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Childhood Dream To NP Reality - Transcript

[Speaker 1]

Have you ever been told, you can't do that? What was your reaction? A lot of people curl up
and die.

They put their new ideas back on the shelf. But some people hear that, and their response is, oh
really? Watch me.

Today's guest, Therese Gruba, she's like that. She took a mission trip to Mexico and saw how
foster children's lives were transformed. They said, you can't do that in America.

But she's bringing a new hope for families to her home county here in Minnesota. Stay tuned to
hear this founder's story. Welcome to Charity Therapy, a podcast from Birken Law about
building better nonprofits.

I'm your host, Jess Birken.

[Speaker 2]
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My name is Therese Gruba and | live in Duluth, Minnesota. And | am the co-founder of New
Hope for Families. It's a nonprofit that we founded back in June of 2019 in order to support and
recruit and educate the public about the kind of an epidemic that we're facing right now in the
way that we care for vulnerable children through foster care, caring for families that are
needing support and trying to avoid having their children put into foster homes and the
shortage of foster homes.

Here in St. Louis County, particularly, we have a great shortfall of homes at this time. And any
given night, there are over 600 children that are out of home placement on any given evening
just in St. Louis County. And that need is huge, really all across the state of Minnesota, as well
as the United States.

And so we began with a desire to just come alongside the people in human services that are
working so hard to meet that need and doing just great service already, but just don't have
enough to deal with, don't have enough families, don't have enough homes, don't have the
right kind of funding. So we're trying to just come up with ways to support our human services
department here at St. Louis County. And it all started with a conversation that | had with a
couple social workers down at the county.

And | just basically went down there and | just said, how can we help you?

[Speaker 1]

What's your background that you are even having that conversation?

[Speaker 2]

| have a whole bunch of different chapters in my life that | feel have prepared me to be involved
in this work, starting from when | was a little kid and dreaming of having an orphanage one day.
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[Speaker 1]

Oh my god, that is a cool dream.

[Speaker 2]
Yeah, just always thinking that that's something that | would love to be involved in. Grew up, |

got a degree in a BFA degree in theater and went the route of my creative side of me, took over
for a couple decades there. And | also ended up having a wonderful family.

| gave birth to eight children, have raised seven. And along the way, just because of the needs
of neighbors and family members at certain times in our life, we've had extra kids in our house.
| probably had over two dozen, probably extra children that we've also taken in, not formally
ever having been licensed as a foster home, but we just have always had our kids have friends
that need support at times.

And so those kids have lived with us for periods of time.

[Speaker 1]

That's so cool. So you're, you're, we're kind of like coming to this because you understand the
foster environment. | mean, through a very like organic experience that you just sort of had
opening your home to all these kids.

That's, that's really neat.

[Speaker 2]
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Right. Let's see. Well, maybe let's go back about 10 or 12 years.

| started my own health and wellness business and network marketing company that | work
with. And I've done that business, which really one of the keys to that business is personal
development, lots of training, lots of, it's basically like putting yourself through personal
development school and entrepreneurship. And that has been super empowering for me to
think beyond the scope of what you might think.

I, | probably can't do that. It's just basically, if, if you think about doing something, think why
not? And so | basically feel like that, that has also prepared me to take this on and thinking, you
know what, let's just start asking questions.

Let's just find out about other people, even in the United States here who have done amazing
things to help meet the needs of vulnerable or the vulnerable population, which includes
children that are needing care outside of their home. Then you couple that with what's going
on in the United States right now with the drug epidemics. We have the opioid epidemic and
the heroin epidemic and meth now compared to even just five or 10 years ago, when the main
reason that children would be having to been removed from their homes, it had to usually be a
case of neglect or now it's most often due to parental drug abuse, that cycle that they're caught
up in.

[Speaker 1]

Yeah. I'm familiar with that just from working in Pine County at the courthouse. There's a lot of,
you know, meth addiction in Pine County.

And then |, | was a lawyer in Ramsey County in juvenile court. And so |, you are absolutely
correct. And like, that's totally what's, what's been going on for the last 10, 15, even 20 years
almost now.
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[Speaker 2]

Yeabh, it's really shifted the needs of our nation. And | don't believe that the foster care system
has found a way to shift with that great need, because there's a couple of things that | began to
observe. And that's when foster care first entered our country, it was when the welfare system
started helping out mothers and children.

And so they started to get some governmental help. That led to less and less need for the
orphanage. Then you brought in, in home care, which was foster care.

But at that time, a lot of families only had one person working, and one of them staying home.
And usually it wasn't kind of the leave it to beaver type situation. Right, right.

And many more people were able to take in extra children right into their home. And so you
look at what's going on in our country. Now we have dual income families, we have busy, busy
people.

And we have more need for out of home placement because of the drug epidemic. And we also
have on top of that, we have need for placement longer, because to break that cycle of
addiction, it takes sometimes a few years. So we have children that are finding disruption, they
go back home.

And it happens again. Because the parents that they go back home to may not have the kind of
support that they need in order to break that cycle. And so that's when | said we we seek to
support vulnerable families.
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That's a component of that whole system that we're trying to interrupt, and come alongside
families that are being reunited with their children, and provide a different kind of support. And
| should tell you, too, that this is all based on a missions trip that | took with my son, Peter, two
and a half years ago, now, three years ago, into right across the border into Reynosa, Mexico, |
just was so impressed by this community that a man from Chicago had founded, oh, almost 40
years ago now, with the same type of desire to help the children that needed out of home
placement, whether they were just children that were on the street already, or families that
just couldn't afford to raise their children, or different situations had interrupted their ability to
care for their children. He provided a community of homes that he staffed with houseparents.

And those houseparents are supported to care for 10 to 12 children in that home. They live in
community. So there's several homes in this community.

And they provide respite care that's built into the system so that every they they're on four
weeks, and then every fifth week, they have another couple that comes in and takes their place
for that week so that they have a break.

[Speaker 1]

Oh, yeah, that's so smart, right? That's so smart.

[Speaker 2]

Yeah, because that was one of the things that we kept hearing is foster parenting is isolating,
there's a lack of support with, you know, you have all these appointments you have to get to,
and you don't have someone to give this one a ride, because you have to get this one to this
one. And so there, there's the need to build that support right into that community. And it's
successful.
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Many of the kids that originally came to him are now doctors, lawyers, teachers, one of them is
a principal at one of the schools that they've now founded. And they've helped 1000s of kids
1000s of families.

[Speaker 1]

Wow, so the outcomes are there, it works. So it's, it's like you have this model to be inspired by.
And then you're so you're bringing that back to here in the US and Minnesota.

And what does that look like? For us here now? How are you doing this?

[Speaker 2]

That's a fun question to answer. Because when | was at this mission, | said to Ray, have you
ever thought has anyone ever talked to you about using this work here in Mexico as a template
for something we could do in the United States? And he just basically said, Oh, it could never
work.

Because there's so much legislation. And there's so many hoops, you got to jump through and
you have to cross these T's and dot these I's and his reaction. It didn't hinder my thoughts at all.

In fact, it kind of fueled my thinking to think, well, we're just going to have to do something
more creative, we're just going to need to be respectful of what's already being done. And |
think that's what fueled the question that | was that | found myself asking when | went and |
made the appointment with social services. | sat down with those two social workers really not
knowing what we could do.

But | just, | wanted them to know that | respect what's already being done. And we just want to
find a way to help and work alongside the people that are already in the trenches. And I'll tell
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you what, St. Louis County has been nothing but welcoming and supportive. And our
community has just basically exploded with support for what we're doing.

[Speaker 1]
Wow, that's amazing. And | love it's so tempting for people to come in and say, well, | have a

new, better, different way of doing it, because this other way, that's what's currently happening
right now is terrible. And that becomes their message.

And it's like, well, | love, you know, | just love how you're like, look, you guys are doing hard
work and doing good things. And how can we make the pie bigger? Right?

Like, how can we support each other? How can we be strategic partners in this sort of like joint
vision? | love that aspect of it so much.

[Speaker 2]

Yeah, it's been really exciting. They're so | think it's, it's a matter of the right people being in the
right place at the right time. And the co founder that | work with, and | originally spoke to about
this had also had an opportunity to be at that same mission.

But five years in a row, before the year that | went, and it just so happens that he is the
assistant county attorney here in St. Louis County. Oh, wow. Yeah.

And the year before | went, | knew he had gone and he had gone with a really sore back. And so
| saw him at a fundraiser. Just after | had been there.
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And | said, Hey, Joe, thank you. | just want to say thank you so much for going to Reynosa. Rio
Bravo is an amazing work.

And wouldn't it be cool if we could do something similar? And he said, we should probably talk
about that. So he and his wife and my husband, Jim and | began to get together every other
Thursday evening over that summer.

And started to talk about it. And every time | have a chance to speak, it's interesting because
somebody in the room will inevitably come up to me, or whoever it is that speaking on our
behalf, and say, you know, I've always wanted to get involved. But | haven't known how, what
canldo?

And so really, the raising public awareness has been one of the biggest things that we do is just
get out and talk about it. And then start making the connections. And we heard about the
sisters that work up at St. Scholastica, the Benedictine sisters, they happen to own a community
center that was attached to a beautiful six bedroom parsonage in Central Hillside. And they
were looking for someone to take it over.

[Speaker 1]

Oh, wow. So is that happening for your organization now?

[Speaker 2]

I'm sitting in one of one of the old classrooms. This was a fifth. Anyway, when we looked at the
building, it seemed a little bit daunting.

[Speaker 1]
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| can imagine the big responsibility for a brand new nonprofit.

[Speaker 2]

But they said to us, the sisters said to us, we were given this building for $1 50 years ago. And
we don't need to make any money on this. And they accepted $2 for the building.

On February 28, we were given the keys to the building.

[Speaker 1]

And oh, wow.

[Speaker 2]

Yeah. Yeah, it's, it's pretty, pretty remarkable. And it's so cool, because we really didn't realize
that we were going to need a center of operations.

But it has been amazing. We think probably one of the classrooms is going to be used by St.
Louis County as a visitation room.

[Speaker 1]

Sure.

[Speaker 2]
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Or as visits. There's a new program that is piloting here in Minnesota called safe babies. They're
talking about using that as designated space for their program.

So again, just St. Louis County is super supportive and excited about what we're able to provide.
The parsonage is now a foster home. And they've already taken in over 50 children.

Since May, when they opened their doors, we've had 50 children.

[Speaker 1]

Wow, amazing. | mean, it's really an incredible startup story. Very cool.

[Speaker 2]

Our dream is just we want to impact this generation and and see that that cycle of disruption is
disrupted.

[Speaker 1]

Yeah.

[Speaker 2]

They can turn around and impact our community for good, you know, just bring as much health
into the community as we can by working with this generation for the next generations to
come.
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[Speaker 1]

Yeah. And it's, it's definitely achievable, right? Like you're, you know, with the community that's
in Mexico, you're already seeing that that is happening.

And so | can just, you know, listeners can't see your face, but | can see your face right now. And
like, it's like, you just light up when you think about the idea, like, | can see that it excites you to
think that these kids will grow up and have been impacted by this and like, go on to, you know,
sort of pay it forward in their own way in their lives. It's really cool.

That's pretty special. Can you tell us where people can find your organization online?

[Speaker 2]

New Hope for Families spelled out just like it sounds dot com. That's our website. You can find
us on Facebook as well.

New Hope for Families and look for the beautiful evergreen tree and our logo. That's our logo.
My phone number too.

This is, you know, it's important. People can just call 218-590-1785.

[Speaker 1]

Absolutely. | think it's amazing what you've accomplished in such a short time. It's highly
unusual.
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I'm really proud of you.

[Speaker 2]

Well, you know, | think what would be fun if you want, let's touch base in about a year. Yeah,
I'm counting on being here.

[Speaker 1]

So | can tell. All right, folks, that's our show. Be sure to follow me on Instagram or Twitter at
Jess Birken.

We want to hear from you. Send us a message at our website, CharityTherapy.show. And don't
forget to subscribe to our newsletter at BirkenLaw.com/signup. Charity Therapy is a production
of Birken Law Office PLLC.

Our theme song is by WhaleHawk. And remember, folks, this podcast is produced for your
entertainment and is not a substitute for actual legal advice.
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About the Author

Hi, I'm Jess Birken.

I’'m the owner of Birken Law Office, | help nonprofits
solve problems so they can quit worrying and get back
to what matters most - The Mission. I’'m not like most
attorneys, | actually have an outgoing personality, and -
like you - I like to think outside the box. Most of my
clients are passionate and have an entrepreneurial spirit.
I’'m like that too. My goal is to help you crush it. Getting
bogged down in the minutia sucks the joy out of the
important stuff. My clients want to do the work - not
the paperwork.

Let’s connect!

jess@birkenlaw.com | 612.200.3679 | @JessBirken
www.linkedin.com/in/jessbirken
www.facebook.com/birkenlaw
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