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PROVIDENCE
HOSPITALITY

HOUSE

celebrates
25 years

1,155
women
1,891
children

Ask them what

the name
Providence Hospitality House
means and see their smiles at the
remembered image of perhaps the
ﬁrst “home” they have ever known.

Twenty-ﬁve years of commitment to living out a
dream of a haven for uprooted women and their children
is what Providence Hospitality House (PHH) in Seattle’s
central district is celebrating this month. In September
1978, then-Sister Catherine “Kay” Van Stralen asked the
Provincial Council to establish an emergency hospitality
house supported entirely by donations for women in
Seattle. She had been inspired by nine months spent at the
Catholic Worker hospitality house in Los Angeles. “I was
impressed by their philosophy and way of doing things,”
says Kay. She began talking to directors of shelters and
community agencies in Seattle and found that the greatest
need was emergency shelter for women with children, but
not necessarily for those leaving abusive relationships.
Outside of two shelters for battered women, there
were only four shelters for women and children seeking
housing for other reasons, and their space was severely
limited. “The city had Seattle Emergency Housing, a
huge operation that housed women and children, but
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Sr. Beatrice LaFramboise has been
at PHH since 1984.

it was turning away 180 families a month,” Kay recalls of
that time. “What would make Providence Hospitality House
unique is the personal touch that I had seen in L.A.; the staff
living with residents and sharing life together in a small,
homelike atmosphere.” Providence Hospitality House would
operate on the values of the Sisters of Providence and of
Dorothy Day, foundress of the Catholic Worker, which operates
various hospitality houses throughout the United States.
The plan was to provide emergency shelter for a week
for the homeless women and their children, basic food and
clothing, medical, legal, employment and housing referral
services, advocacy services through the aid of volunteers,
and a friendly, supportive, family-like atmosphere during
the family’s time of crisis. The families and team members
living there would form community. A suitable house
was found in the area near Seattle University and a down
payment was made using $13,000 collected from donations.
By the following January, $23,000 had been raised. ➺ ➺
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Volunteer proﬁles
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Final vows

P

rovidence Hospitality House welcomed its ﬁrst guest
in September 1979. Kay recalls that she had a 7-year–old
daughter and “was scared spitless,” having never been
homeless or lived in a shelter before. But she soon began
to relax and ﬁnd her conﬁdence, and moved on after about
10 days when she had found other housing. At the time,
the maximum length of stay was one week, which team
members soon learned was not long enough. Now the
length of stay generally is four weeks, but a short extension
may be possible depending on the circumstances.

Volunteers lend a hand to keep
PHH looking good.
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Sister Beatrice LaFramboise joined the PHH
team in 1984 and has remained there ever
since. Today, the house can accommodate three
mothers and up to eight children at a time.
“We asked as few questions as possible and did not keep
a lot of written records in the beginning,” Kay says. The
emphasis was on helping the women secure housing, jobs
and/or welfare beneﬁts. “We were not like a government
agency, which scares women off.” In later years, however,
Sister Bea says, more questions have been asked about
women’s addictions and issues of abuse. “We do not take
women if they are from immediate abusive situations,”
she explains, adding that those situations require
shelters with strict security, often in hidden locations.

T

eam members have shaped a comfortable, supportive
environment and experience that helps put lives back
on track through structured schedules, family time, and
shared meals. Over the years, the guests have changed,
particularly in the last ﬁve years when there has been
a marked increase in women who had places of their
own but became homeless because of poor decisions in
relationships or with ﬁnances. “They thrive here; these
are wonderful ﬁrst steps for them,” Sister Bea says.
It takes about 21 days to make a change, so guests
stay 30 to 45 days to allow time for them to learn
basic skills and move towards independence. “The
challenge is for them not to become dependent on the
PHH team.” Occasionally, women come back for repeat
stays, perhaps six months to a year later, she adds.
Sister Bea recalls a women recovering from a bad divorce
who came to Providence Hospitality House with her 4-yearold son and stayed for 30 days. She left when she found an
apartment. “She told us, ‘You will know where I am at 5:30
every night’; she would be having dinner with her son.”

Until just two years ago, team members lived in the
basement of Providence Hospitality House but today they live
in a furnished apartment nearby known as the “annex.” “We
struggle with helping team members remember that this is not
a 9-to-5 job,” Sister Bea acknowledges. “They have another
space to live in but they still are part of the community here.”
Providence Hospitality House builds lasting ties and
relationships. Sister Alice St. Hilaire, a team member
from 1983 to 1990, was delighted when a former guest
and her children came to Sister Alice’s 50th Jubilee
celebration. Another woman asked Sister Alice to be
her sponsor as she was received into the church.
Sister Alice came to Providence Hospitality House
after teaching children, teaching sisters at the College
of Sister Formation, serving on the ﬁrst formation team,
helping sisters with pre-retirement and retirement, and

In summer of 1981, Mike Wagner, a PHH advisory board
member, and Kay Van Stralen attend a backyard gathering.

serving on the Provincial Council. While on the council,
Providence Hospitality House opened its doors. “I felt
distant from the outside ministries and was hungry
for that,” she recalls. “I felt drawn to Providence
Hospitality House, so when an opening occurred I
applied and was accepted as a team member.”
The experience was “amazing,” she says, “to see people
as free as they were in such insecure circumstances. They
came in scared to death, expecting a big open space
and mattresses on the ﬂoor, but they found a warm,
inviting home where they were welcomed as guests.”
“If you were alert and had the right intuitions, you
kind of knew when you could take advantage of the
opportunity to lift them up and help them know their
own worth and potential,” she says. For others who
already knew their value and self-worth, they found
support while they worked toward achieving stability.
Someone once asked Sister Alice: “How can you keep
doing this knowing that many of the women you are helping
are not going to change; not going to get beyond where
they are now? That happens for a lot of different reasons:
upbringing, economic circumstances, lack of education...”
The answer she came to, Sister Alice says, is “My responsibility is not to change them; they have to change themselves.
I can only offer them what I have, my own gifts like talking
about how God works in their lives, caring for people,
friendliness, values, a readiness to converse and interest
in their children.” And always, she adds, she remembers,
“These people are as precious to God as I am. If I offer
to them what God has given me to offer them, it is up to
God how He works in their lives.” Working at Providence
Hospitality House offers the opportunity “to know what
it means to love your neighbor in any way that you can,
through your heart, your actions, your way of thinking.”

G

od’s Providence is the cornerstone of Providence
Hospitality House. Sometimes, the name is shortened to
“Hospitality House,” but when that happens, an important
part is left out, Kay reminds. “This ministry has always
depended on Providence for people to come forth and
support it. Its existence depends on the Providence of God.”
And the generosity of donors never has ceased, Sister Bea
says. The household staples, fresh vegetables and dairy
products, homemade goodies and clothes just keep coming.
“We live off what we have,” she says, explaining that what’s
for dinner depends upon what has been donated. Among the
faithful donors is Friends of the Needy, at St. Monica’s Parish
in Mercer Island, which has delivered donated food collected
from supermarkets three times a week for the entire 25 years.
Partnerships with Seattle University and other educational
institutions, plus the work of facilitators on various life skills,
aid the PHH families in growing and learning. “I learned from
the Catholic Worker that it is important to house homeless
women and children but also to allow the wider community
to donate and volunteer,” Kay says. “It helps to educate
the broader community about the needs of the homeless.”
“We have kept that thread over the years,” Sister
Bea adds. “One of the gifts that I brought was knowing
high school and college students I had worked with in
Urban Plunge who wanted to learn about the inner city.”
About 35 students a quarter, in two after-school shifts,
have become “the backbone of the evening program”
at Providence Hospitality House. A few have really had
their eyes opened, telling team members, “I was almost
in that situation.” One of the students who came for
community service was surprised to learn that she and her
mother once had lived in Providence Hospitality House.

T

hanks to all who help, the women and children
at Providence Hospitality House ﬁnd a deep sense
of home and peace within its walls. “We thank
each of you for supporting and afﬁrming the viable
ministry of Providence Hospitality House,” Sister Bea
says. “We celebrate 25 years of thanks, gratefulness
and faithfulness to our mission and vision.” ●



In recognition

Sister Alice St.
Hilaire especially
enjoyed the
children,
whether gazing
out at the
neighborhood
from the front
porch or sharing
a story.

of the 25th anniversary,
a booklet of stories of the guests,
team members and volunteers who have
lived there has been put together. For more
information or to volunteer time and/or
money, contact Providence Hospitality
House at P.O. Box 22382, Seattle, WA
98122 or by calling 206/322-2107.
The e-mail address
is phhteam@aol.com
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“Engaging Our
Energies”
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I

magine what it typically
is like to choose among several
gifted, inﬂuential individuals to
lead an important organization for
the next ﬁve years. In such a highstakes undertaking, the selection
process can be expected to involve
intense campaigning, jockeying for
support and ultimately winners and
losers. But that was hardly the case
when the Sisters of Providence in
Mother Joseph Province met this
summer in their Provincial Chapter
of Discernment for Leadership. As
Sister Margaret Botch, liaison to
the Discernment Committee, notes,
“In an election year like this one
(when U.S. voters will choose the
president for the next four years),
it offered a very sharp contrast.”
“The Spirit clearly was moving
within the group, which was
listening to each other and the
nominees,” says Sister Kaye Belcher,
Discernment Committee chair. “You
explain the process to people you
work with and they say, ‘Wow, can

that happen?’ It showed me the
Spirit does work in the process.”
“The whole process was based
on sharing of our faith,” Sister
Margaret offers. “We worked at a
deeper spiritual level. Making our
decision came from our hearts.”
Sister Kaye describes the
discernment process as broken into
four sections coinciding with the
seasons of the year. Last August,
Discernment Committee members met
with Barbara Valuckas, SSND, who
had just facilitated the Providence
sisters’ Provincial Chapter meeting.
At the chapter it had been decided
that the discernment the following
June would be to select a Provincial
and three councilors who would then
choose a secretary and treasurer
and determine whether the latter
positions would be members of the
Provincial Council or staff to it.
In the fall, Sister Kaye explains,
two questions were presented to local
communities and regions as part of
a faith-sharing process: What is the
province looking for in new leadership
to move forward in 2005-09 and what
qualities for leadership are implied in
that? The result was more than 14
pages of desired attributes. “Every
Discernment
Committee members
were (front row
from left) Sisters
Kaye Belcher
(chair), Margaret
Botch (Leadership
Team liaison), Judy
George (secretary)
and (back row from
left) Sisters Fidela
Adriano, Barbara
Valuckas, SSND
(facilitator), and
Karen Hawkins.

local community responded, as did
individual sisters who had been
unable to attend those meetings,” she
says. The response by members of the
province was exceptionally inclusive.”
Come winter, local communities
met in groups and regions to begin
to surface names for leadership,
with each sister asked to write a
letter of invitation/nomination
encouraging someone to include
her name as part of the nomination
discernment process. “God’s call to
leadership comes, not directly to the
person, but through the call of the
community,” Sister Barbara reminded
the sisters. The letters of invitation
written to others encouraging them
to participate “expressed the call of
the community… In concluding an
authentic communal discernment,
the community experiences the inner
peace of knowing that, through
prayer and authentic dialogue,
they have touched a part of God’s
imagination for the community at
that particular time in its history.”
When the spring’s discernment
weekend arrived, there were 20
invitees. Sister Barbara facilitated
the gathering that began with faithsharing and the current province
Leadership Team’s presentation of
blessings and challenges. At that
point, sisters could either continue
or choose to withdraw. Thirteen
sisters chose to continue, and their
names were sent to all of the sisters.
Four were under consideration for
Provincial Superior and 11 for the
three Provincial Council positions.
“I appreciated the vulnerability
of the people who allowed their
names to stand for leadership,” Sister
Karen Hawkins says. “They revealed

their gifts and styles of being. They
were interspersed at the tables along
with the current Leadership Team.
I felt it was sacred. They were an
honored presence among us.”

T

he four-day Chapter of
Elections gatherings began in
mid-June with faith sharing and
prayer. “The hour of faith sharing
each morning in two separate small
groups set us in a faith context,”
Sister Judy George recalls. “That
gave integrity to the process and
the sense of peace was pervasive.”
Sister Rita Ferschweiler notes
how well Sister Barbara explained
everything. “And when there were
questions, she had the right answers.”
She adds, “The hour of prayer before
soothed everyone to begin with and
brought calm, ease and peace to the
whole crowd.” That atmosphere of
peace also was evident to Sister Helen
Brennan. “It was very peaceful, very
prayerful and a time to really discern.”
Usually, the process has been “much
noisier with more talking, Sister Helen
says, adding that she particularly
enjoyed the Chinese Qi Gong exercises
for relaxing and getting in touch
with creation that occurred between
segments. “It enhanced the whole
experience and calmed us down
to get into the mood again.”
The process continued past
the day’s closing sessions. “At the
end of each day, all the nominees
got together for support, prayer
and sharing,” Sister Kaye says.

I

n the process of discerning
for a Provincial Superior, nominees
made presentations to the delegates,
followed by questions and responses.
Table discussions began in base
communities, where issues and
questions were surfaced and nominees
were evaluated. Then each sister
moved to a consensus table to join
another group and share what her base
community had agreed upon. While
Sister Lillian Deslauriers felt some
technical and systematic aspects of
the discernment process could have
been improved upon, she praised the
use of consensus groups. “Our base

2005-09 Provincial Council
Margaret Botch, SP – Provincial/Team Leader

Sister Margaret entered the community in 1956 and has been a
team member/provincial councilor, residing in Spokane, since
January 2000. She has been a facilitator/director for spiritual
direction, retreats and discernment for 30 years.

Team Members/ Councilors
Kaye Belcher, SP

Sister Kaye entered the religious community in 1967 and
currently resides in Seattle. Her most current ministry experience
was as mission integration director for the Alaska region of
Providence Health System.

Charlotte Van Dyke, SP

Sister Charlotte, who entered the religious community
in 1953, resides in Seattle. Her most recent ministry
was in the private practice of family law in Seattle,
from 1994 until early this year.

Annette Seubert, SP

Sister Annette, who entered the religious community in
1962, recently moved to Spokane from Walla Walla, where
she was director of chaplaincy and chair of the Ethics
Committee at St. Mary Medical Center from 1992 to 2003.
Look for more about the new Provincial Council in the
next issue of Caritas.

group was able to bond and we took
that feeling to the consensus group.”
Ultimately, the choices were narrowed
from four names to two and ﬁnally
to one. Then, the balloting process
required by canon law resulted in
Sister Margaret Botch being called
to serve as Provincial Superior.
“Our Constitutions and rules
say that the Provincial is selected
by the General Superior and the
General Council based on the
recommendation of the province,”
Sister Kaye explains. “Because
General Superior Kathryn Rutan and
the General Council members were
present as observers, they were able
to make it ofﬁcial right away.”
Next came a repeat of the process,
beginning again with faith sharing
and prayer, but this time to select
the council members. “There was a
deepening of silence from one day
to the next during prayer time,”

Sister Barbara reﬂects. “I had an
image of the Holy Spirit knitting
hearts together in a level deeper
than consciousness. It was very
memorable.” By the last night of the
discernment chapter, three had been
called: Sisters Kaye Belcher, Charlotte
Van Dyke and Annette Seubert.
“Each facilitator handles the
process differently,” says Sister
Kaye, but in this case, the major
difference was that the nominees
were present for the whole thing,
including the discussion. I found that
more supportive, caring and loving.
What was emerging didn’t come as a
surprise because everyone could see
where it was going.” The process also
provided time to work through issues,
and also underscored that “being
called or not being called is okay,”
she adds. “After each presentation
(by a nominee) the spirit was, ‘okay,
group, it’s in your hands.’” ●
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