
 

 

Jane Catherine Arens, CSJ 
March 12, 1933 ~ April 6, 2018 

 
 
This master gardener and woman of immense generosity was born on March 12, 
1933, and died peacefully in the early morning of April 6, 2018. Born to Joseph and 
Margaret Arens, Sister Jean Gabriel (Jane) and her 10 siblings grew up on a farm near 
Graceville, Minnesota. It is there, through tending and harvesting the family’s large 
vegetable gardens, that Jane acquired a strong work ethic and deep love of horticul-
ture. At the young age of 16 she joined the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet and 
made final vows in 1952. Over the next 18 years she worked as a cook serving St. 
Mary’s Hospital in Minneapolis, as well as many Catholic schools around the twin cit-
ies. Jane won a reputation as a master baker who generously shared from her bottom-
less tin of sugar cookies. In 1978 she obtained a Master Gardening Certificate and be-
came The College of St. Catherine’s resident groundskeeper and plant expert. Each 
year Jane planted over 6,000 flowers throughout the campus, including the beautiful 
English Garden she was instrumental in designing.  
 
Offered by dear friend Rita Quigley 
 
Jane was born in Graceville, Minnesota in 1933. She and her twin sister Jean were the 
8th and 9th in a family that totaled 11 children with the birth of a second set of twins.  
Her parents, Joseph and Margaret, had come from Iowa to farm in western Minne-
sota.  Obviously there were many chores to be done daily indoors and outdoors be-
fore they started the school day. Jane liked to say that nobody milked cows as fast as 
she did. 
 
At 16 years of age this shy country girl came to St. Paul to enter the sisters of St. Jo-
seph. Her strong work ethic made her a good candidate for the long hours required in 
food service.  Her first job was at St. Mary’s Hospital where the responsibility of 
cooking and ordering food in a large institution terrified her.  Jane never forgot the 
kindness and support of the dietician, S. Anne Noel who ‘saved her life’. She contin-
ued working in kitchens and cafeterias for another 10 years and then was given the 
choice to explore other areas.  20 years after she entered she took time to get her 
GED. 
 
Jane came into her own when she completed a Master Gardening Certificate at  916-
Vocational Technical school in 1978 and began serious gardening on the campus at 
St. Kate’s.  She was ‘the quiet nun clad in blue jeans and  a plaid cotton shirt’ who 
planted and nursed 6000 flowers on campus according to a profile written in The 
Catherine Wheel in 1984. Oh yes and there is the photo of Jane smiling broadly in her 



 

 

farmer’s straw hat.  Jane planted and tended gardens wherever she went whether she 
was doing child care at Incarnation House, providing live-in care for Marian Sweetser, 
as home health aide with Sisters Care, designing gardens at Bethany or planting beds 
for neighbors.  For Jane, growing and sharing flowers was connected to her roots; as 
her father might have said “If you’re not tired at the end of the day, you haven’t done 
an honest day’s work.” 
 
After leaving institutional cooking behind, Jane won a reputation as a master cookie 
baker.  She had unlimited tins of sugar cookies with so much demand that she had a 
large freezer devoted to cookies. On  any given day  empty tins were stacked outside 
her door waiting to be refilled.  Her chosen faith community, Spirit of St. Stephen’s 
Catholic Community, relied on her cookies for bake sales, funerals and all community 
events. 
 
Nurturing came naturally to Jane as was evident in her affinity for children. Parents 
trusted her to cuddle, rock and soothe their kids.  For a person whose life experience 
was small town and local, she had an uncanny ability to connect globally.  Her hospi-
tality reached a world community, both Christian and Muslim from Togo to Eritrea.  
With unbounded generosity she opened  her heart and home: providing a home for 
months or years as needed; throwing a shower for  a new baby; hosting an engage-
ment blessing and banquet and, of course, babysitting whenever and as often as she 
could.  
 
Jane’s care for the dear neighbor can be summed up as  a garden full of flowers, a 
freezer full of cookies and a lap full of babies. 
 
Preceded in death by parents Margarent Bohenkamp Arens and Joseph F. Arens; 
brothers Robert Arens; sisters Severna Maguire, Ruth Arens, Joann Sheehan, Mary 
Margaret (Margie) Zych, and Jean Ladiana. Survived by sister Rita Mae Ladiana; 
brother Tony (Beverly) Arens and Nancy Murphy (James); many nieces, nephews and 
great nieces and nephews.  
 
Mass of Christian Burial was held on Friday, April 13, 2018 @ 11:00 a.m. at Our Lady 
of the Presentation Chapel, 1884 Randolph Avenue, St. Paul, MN and Visitation was 
at 10:00 a.m. preceding the Mass. The burial was at Resurrection Cemetery in Men-
dota Heights, MN, followed by luncheon at the Carondelet Center in St. Paul. 
 
Sister Jane, rest in love and peace. 
 


