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Clare Guest House Celebrates 10 Years

The director of
Clare Guest

House in Sioux City
puts a different spin
on the “What
Would Jesus Do”
slogan.

“I think what we
provide is ‘What
Jesus Would Do,’”
said Sister Gwen
Hennessey of the
transitional home
for women who
have been released
from prison.

Clare Guest
House began as an
initiative of the
Sioux City
Multicultural Neighborhood Project (SCMNP), a
ministry authorized by the legislative body of the
Dubuque Franciscans in 1998. Its mission was to
respond to the needs of poor women and children,
collaborate in the development of neighborhood
communities and serve as an outreach to Spanish-
speaking immigrant groups.

“When we no longer had any Spanish-speaking
sisters for the project, it evolved into this project of
providing a safe, supportive environment for women
coming out of prison,” explained Sister Grace Ann
Witte, who resides at Clare Guest House with Sister
Gwen.

In 2005, a team made up of Sisters Shirley
Waldschmitt, Mary Lee Cox and Grace Ann initiated
the planning of the halfway house. The SCMNP
team developed a philosophy for the house,
identified the type of women it would serve, drafted
rules and staffing plans and presented its findings,

Sister Grace Ann
explained.

“A small group of
women agreed to
continue to meet as
an advisory group,
colloquially
described as the
‘Wise Women,’ to
further finalize
plans,” she said. “It
was at that time the
name Clare Guest
House developed, in
honor of St. Clare of
Assisi, who lived an
active life among the
poor, serving lepers,
before being forced    
into an enclosed

contemplative life.”
“I think she would be very proud of this house,

named in her honor,” Sister Gwen added.
In July 2005, the SCMNP team submitted and
received approval for a grant from the Sisters of St.
Francis Ministry Fund for $20,000 to begin Clare
Guest House.

A two-story, five-bedroom house at 1918 Douglas
St., which had been a residential treatment facility
for teenage girls – but vacant for about five years –
was rented from Sioux City Boys and Girls Home
and Family Services.

Sister Gwen moved in September 27, 2005 to
serve as live-in director.

“The first guest arrived on December 12, 2005,
the Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe,” she noted. “I
don’t think it was a coincidence that first guest was
half-Hispanic.”
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Sisters Gwen Hennessey and Grace Ann Witte at Clare Guest House in Sioux City,
Iowa.
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Sisters of St. Francis

It was 2006 when the Sister Water Project (SWP)
was officially launched.  Sisters Virginia Jennings

and Rita Goedken presented an explanation of SWP
to the community at that year’s fall assembly. The
goal of the project was to raise $42,000 to bring safe
drinking water to Tanzania and Honduras, both of
which were countries Dubuque Franciscans had
served in or were serving in. Sisters Rita and Virginia
invited sisters and associates to become involved.      

It was a ripple effect that followed: sisters and
associates started to spread the word about their
goals of bringing clean water to villagers in Tanzania
and Honduras.  They gave talks at parishes, met with
donors, and did interviews with the local press.  
The media coverage would lead to a collaboration

with the Dubuque Rotary Club, who were looking to
support a water project, and Mission Honduras from
LeMars, Iowa.  Those connections as well as Lenten
parish projects, contacts with former students, and
other creative initiatives, helped the Sister Water
Project collect $100,000 in donations in just six
months.  We look back at each year to see just how
the SWP came to be what it is today.

2007
During the early months of 2007, the SWP explored
possibilities for effective action in Tanzania.  By April
2007, the Leadership Team of the congregation
approved funding for the installation of nine
simtanks (stormwater collection tanks) for sites
requested by the Holy Spirit Sisters and the first
SWP in Tanzania was installed in May 2007.   
In the fall of 2007 the Dubuque Franciscans

learned about an NGO called Safe Water for Life and
Dignity (SWLD) who was working to bring potable
water to villagers in Tanzania and a collaboration was
initiated.  The SWP would help fund the
rehabilitation of three wells and the installation of a
new well in the drought region of Tanzania.
In November of 2007, a 30 member mission team

traveled to Honduras and helped install a potable
water system in the village of Pozitos, a village of
about 40 families, with 130 people, and no electricity
in the village. 

2008
Sisters Dorothy Heiderscheit, Virginia Jennings, Judy
Sinnwell, and Rita Goedken traveled to Tanzania.
They visited every site in northern Tanzania where
the simtanks had been installed and also every one of
the wells that had been rehabilitated.

A team of 29 volunteers participated in the 2008
SWP service trip to Honduas.  The team was housed

in a parish center in the town of Esquias in
Honduras.  Each day the team traveled to Las
Guamas to dig ditches and bring pipes to family
homes in the village.  

2009
A committee was initiated to give guidance to the
SWP effort. The committee met quarterly in the
evenings with a one all-day meeting in the fall.
Concerns of the committee were ongoing education
in the area of water scarcity, fundraising, and
decisions concerning the allotment of water funds.  

2010
In February 2010, the SWP committee decided to
send funds for a water project in the colonial of Bella
Vista in Honduras and the local prison in Gracias,
Honduras.  They also approved funding for 11
simtanks for the Bendel Memorial Secondary School,
Moshi Diocese, Tanzania.

2011
On January 2, 2011, the third SWP Team left for
Honduras.  The 19 members of the team partnered
with Hondurans digging trenches as a massive water
system serving seven communities advanced toward
completion in the village of El Pelon.

2012
In 2012, ring wells were built in 12 villages in
southern Tanzania, and one system of rain water
harvesting through a large holding tank was built in
northern Tanzania.  By the end of 2012, donated
funds to the SWP were nearing $500,000.  

10 Years of the Sister Water Project

Villagers in the village of Mkomanga celebrate the installation of their
well in March 2017.  This is Sister Water Project #143 in Tanzania.
Photo by SWLD.

(continued)



Sisters of St. Francis

2013
On Sunday,
March 17, 2013,
sisters,
associates,
donors, and
friends celebrated
raising over a half
a million dollars
for the SWP at
Mount St. Francis.  “I think you can be very proud of
yourselves and the SWLD people,” said Father Dan
Pekarske, in attendance at the celebration.  “Africa is
a continent that is littered with well meaning
projects.  Someone came in and built this or put that
up and then they left.  A year later or two years later,
it broke or it needed something and no one knew
what to do.  You have funded through the SWP
about 50 wells and each and every one of those wells
is operating,” he continued.

2014
In June 2014, Sister Water Committee Members
Sheri Hosek and Brian Gilligan traveled to witness
the projects funded in Tanzania.  They spent two
weeks traveling with the members of SWLD in the
Morogoro region, witnessing new well constructions,
visiting existing wells in use, and celebrating final
well installations with local villagers. 

2015 
In 2015, the SWP
committee
developed a Sister
Water Ripple Effect
Lenten calendar.
The focus of the
2015 Lenten
calendar was to
create awareness of

and provide education on water issues while raising
funds for the SWP each day of Lent.  

2016
On September 24, a 14 member mission team, went
to Honduras where they worked to make potable
water accessible to three villages near La Iguala.
Volunteers dug trenches for the installation of PVC
pipes, which would connect to a water tank high in
the mountains.   “The SWP has led us far beyond
where we initially imagined going. The project has
been a source of inspiration for many  and a concrete
gesture of effective solidarity with people who lack a
basic necessity for life,” said Sister Kathy Knipper.
“We are proud of our community commitment and
grateful for all those who have joined us in this effort.
The continued need is immense, the challenge
remains, and our commitment is unwavering.” n

Clare Guest House Celebrates 10 Years continued
In 2006, Clare Guest House was incorporated as

an independent organization, distinct from the
SCMNP and from the Sisters of St. Francis. A board
of directors meets bi-monthly; Martha Burchard of
Sioux City serves as the chair of the board. Clare
Guest House achieved non-profit status in 2008.

The home has had 106 admissions over the past
decade, most from the Iowa Women’s Correctional
Institution in Mitchellville, Iowa. Some have returned
to this sanctuary more than once, Sister Gwen
admitted.

“We’ve had some women who were not success
stories,” she said, “but we’ve also had many who
have kept in touch with us, thanking us for getting
their lives back.”

Sister Gwen could point to herself as a success
story, as she has once “walked the walk.”

Sister Gwen and her sister Dorothy Hennessey –
also a Dubuque Franciscan – were among 13 women
arrested for a civil disobedience violation in 2000
during a nonviolent protest at the U.S. Army Infantry
Center in Fort Benning, Georgia. She and her sister
each received a six-month sentence and served it at a
federal women’s prison in Illinois.

Clare House is the only transitional home of this
type in Northwest Iowa and the only one under the
auspices of the Dubuque Franciscans, who founded

Briar Cliff University in Sioux City.
Sister Grace Ann, a former BCU sociology and

criminology professor, pointed out that guests – who
are all on parole – must commit to stay at least two
months but no more than six months.

“During that time, women must look for work,
meet with parole officers and help with chores, such
as cooking and cleaning,” she said. “In some cases,
especially for health reasons, we have allowed the
stay to be longer.”

There is no typical Clare House guest, Sister Grace
Ann emphasized.

“We have had women as young as 19 and as old
as 64; however, the most frequently-occurring ages
were 25-26,” she said. “We’ve had women who
completed an eighth grade education and ones who
earned master’s degrees.”

What may be a commonality is substance abuse.
Almost 90 percent of the women on their application
forms indicated a problem with substance abuse and
almost 80 percent have been in treatment for
chemical dependency.

“It’s certainly one of our greatest challenges –
mental health issues because of the environment in
which these women were raised with their
addictions,” Sister Gwen said. n

Sister Water by the Numbers
Number of completed/supported water projects in Honduras: 20
Number of completed/supported water projects in Tanzania: 143
Number of service trips: 6 (4 to Honduras, 2 to Tanzania)
Number of volunteers who participated in service trips: 98

Total donations: Just over $1,000,000
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We will honor our Jubilarians on
June 24-25 at Mount St. Francis.
See who is celebrating and read

their biographies at 
www.osfdbq.org/jubilee.

Shop and Search for a Cause

Are you an Internet shopper? Do you
search the Web?

Increasingly there are ways to shop
and search the internet and support your
favorite charities at the same time. Listed
below are a few of them. If you know of
others, do let us know.

AmazonSmile is the charity site of Amazon.
So shopping for books, gifts, or almost
anything you want? Next time go to
www.Smile.Amazon.com. At the very bottom, in
the black space, left column, see “About
Amazon Smile.” Choose a favorite charity –
such as Sisters of St Francis of Dubuque (no
punctuation). Then continue your shopping
just as on the Amazon site. Amazon will give
0.5% to the charity of your choice. Supposedly
1 million charities are listed. However, if the
charity you choose hasn’t actually registered,
your donation will be distributed to other
organizations who are receiving donations. We
are registered!

PayPal is another such way to support
your favorite charities. Again, with PayPal, 

if the organization hasn’t registered, your
donations will be given to other organizations
who are registered. By the time you receive
this we will be registered as Sisters of St.
Francis of Dubuque.

You can do similar shopping through
www.goodshop.com. Numerous on-line shops
listed there will give 1-6% and more to the
charity of your choice for anything you
purchase through GoodShop.

Even when you search the internet you can
support the Sisters of St Francis of Dubuque
or other favorite charities by choosing us as
your charity. Go to www.GoodSearch.com. The
site is powered by Yahoo so you have access
to the same best information. We receive 1
cent for each search. 

It may be a little work to get set up on these
sites the first time, but then it will be fun. You
shop or you search, and at the same time
support your favorite charity. As always, we
are most grateful for your support of our life
and mission! n

by Sister Cathy Katoski, OSF


