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Remembering Sr. Laura

Born on Jan. 3, 1942 in 
Chicago, Illinois, Gonzaga’s 
beloved Sr. Laura died on Feb. 7 
at the age of 76. 

Raised in Veradale, in 
Spokane County, Michels joined 
the Sisters of the Holy Names of 
Jesus and Mary (SNJM) out of 
high school and took the name 
Laura.

Sr. Laura died after years of 
battling meningioma tumors on 
her brain. 

“We know that [Sr. Laura] is 
where she needs to be and is with 
her friends now,” said Lauralyn 
O’Brien-Wilson, Sr. Laura’s 
goddaughter.

Her meningioma tumors 
were non-cancerous, however, 
they put pressure on her brain 
and caused significant health 
issues. After multiple procedures 
to remove several tumors over 
the years, in December it was 
discovered it was worsening. 

“She went to go get a haircut 
and we dropped her off and 
picked her up and she had a 
seizure while getting her hair 
cut,” said O’Brien-Wilson. “That’s 
when they found out that the 
tumors were growing.” 

Despite the physical pain she 
was in, Sr. Laura’s joyfulness did 
not falter. 

“She just had this joy, even 
in the midst of her cancer and 
sickness, she would literally 
just bounce around the office 
and sing,” said Erik Mertens, 
University Ministry coordinator. 

Sr. Laura joined the GU 
community in the 1980s after 
being an elementary school 
teacher and principal at parish 

schools in Seattle, Everett and 
Bellevue. 

Sr. Laura had surgery in the 
late summer when it was found 
she had an infection related to the 
tumors. Family friend Kourtney 
McCann (’17) visited her. It was 
the last time she saw Sr. Laura. 

“We spent hours sharing 
stories and riddles and laughing 
together in her living room,” 
McCann said in an email. 
“I’ve never been so amazed by 
someone’s strength as I always 
was with hers.” 

The tumors on her brain 
caused more health issues 
leading Sr. Laura to take a leave 
of absence in January. 

Prior to that, Sr. Laura was 
heavily involved on campus. 

Chaplain to the men’s baseball 
and women’s basketball teams, 
she loved the games. 

Each Tuesday during 
University Ministry meetings 
staff members would give updates 
on their programs and Sr. Laura 
would also have a detailed update 
on “her boys and girls.” 

“When it was her turn she’d 
say, ‘Well the girls won their fifth 
in a row, the boys are getting 
ready for spring, so-and-so is just 
getting done with rehab and the 
women are traveling to California 
next week — I’ll go with them.’ ”  
It was like a sports report, it was 
great,” Mertens said. 

Described as a “baseball 
junkie” by men’s baseball head 
coach Mark Machtolf, she heavily 
impacted both teams as chaplin.

“To say that [her presence] 
was significant would be an 
understatement,” he said. 

“Everybody loved her, she 
brought energy and a smile.” 

Famous for her poems, Sr. 
Laura would give a message, 
prayer and original poem each 
week relevant to whatever game 
was coming up.

Along with being a poet, she 
was also known for her raps. 

As an incentive to win, she 
would “bribe” the players with 
one of her rare raps if the teams 
made it to their respective WCC 
tournaments and won. 

“It’s a huge loss for our team,” 
women’s basketball head coach 
Lisa Fortier said. “We can rest 
assured the fact that she’s in 
heaven. She dedicated her whole 
life to this day, to when her life 
here on earth was over. We miss 
her dearly, but you can have a 
little relief in the fact that we 
know she’s where she wanted to 
be.” 

“She’s irreplaceable, that’s all 
I can say,” Machtolf said. “She 
impacted so many lives, not only 
throughout the entire university 
and Spokane, but our baseball 
program in particular.” 

Sr. Laura’s devotion to her 
teams did not end with the 
season. Often during the off-
season of men’s baseball, she 
would travel to nearby summer 
league programs to cheer on “her 
boys.” 

Along with being an avid 
sports supporter, Sr. Laura was 
an avid thrift shopper. 

“She had a wonderful sense 
of color,” Fr. Ken Krall, S.J., said. 
“She loved to go to used clothing 
shops and shop around. She 
would come back with the nicest 

thing, extremely inexpensive, 
but the colors just beautifully 
matched and coordinated very 
well.” 

Some of O’Brien-Wilson’s 
fondest memories include thrift 
shopping with Sr. Laura and her 
best friend.

“We’d go thrift shopping back 
home when they’d come visit and 
it was never as good as Spokane.”

Always dressed to impress, Sr. 
Laura took the time to plan her 
outfits accordingly. 

Fr. Krall, who knew Sr. Laura 
since the ’80s, noted that she was 
always the person to call to get 
the job done. 

 According to Fr. Krall, Sr. 
Laura used to be in charge of 
finding priests to conduct Sunday 
and weekday masses. Together, 
decorated the chapel for events 
like Advent, Christmas, Lent, 
Holy Week and Easter, where her 
taste for color shined. 

Ultimately, Sr. Laura’s love for 
people is what stood out the most 
her.

“She had a very motherly, 
nurturing way about her,” 
Mertens said. 

Thrift shopper, poet, 
educator, sports junkie, an 
occasional rapper, with a stern 
“principal look” from her years in 
education. Sr. Laura Michels was 
many things, including, a one of 
the greatest additions to the GU 
community. 

“She just simply loved 
people,” Mertens said. “She just 
let God’s love flow through her 
and just in little ways, smiling at 
you, commenting on your outfit, 
wearing fun colors. Because she 
just did thousands of these little 
acts of love, everyone around 
here knows here and loves her.”

By KATIE KALES  kkales@zagmail.gonzaga.edu

D
ressed to the nines, smiling from ear-to-ear, greeting 
strangers and friends alike with equal enthusiasm, Janice 
Catherine Michels, fondly known as Sr. Laura, blessed 

Gonzaga’s campus for over 30 years.  

RYAN SNOW  IG: ryansnowman

CSPS officer aims to protect

John ‘JJ’ Johnston, a lead officer for CSPS at Gonzaga has 
a powerful and authoritative presence, but the saying “you 
can’t judge a book by its cover” applies to people as well; 
especially in his case. 

Johnston is a Spokane native and attended Gonzaga 
Prepatory, just a mile and a half away. 

“I loved my Jesuit education at Prep, so working at 
Gonzaga kind of brought that full circle,” Johnston said. 

Growing up, Johnston played football and earned a 
scholarship to play for University of the Pacific in Stockton, 
California. He left UP when its football program was 
eliminated and came back to Spokane to play for Whitworth 
University, graduating with an English degree. 

Working campus security was the perfect job for Johnston 
due to the option to work late hours. Johnston works the 
overnight shift for CSPS from 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. 

“I raised my son by myself until I got remarried,” Johnston 
said. “Working nights has allowed me to not only raise my 

son, but do my coaching and things like that on the side.” 
“I think one of the main reasons they hired me was not 

only did I have the security/law enforcement experience, but 
I also was a teacher,” Johnston said. 

Prior to working for GU, Johnston taught English and 
physical education at North Idaho College. He also coached 
high school football at Gonzaga Prep and Ferris High School. 
In addition to teaching and coaching, he worked security at 
nearby Deaconess Hospital. 

Johnston is said to be a strong and valuable part of the 
CSPS team. 

“Our department often sees the darker side of situations 
and JJ’s caring attitude and commitment to the safety of 
our community really shines through during these difficult 
situations,” Associate Director of CSPS Becky Wilkey, 
said. “JJ is very adept at de-escalating volatile situations, as 
well as talking students through personal crises.” 

Johnston is passionate about GU and its students in 
particular. 

By JULIETTE CAREY
jcarey2@zagmail.gonzaga.edu
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Burglaries 
climb in Logan

In Spokane, 1 out of every 13 people are likely 
to be a victim of the approximately 16,500 property 
crimes that occur each year in the city, according 
to Neighborhood Scout, an online database for 
neighborhood analytics.  

Mark Driver, a GU senior, had a thief attempt to 
take items from his home on the 300 block of Sinto.

“At 2 a.m. I heard someone try to open my 
bedroom door, then two minutes later I heard 
someone in my living room,” Driver said.

He confronted the assailant who was in the 
process of unplugging their television and the man 
ran out the door.

Crime of this nature are not an anomaly for 
residents in the Logan Neighborhood. 

According to the Lexis Nexis community crime 
map there have been nine residential burglaries, 20 
motor vehicle thefts and 48 burglaries from a motor 
vehicle, since the beginning of 2018, reported to the 
Spokane Police Department (SPD) within a mile 
radius of the campus. 

 “The Logan Neighborhood is a hotspot for 
us, currently,” Captain Dan Torok of SPD’s North 
Precinct said in a phone interview. 

Torok described “hotspots” as areas of prolonged 
crime. In a “hotspot” area SPD directs its officers to 
patrol those neighborhoods especially hard. 

“Property crime is the biggest issue in Spokane,” 
Brian Best, crime prevention and education officer 
for Campus Security and Public Safety (CSPS), said. 

By IAN DAVIS-LEONARD
idavis-leonard@zagmail.gonzaga.edu
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Selection process for new provost 
position to begin this week

Members of the provost senior 
vice president search committee have 
begun reading applications to start the 
selection process for the new provost 
and senior vice president position.

The transition to a provost 
administrative model was announced 
last semester. Currently, Gonzaga 
operates on an Academic Vice President 
(AVP) model. In a Provost Model, 
the provost and senior VP will be 
directly underneath the president. Vice 
presidents in other divisions will likely 
be aligned under the provost as well, 
according to search committee chair 
Dr. Brian Steverson, Aram Chair in the 
school of Business Administration. 

Ideally, the committee is looking for 
a candidate with experience in a provost 
or similar position, a commitment to 
Jesuit and Catholic higher education 
and experience working with student 
development. Specifically, the search 
committee hopes to find experience 

that suggests an ability to combine 
the realms of academics and student 
development.

“That’s one of our strategic goals—
an integrated Jesuit education,” said 
Steverson. “By bringing the academic 
and student development sides 
together rather than having separate 
spots on a horizontal line, the hope is 
that we’ll be able to provide a better 
integrated experience for our students.”

Emphasis is on experience with 
student development because — as 
of right now — it is the one area that 
will certainly be under the provost, 
said search committee co-chair Jill 
Yashinsky-Wortman, director of the 
Center for Cura Personalisis. 

To find such qualified candidates, 
the university is working with an 
externally contracted search firm. 
The search committee gave the firm a 
detailed leadership profile in order to 
find potential candidates that align with 
the desired qualifications. Every Jesuit 
institution has been contacted and the 
firm reports that over 2,000 potential 

candidates have been reached.
The firm will also assist the search 

committee by categorizing applications. 
The categories will consist of top 
applicants, highly qualified candidates 
with university or regional affiliations 
and the remaining applicants. 

“It’s important that we emphasize 
this to the search consultants: the 
search committee wants to look at all 
the applicants,” Steverson said. 

The search firm has also provided 
information about GU’s perception in 
the greater academic community.

“I think one of the good things, too, 
that the search firm has told us is that 
in their conversations with potential 
candidates, candidates have had rave 
reviews of Gonzaga,” said Yashinsky-
Wortman. “It is received as a strong 
academic institution with a strong 
reputation. That’s really good for us to 
know — that in a marketplace, we’re 
an attractive place where people would 
want to come and work.”

By EMILY KLEIN
eklein3@zagmail.gonzaga.edu
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The window of a car on Addison Street in the Logan 

Neighborhood was smashed on Sept. 23.

Services for Sr. 
Laura will be held at 
St. Al’s on:

•Tuesday, Feb. 20 
at 7:00 p.m (Vigil)

•Wednesday, Feb. 
21 at 3:00 p.m.  
(Funeral Mass)


