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The L ife Center : A Nur tur ing Environment 

 Frenchburg KY 
 
      Sister Gayle Brabec, BVM, founded The Life Center in 1998, deep in 
the beautiful Daniel Boone National Forest of Eastern Kentucky.  The vi-
sion and mission of the Life Center is to nurture sustainable economic de-
velopment in this rural area through continued efforts at literacy, gardening, 
and other projects that encourage care of the environment. 
     The Life Center seeks to help people in the community improve their 
lives by encouraging life-long education. Sister Gayle tutors children in the 
local school system and tutors adults in the General Education Develop-
ment (GED) program. Sister Gayle also travels to a regional prison once a 

week to tutor inmates in basic skills and GED coursework. 
     Over 40% of the adults in the county did not finish high school.  Sister 

notes that it’s not uncommon to meet adults who never even started high school. “Although people here have 
great intelligence, many did not grow up around anyone who finished school. So they sometimes have little 
knowledge of the benefits of education.”     (continued on back page) 

In the Footsteps of a Saint 
St. Francis of Assisi School, Pikeville 

 
     St. Francis of Assisi School in Pikeville, KY was founded in 1953 by the Sisters of 
Divine Providence and was housed in two rooms in the church basement.  The school has 
grown over the years and is now located in its own building, with four classrooms, a li-
brary, art room, science room and cafeteria.  Sixty-nine students attend SFA in grades K-
6.  The school has a wonderful reputation in the area for its overall excellence and val-
ues, and families of many faiths support and attend the school.  Since many families in 
this area struggle to make ends meet, funds from the AMAP program help provide tuition 

assistance for children whose families could otherwise not afford to send them to SFA. 
     Following the example of St. Francis of Assisi, the school has a special interest in na-

ture and has incorporated the study of the local environment into science classes.  The 
school even received a grant from Eastern Kentucky PRIDE for the 2005-06 school year to 
install a wetland behind school.  The wetland is a “vernal pond,”  meaning that it retains 
water for part of the year and dries up in the hot summer months.  The wet-dry cycle pre-
vents fish from becoming established; the wetland serves instead as a habitat for amphibi-
ans, crustaceans and insects.  Students learn by making regular observations about wildlife 
in the pond, and they even wade in at times (with boots on!) to get a closer look. 
     This type of hands-on science is a life-long learning process that encourages under-
standing and respect for God’s creation.  Through the efforts of dedicated teachers and par-
ents, St. Francis School is preparing its students to make wise decisions all through their 
lives about using Kentucky’s natural resources.  
- Kathy Atkins and Jill Heink 

 
 

 

As chairman 
of the Di-
ocesan 
Stewardship 
& Mission 
Board, I 

have the privilege of see-
ing first hand the ideals of 
Jesus put into practice by 
the men and women 
working in our parishes 
and community organiza-
tions who serve the needs 
of others. In addition to 
modeling servant leader-
ship, they are also com-
mitted to practicing Stew-
ardship. God has gifted us 
with natural and material 
resources, entrusting us to 
protect them and use 
them wisely.  It gives me 
great pleasure that this 
issue focuses on environ-
mental programs and pro-
jects right here in our 
Diocese. 

Email: missions@cdlex.org 
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    The Appalachian Mission Assistance Program is a diocesan program through which funds are awarded to aid in 
outreach programs primarily in the eastern Kentucky region of the Diocese of Lexington.  AMAP is funded by the 
Diocesan Annual Appeal, the Mission Coop program, donations from individuals, and various grants from Catholic 
Extension and the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’  Committee on Home Missions.  Many parishes and mis-
sions in Appalachia rely on AMAP funding for staff salaries and to cover basic operating expenses in remote areas 
where a Catholic presence would otherwise be non-existent.    

Students working in 
the pond 

St. Francis of Assisi 

The Life Center, Frenchburg, KY 



Seeds for  Growth 
Queen of All Saints, Beattyville 

 
      Queen of All Saints is a small parish of about 68 families, located on the Kentucky River in Beattyville KY, a 
town of about 1,200 people.   Fr. Mike Weglicki serves as pastor here, as well as at Holy Family parish in Boone-
ville, a 20 mile round trip from Queen of All Saints.  The parish has a wide variety of outreach activities to serve 
those in need in the community, including the Garden Seed Program supported in part with funds from AMAP, to 
help local families grow their own gardens.   It’s a wonderful way to combine practical help with appreciation of 
nature.   
     Of all the out reach programs we have here, the Garden Seed Program is my favorite. In late February and 
early March our parish helps around 70 families with their gardens.  We interview each applicant and see what 
his/her needs are.  Families with children are the first people we help.  The size of the family and the size of the 

garden determines the amount of the voucher, which can range from $10 to $30.  The family can purchase seeds, starter 
plants and fertilizer from two local venders, and is responsible for planting, caring for and harvesting of the garden. If they cannot freeze or can 
the produce they grow, I make arrangements with the Lee County Cooperative Extension Service to help the family learn those 
skills.  Volunteers visit   each garden with me to see how the family is doing. This gives them a chance to show off their hard 
work. This is my favorite part! I love going when all the vegetables are in because I always come home with a box full of 
fresh vegetables.  
     As a parish, we see this project as a way that families can help themselves. They can feed their families during the sum-
mer [with fresh vegetables] and in the winter with the produce they have canned or frozen.  We do have a few parishes that 
help us with this project -  one in Cincinnati and the other in Wisconsin.  They collect seeds and sometimes garden tools. 
     Families have commented in the following ways:    
           “This garden has helped our family come closer by working together.”    
           “We have fresh vegetables to eat which we cannot afford to buy at the store.”    
           “Seeds and plants are so high we would not have a garden if it were not for all of you.”  
     Over and over we hear thank you, thank you, God bless you.  When we request funds from AMAP we always include 
around $1,000 for our Garden Seed program. - Sister Alice Retzner, O.S.F. 
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(Frenchburg continued) 
When adults do take GED classes, many are discouraged at how difficult it is to transform their oral language 
skills into written language skills.  “Their ears are tuned for local expressions of speech, not “standard”  Eng-
lish,”  Sister explains. It’s a real struggle for most of the adult students to comprehend through reading after a 
lifetime of learning through listening.  It’ s especially difficult for them to master the grammar and spelling 
skills needed to write effectively. The Life Center provides encouragement, friendship and prayers to help their 
students stay motivated and on-task. 
     As part of her interest in the natural environment, Sister Gayle offers gardening space at the Life Center.  
She also helped establish a local program through Heifer International that helps families obtain livestock for 
developing more income and who then, in turn, contribute to the program so that others can participate.   
     Most recently, Sister Gayle researched the possibility of expanding the Life Center office with an addition 
that would utilize bales of straw as the supporting walls.  As Sister explains, straw is a quickly renewable resource and has excellent insulation 
properties. With the help of local builders and some trial and error, Sister Gayle now has a “straw-bale”  wing attached to the Life Center.  The 
walls are all made of straw, covered with stucco outside and plastered inside to protect the straw from the elements.  Sister Gayle uses a small 
propane heater in the winter and finds she does not need air conditioning in the summer.  “Of course,”  she laughs, “not everyone agrees with 
me on temperature, but I’m very comfortable in the summer.”   Sister Gayle’s goal is to invite school groups to visit the Life Center as a field 
trip and give presentations about the straw-bale building, the garden project and other programs at the Center.  She encourages the next genera-
tion to think creatively and turn their ideas into actions that use natural resources wisely. 
Funds from AMAP help with the purchase of teaching materials and pay for some travel costs, supporting the Life Center’s mission to teach 
both inside and outside the classroom.  With AMAP assistance, The Life Center will continue to incorporate basic education with an apprecia-
tion of the local environment, leading to better jobs and enriched lives.  - Jill Heink 

Constructing the straw-bale 
building 

Queen of All Saints 

Fr. Mike Weglicki 


