
13

t Blessings were extended as far 
away as Arcatao in El Salvador 
(top left) and in the Philippines.

p In Spokane, sisters 
participated in a special 
event at St. Ann’s Parish 
to commemorate the 
beatification of Salvadoran 
martyr Monsignor Oscar 
Arnulfo Romero.

p Sisters and associates donned special 
aprons to serve at Table of the King events in 
Seattle (above) and Spokane (below).q

t Providence Archives provided one of 
several displays to mark the anniversary.

qThe province’s youngest and oldest 
members were readers in a liturgy.



Deborah was born in Gary, 
Indiana, and grew up in Chicago, 
blessed with the good fortune of having 
a “traditional family.” Her parents, a 
mother who was a nurse and a father 
who was an engineer, were supportive 
of her and a brother born on her fifth 
birthday. “I was Catholic and went to 
parochial school, and I had lots of activi-
ties in a community where the assump-
tion was that I would go to college,” 
Deborah recalled. After graduating high 
school, she enrolled at Eastern Illinois 
University and then quickly transferred 
to Loyola University in Chicago. 

Her drive and focus were very 
apparent.  As an undergrad, she went to 
school full time while working 40 hours 
each weekend as a nurse’s aide in Loyola 
Hospital, which had a free-tuition 
program for employees. Her degree was 
in psychology with a second major in 
urban ethnic studies.  “I don’t have a 
clue why; it was the ‘70s,” she explained. 
“I loved sociology because it brought 
things to the forefront, the inequity 
all around us, and I wanted to know 
why we treated each other that way.”

After graduation, she headed to 
Roosevelt University and grad school for 
clinical psychology. She was serving an 
internship at the state mental hospital 
when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on 
a lawsuit demanding that the mentally 
ill receive the “least restrictive alterna-
tive” to institutionalization. Deborah 

was dealing with people with a minimum 
of 10 years of hospitalization who were 
going to be released. “It was my job to see 
if they could adapt on the street, and it 
was a rude awakening,” she said. She could 
work with the patients, but saw clearly 
that they could not make it on the streets 
because they would be taken advantage 
of, victimized and discriminated against. 
“I had a lot of anger.  I wanted to sue 
people; to make the bad people account-
able,” Deborah said. She decided to enroll 
in law school and received scholarships to 
attend DePaul College of Law in Chicago.

After post-graduate work at 
Northwestern University, Deborah 
worked 11 years for a corporate law 
firm representing banks and municipali-
ties and doing labor law. Eventually she 
owned her own law firm, but “came to a 
point where I had to decide what I really 
wanted to do in life,” Deborah said. While 
serving a one-year visiting professorship 
in North Carolina, she happened upon 
an advertisement for a position for a law 
professor at the University of Great Falls, 
was offered the job and took it, intending 
to stay for a year.  That was 30 years ago.

“It was the sisters,” she said of her 
decision to stay. “They were on campus 
then and it felt like home because of 
the mission of helping students.” 

One of those students was a woman 
living on a park bench with her two 
children. She had gotten financial aid 
and later earned an undergraduate 

  14

2018 Mother Joseph Award and UProv Commencement

p Deborah’s son 
Drew and his wife
Danni attended 
the award present-
ation event.

p General Superior Karin Dufault spoke at the 
UProv commencement ceremony in Great Falls 
and received an honorary degree.

Sisters honor 
UProv law professor  
     for community work  
for justice  

A s a child, Deborah 
Kottel’s favorite question was, 
“Why?”  As an adult, her response 
has been, “What can I do to change 
things?” Her actions seeking justice for 
people who are poor and vulnerable have 
earned her the 2018 Mother Joseph 
Award from the Sisters of Providence.

Deborah is best known as an 
attorney and a professor of law for nearly 
30 years at the University of Providence 
(formerly the University of Great Falls), 
and coordinator of the online paralegal 
program.  She has been chair of the 
faculty, faculty representative to the 
board of trustees, and a leader of various 
faculty governance committees. She also 
was a member of the Montana House of 
Representatives for four terms, as well as 
Commissioner of Transportation for the 
state.  However, it is the impact she has 
made on her community that inspired 
Sisters Lucille Dean and Mary Hawkins 
to nominate her for the annual award 
given to a person who “exemplifies the 
values and courage of Mother Joseph.” 

“Whether in her dealings with the 
university students, in her commit-
ment to the St. Vincent de Paul 
Society, or in her attempts to assist 
citizens in making use of their voice 
and rights, Deb is relentless,” Sister 
Mary and Sister Lucille wrote. “She 
is a leader, and she also knows how 
to build teams of collaborators.”

 The competition was stiff, says 
Provincial Councilor Jo Ann Showalter, 
thanking the people who nominated 
more than 80 individuals for this 
year’s award, a record number.  It was 
Deborah’s ability to see a problem, 
to envision a solution and then to 
enlist others to mobilize to make a 
difference that stood out. Because of 
her efforts, Camp SkyChild exists to 
support children with an imprisoned 
parent, homeless veterans have a roof 
over their heads in an old monastery 
converted into a home, and the St. 
Vincent de Paul offers not only meals 
but also classes on applying for low-
interest loans and how to pay off 
the loans and build their credit.

i
t Deborah Kottel (left) receives the 
Mother Joseph Award from Provincial 
Superior Judith Desmarais.
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degree in paralegal studies, and then 
a job.  “She said she couldn’t believe in 
her life that she would go from there to 
a job that she loved, and a good life not 
just for her, but for her children.  How 
is that not the best thing in the world?” 
Deborah said of her job at the university.  

She had been on campus for two 
years when she taught a sociology class 
on women and crime and asked her 
students to create programs to reduce 
recidivism.  Children were the victims of 
their parents’ crime, directly but also when 
the family was torn apart, she explained. 
Having a father in prison was “a deep, 
dark, dirty little secret.  We don’t talk 
about it. Some of the students came up 
with the idea of camps for kids to break 
the prison cycle, and it was brilliant!”

That is how Camp SkyChild was 
born. Deborah, who had never run a 
camp before, raised about $500.  “A good 
beggar,” she talked her way into using 
the St. Thomas campground for free, 
borrowed a bus from a Catholic school, 
and got food from the food bank.  “There 
were 80 kids the first year,” she reminisced, 
and because no age limit had been set, 
someone dropped off a baby in order to 
have a child-free day. “I did all the cooking 
with a 6-month-old baby on my hip.”

Today, Deborah raises money and 
writes grants for Camp SkyChild, now 
in its 25th year.  It has a set program, a 
cook, and student volunteers to run it 
in partnership with St. Vincent de Paul.  
This year’s camp, August 5-10, will have 
60 children.  For 10 years Deborah also 
ran Camp House, a camp for women and 
children with a background of domestic 
violence.  Children enjoyed the outdoors 
while their mothers took classes on self-
esteem and resume writing, and then 
joined them for evening activities.

A grant to the university from the 
Montana Board of Crime Control in 2002 
aimed at breaking the circle of prison 

recidivism enabled students to do activi-
ties with children beyond the week at 
camp.  Deborah’s favorite was taking 
little girls in fancy dresses from St. 
Vincent de Paul to order dinner from 
a restaurant menu and then go to “The 
Nutcracker” ballet.  “I think it was a 
glorious experience,” she recalled. “I 
wanted them to see so much of what 
is out there; a way to spend their lives 
that doesn’t involve drugs and alcohol.” 

Deborah, who is divorced, has 
an adult son she happily describes 
as “a good man, a great father of two 
girls and a great husband to his wife.” 
Employed at a steel company, he volun-
teers at the camp and built a bike rack 
for the veterans’ home that Deborah 
envisioned while working with St. 
Vincent de Paul board members. When 
she learned that they had no transi-
tional housing, she had a mission.  
Through strategic planning with 
the board of the Gateway Center for 
treatment addiction, she was able to 
finagle an old rectory being donated to 
St. Vincent de Paul for just $1. Today 
it is a homeless shelter for veterans 
called Grace Home, named after Sister 
Grace Sullivan, who served in ministry 
at St. Thomas Home. The project 
came together through donations and 
volunteer hours, and each uniquely 
designed room has a sponsor. The 14-
bed facility was full three weeks after 
it opened and it keeps a waiting list. 

“This is something the sisters 
understand, that people need 
permanent, supportive housing,” 
Deborah said. “The men who live 
here have breathing space and are 
finding employment.  They do wonder-
fully with us, living in community 
and having a place when life falls 
apart.  They have family to share 
meals with, to talk the day over with, 
and to have support.” Of course, not 
all of them are successes; some are 
asked to leave or leave voluntarily. 

“Collaboration is what it’s taken 
to get things done.  There’s always a 
group.  None of it could have been done 
without hundreds of hands assisting,” 
Deborah said. Collaboration between 
sisters and lay people has always been 
key to the success of the ministries of the 
Sisters of Providence, including Mother 
Joseph, whom Deborah first learned of 
when she came to Great Falls 30 years 
ago. Deborah is honored by the award, 
but a bit embarrassed. “They could 
just send me an email and say thanks,” 
she said, but she appreciates that the 
presentation helps keep the story of 
Mother Joseph and the sisters alive.

“I love the history of the sisters,” 
she said.  “Since the sisters left the 
campus, fewer people tell their story. 
You can have a mission statement, but 
we learn best by the stories.” One she 
loves to tell is of James Parker Shield, a 
Native American whose life was changed 
by Sister Providencia Tolan when she 
marched him into a bank and told the 
president to pay for him to go to college. 
Today James, operating out of an office 
space at St. Vincent de Paul that Deborah 
arranged, has obtained a grant to create 
the first Native American Hall of Fame, 
to be located in Arizona.  James was 
one of the attendees when the Sisters 
of Providence presented the Mother 
Joseph Award to Deborah on May 3 at the 
university’s Annual Board, Faculty and 
Staff Dinner at the Best Western Heritage 
Inn as part of commencement week. l
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t Provincial Superior Judith 
Desmarais (center) was one of 
the dignitaries who participated 
in the groundbreaking for a new 
campus University Center.

p Sisters who attended the UProv events 
included (from left): General Superior 
Karin Dufault, Provincial Superior 
Judith Desmarais, Mary Kaye Nealen, 
Lucille Dean and Mary Hawkins.



Transitions’ Home Yard  Cottages Underway

people from one of the most marginal-
ized groups in the United States: the 
homeless and the formerly homeless. 

Walker Construction, the project’s 
general contractor, is assembling the 
cottages quickly now that winter is 
over and the weather is improving. 
Driving by the construction site 
reveals the walls of about ten houses, 
most of which even have roofs. It’s 
an exciting time at Transitions! 

The Home Yard Cottages are 
scheduled to open this fall. l

Sisters say goodbye 
  to 227 East 9th Avenue house 
in Spokane
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Work is progressing on 
Transitions’ Home Yard 
Cottages in Spokane.

Transitions: Since 1995, 
Transitions intercommunity ministry 
has been helping women, children 
and families rebuild lives affected by 
abuse, addiction, mental illness, 
poverty and homelessness. 
Transitions is made up of five 
programs: Women's Hearth, Miryam's 
House, Transitional Living Center, 
EduCare and New Leaf Bakery Café. 

For more information about  
how you can join Transitions’ work 
to end poverty and homelessness for 
women and children in Spokane, call 
509-328-6702 or visit the website 
at www.help4women.org. 

L ast August, Transitions 
broke ground on their Home Yard 
Cottages (HYC): twenty-four studio, 
1-, 2-, and 3-bedroom permanent 
supportive homes in Northwest 
Spokane. In addition to providing 
affordable housing, this community 
will offer services such as case manage-
ment and community building with 
a tech center, playground, and raised 
garden beds. Fifteen of the units will 
be ultra-efficient, equipped with special 
insulation and solar panels, reducing 
utility costs for the entire project.

These units will be managed by the 
Spokane Housing Authority and will be 
available for individuals and families 
with a low-income, who have disabili-
ties and/or are formerly homeless. 
Because it’s affordable, a rental in the 
Home Yard Cottages is available to the 
population that has one of the most 
difficult times finding housing: low- and 
very low-income individuals.  Since it 
offers supportive services, a rental here 
provides for those who need consis-
tency: the other-abled. And because 
it’s under the umbrella of Transitions 
ministry, a rental at HYC will house 

T he last two sisters to 
live at 227 East 9th Avenue in 
Spokane moved out recently, preparing 
the house that was purchased in 1974 
for sale. Some sisters had a desire for 
small-group living, according to the 
archives. Sister Kathryn “Kitsy” Rutan, one of its first occupants, recalled that 
the move-in was in mid-August for her and Sisters Rose Estelle Harvey, Deling 
Fernando, Annette Seubert, Cecelia Paganessi and Mary Carmel Hull.  “In 
the early fall we painted the walls in the living room and dining room, using 
masking tape to protect the beautiful woodwork on the ceilings and the walls.”

It was a busy house, said Kitsy, who was a provincial councilor then, with 
Rose Estelle as provincial secretary, Deling teaching first grade at Sacred Heart 
Parish school, Annette in nurse’s training, Cecilia working for the Provincial 
Administration, and Mary Carmel as an assistant at the Holy Names 
Montessori School. “We were a good group and we really enjoyed each other 
and the house.”

The house was renovated in 1999 and then in 2000, Kitsy and Sisters 
Margaret and Bernadette Botch moved into 227, where Sister Bernadette died 
later that year. Many sisters have lived there since, including Sisters Liz Cole 
and Eleanor Goligoski, who turned off the lights and locked the doors for the 
last time at the end of April. l
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Sister Liz Cole (left) and Sister 
Eleanor Goligoski are the last 
Providence sisters to reside at 
227 East 9th Avenue in Spokane. 

End of an era


