
 
 Every September, the Midwest Catholic Workers gather together for a 
weekend retreat so that we can remember where we came from and we can 
discern where we are going as a movement. We also gather together again 
midyear for our faith and resistance retreat. This year, we came together to 
talk about racism and white privilege in the Catholic Worker movement. In 
many ways, it was a hard and painful discussion and, at the same time, it was 
very hopeful. 
 The retreat was well attended by more than 100 Catholic Workers 

throughout the Midwest. We spent the first day exploring the roots of racism, racism as a social construct, 
systems and racism, and the definition of racism. 

The second day was spent looking at how racism plays out in our Catholic 
Worker communities. 

As Catholic Workers, we know that our principles are grounded in a firm 
belief in the God-given dignity of every human person But, through our dis-
cernment, discussions and role play, we saw how the “culture of empire” can 
permeate our communities, our minds, our hearts, and our souls. The 
“empire” is built on oppression with racism at the root. Many of us found our 
communities mimicking the very systems that oppress and strip us all of our 
dignity. Often, we find ourselves being gatekeepers deciding who is in and who is left out. 

It's easy to think that the problems of our time are so much bigger or more complex than they were in 
1933 when the Catholic Worker movement started. We forget that the Catholic Worker principles, our Aims 
and Means, are based on the Sermon on the Mount. We need to remember that those teachings were 
passed down to a ragtag group of people who were living under the Roman Empire. We forgot the im-
portance of telling our stories. 

There is no meaningful way for this publication to completely tell the story of the Catholic Worker move-
ment. But we are lucky to have the Catholic Worker archives, books, newsletters, retreats, clarification of 
thought and a willingness to “sit around the table” and talk. 

We can share a snippet or two about our day to day life. We can tell you that with the Sermon on the 
Mount as our mandate and the works of mercy and works of justice as our guide, the Hildegard House Cath-
olic Worker opened a house of hospitality for women who have experienced sexual exploitation through hu-
man trafficking. In the spirit of Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day, we aim to further the mission of the Hilde-
gard House Catholic Worker through clarification of thought and round table discussions. As Catholic Work-
ers, we also recognize our obligation to expose and transform all forms of violence through nonviolent di-
rect action. We strive to live up to these responsibilities under the shadow of the empire just as the band of 
disciples did under the Roman empire. 

We take to heart the advice to not think that we can solve all the problems that our guests face. We try 
not to even think of ourselves as “helpers”, or the new politically correct word, “advocates”. Instead we aim 
to be friends. We spend a lot of time listening to, walking and hanging out with our guests. We sometimes 
go with them to their various meetings and appointments. We stand with them as they experience the frus-
trations and degradations of having to beg for basic life needs from a system which doles out less and less 
crumbs to the 99% while the 1% hoards more and more of the pie. We try to create a safe home to come 
back to at the end of the day. A place where we can heal together. We bake bread and we make crafts. We 
watch a lot of movies. We grow vegetables and for the most part, we eat pretty well. We are grateful to 
God, to the Spirit, and all people of good will who aim to create the kin-dom of God on earth. 
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ALL NATIONS INDIGENOUS CENTER 
In December, 2012, a vision from the Spirit was ushered into the hearts and the minds of the Native 

leaders in the Duluth community. The vision was to have a space for Native people to gather to find tradi-
tional healing. “To teach Native people how to advocate for themselves” says Anthony Hernandez, one of 
the founders of the All Nations Indigenous Center. 

 Hernandez is one of 9 Native visionaries who came together to create the center 
which currently is housed in a small building in the Duluth Central Hillside. Its mission 
statement reads, “Rooted in the teachings of our elders, the center is a place of gath-
ering, learning, and the Native community teaching our children our cultural ways”. 
They also offer advocacy in the courts, housing, social services, ICWA, employment, 
education, and health. 
 The All Nations Indian Center and the Hildegard House Catholic Worker have 
been working together to address the problem of human trafficking in the local Na-
tive community. Hernandez envisions that when the Center is financially stable, all of 
the fruits of the work will flow into the whole Duluth community beyond the Native 
community. 

The Center is run by volunteers and they beg, borrow and barter to pay the bills for the building. Dona-
tions to All Nations Indigenous Center are greatly appreciated. They are a 501c3 organization. All Nations 
Indigenous Center, 320 E. 2nd St., Duluth MN, 55805 

Grassroots Communities In Duluth 

A true "grassroots 

movement" isn't orga-

nized by political forces 

- instead, a "grassroots 

movement" springs up 

spontaneously due to 

some pressing issue 

that a community feels 

needs to be changed or 

enhanced. 

OCCUPY DULUTH  
In 2011 following the example of Occupy Wall Street, Occupy Duluth set up camp in the Duluth Civic Cen-

ter. Since then, the group has moved to the Clayton, Jackson, McGhie Memorial site in the Duluth Central 
Hillside. 

Why does Occupy continue to gather 2 nights each week? “Human beings have a right to use public 
space and so much space is being lost”, says Kathy Spencer-Harbaugh. She and her partner Richard have 
been the mainstays in Occupy Duluth. “It has taken about 18 months to get accepted here at the CJM site” 
says Spencer-Harbaugh. The police have tried repeatedly to make them move. They have been threatened 
with arrest and Richard has been handcuffed and threatened. After many altercations with members of the 
Duluth police force, Chief Ramsey told them that they would be left alone by the police but they would have 
to answer to the Duluth fire marshal, who seems to have no problem with the group's presence. The fire 
marshal actually appears to admire the Occupy group. 

A fire in a contained vessel is always burning during the Occupy presence. Food, coffee, tea, lemonade 
often appears on their fold-up table. Conversations around the fire are ongoing. People have a place to tell 
their stories. 

The Occupy presence seems to help keep an anti-capitalist perspective. The people feel that the 1% of 
the population that holds and hoards all of the resources try to suck the life out of everything. But this free, 
public space is off limits as long as Occupy has a presence there. 

Spencer-Harbaugh is a regular volunteer at Hildegard House. While she is at the Occupy site, she keeps a 
lookout for women (and men) who are being sexually exploited and lets them know about the different 
forms of help and friendship that exist in the Duluth community. 

Unless the temperature drops below 0 degrees or there is a cold, driving rain, the group can be found at 
the CJM Memorial, 1st St. and 2nd Ave. E., Duluth, Tuesday and Saturday evenings starting around 6pm. Dur-
ing bad weather, they might be found at Amazing Grace in Canal Park. 



AROUND THE HOUSE 
Judy Sausen 
 
With seven "two-legged" and our recently arrived "four-legged" (Julio the cat) residents, Hildegard House 

is fairly "bursting at the seams" these days. Almost all available space has been "remodeled" into bedrooms, 
including a hallway area in the basement for Michele and Greg. One small room on the 2nd floor, which had 
been the kitchen for the upstairs apartment, is currently undergoing "reformation." The kitchen cabinets and 
appliances have been removed, and with a new paint job and some moving of furniture, this will become the 
3rd bedroom on that floor. Each of our guests will then have a private room. 

We were excited to welcome Greg Boertje-Obed into our community of 
women a few weeks ago. As I am sure most of you know, Greg had been serv-
ing a prison sentence for a Plowshares action that he and two other activists 
did at the Oak Ridge Nuclear Facility. With the dropping of the sabotage charg-
es, Greg, Michael Walli, and Sister Megan were released, and Greg came home 
to Duluth. He has been working on some maintenance projects at the house 
along with helping two local farmers and other friends with various tasks. 

One year ago, July 8, 2014, we officially opened Hildegard House with a 
Blessing Ceremony attended by over 60 people. Since then, we have welcomed and lived with a number of 
women who have experienced sex trafficking and other forms of abuse. There have been mutual blessings. 
Life at Hildegard House provides opportunities and challenges for building community and supporting each 
other in healing and growth while learning to be sensitive to each person's needs. Each of our three current 
guests are involved in working on issues and goals which will foster their eventual independence and help 
them achieve their dreams. One guest has a job as a licensed hair stylist, and delights us with pictures on her 
iphone of haircuts and colorings she has done. Members of her family have visited her here at the house. She 
hopes to be united with them in the future. Another guest, has been navigating the Social Services system for 
many months. She has finally begun receiving benefits and services that have given her more stability and 
confidence. The third guest, while dealing with a number of health issues, has reconnected with her Native 
roots, and receives services and support from both the Native and Duluth medical communities With a hous-
ing voucher in hand, she hopes to find her own place soon. A former short-term guest has become a frequent 
visitor at the house. She joins us for meals and craft activities on occasion and is also volunteering in the com-
munity. 

Hildegard House is often quiet during the day as many of us are away at work, meetings, and appoint-
ments. Generous volunteers enable us to always have someone here as a welcoming presence, to interact 
with guests, and to assist with practical duties such as cleaning and answering the phone. Evenings too may 
be quiet when people are attending meetings, or enjoying activities in the community. At other times, folks 
are gathered in the kitchen or living room, sharing stories, snacking, or watching a movie. Through all of 

these times together, we are striving to become the "Beloved Community." 
We want to express deep appreciation and gratitude to our volunteers and all who 
support us in our work - those who give their time on house duty shifts, those who 
contribute gift cards, household goods, and financially, those who offer us blessings, 
prayers, and love in so many ways. Life at Hildegard House is enriched and made 
possible through your care. Thank you. 
 



These beautiful quilts were presented to Hildegard House, fittingly, on “Bold Women Sunday” at Gloria Dei 

Lutheran Church. As faithful women of the congregation were honored that day, we too remember the 

boldness of our patron Hildegard, and the boldness of our house guests, whose inner strength and courage 

is beyond measure. May the quilts wrap them in warmth, comfort, and love. Thank you, Gloria Dei Quilters 

WORDS OF WISDOM 
Anonymous 
 
“I hope everything is going okay at the house. I hope people are finding their wonderful courageous side. 
Even though it probably doesn't feel that way. Sometimes situations feel like they get the best of you instead 
of doing the best for you. It goes unnoticed that we are standing on our own two feet and surviving. So I 
hope everyone at the house is reminded that it's ridiculously unfair and hard but deep down at the end of 
the day we all have what it takes to put our best foot forward and make it through." 



BREAD FOR THE HUNGRY 
Sr. Gretchen Johnston 
 
Every week, I pack up a large bread-mixing bowl, some flours and grains, an apron and towels. I keep Hil-

degard House in bread. Not only for themselves, not only for all who enter the house, but I make extra so 
they have some to give away. 

As well, every week when I go, a group of us gathers for prayer. We do a form of group lectio divina and 
then we pray for all who will eat the bread. We also pray for many other concerns. 

Bread for the women who come for a few days and then have to leave because their lives are in danger. 
Bread for the women who have been abducted and abused. Bread for the women who have been hurt be-
yond belief and used by men and as a result trust next to no one. Bread for the women who begin to learn 
that they are persons and worthy of love, not things to be bandied about. 

Many people make bread. They might want nourishment made by their own hands. They might want the 
smell of bread wafting through the house. They may even want the independence of knowing what they put 
into their bread or not having to buy individual loaves off a shelf somewhere. 

But how many people make bread as a form of prayer? People have told me at various times that I 
should buy or use a bread machine. They tell me that it would be easier. They use any one of the reasons in 
the previous paragraph. I always refuse. There are two ingredients in the bread that I feel would be sadly 
lacking if I used a bread machine. Making the bread by hand and praying while I do it means to me that the 
prayer and love are mixing into the bread. 

A woman who could stay only a month and then had to leave recently contacted me. She remembers my 
bread. She said it was so warm and comforting. One woman who made bread with me prayed as she mixed 
and kneaded. When the bread came out of the oven and she had a piece, she said “I can taste our prayers!” 

This is my donation. Bread, prayer, and some measure of consistency. Hildegard House subsists entirely 
on donations. People have been incredibly gener-
ous. 

We are a Catholic Worker House of hospitality 
for women seeking to leave the world of traffick-
ing. Hildegard House has room for only four people 
to stay long-term. So far, since our first guests 
came on September 17, St. Hildegard's feast day, 
we have provided hospitality to eight or so women. 
There is also a waiting list. If only we weren't need-
ed! Right now we don't have space enough for all 
who need a place to stay. We are also starting 
some day hospitality, a drop-in day. It is still in its beginning stages. 

Someone asked me hopefully a few weeks ago, “But it really isn't all that bad, is it? Duluth just doesn't 
seem like that sort of a city.” Unfortunately, I had to squelch that hope. But one thing I could report, and 
that is that we are making a difference. 



Hildegard House will hold roundtable discussions for clarification of thought. 
Topics will include Dorothy Day and the CW Movement, nuclear weapons and the Plowshare Movement, 
cultural exchange, capitalism and personal-ism, food and eating justly, Hildegard of Bingen, racism, em-
powering women. 
Clarification of thought will take place on the 2nd Thursday of each month beginning September 10, 7PM at 

Hildegard House. Please watch for announcements on our Facebook page, Hildegard House Catholic Worker. 

Ever consider being a live-in volunteer at a Catholic Worker house? Hildegard House is look-
ing for one. Give us a call, come for a short visit, and see where the Spirit leads you. 

Hildegard House Wish List: 
 
¶ Pledges of $120.00 for the year. Can be made in monthly, quarterly, bi-annual payments. 
¶ Whole wheat and unbleached white flour for weekly bread baking. 
¶ Grocery gift cards (SuperOne, Cub, or Co-op) 

HILDEGARD HOUSE: Kelley Halderman, Laura Hoelter, Treasure Jenkins, Sr. Gretchen Johnston, Sr. Jean 
Maher, Michele Naar-Obed, Judy Sausen, Mary Kay Thornton, Sr. Linda Wiggens. 
 
Contact: hildegardhouseduluthcw@gmail.com. Follow us on Facebook: Hildegard House Catholic Worker 

Hildegard House 
617 N. 8th Ave E 
Duluth MN 55805 


