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Dear Friend,
Today’s technology offers us so many ways to communicate, but nothing
can really substitute for a satisfying face-to-face conversation. When
Sister JoAnn Schmitz and I sat down to talk, this proved to be true.
A lifetime holds so much to reflect on, so our
conversation covered a lot. Sister JoAnn has always
felt the call to go beyond herself and answer God’s
call with a joyful heart. She left home at age 13 and
entered the aspirancy of the Sisters of St. Francis of
Assisi. Her assigned ministries of teaching, and later
pastoral work, was interspersed with volunteer work
wherever she was needed including in the areas of
prison ministry and associate relationship.
Sister JoAnn said she was a tomboy growing up in
Cudahy, Wisconsin, just down the road from our
Motherhouse. This was in the time before television
was widespread, and she remembers how creative
play shaped the time she spent with her friends.
Sheridan Park, the shores of Lake Michigan
and climbing the cliffs, unbeknownst to her
mother, were the places they played. Biking
and baseball helped develop good athletic
skills, so she was regularly chosen to be on
sports teams. Her swimming skills were later
used as a licensed life-guard.
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High energy, cheerfulness and enthusiasm are
constant traits in Sister’s life. During 47 years
of teaching, her love of children never waned.
She says that, “Being with their energy gave
me energy; their spontaneity and relationships
are genuine and open.” She has always felt that
she was able to transplant to her classroom the
happiness she experienced as a child.
As was the practice when Sister JoAnn was a second year novice, she was
sent to teach second grade at a parish school near the Motherhouse. With
52 students in her classroom, it was somewhat chaotic because there was so

much to learn about teaching.
She remembers clearly the
day her ‘guiding teacher’,
Sister Annunciata Steigerwald,
stepped into her classroom and
asked if she was having recess.
Her reply was, “No, math
class!” As she gained more
experience, her learning curve
decreased and her enjoyment of
teaching grew.
One thing that Sister JoAnn
did in her classroom was
to incorporate into the
curriculum some specialty
skills and learnings. Though
she is a self-proclaimed
tomboy, as an adult, her
artistic ability developed
through workshops and instruction from
others. Art classes were the perfect
platform to teach calligraphy and help the
students apply it to their projects. From
another sister she had learned the art of
quilling, and by adapting the size of the
paper, the children were able to create
pieces for themselves and their families
and friends. Creating mandalas gave the
students a very meditative experience.
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In the late 80s while Sister JoAnn was
teaching sixth grade, she gave her
students the assignment to research
Alzheimer’s Disease. At that time,
Alzheimer’s was just beginning to be
talked about and diagnosed, so available
information was more limited than it
is today. The students wrote speeches
based on their findings and went to the
other classrooms to give their talks,
which informed those students and their
teachers as well. The school secretary’s
mother had Alzheimer’s Disease, so the
whole experience had a very personal
connection. Taking their learning one step
further, the students initiated a collection
for the new Alzheimer’s day care at St.
Ann’s Center in Milwaukee. From the
small change they collected,they sent
$125 dollars to Sister Edna Lonergan,
OSF, for the construction of the day care.

A favorite extracurricular activity Sister JoAnn
taught was chess. Ongoing chess games were
scattered throughout the classroom and the
competition could be fierce. Students took every
chance they could to study their games and make
the next move.
A tangible teaching reward for Sister JoAnn has
been ongoing contact from former students. Her
influence and presence to those she taught made
lasting impressions. Formally, she was recognized
in 1980 by the Milwaukee League of Catholic
Home and School Association for “interest in
the welfare of youth, a deep understanding of
the philosophy of the educational process and
promoting the ideal of the Christian life.”
At the time of her retirement from 47 years of
teaching, she was in Sterling, Colorado, having
spent the previous 17 years at St. Anthony
Catholic School. A parent described
her as “practical and always on
the lookout for innovative ways to
engage the students.” Her principal
said that, “Sister JoAnn is a gentle
soul, so patient. She understands kids
very well after 47 years. Add to that
a wonderful sense of humor and a
deep love and a trust in God’s will.
Teachers like that are special.”
Sister JoAnn’s work with our
associates included working as a team
member in the Office of Associate
Relationship for four years and
guiding a large group of associates
in Sterling, and later Longmont,
Colorado, when she lived there. The
foundation she helped to lay continues
in her absence, with only occasional
personal visits on her part.
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Pilgrimage following the 150th celebration
of our foundation as a congregation. Those
experiences helped deepen her knowledge
and understanding of the Franciscan way
of life and the background and roots of our
congregation, as well as provide ongoing
inspiration.
Sister JoAnn returned to Milwaukee
permanently in 2015 and planned to
volunteer as needed. At the invitation of the
health care staff, she works primarily with
one of our sisters who needs additional
time and help at meals and with socialization. Sister JoAnn lives close by and
comes to the Motherhouse three times a day
to be with her special companion.
From Sister JoAnn to the sister she
companions, it is evident that the ability
and frailty of our retired sisters covers a
broad spectrum. What is common among
all of them is that their needs are basic.
What is also common is that most of our
retired sisters, when they were engaged in
active ministry, did not receive funding for
their retirement needs.
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We would be most appreciative of any
financial help you can give us to help fill
the gap between the costs of care today and
the lack of funding for retirement needs.
We are very grateful for your generosity. No gift
is too small or too large. The sisters pray for our
donors every day, and you are included in those
prayers.
May God bless you each and every day with
what you most need, and thank you for assisting
us with what our sisters need. God is not
outdone in generosity.
Gratefully,

Sister Marcia Lunz, OSF
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