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“I’m tired of talking about
talking amid discomfort, we
race.” That was a statement
manifest indifference.
directed toward me by a
INDIFFERENCE IS THE
gentleman following an
ENEMY OF JUSTICE.
event focused on policy
For if we are unresponsive to
recommendations to end
the oppression of others, we
poverty. I had asked during
have deemed their suffering
the discussion that evening,
insignificant.
why race was not dealt
with in any of the analysis
The last year was one of
or recommendations
Acooa Ellis
great internal reflection
put forth by the event’s
for Catholic Charities. We
distinguished panel. My response to the
identified racial equity and social justice
gentleman’s statement: “I’m tired of race
as an agency priority and committed to
being relevant.”
creating and influencing change.
That encounter has stuck with me—not
The leadership team took the
because that was the first time I’d heard
Intercultural Development Inventory
someone express exasperation with
(IDI), an assessment of intercultural
discussing the topic of race. I actually
competence. Like many others who
had a very similar experience just a
take this inventory, we were suprised
couple months earlier in a discussion
by the revelations of our own cultural
related to criminal justice reform.
competency.
What struck me in this instance
was the privilege that allowed this
Armed with this knowledge and full
gentleman to be “tired of talking” and
support from Tim Marx, Catholic
the boldness with which he approached Charities President and CEO and the
me—especially given our context: a
Board of Directors, the agency set out
discussion about poverty. Decades
to take meaningful steps in support of
of research support the relationship
our new racial equity and social justice
between race and socioeconomic status priority. The Advocacy Team facilitates
in America.
dialogues toward racial justice, different
program sites host book clubs to spur
I get it. Confronting the presence
open dialogue about our challenges
and effects of racism makes us
uncomfortable. But, when we give in
to the privilege to look away or stop
Walking the talk continues on pg. 3
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Family homelessness:

Journeys in Minnesota
By Mike Rios, Community Engagement Advocate

Children experiencing homelessness with their parents
make up over one-third of the homeless population in
Minnesota, and nearly half of these children are age 5
or younger. Family homelessness is an often invisible
problem in our state to the public, but something we see
often at Catholic Charities. Looking for a way to tell these
stories in a way that highlights both families’ resilience
as well as the barriers and hardships that families
experiencing homelessness often face, the Catholic
Charities Advocacy Team created a new tool to help bring
these stories to life.
Family homelessness: Journeys in Minnesota was created
in partnership with the Family Service Center—Catholic
Charities’ emergency family shelter in Ramsey County.
Families told us heartbreaking and inspiring stories of
their experiences
with homelessness,
which shaped
Want to learn more?
and informed the
The Family homelessness
interactive and
educational tool is available on
educational tool,
our website under Social Justice
allowing people to
Resources. The Advocacy Team
journey through
invites you to explore and discuss
these realities in your own
a part of their
communities or contact Mike
stories through an
Rios (Michael.Rios@cctwincities.
immersive narrative.
org) to set up something through
our office.

What followed
was an exploration

Former Family Service Center clients Jayde and Jaleel

through the emergency shelter and supportive housing
system for families in Ramsey County. Access to
affordable housing, transportation, information and
resources are barriers most people experiencing
homelessness will encounter at some point. Families in
Ramsey County will encounter these barriers all while on
an emergency shelter waitlist that is more than 70 families
long. For those without familial safety nets, the difficulty
in finding a roof over their children’s heads makes them
some of the most vulnerable in our society.
Catholic Social Teaching calls us to care for the
marginalized and the vulnerable in our society; we are
called to do this in community and with empathy. By
making this activity available to the public, we hope we
have created a small glimpse into the reality of families
in our community that can move hearts toward further
action and advocacy.

Catholic Charities Family Service Center
in Maplewood
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and potential solutions and a new Racial Equity and
Social Justice Steering Committee was created.
The Racial Equity and Social Justice Steering Committee
includes staff from across the agency; both Mike Rios
and I serve on the committee. Our charge is to develop
specific goals for Catholic Charities, its clients and staff,
along with an action plan and timetable for achieving
the goals identified.
There are times I am discouraged by how far we’ve yet to
go to become a community where one’s race and/or zip
code no longer determines life outcomes. I am blessed

by the near-daily opportunity to find encouragement in
the people around me who are testing their assumptions
about “others,” challenging the status quo and exploring
their role as agents for equity. To me, each of these
represents faith in action.
The light in me honors the light in you.

Acooa Ellis
Director of Social Justice Advocacy

Catholic Charities book club
There are a lot of tough issues in the news these days
that can seem daunting. Many people are itching to
talk about these important issues with their friends
and peers, but aren’t sure where to begin or are
afraid of saying the wrong thing. That’s why a group
of Catholic Charities employees created the Racial
Equity Book Club.

Looking to start a similar club at your office? Group
members encourage a leap of faith to get started—
set a time and a place, get the word out and wait for
people to show up! Leaders say that it’s important
to let others wrestle with these topics and accept
that you won’t make everyone happy all the time. Be
flexible and adapt to how the group grows.

Every month, 20 or so employees meet over the
lunch hour to discuss a topical book, movie or
documentary. While the chosen media create
awareness and plant seeds, the discussions are
transformative. Speaking from personal experiences
or recognizing their own lack thereof, members face
the tough issues head on together. This is not the
place for answers attendees say, but to ask questions
and lean in to uncomfortable conversations.

Looking for a good book? We recommend:

“Reading books and participating in discussions
with colleagues here at Catholic Charities has
further grounded me in the ways social, cultural,
legal, political and religious beliefs about racial
differences underlie the particular life paths
colleagues and clients have walked and what costs
my state of ‘privilege’ has meant to those for whom
that has not been an option,” one employee said of
the experience.

“A Good Time for the Truth”
Edited by Sun Yung Shin

“Just Mercy”
Written by Bryan Stevenson

“Between the World and Me”
Written by Ta-Nehisi Coates
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Northside parents reveal everyday
challenges and policy solutions
By Kaade Wallace, Policy and Public Affairs Manager

For the past several years, the Catholic Charities
Advocacy Team has conducted a number of listening
sessions at our program sites. These conversations help
shape the year’s policy agenda to reflect the real-life
needs of our clients and often provide an eye-opening
look at what life is like for people experiencing poverty.
One such conversation took place last fall with parents
at Northside Child Development Center in North
Minneapolis.
While inquiring about the barriers that exist for
families living in poverty, we heard a consistent
theme from parents: everything—from housing
stability to adequate care for their children, to gainful
employment—could quickly unravel without a public
safety net designed to support economic mobility.
Unfortunately, disruption to forward movement is
something that many families at Northside experience.
The programs that many families rely on to support
access to high-quality child care, nutritious meals,
or stable housing are not administered through an
integrated service model which would support growth
and progress. The result is a great deal of energy
spent navigating different program requirements with
associated paperwork and case worker appointments
while also parenting, working and/or attending school.

The Davis family at Northside Child Development Center

Instability in child care, housing, transportation and
other vital needs has long-term effects on our children,
evidenced by the glaring disparities we are facing here
in Minnesota like lower academic performance, poorer
health outcomes and lower household incomes.
The hopeful news is that our collective actions
can create the environment required to eliminate
disparities in Minnesota, but it will take all of us
working together.
The wellbeing of children and families will feature
prominently in the 2018 Catholic Charities Policy and
Advocacy Framework. As our agency’s strategy for
delivering Children and Family Services unfolds, we
are identifying new partnerships to influence policy
reflective of client experiences at Catholic Charities. Be
on the lookout for upcoming policy briefings, where
we will share more about areas where the Advocacy
Team will be working to influence policy.
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Parish spotlight:

Lumen Christi
Catholic Community
Last spring, parishioners at Lumen Christi Catholic
Community were talking about a string of racially
charged events in the news and wondering what they
could do to better understand the experiences of others.
The St. Paul community has long been involved in
advocacy work including immigrant and new American
support, but wanted to learn what it was really like to
walk in someone else’s shoes.
The community decided to shift the focus of their
parish book club to racial equity. Throughout the spring
of 2016, a dozen or so parishioners met to discuss
books including “A Good Time for the Truth: Race in
Minnesota” edited by Sun Yung Shin, “Just Mercy” by
Bryan Stevenson and “Between the World and Me”

by Ta-Nehisi Coates. This fall, the group will tackle
Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama’s book,
“The Book of Joy” over a series of meetings.
“Catholic means universal—so we ought to be reading
universally, too. We are lucky to have so many talented
international writers in Minnesota, that we should take
the time to learn their experience,” said Rita Mailander,
social justice coordinator at Lumen Christi.
Mailander encourages other parishes to create a book
club that tackles tough issues and to really think about
who your parish is, “A common read is a good way to
define who you are as a parish and who you want to be,”
she said.

Governor’s Task Force on Housing
In December, Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton
announced the appointment of Acooa Ellis, Catholic
Charities Director of Social Justice Advocacy as co-chair
of the newly created Task Force on Housing. Jeanne
Crain, Bremer Bank Financial Corp President and
CEO will also serve as the task force’s co-chair. The task
force will advise the state, the governor and legislature
on what has worked in housing policy, significant
challenges and what directions must be pursued in the
future.
The task force is charged with looking toward the
future of housing policy in Minnesota, identifying
innovative strategies to create and preserve housing
that is affordable, provides more housing stability
and maintains Minnesota’s competitive advantage for
affordable housing.
“We are so excited to have Acooa co-chairing the
Governor’s Task Force on Housing,” said Jessie Sorensen,

Governor Mark Dayton announces the creation of the Task Force

Catholic Charities senior vice president of advancement
and public engagement. “Affordable housing is a
growing crisis across Minnesota. This Task Force is
an exciting opportunity for Catholic Charities and the
experiences of our clients and front-line staff to shape
housing policy for many years to come.”
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My skin & me:

Identity, privilege and the power to do something
By Mike Rios, Community Engagement Advocate

When we think about race and racism we often think
about the negative effects of prejudice and systemic
injustice based on the color of one’s skin. But as
Paula Rothenberg, Senior Fellow at The Murphy
Institute, The City University of New York says, no
conversation on race is complete without exploring
“the other side of racism”—that is, the way some in
society may benefit from such systems and prejudice.
No conversation on racism is complete without
mentioning white privilege.
This past fall, parishioners at Saint Thomas Becket
Church in Eagan asked the Catholic Charities
Advocacy Team to facilitate a discussion on white
privilege. More than 30 community members gathered
to dive deeper into a difficult conversation.
The night began with a look inward at the various
parts of our identities. Because of the topic, we
focused mostly on race, but it’s important to note
that no single identity exists in a vacuum. Rather, the
combination of our social identities like gender, age
and education shapes our experience of the world
and influences how privilege exists in our society. For
example, when the vast majority of decision-makers

Social Justice Meet Up attendees at St. Thomas Becket in Eagan

in our country all look the same, we know there are
voices, opinions and experiences missing from the
table. Privilege is power, and power can be used to
perpetuate or dismantle racism.
We ended the night at St. Thomas Becket by naming
a few of the ways we might use power to move from
guilt to courageous responsibility. It was inspiring to
see so many community members come together
to wrestle with something that is often difficult to
talk about. While each attendee may have left with a
different takeaway, I know I went home challenged
with what it means to help “dismantle racism.” For me,
it means:
• Having the hard conversations with myself about
my own identity, privilege, bias, and ways in which
I’ve been complacent and complicit with systemic
racism and white supremacy. It means resisting
the urge to distance myself from my place in white
American history.
•

Validating, reading and seeking to understand the
narratives, realities, and voices of POC (people of
color). It means actively educating myself.
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•

Shutting down violent rhetoric in the moment—
at the workplace, in my family or on the city
sidewalk. Dismantling racism means not
assuming that a graffiti swastika is already
being taken care of, but personally seeing that
it gets removed. It means sending the tough
email, making the hard call, having the tense
conversation with the family member who still
uses racial slurs.

•

Showing up in spaces to show support, without
trying to be at the center. It means leaning into
the reality that I will mess up—and may be called
out, feel embarrassed or uncomfortable—but
understanding that I need to learn from it and
then show up again. It means simultaneously
understanding the importance of listening,
learning, educating, and challenging myself and
others in every environment.

Dismantling racism means inviting my white friends,
family and community to join me at events, share
resources and challenge each other. Truly committing
to leveraging my privilege as a force for racial justice
and equity means asking loved ones to hold me
accountable. Am I doing the things listed above in a
week? A month? A year? Those of us who identify as
white do not have systemic racism directly beating
down on us every day, so I have a responsibility to do
more and to get others to do more. This is what I am
called to work on every day and I am grateful to have
been part of a conversation that empowers me to do
this in relationship and in community.

Want to learn more?
Is your network curious to learn more about
privilege? Contact Mike Rios
(michael.rios@cctwincities.org) with questions or
to find out how to host this presentation in your
community.

New year,
two new mayors

Catholic Charities was thrilled to host both Saint Paul Mayor
Melvin Carter and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey at our
annual Saint Nicholas Dinner in December. Both newlyelected mayors are prioritizing affordable housing and racial
equity policies in their administrations. We look forward to
continued partnership with both of our new mayors!

Welcome, Kaade!
Kaade Wallace is our new
Policy and Public Affairs
Manager and comes to
this work with a wealth
of diverse experience
that will complement
our agency’s advocacy
efforts. Kaade attained
a Master’s degree in
Strategic Studies from the U.S. Naval War
College and a Bachelor’s degree in Political
Science from the University of St. Thomas.
For several years, she aided two members of
Minnesota’s congressional delegation and later
worked as a government relations consultant for
African embassies and African-focused policy
organizations. Most recently, Kaade led legislative
and intergovernmental relations efforts for the
Council for Minnesotans of African Heritage. In
addition, Kaade has consulted with the City of
Brooklyn Park on rental housing affordability for
communities of color.
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Sow for yourselves justice,
reap the fruit of faithful love;
Break up for yourselves a new field,
for it is time to seek the Lord,
until the Lord comes and rains down
justice upon you.
Hosea 10:12

2018 Sowers of Justice Assembly

Zip Codes: Destination or Destiny?
Exploring race and where we live.
Join the Catholic Charities Advocacy Team and the
University of St. Thomas Center for the Common
Good for this year’s annual Sowers of Justice
Assembly. We will explore the intersection of racial
discrimination and housing stability 50 years after the
landmark Fair Housing Act of 1968, by examining our
current context, how we got here and why it matters.
Following a brief introduction by Dr. Julie Sullivan,
President of the University of St. Thomas, Kirsten
Delegard, director of the Mapping Prejudice Project
will present a historical accounting of racial housing
restrictions in Minneapolis. There will also be a panel
discussion with community leaders Shannon Jones,
executive director of Hope Community, Adam Belz,
Minneapolis City Hall reporter at the Star Tribune, and
our very own President and CEO Tim Marx. You won’t
want to miss this timely discussion!

5:30-8:30 p.m.
Monday, February 12, 2018

University of St. Thomas Woulfe Alumni Hall
Anderson Student Center
2115 Summit Avenue
St. Paul, MN 55105

This event is free, but space is limited.
Please RSVP at

www.cctwincities.org/sowers-justice-assembly
events@cctwincities.org or
612-204-8333
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