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The year of housing
Everything starts with a 
home. It is the literal and 
figurative foundation for 
stability and success our 
entire lives. Home is a safe 
shelter from the outside 
world. It is where we learn 
and grow as humans and 
dream about our futures. 
Yet the comfort and 
stability of a consistent 
roof over one’s head 
remains unattainable for 
too many in our community. 

Recent analysis of data collected among 
single adults in Catholic Charities 
shelters by Wilder Research uncovered 
interesting findings about people 
experiencing homelessness. 

The bulk of surveyed adults age 55 or 
older were experiencing homelessness 
for the first time (33 percent). 
Additionally, one in five (20 percent) 
young adults between the ages 18 - 24 
surveyed reported they had experienced 
no fewer than eight episodes of 
homelessness. 

This is not the usual picture of 
homelessness. But the current housing 
market has little forgiveness for people 
living on a fixed income or who have 
not yet established themselves in the 
working world. 

Consider for a moment, the 
information I just shared in our current 
context.

All across the state, the cost 
of housing continues to rise, 
while wages remain stagnant. 
Major employers located 
in less densely populated 
communities struggle to find 
employees to sustain their 
operations or fuel expansion 
toward more jobs. The supply 
of safe, dignified housing is 
outpaced by the demand for 
it. More and more of those 
who are currently housed pay 

greater than the 30% of annual income 
that makes a home “affordable.” Add to 
this mix, dwindling federal dollars to 
support the creation and preservation 
of homes affordable to households 
with low incomes, and you can see the 
perfect storm brewing. 

The good news is that government, 
civic and private leaders are paying 
attention. City leaders across the metro 
have identified housing as a priority 
issue and business leaders in the 
Minneapolis Chamber of Commerce 
are holding events to discuss solutions. 
The newly created Downtown Saint 
Paul Alliance will represent downtown 
businesses, nonprofits, government 
entities, residents and entrepreneurs to 
build a strong and vibrant downtown.  
The Met Council has also released a 
set of recommendations for increasing 
the amount of affordable housing in 
Minnesota communities.

Acooa Ellis

The Year of Housing continues on pg. 2
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In the last issue of Seeds, we shared that Governor 
Dayton called for the creation of a Task Force on 
Housing to collaboratively address the concerning 
trends in the housing market. I have the distinct honor 
to co-chair this task force with Jeanne Crain, president 
and CEO of Bremer Financial Corporation. The charge 
for the Governor’s Task Force on Housing is to produce 
a set of recommendations by the end of July that: 

• Affirm and protect the housing strategies or 
programs which currently serve Minnesotans well, 
identifying gaps where they exist;

• Demonstrate a broad understanding of what the 
quest for housing stability looks like for people 
across the state, and the local policies impacting that 
quest, and

• Develop innovative solutions for families, 
individuals and communities, to ensure access to 
stable housing.

Community engagement is a major part of how we as 
a task force will arrive at our final recommendations. 
We will be sharing our initial recommendations in 

late April—testing them out in public forums across 
the state, culling through suggestions shared on the 
website through our call for ideas and continuously 
refining our positions through ongoing work group 
meetings. 

As I see it, this level of deep community engagement 
serves two main purposes: 1) The task force benefits 
from the collective wisdom of our neighbors and 
colleagues, and 2) The final set of recommendations 
becomes less of a static report and more of a roadmap 
for civic action to counter our growing housing crisis. 

Please visit the website (mnhousingtaskforce.com) to 
sign up for email updates and get involved. The real 
work begins once the recommendations are submitted; 
it will take all of us working together to turn the tide.

The light in me honors the light in you.

Catholic Charities book club
“Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City” 
by Matthew Desmond is an academic, sociological, 
ethnographic and at times journalistic look at 
what life is like for people living in poverty under 
a seemingly-endless threat of eviction. Desmond, 
an academic at Harvard by day, moved into trailer 
parks and rooming houses on the poverty-stricken 
north side of Milwaukee to understand the daily 
struggle and ever-churning cycle of poverty. 
“Evicted” is the result of those experiences and the 
people who live it.

Desmond tells the stories of his neighbors who pay 
70 to 80 percent of their incomes to rent homes that 
by some measures are unfit for human habitation. 
One neighbor earned a monthly household income 
of $628 and paid $550 in rent, leaving only $2.19 a 
day for his family. At this level of economic fragility, 
Desmond’s subjects face impossible decisions and 

life long consequences. Do they 
delay paying rent, possibly facing 
eviction to keep the heat on and 
their family warm? What about 
healthy groceries, child care or 
health care? 

“Evicted” is a book that sparks 
intense thought and reflection. 
Not only does Desmond paint a 
clear and heartbreaking picture of what it is like 
to live in poverty in America today, he also raises 
pointed and important questions that linger long 
after you turn the last page. 

Have you read “Evicted?” What did you think?

Every issue of Seeds we will recommend a few of our 
favorite books. We hope you will enjoy them and let us 
know what you think! Email us at osj@cctwincities.org

Acooa Ellis
Director of Social Justice Advocacy

The year of housing Continued from pg. 1

http://www.mnhousingtaskforce.com
http://www.mnhousingtaskforce.com
mailto:osj%40cctwincities.org?subject=Catholic%20Charities%20Book%20Club
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A familiar cycle of instability
Housing instability is a topic on the minds of many 
leaders across Minnesota this year. The Governor’s 
Task Force on Housing is a powerful collaborative 
of business, nonprofit, civic and public-sector minds 
working with the community to find solutions. City 
leaders have identified affordable housing as a top issue 
in their communities. Reports and experts have even 
declared the state to be in a housing crisis. 

Findings and recommendations from these and other 
efforts are still forthcoming, but there are emerging 
trends that must be addressed: 

1. Wages are not keeping pace with the cost of 
housing. In July 2017 the Metropolitan Council 
reported that the number of the region’s 
households spending more than 50 percent 
of their incomes on housing rose 66 percent 
between 2000 and 2015. During that 15-year 
period, renters saw an inflation-adjusted 
decrease in median household income of 13 
percent and an inflation-adjusted increase in 
average monthly rent of 3 percent. This means 
more and more people are being squeezed out 
of their homes.

2. There is a shortage of affordable housing in 
Minnesota. There is a significant portion of the 
rental and owner-occupied housing stock that 
was built before 1960 and new construction 

is not keeping up with demand. There is 
particular concern about the gap between the 
number of units affordable to extremely low-
income households and the number of people 
who need them.

3. Reduced federal support is squeezing a 
growing need. The most recent Wilder 
Homelessness Study found that more than half 
of Minnesotans experiencing homelessness on 
the night of the survey were either on a waiting 
list for federal housing vouchers or were denied 
a spot on waiting lists already deemed full 
(Wilder, 2015). Keep in mind that this reflects 
the reality before the effects of additional cuts 
from the current administration are felt. 

Nearly 30 years ago, Minnesota was experiencing 
housing trends not unlike those of today. Those 
concerning trends were diverted thanks to the 
leadership of Governor Rudy Perpich who assembled 
a gubernatorial study commission to address the state’s 
housing market. Governor Perpich enlisted the help 
of private and nonprofit leaders to accomplish this 
goal and set the state on the right path. Today’s leaders 
seem to be taking lessons learned of the past and 
applying them to today. It will take all of our support 
and commitment to achieve the same success.

Housing Task Force Members Neal Loidolt, Harry Melander, Matt Kramer, Jane Barrett and Hukun Abdullahi participated in a community forum in Austin.

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

-13%

AVERAGE MONTHLY RENT

+3%

Federal cuts to 
housing are keeping 

waitlists full across 
the state.
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The impact of unconscious biases
Catholic Charities identified racial equity and social 
justice as an agency priority, which informed the way the 
Advocacy Team in the Office for Social Justice created our 
Policy and Advocacy Framework. We consider questions 
like: Are these policies or problems disproportionately 
affecting certain groups of clients? Where do we see 
disparities? How can we build equity in our community? 
We know that as long as race serves as a prominent 
indicator of childhood outcomes, criminal justice 
involvement and even life expectancy, we cannot ignore 
its impact. 

We also know that legislative advocacy must be done 
in tandem with relationship-building community 
discussions around race. Through community events, 
we have hosted conversations about community-police 
relations, privilege and power, the school to prison 
pipeline and housing discrimination. Each of these topics 
offered a different way to understand racial injustice, 
but one thread that made its way into each of these 
conversations is unconscious bias.

While bias and discrimination may have been blatant 
and conscious in the past, the dynamics of diversity have 
changed. Today, many of those discriminatory practices 
are unconsciously perpetuated. We make choices and 
shape our behavior based on associations we don’t even 
know we have. 

So if it’s unconscious, how do we recognize it? One of 
the most well-known ways of testing unconscious bias 

is the Implicit 
Association 
Test, pioneered 
by Harvard’s 
Mahzarin Banaji 
and Anthony 
Greenwald. The 
Project Implicit 
website hosts 
free Implicit 
Association Tests 
in a variety of 
categories—from 
age to race, 
religion to weight. 

I encourage you 

to take a few minutes to take the test. The results might 
surprise you. When I first took one of the tests, I expected 
to be slightly biased in some way, whether that was about 
age or race or gender, but I did not expect the results I 
received. It was troublesome to see at first. I felt guilty and 
shameful, but the more I learned about bias, the more 
fueled I was toward techniques in mitigating its effects.

In the work for social justice, it is no longer sufficient to 
simply recognize that you have bias. It is also necessary 
to recognize and wrestle with just how deep our bias 
actually goes and make efforts to evolve and change. The 
most empowering quote I’ve ever heard with regard to 
bias is, “You are not responsible for your first thought. 
You are responsible for your second thought and your 
first action.” Having biases does not make us bad people 
because everyone has them, but we must put in the hard 
work of recognizing those biases and not acting on them. 

Join the Catholic Charities Advocacy Team for a 
discussion exploring bias and its impacts from 6:30-8:30 
p.m. on April 23 at Saint Mary of the Lake Church in 
White Bear Lake. All are welcome. Registration is not 
required, but strongly encouraged as space is limited. For 
more information and to register, visit www.cctwincities.
org/bias.

Until then, I encourage you to visit the project website to 
take a test at implicit.harvard.edu. To learn more on your 
own about unconscious bias and the process of testing 
implicit association, consider checking out Banaji and 
Greenwald’s book “Blind Spot: Hidden Biases of Good 
People.”

By Mike Rios, Community Engagement Advocate

Want to learn more?
Visit implicit.harvard.edu to take a 
Implicit Association Test to see what 
unconscious bias you carry around 
race, weight, gender and more. 

Join the Advocacy Team from 
6:30-8:30 p.m. on April 23 at Saint 
Mary of the Lake Church in White 
Bear Lake for a deeper discussion. 
Registration is not required, but 
strongly recommended. For more 
information and to register, visit 
www.cctwincities.org/bias

Join us from 6:30-8:30 p.m. April 23 at Saint Mary of the Lake for a 
community discussion of unconscious bias.

http://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
http://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
http://www.cctwincities.org/bias
http://www.cctwincities.org/bias
http://www.implicit.harvard.edu
http://www.implicit.harvard.edu
http://www.cctwincities.org/bias
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If you want peace, work for justice
These seven words are displayed on bumper stickers, 
t-shirts and posters and are prominent in the lexicon 
of Catholic Social Thought. But do we think about 
their origins and reflect on their meaning for us today?  
I am not a theologian and cannot provide an in-depth 
analysis of the history and meaning of the phrase, 
but I can share background and themes to enrich our 
reflection and action today. 

In 1972, Pope Paul VI 
coined the phrase “If 
you want peace, work 
for justice” in his World 
Day of Peace message. 
In his reflection, the 
pope asserts that peace 
is not stagnant and 
cannot be imposed by 
superiority, force or 
tyranny. Pope Paul VI 
stresses that peace can 
only flourish with respect 
for the dignity of persons 
and their free, full and 
responsible participation 
in life. He connects this 
personal development of 
the human person to the 
development of peoples 
and nations.

“Is not an integral 
part of justice the 
duty of enabling every country to promote its own 
development in the framework of cooperation free 
from any intention or calculated aim of domination, 
whether economic or political?” 

These themes of development, peace and justice 
were examined in the 1965 encyclical, Populorum 
Progressio (On the Development of Peoples). This 
teaching was authored by Pope Paul VI during a time 
of unrest, widening economic disparity between rich 
and poor nations, crippling effects of colonialism and 
trade inequities. A just economic order cannot be built 
from liberalistic capitalism but can be shaped by the 

principles of solidarity of the ‘rich and poor’ nations 
and efforts toward integral human development. 
The phrase, ‘development is a new name for peace’ 
originates in this document. That development is 
defined by the people of those countries. Donald Dorr 
in “Option for the Poor: A Hundred Years of Catholic 
Social Teaching” states “the encyclical has a central 
theme that every person and all peoples are entitled to 

be the shapers of their 
own destiny.”  

By our analysis and 
standards of social 
justice and racial equity 
today the encyclical 
underestimates the 
destructiveness of 
colonialism and 
does not encourage 
organizing for change 
‘from below.’  

Today, we too know 
that the call to work 
for justice is urgent. 
Injustice and inequity 
and its consequences 
of oppression, poverty, 
lack of opportunity 
and racism can breed 
despair, conflict, 
divisions and violence. 
Alternatively, these 

forces can be the fuel for non-violent resistance, 
social change, and transformation of social, economic 
and political structures. We realize that a justice that 
lasts and has peace as its fruit requires the voices and 
leadership of parties impacted by injustice. In our 
times, these change agents can be and are a positive 
force for bringing about non-violent change.

We are not alone in the pursuit for peace and justice. 
This work requires partnership and collaboration from 
public, private, civic groups and the commitment of 
passionate advocates in the community who want 
peace, and work for justice.

By Joan Miltenberger, Public Policy Advocate
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Expungement clinic: 
Redemption offers new opportunities
By Joan Miltenberger, Public Policy Advocate

Exodus Residence in Downtown Minneapolis

Catholic Charities’ 2018 Policy and Advocacy 
Framework addresses policies that perpetuate 
disparate access to economic mobility and creates 
pathways to that mobility. For some women 
and men served by Catholic Charities, one of 
the greatest barriers to move out of poverty and 
housing instability is the on-going and crushing 
impact of criminal records years or decades 
after arrest and convictions. In the past year, the 
Advocacy Team in the Office for Social Justice has 
been learning about the criminal expungement 
process as one avenue for clients to secure greater 
participation in the community, economic 
mobility and stable housing.

Expungement is the judicial process of sealing 
(not destroying) records of an offense from the 
public.  The criteria to qualify for an expungement 
is complex and limited to certain types of arrests 
and convictions. The process needs the expertise 
and advice of an attorney and is not for the faint of 
heart! Importantly, it involves a person identifying 
that he or she has taken steps toward personal 
rehabilitation, including treatment, community 
involvement, education or work. The applicant 
must also show in detail how the criminal record is 
a barrier to employment, volunteering or obtaining 
housing. From staff and client listening sessions, 
these barriers have been identified as road blocks 
for clients in the Catholic Charities community. 

The Advocacy Team in the Office for Social Justice 
is piloting an expungement service with the 
assistance and expertise of the Volunteer Lawyers 
Network staff, Catholic Charities legal staff and the 
collaboration of the staff at Exodus Residence. This 
pilot program is working with a targeted group 
of clients who currently live at Exodus Residence 
in downtown Minneapolis. These individuals are 
making a commitment for the long haul, as well 
as the case workers who support them and the 

attorneys who donate their time and expertise. 

The process of expungement of criminal records 
can take as little as six months to complete or 
can last many years. The process is full of various 
steps including obtaining records, requesting a 
hearing and petition for expungement, serving law 
enforcement and other agencies with the notice 
of hearing, attending a hearing and waiting for a 
judge’s decision and possible appeal that can alter 
the timeline. This group of Exodus residents has 
partnered with Catholic Charities staff to begin the 
record request process and will soon be trained in 
the process to be their own advocates.  

We know that criminal histories are a barrier for 
many of our clients on the pathway to opportunity. 
Thanks to the expungement clinic’s unique 
collaboration, our clients will have a better chance 
to pursue career and education opportunities, 
achieve housing stability and break the cycle of 
poverty.   
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Legislative session resources
Grassroots advocacy is critical to the Catholic Charities 
Advocacy Team’s mission to create political will for social 
justice. In the month of March, the Advocacy Team held 
three policy briefings at parishes across the Twin Cities to 
share our 2018 Policy and Advocacy Framework. These 
discussions are opportunities for us to share our work with 
the community and ways for advocates to engage in our work 
throughout the legislative session.

We know not everyone is able to join us for these discussions, 
but still want to support our advocacy efforts. Here’s what you 
need to know:

Every year, the Catholic Charities Advocacy Team consults 
our internal and external stakeholders, staff, board and most 
importantly, our clients to inform our policy and advocacy 
priorities. These conversations, along with careful evaluation 
of the political and economic landscape, coalition work and 
review of Catholic Social Teaching, help shape our Policy and 
Advocacy Framework. We then identify key issues to advance 
at the legislature that will support the stability of our clients. 
This year, we have identified the following issues as our highest 
priority and are actively advancing the corresponding bills:

•	 Enact state legislation toward Child Care Assistance 
Program (CCAP) conformity with federal family-friendly provisions (SF2930/HF3205).

•	 Promote public investment in programs that prevent homelessness and support housing for all—primarily 
through Housing Infrastructure Bonds and sustainable rates for Group Residential Housing (HIBs: 
SF2939/HF3125) (Group Residential Housing: HF2983).

•	 Identify and develop strategies that reduce barriers to access stable housing for adults and families. 

Two out of three of our lead issues currently have active legislation attached to them. In the coming weeks, your 
support for these bills will be critical as we approach committee deadlines. Your voice will help to pass bills onto 
secondary committees and on to the floor of the Minnesota House and Senate. 

To find the content and status of a bill visit, https://www.leg.state.mn.us/leg/legis. To find out who represents you, 
https://www.gis.leg.mn/iMaps/districts/. You can also use these resources to see where your legislator stands on 
every issue.

If you have any questions or comments about our 2018 Policy and Advocacy Framework, please feel free to contact 
the Office for Social Justice at 651-647-2588 or at osj@cctwincities.org.

By: Kaade Wallace, Public Policy Manager

Catholic Charities staff and clients advocate for stable 
housing at Homeless Day on the Hill.

https://www.leg.state.mn.us/leg/legis
https://www.gis.leg.mn/iMaps/districts/
mailto:osj@cctwincities.org
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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
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Office for Social Justice events
The Advocacy Team in the Office for Social Justice has 

started 2018 with a bang! The Sowers of Justice Assembly 
kicked the year off with an enlightening and energizing 
exploration into the impact of racial bias in housing in 
recognition of the 50th anniversary of the Fair Housing 

Act. Catholic Charities staff and clients advocated at the 
Capitol throughout March for Homeless Day on the Hill, 
Mental Health Day on the Hill and Children’s Advocacy 

Day on the Hill. The Advocacy Team was also in the 
community presenting our 2018 Policy and Advocacy 

Framework at three parishes throughout the metro. 
Join us at our next event, a social justice meetup on 

unconscious bias to learn more about our work and how 
you can get involved! 

It’s called unconscious for a reason: 
Understanding bias and its impact

6:30-8:30 p.m.
April 23, 2018

Register at www.cctwincities.org/bias

Attendees at the Sowers of Justice Assembly discussed the 
impact of racial covenants on today’s housing market.

Catholic 
Charities staff 
at the Capitol 
advocating for 
children and 
family wellbeing.

http://www.cctwincities.org/bias

