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From the Community Minister

Greetings

Dear Friends,
Dear Friends,

I was recently reminded of a now obsolete practice that we used to have in our 
community. When I first began teaching it was customary for us to pack up all of 
our belongings at the end of the school year. We each had a trunk (foot locker type) 
in which we placed our personal belongings along with our school materials, such 
as lesson plans and bulletin boards that we wanted to save for future use. We did 
this because we did not know if we would be returning to the same place in the fall, 
or if we would be assigned to another location.

This outward custom gave expression to our inner disposition of willingness to 
serve wherever we are called on our Franciscan journey. While we no longer have 
the custom of packing our trunks, we still cultivate the virtue of being ready to “let 
go, let God” as we respond to current needs.

In this issue you will have the opportunity to learn about some of our ministries 
that are serving current needs, from nurturing people’s creative spirits, to 
nourishing spiritual and bodily hunger, to guiding young women who feel called to 
our Franciscan way of life.

We hope you will spread the word about the wonderful summer camps offered 
through our Franciscan Earth Literacy Center (FELC). Also, we welcome you to 
join us at FELC’s annual fundraiser, The Gala, on Friday evening, August 9, which 
promises to be a fun filled event. Likewise, please consider joining us for the annual 
chicken BBQ on Sunday, September 8, a fundraiser for St. Francis Spirituality Center. 
(For more information, go to www.sfctiffin.org )  

These ministries and activities are possible through the generous support of you, 
our benefactors. Thank you for helping us to respond to the needs of our times as 
we “let go, let God.” 

Gratefully,

Sister Jacquelyn Doepker
Community Minister
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Green news is good news
To help us cut down on costs and paper, will you please 
share your email address with us? We’ll use it instead of 
snail mail to keep you informed about what’s happening in 
the St. Francis Community. Just send your email address to 
development@tiffinfranciscans.org.

The magazine is published three times a
year for friends of the St. Francis
Community by the Mission Advancement
Office of the Sisters of St. Francis. Reader
responses may be submitted to Sr. Sara
Aldridge, Director of Mission Advancement,
at saldridge@tiffinfranciscans.org.
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Sister Yvonne Fischer’s eyes laugh and 
twinkle as she talks about her work as 
pastoral associate for Plymouth St. Joseph 
Parish. It’s a (ministry) job she enjoys.

“We are small and mighty,” she says about 
the parish’s relatively modest numbers. “We 
have about 105 families.”

The pastor, Fr. Nick Cunningham, arrives 
to say Mass twice a week and to attend 
some meetings. Sister Yvonne, among 
other duties, works with the ministries, 
leads pastoral council, makes sure the 
church and offices are maintained and 
serves as director of religious education. 
She is also, by the way, our very own 
director of formation and novice director 
for our community, which means she helps 
shepherd women through the process 

Sister Yvonne leads a parish
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“Anything to get the job done,” says Sister Yvonne about all the things she has to do in her role as pastoral 
associate.

toward final profession of vows.

Sister Yvonne is happy to report her parish 
is “very welcoming” and “very ecumenical, 
too. I got to preach at the ecumenical 
Lenten service held in Mt. Hope Church in 
Shiloh,” she says.

In fact, her parish collaborates with 
area Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian 
and Evangelical parishes on a summer 
Bible school, the Lenten services, and a 
food pantry that services a large area. 
“Whenever there’s a fifth Sunday of a 
month, we have a Romans 12:13 collection 
for the needy in the area. We also have a 
store that offers clothing and other items 
for sale.”

Sister Yvonne takes Communion to shut-ins 
and also offers pastoral counseling services. 
Living next door to the church helps, she 
says. “It’s very convenient. The parish is 
a quiet place on Rte. 61 and has a nice, 
prayerful atmosphere. The Amish go by in 

buggies – clip, clop, clip, clop. There really is 
a beautiful rhythm here. It’s a good place to 
be at this time of my life.”

The parish sponsors four children in our 
Cuernavaca Children’s Mission, which 
pleases her very much, she says. “We raise 
money for the mission through baskets of 
items that people or companies donate 
and people buy chances for. I go begging 
for the items. There is also a man in town 
who, every year, donates a tool chest full of 
tools for us to sell chances for. The money 
all goes to the mission.”

When Sister Yvonne is asked what has 
been rewarding for her during her 53 
years as a Tiffin Franciscan, she says, eyes 
shimmering: “When I reflect, I am so moved. 
I have received a bigger world than the one 
I would have had had I not become a sister. 
Because of the diverse gifts of so many 
women, I get to experience more than I 
would have. Also, the opportunities for 
education have been phenomenal for me.”

Make a difference
Did you know The American 
Taxpayer Relief Act of 2012 
reinstated the tax-free IRA 
Charitable Rollover for the 2012 
and 2013 tax years? It allows 
individuals 70 ½ and older to 
make direct transfers totaling up 
to $100,000 per year to 501©(3) 
organizations, without having 
to count the transfers for federal 
income tax purposes.

The IRA Charitable Rollover is 
one of several ways that donors 
can make a difference by giving 
to the ministries of St. Francis 
Community to support our 
ongoing work. For information 
on donating your IRA or other 
giving options, contact Sister 
Sara Aldridge, Director of Mission 
Advancement, at saldridge@
tiffinfranciscans.org or (419) 447-
0435.

SAVE THE DATE
Project Peace Fair, Saturday, September 28



BY NICOLE WALBY

Third-grade students from Krout 2-3 Elementary School 
participated in the renewable energy program at the Franciscan 
Earth Literacy Center Wednesday morning.

Sisters Shirley Shafranek, educator for FELC; Barbara Jean Miller; 
and Jane Frances Omlor taught students the importance of 
preserving the environment and the differences between 
renewable and non-renewable energy sources.

“This is sort of a pilot program,” Shafranek said. “With the state 
science standards, we wanted to come up with a renewable 
energy course to teach the third-graders about the importance of 
protecting their environment.”

The students got to experiment with mini wind turbines and solar 
panels; took a tour of the straw-insulated house, Little Portion 
Green; and learned the steps for turning coal and wind power into 
electricity.

“It’s great that the students get the chance to explore hands-on 
and work together and learn outside of the classroom,” Krout 
teacher Tiffany Dicker said.

Nearly 200 students will experience the program in two days. The 
program was possible through a grant from National Machinery 
Foundation.

Energy programs a 
big hit with children
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Third-graders from Krout 2-3 Elementary use mini wind turbines to experiment 
with wind power and electricity. THE ADVERTISER-TRIBUNE/NICOLE WALBY

The program is to teach students to be careful with non-renewable 
resources, Shafranek said.”The concept of renewable energy 
is vague,” Krout teacher Cam Fox said. “These programs are 
wonderful. They bring 
the students together 
out of the classroom 
and are able to see 
how things actually 
work. Everything comes 
together.”

The FELC offers programs 
for adults, Boy and 
Girl Scouts, K-6 grade 
students, leadership and 
team building programs, 
weekend and holiday 
programs, summer 
camps and programs for 
special needs.

“The biggest thing we want people to take away from these 
programs is an appreciation of our environment and hope, that 
with that appreciation, comes respect,” Shafranek said. “The 
saddest thing that I have seen is that for many students it is their 
first time in an environment such as the woods. If we lose that 
connection with nature, it can hurt the environment.”

“We hope to do more with renewable energy especially with the 
adult programs,” Shafranek said. “Eventually, we would like to move 
to the higher grades.”

The FELC is located on the St. Francis campus at 194 St. Francis Ave.

For more information about the FELC summer camps or programs, 
visit www.felctiffin.org or call Sister Shirley Shafranek at 419.448.7485.

This article was reprinted with permission from the Tiffin Advertiser-
Tribune.

Students use the sun’s rays to power small fan motors. THE ADVERTISER-TRIBUNE/
NICOLE WALBY

“ The biggest thing we 
want people to take away 

from these programs is 
an appreciation of  our 

environment and hope, that 
with that appreciation, 

comes respect.”– Sister Shirley Shafranek
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High hoop house
up and running
Sister Andrea Inkrott’s thrilled that our high hoop house is up 
and running, though she wants to point out that the correct 
term is actually “seasonal high tunnel.” She wrote the grant that 
resulted in funds being given by the USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Services for high hoop house construction. So, of 
course, she’s thrilled that the project is in motion.

“Eagle Scout candidate, Blake Borer-Miller, has been the leader 
of the crew charged with raising the tunnel,” said Sister Andrea. 
“It has been a joy to work with Blake on his Eagle Scout project. 
He told us he had volunteered with us in the past and was 
happy to have this opportunity.”

The house is open on each end, and the sides can be rolled up 
to control ventilation. There is no heat or electricity. Our staff 
will move it around to different places where different plants 
are growing, depending on the season and the weather. The 
house will enable us to grow 12 months out of the year instead 
of just 10. It complements our existing walk-in cold frames that 
have been in use for a number of years.

The Franciscan Earth Literacy Center’s 
Summer Harvest Gourmet Gala has been 
scheduled for the evening of Friday, 
August 9th from 6 to 9 p.m.  
Located on the beautiful 
grounds of the St. Francis 
campus, this annual 
fundraiser will be an 
event you won’t want 
to miss. Attendees 
will be delighted 
with the changes 
that have been made 
to this year’s event as 
they are wined, dined 
and entertained under 
the large tent. The evening 
will begin with gourmet hors 
d’oeuvres and the serving of local wines 
and micro brew beers. There will be an 
opportunity to participate in the auction, 
with many of the items having been 

created by the Sisters on the St. Francis 
Campus. While enjoying the musical 
entertainment, guests will be served a 
gourmet meal prepared by Executive Chef 

Billy Reese of KemoSabes followed 
by an array of delicious desserts to 

choose from.  What a delightful 
way to spend an evening as the 
summer sun fades away and 
you are surrounded by friends, 
family, delicious foods and 
music.  

Funds raised at the Summer 
Harvest Gourmet Gala directly 

support the Franciscan Earth 
Literacy Center. Tickets will be 

available for purchase in June. If you 
would like an invitation mailed to you or 

for more information, including corporate 
sponsorship opportunities please contact 
Linda Havens at 419.447.0435, ext. 131 or 
at lhavens@tiffinfranciscans.org. 

SAVE THE DATE

Summer Harvest Gourmet Gala



BY TOM HENRY

BRYAN — As she sticks her hands 
into topsoil, Sister Rita Wienken is 
oblivious to the chill that lingers 
after months of frost.

She feels the warmth of God’s love.

“Soil is the skin of Earth and is alive 
with thousands of species whose 
relationships with one another 
provide sustenance for all who 
call Earth home,” she says in the 
mission statement of her new 
consulting business.

Sister Rita is a 62-year-old 
Franciscan nun, a devout follower 
of St. Francis of Assisi, the 
13th-century patron saint who 
preached compassion for the 
poor, respect for animals, and 
environmental stewardship. That 
saint is the one from whom newly 
installed Pope Francis took his 
name.

The Sisters of St. Francis in Tiffin, 
which she entered in 1972, reinterpreted the writings of St. Francis 
in the early 1990s and came away with a stronger vision of his 
affection for nature.

A former elementary school teacher and two-time recipient of 
peace awards, Sister Rita grew up on a farm. At the Tiffin convent, 
she founded the Franciscan Earth Literacy Center, which opened in 
1999, and the Seeds of Hope farm, a co-op that began in 2005.

Now, she’s making a name for herself in rural Williams County, 
where she landed after a one-year sabbatical in South Carolina and 
what she describes as a short, but highly influential retreat in the 
Wyoming wilderness.

Sister Rita has created a hands-on consulting business to help area 
farmers be as productive as they can but with fewer chemicals.

“I need my hands in dirt every day,” she mused recently. “I have soil 
in my veins.”

To the nun, soil is not ordinary dirt. It’s an integral part of the circle 
of life.

Her goal is to take that message deeper into the region’s heartland, 
going from site to site in her fuel-efficient hybrid car.

Setting down roots

From a tiny Bryan farmhouse, she 
runs her farm-consulting business 
for anyone from large growers to 
neighborhood gardeners trying to 
make the most of their land. For 
the latter, she has set up a grid to 
demonstrate a square-foot method of 
farming which does what the name 
implies — growing crops on every 
usable square foot on land, even 
vertically.

Besides ample room for gardening, 
her new residence has a rolling hill 
and lots of green space near a creek. 
She wants to host area children for 
day camps or education programs.

She is scrappy and innovative with 
her limited budget. She loves to 
repurpose items that people are 
ready to discard, such as leftover 
wood boards and material like 
Plexiglas that can be used as plant 
cover.

“I’m a Dumpster diver,” the spry nun chuckles.

A year after relocating in Bryan, Sister Rita’s a familiar face to area 
locals.

Bill Pepple, United Way of Williams County executive director, 
thinks of her as an important link in that county’s emerging eat-
local movement. A lot of Williams County land is used by corporate 
agriculture, which Mr. Pepple said has led to voids in farming 
education even in such a rural area.

“We’ve lost a lot of the skill sets,” he said. The nun’s work can help 
the United Way reach out to more impoverished families with 
better access to affordable food, a problem that Mr. Pepple said is 
hardly confined to Toledo and other large cities.

She has become an important part of All Things Food, a natural-
foods store that opened near Bryan’s downtown square 18 months 
ago.

Owner Monique “Mo” Tressler said the store is promoting locally 
grown items, such as those available through the Black Swamp 
Local Food & Farm Co-op.

“She respects what God has given us and is not working against it,” 
Ms. Tressler said.

Sister Rita helps farmers go chemical-free
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Sister Rita is showing Jeff and Gail Dick how to increase productivity at 
their Millermeade Farm in Bryan while taking care of the soil.



Sister Rita has heirloom tomato seedlings started in her Bryan home. The Franciscan 
nun sees soil as an integral part of the circle of life. THE BLADE/JETTA FRASER

7

SAVE THE DATE
Donor Appreciation Mass & Reception, Sunday, September 29

Chemical-free

Tiffin Franciscan nuns avoid the organic label. To them, it has been 
manipulated for marketing. They look to see if products are listed 
as chemical-free.

Sister Rita admits that getting some farmers to go chemical-free 
requires, well, a leap of faith.

She said yields can be as good or better than traditional farming, 
with better-tasting food. For some, the best strategy might be 
devoting a portion of land to chemical-free farming and seeing 
how it goes, she said.

“The biggest stumbling block is getting other farmers to be a 
support system. They need those other farmers to provide that 
leap of faith,” she said.

She is working at Millermeade Farms near Bryan, where owners 
Gail and Jeff Dick raise anything from crops to hedgehogs. While 
on the farm, Sister Rita is teaching the couple’s five children how 
to grow spinach, carrots, beets, tomatoes, squash, and other 
vegetables.

The most ambitious project she’s affiliated with is a soon-to-open 
restaurant-microbrewery at South Beech and West Butler streets, a 
historic-yet-abandoned church with an impressive Gothic Revival 
structure that is getting a new life as a business establishment.

The owner, Dr. John Trippy of Bryan, said some of the restaurant’s 
meat will come from the nearby Wild Winds Buffalo Preserve near 
Fremont, Ind., which he also owns. It has about 250 bison.

Sister Rita has been recruited to grow chemical-free vegetables in 
garden beds around the perimeter of the stone fence. “I hope it’s 

Sister Rita is planting gardens at a former church in Bryan that is being resurrected 
as a restaurant and microbrewery to be called Father John’s and the Drunken Monk. 
THE BLADE/JETTA FRASER

a place to truly have community fellowship,” Dr. Trippy said. “Yes, 
there will be beer. But I want this to be a sacred place.”

Dr. Trippy, a retired oral and maxillofacial surgeon, also owns the 
house where Sister Rita lives.

He said it was serendipity how they met: A little more than a year 
ago, he had planned a hiking expedition in Nepal, where he’d 
hiked before. Then, for reasons he can’t explain, he changed his 
mind and went to Rome to retrace the steps of St. Francis, whose 
friar life had fascinated him. Dr. Trippy said he envisioned the 
church he bought — one formerly inhabited by Methodists and 
Baptists — to be a restaurant-microbrewery with an on-site garden 
managed by monks.

He didn’t get his monks, but he got Sister Rita. After he returned to 
the area, Dr. Trippy heard a keynote speech Sister Rita delivered at 
Northwest State Community College in Archbold, part of a hunger 
conference called “Everybody Eats.” He was so impressed he 
asked for a show of hands among people who wanted Sister Rita 
to become part of their community. Naturally, most raised their 
hands.

“It seems like this is too God-driven to be a coincidence,” Dr. Trippy 
said.

Ms. Tressler said she had similar thoughts at All Things Food, 
where she’d been looking for someone with Sister Rita’s farming 
background before their chance encounter. “I’m so glad she’s part 
of our community,” Ms. Tressler said.

The store owner said she became interested in chemical-free food 
after battling health problems in 2006.

“The closer we can get our food to the way our creator designed it, 
the healthier we can be,” Ms. Tressler said.

Reprinted with permission of The Blade, April 7, 2013.  Some portions 
edited for space.  For complete story, go to toledoblade.com, and search 
for Sister Rita Wienken. 

 



St. Francis Senior Ministries:
Artists in Residence
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“ 
We exist to create a community where each individual can live life fully.”

That mission statement of St. Francis Senior Ministries comes alive in these interviews with Artists in Residence at St. Francis. 
These artists personify Friedrich Nietzsche’s saying that “The essence of all beautiful art, all great art, is gratitude.”

SFSM: Artist in residence:  Don Elchert

With a smile on his face, Don Elchert says, “My late wife Betsy of 46 years 
was my greatest art critic.” Now a resident of Friedman Village at St. Francis, 
Don grew up in Tiffin, developing his interest and talent in sketching, 
oil painting, water color, and wood carving.  Don’s years in the air force 
introduced him to art and architecture around the world which he then 
captured through photography. In following years Don honed his skills by 
way of correspondence courses.

Don’s favorite art medium is oil. And that’s obvious by his many portraits, 
landscapes, and still lives exhibited around his room. But the quality of his 
wood carvings, pencil and charcoal sketches show that Don has several 
‘favorite’ techniques. “I found lots of satisfaction in my art work,” says Don, 
“selling some and giving many treasured paintings to family and friends.”

Don Elchert shows his “Old Man and the Sea” carving as Sandy Nye – Activity Director 
(Friedman Village at St. Francis) displays Don’s oil painting of Pioneer Mill Restaurant.

SFSM: Artist in residence Pauline Reinhart, ESA –                               
China Painting and Quilts

“I began china painting 30 years ago after some classes in Fostoria and 
have never stopped,” began Pauline Reinhart as she spoke of her love of 
art. “I had four kilns in my house because each piece had to be fired four 

or five times with additional painting in between each firing.” Pauline 
has painted china plus a variety of specialty plates, bells, boxes, baskets, 

Christmas ornaments, eggs, and tea sets, many of which are displayed 
in her Elizabeth Schaefer apartment. Pauline also loves to quilt, and 

donated two for a raffle at St. Joseph Church. Pauline just moved into 
ESA. “I love it here. The building is well maintained and clean. And I’m 

especially delighted that there is a chapel here.” 

Pauline Reinhart displays a few samples of her many beautiful China paintings.  Pauline’s 
art is on display at St. Francis Senior Ministries’ Elizabeth Schaefer Apartments.
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“When I was twelve, my Mom taught me to tailor doll clothes, and by high 
school I was making my own formals. Then I started altering clothes for regular 

clientele as they gained and lost weight!”  Marie’s forty-four challenging 
years with MS has been soothed by her many artistic expressions including 
embroidery, quilting, painting, and ceramics. In 2004 Marie moved into St. 

Francis Senior Ministries’ Elizabeth Schaefer Apartments. Today she continues 
growing her artistic skills at Art with Rebecca classes at St. Francis Home.

Marie Keiffer proudly shows off her original oil 
painting and quilt in St. Francis Home.

SFSM: Artist in residence Robert (Bob) Drouillard 

Bob Drouillard’s smile lit the room as he shared his art story: “I began drawing when I was a child. 
At first I used pencil and then discovered charcoal which was more flexible. I loved drawing 
animals, especially horses, dogs, and squirrels.” Later in his career, Bob found that water color 
was easier than charcoal, but that oil painting seemed even more natural; it became his chosen 
medium. And he added, “An empty canvas inspires me. It calls for a painting.” Bob has enjoyed 
sketching cartoon caricatures. “The ones of people and their pets are really comical.”

Elizabeth Schaefer Apartment resident 
Bob Drouillard beams as he shares his 
artwork.

SFSM: Artist in residence:  Ervin Wagner

Today Ervin Wagner is a one-man band with accordion in hand, singing “My Happiness” 
for St. Francis Home’s residents and staff. For many years Ervin and his two brothers 
played for weddings and square dances in New Riegel. Ervin has been blind since age 
ten. At age twelve his aunt bought him an accordion, and he’s been playing ever since. 
When he was twenty-six years old Ervin attended the Ohio State School for the Blind for 
a nine-month broom making class. He quipped that lots of stories “got swept under the 
rug” during his 30-year broom making career. 

St. Francis Home Life Enrichment Coordinator Jennifer 
Montoney assists Ervin Wagner singing “My Happiness”.

SFSM: Artist in residence:  Bob Landis

Beginning as an apprentice at Tiffin Glass at the age of 15, Bob Landis retired after 39 
years of polishing his glass blowing skills. “I worked days and then evenings taught 

myself to create original designs.  It’s hard work.”  Bob’s creations include bubble 
stemware, a special glass bell collection, animal figurines of all kinds and a selection of 

paperweights with unique flowers, bees, and designs overlaid with blown glass. Bob 
has several exhibits at St. Francis Home and is especially proud to show off an original 

design of a Kentucky Derby ash tray.
Glassblower Bob Landis tells how he created original 

designs at Tiffin Glass.  Bob now lives at St. Francis Home.
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BY LAURIE STEVENS BERTKE

Let me start by saying that I just turned 30, and until recently I had 
not made a spiritual retreat since the mandatory ones I went on 
during high school.

Whether it was a lingering skepticism based on those less-than-
life-changing experiences or simply a lack of discipline in my 
spiritual life, going away somewhere to spend any length of time 
in prayer seemed like an activity best left to the “pros” — those 
people to whom time for formal and informal daily conversation 
with God just seems to come naturally.

While I admit I have never been good about setting aside regular 
time for prayer and reflection, this stage of my life seems perhaps 
the least likely time to start. With an 11-month-old and a 2-and-a-
half-year old, my days are pretty packed with the kind of frenetic 
activity characteristic of most any parent tackling the never-ending 
list of duties associated with family life.

I probably would not have even considered taking the time away 
from family responsibilities to make Tiffin Franciscan Sister Jane 
Frances Omlor’s “Centering with Pottery and Prayer” retreat at all 
had the opportunity not arisen through my job with the Catholic 
Chronicle. When it did, however, I was pretty eager to check out a 
retreat that had piqued my curiosity for some time.

Offered through the St. Francis Spirituality Center in Tiffin, the 
overnight retreat is led by Sr. Omlor, a self-taught potter who got 
her start working with clay some three decades ago in the “hollers” 
of West Virginia where she ministered before returning to Tiffin 
seven years ago.

“Centering with Pottery and Prayer” was a fantastic experience that 
not only broadened my notion 
of what a retreat can be, but 
where prayer can take place.

After a short introduction 
Friday evening, we had a 
restful night and regrouped 
Saturday morning to begin 
with time for quiet centering 
prayer.

In the middle of our circle sat 
a humble wicker basket filled 
with neatly folded linens — old aprons and raggedy towels that Sr. 
Omlor uses in her studio.

This basket of laundry illustrates a point that she emphasizes 
throughout the retreat, that being creative is not just about 
making art.

Sr. Omlor explains she was amazed the first time she saw how the 

rags had been so “beautifully” folded by the woman who does the 
laundry. “That to me is caring — it’s caring about what you do, and 
it’s being creative with what you do — even if it’s folding laundry,” 
she says.

“I want people to understand that everything they do can have 
another dimension to it, if they’re aware that this is something I’m 
adding to this world right now that wouldn’t be added if I wasn’t 
here to do it,” she explains.

We spent the rest of the day mostly at work in 
the pottery studio, a comfortable space housed 
in the sisters’ former laundry building on the 
motherhouse grounds.

As a college art major, it was refreshing to 
immerse myself in the hands-on act of creating 
something from nothing, reveling in the 
joy of getting my hands dirty and making a 
purposeful mess. I remember thinking a few 
times throughout the day that I was having too 
much fun for this to be a “real” retreat, because 

we weren’t spending much time in formal prayer.

It took me a few more days of reflection after returning home to 
see the connection between the retreat and my daily life.

I often feel guilty for not taking more time to pray regularly or 
inadequate in my words even when I do.

Yet my work in the pottery studio helped me to see that prayer 

Pottery retreat turns skeptic into eager participant
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Sr. Jane and Laurie share the process of making pottery and relating it to everyday 
life.  THE CATHOLIC CHRONICLE/LAURIE STEVENS BERTKE

“ Centering with Pottery and 
Prayer was a fantastic experience that not 
only broadened my notion of  what a retreat 
can be, but where prayer can take place.”– Laurie Stevens Bertke



BY LAURIE STEVENS BERTKE
Chronicle Writer

TIFFIN—At the start of her “Centering with Pottery and Prayer” retreat, Tiffin 
Franciscan Sister Jane Frances Omlor can usually count on at least one 
participant expressing concern about her perceived artistic abilities, or lack 
thereof.

“This happens every single time I do a pottery retreat: somebody pipes up and 
says, ‘I’m not creative! I can’t even draw a straight line!’ ” laughs Sr. Omlor.

“Put your mind at ease — there will be no straight lines on this retreat,” she says.

In fact, she adds, it’s even a little more fun when retreatants do not have any 
prior experience with pottery, because then it becomes “more of a discovery 
thing.”

Sr. Omlor says the retreat she offers through the St. Francis Spirituality Center in 
Tiffin is all about transformation and creativity — something she emphasizes is 
about much more than simply making art.

A Tiffin native, Sr. Omlor began teaching herself the art of pottery some 30 
years ago while she was ministering in West Virginia. She found the primitive 
conditions of the “holler” — small town — of West Virginia where she lived 
were no place to utilize the master’s degree she had earned in graphic art, 
photography and filmmaking.

She needed to make a living, so she ended up converting “a little root cellar” 
behind her house into a pottery shop.

Sr. Omlor returned to Tiffin seven years ago and set up a new studio in the 
former laundry on her community’s motherhouse grounds, where she continues 
to work, lead retreats and teach classes.

She also manages Spirit Space Gallery and Gifts, a shop located in the St. Francis 
Spirituality Center that showcases her pottery and the handicrafts of other 
Sisters of St. Francis and local artists.

The next Centering with Pottery and Prayer retreat is Nov. 8-9. For more 
information, call the St. Francis Spirituality Center at 419-443-1484 or email 
peace@franciscanretreats.org.

For more information about the St. Francis Spirituality Center and other upcoming 
retreats, visit www.franciscanretreats.org.
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need not always be compartmentalized from the other activities 
we perform throughout the day.

Just as Sr. Omlor emphasizes to her retreatants that being creative 
isn’t just about making art, so, too, I see that praying is not only 
about going off to a secluded, quiet place to be with God.

That quiet time is important, of course, but God can also be found 
in every task we perform throughout the day, no matter how 
simple, if only we seek Him.

I returned home from my retreat refreshed and renewed and, 
truthfully, closer to God than I have felt in awhile.

Yes, I see that He is indeed at work in the midst of the daily grind of 
changing diapers and washing dishes, cooking dinner and calming 
a crying baby.

But I also recognize now that without that occasional retreat from 
the everyday routine — whether it’s five minutes or a weekend or a 
week — it can become harder for us to see Him there.

Originally published in the April 5, 2013, issue of the Catholic Chronicle. 
Reprinted with permission.

Sr. Jane demonstrates that as one centers the clay, one centers 
oneself.  THE CATHOLIC CHRONICLE/LAURIE STEVENS BERTKE
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“I t is no use walking anywhere to preach 
unless our walking is our preaching.” 

– St. Francis of  Assisi

Sister Rosann Morman cultivates God’s beauty 
at St. Francis Spirituality Center.

Community Minister Sr. Jackie Doepker (middle) and Motherhouse 
Administrator Sr. Diane Mueller (left) look on as Sr. Edna Ricker tries out 
the new elevator installed with the support of a $25,000 grant from 
SOAR!

St. Francis Home’s Development Committee members work to raise funds for 76% of residents 
unable to pay for their care.
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