit until 31 May. There I spent 

Lent, Easter, and the Feast Day of St. Benedict: 

celebrations that had never been so profound. 

I did not participate in the festivities or gathe-

rings. My liturgy occurred in serving the sick, 

where Jesus lives, has a face, and is embodied 

in a mysterious and wonderful way.

I feel privileged to have had the opportuni-

ty to contribute in some small way during 

the pandemic. I know that my presence as a 

sister was important to the team, but it was 

also enormously enriching and humanising for 

me. I felt a sense of duty, courage, altruism, 

unity, and dedication in responding to the 

-

thers left their children in the care of others in 

order to be there… there were sons and dau-

ghters, grandmothers, granddaughters, wives… 

I was part of the community of St. Benedict 

Menni in Idanha, where we supported one 

another, shared experiences and concerns, pra-

yed and lived together. Above all, we felt sent 

by the Congregation. We were not alone; we 

represented all sisters. 

One thing is certain, during that time, we expe-

rienced weakness, but above all, we felt what it 

means to be part of the Hospitaller family.  
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