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> from our CEO and Board Chair

It’s been an enormous honor to be part 
of Cassia during our first inspiring year 
together—and we can hardly believe how 
quickly time has passed. The values that 
define Cassia guided us, which is why we 
made those values a central feature of  
our 2019 gratitude report.

You helped us reach several milestones this 
year that make a difference to residents,  
patients, families and clients, including  
special training to promote wellness and  
reduce stress for those with dementia; 
opening four new senior living communities 
in Florida, Iowa and Minnesota, and starting 
construction on a new building in Maple Plain.

The best way we can think of to thank you 
for your support is to share the actual ex-
periences of the people you help us serve. 
The stories that follow, which people like 
you make possible, are both simple and 
profound. We hear them in our new daily 
StandUP meetings, created to bring staff 
together and inspire us to live our values.  
To learn more about these meetings, see 
our sidebar on page 19).

That leads me to share how we decided on 
this year’s current theme of “I Am Cassia, 
You Are Cassia, We Are Cassia.” When you 
contribute to Cassia as a donor, volunteer  
or business partner, you further our 
mission and become part of the Cassia 
family—because we all have a stake in the 
success of our communities. 

Discovering how staff, donors, partners  
and other supporters pull together to help 
residents live their best lives makes us 
proud to be Cassia—every day and in every 
way. At the same time, we want to thank  
you for supporting our efforts, day in and 
day out. Our work could not happen  
without you. 

Board Chair Gary Wilkerson 

CEO Robert Dahl

I Am Cassia – You Are Cassia – 
We Are Cassia
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To create more  
space for stories,  
we moved our donor 
listings online. We 
hope you find this 
more user-friendly 
and reflective of a 
wise use of funds. 
Visit cassialife.org/
donors.

A PDF of this report 
is available at  
cassialife.org/ 
gratitude-report. 

Financial information  
is available on  
request by writing  
to philanthropy@ 
cassialife.org.

Cassia Board Chair Gary Wilkerson (at left) and 
Chief Executive Officer Bob Dahl share thoughts 
at a recent StandUP meeting.

MISSION

To foster fullness of life  
for older adults in the 
spirit of Christ’s love.
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> caring, sincere and empathetic service to our residents, families, staff and community

Ruth Christianson understands the  
importance of compassion. When a doctor 
told Ruth and her husband Gerald their son 
Jon was severely disabled, Ruth pursued 
a second doctor’s opinion, which revealed 
that Jon’s above-average intelligence was 
compromised by severe hearing loss. 

Consequently, Ruth dedicated herself to 
teaching her son the academic skills and 
information he would need in school and 
fought to get him therapy and tutoring.  
Now, Jon is an electronic engineer.

When her husband’s health deteriorated 
and he moved to Elim Care and  
Rehabilitation in Milaca, Ruth was  
asked by Elim Care’s chaplain to train as a 
volunteer who could provide spiritual care 
to residents and families. After Gerald’s 
death, Ruth moved to Elim Care  
Rehabilitation herself and  continues to 
offer spiritual care to others in need.

“Ruth is a great role model for compassion,” 
says Elim Care Pastor Dale Clifton. “As a  
resident, she can connect with other  
residents on a deeper level.” 

At a funeral this year, one family thanked 
Ruth publicly for the compassion she 
showed to their loved one. Ruth believes 
being asked to volunteer has given new  
purpose and meaning to her life. Pastor  
Clifton agrees, saying, “It’s a great honor  
to be able to watch Ruth sharing her  
gifts and helping others.” 

Resident and Volunteer Offers the 
Gift of Compassion to Those We Serve

Your 
donations 

provide 
spiritual care 

training for 
volunteers 
like Ruth. 

Thank you!

 C
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Resident/volunteer Ruth Christianson 
(at left) provides spiritual care to  
residents like Donna Ostrom in  
our Milaca care community.
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> honest and ethical behavior in all relationships and interactions

While there may be a lot of stories about 
older adults, it’s rare to hear from a 90-year-
old discussing his or her direct experience. 
That’s why Cassia hired 90-year-old writer 
Jesse Watkins. Jesse, who lives at Augustana 
Apartments of Minneapolis, uses his  
vantage point as an older adult to shed light 
on the joys and challenges of growing older. 

A former features editor at Webb Publishing 
in St. Paul, Jesse also worked as a freelancer 
for many years and wrote more than 500 
feature articles. In discussions with Cassia 
staff, Jesse explained the importance of 
sharing a first-hand experience. “Writing 
for seniors is written mostly by ‘juniors,’  
he says. 

By hiring Jesse, Cassia is able to bring  
an honest voice from an older generation  
to readers—and live out our value of  
integrity. You can find Jesse’s articles at  
augustanacare.org/get-know-us/blog/. 

An Honest Look at Getting Older

Thank you 
for supporting 

Jesse’s authentic 
voice, which 

allows us to share 
more about what 

it means to 
be older.
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He is Cassia.
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Resident blogger Jesse Watkins 
shares his unique perspective 
in a blog that is growing in 
popularity since it began 
in 2019. 

“At age 90, it appears there is 
more latitude to be and to do 
what I choose than there was 
before 90. It’s OK to choose 
to be a little different, to think 
outside the box. It’s a side of 
human nature to let loose now 
and then. Sort of like singing 
way loud in the shower.”

—  Jesse Watkins, Author,  
The Cassia Life Blog
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> working together to achieve a common goal

Pope Architects has been our architectural 
design partner for more than a decade, first 
with Elim Care and now with Cassia. “We 
take great satisfaction in knowing that what 
we do makes a positive difference for others,” 
says Pope’s President Ward Issacson.

 The partnership includes the creation of 
more than ten housing communities for 
older adults. The firm also designed  
Cassia’s new home office.

Highlights of our collaboration include 
Lakeside Oasis Hospice Center in Buffalo, 
Minnesota, where the design team created 
a serene, sacred environment filled with 
natural light.

For the new Trinity Springs community  
in Florida, the Pope team and Cassia  
collaborated with Live Oaks Church to  
design a strategic, shared campus that  
invites residents to take part in  
outdoor services.

“Pope Architects staff members are  
extremely good at listening,” says Cassia 
Vice President of Building Design and  
Development Andrew Centanni. “They  
apply their God-given skill set to  
complement what we do, rather than  
be a showcase of what they can do.”

Pope Architects also partners with  
Cassia through generous contributions.  
For example, Pope continues to support  
Lakeside Oasis with yearly donations.  
Finally, the collaboration enables us to  
offer residents inviting living spaces  
that reflect our mission to foster  
fullness of life for all those we serve.

Making a Difference with  
Pope Architects

Many thanks to 
Pope Architects 

and all our 
business 

partners for 
helping us serve 

residents, 
families, clients 

and patients. 

 C
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Pope Architects President Ward Isaacson (at left) 
joins Cassia Vice President of Building Design 
and Development Andrew Centanni for a 
brainstorming session at Lakeside Oasis.
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> persistent exploration of new ideas to enhance the lives of those we serve

Newton Village residents like Mary Kay 
were able to enjoy more time outdoors in 
Newton, Iowa this year, thanks to generous 
donors. You helped us purchase the All 
Ability Cycle, giving older adults or those 
with physical limitations the ability to enjoy 
fresh air and sunlight from the vantage 
point of a bicycle.

Activities Director Michele Janson and  
Volunteer Coordinator Margie Criswell 
spearheaded the fundraising effort for the 
bicycle through events and local fundraisers. 
The side-by-side tandem model allows staff 
to accompany residents when needed.  
Newton Village hopes to purchase a  
second cycle to accommodate people  
in wheelchairs and those with more  
extensive needs.

Resident Judy Snook says she loves being 
able to exercise outside. “I’m 85 years old,” 
she says. “It’s just wonderful to be able to  
go out on this bike and enjoy the world.”

All Ability Cycle Offers 
New Freedom to Residents

Thank you for 
helping us offer 

innovative  
new tools and 

equipment that 
enhance the 

quality of 
residents’ lives. 
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“ This bike is delightful and fun 
and I feel so good when I’m on 
it. It really gives me a sense  
of freedom.”

 — Resident Mary Kay Hoft
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They are Cassia.
Newton Village Residents Judy Snook 
and Mary Kay Hoft (at right) say they 
love riding around their neighborhood 
on the All Ability Cycle.
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> honor, appreciation and courtesy for everyone we meet

On Veterans’ Day, 2019, John Frederick 
and other veterans were able to celebrate 
the raising of a new flag on a brand-new 
flagpole at Baptist Health Care Center in 
Bismarck, North Dakota. Windy weather 
means that strong, sturdy flagpoles are  
a necessity, and Director of Resource  
Development-Marketing Shelle Aberle  
chose a hand-painted rose concrete  
compass base to anchor the pole.

The veterans’  
flagpole at Baptist 
Health Care Center 
was made possible 

by the donations of North Dakota veterans 
groups like the American Legion, Veterans 
of Foreign Wars and corporate and  
individual donors. In addition to purchasing 
the flagpole, Baptist Health Care Center 
plans to raise more funds for landscaping 
around the new pole. 

“This project is a great way to say thank you 
to the veterans who live here,” Shelle says. 
She and other staff members are grateful to 
all those who supported it.

Respecting and Honoring 
Those Who Serve

Thank you 
for supporting 
residents who 
are veterans. 
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Each one of them  
is Cassia
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Veteran and Baptist Health Care Center resident 
John Frederick is saluted by the North Dakota 
Commander of the American Legion at the care 
center’s flag raising ceremony.

“ The flag is a symbol of all the 
servicemen and women who  
sacrificed their lives to keep  
this country free and help  
others. Baptist Health Care 
Center respects and honors the 
people that served this country 
and I’m proud to see their flag.” 

—  Veteran and resident  
John Frederick
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> constant pursuit of quality outcomes and actions

John Severson and his wife Margaret  
loved the life they made together as a loving 
couple and as soul mates. For a time, John 
and Margaret took care of their mothers, 
who eventually moved to Elim Care and 
Rehabilitation in Princeton, Minnesota.  
This happened in the early 2000s, and  
John recalls being impressed with the  
care both loved ones received. 

Years later, John became Margaret’s  
caregiver when she was diagnosed with  
Alzheimer’s, taking on this responsibility 
with great love and courage. He cared for 
Margaret at home for seven years before 
needing additional help. John had high 
standards and expectations of the care  
centers he considered. He says he chose 
Elim Care and Rehabilitation in Princeton  
because he trusted the team not only to pro-
vide excellent care, but to consider his input.

There came a point, however, when Margaret 
became less responsive, and John knew 
their time was limited. One morning, when 
he stepped into her room, her face lit up. 

Radiant, Margaret looked at John and said, 
“I’m so glad you’re here.” He hadn’t heard 
her speak in a very long time and held her 
in his arms, grateful for this gift.

A short time later, John said his goodbyes. 
“I’ll be okay,” he said. “Friends and family 
are waiting to welcome you.” With that,  
Margaret passed away, secure in John’s arms. 

John was heartbroken to lose his wife, but 
feels thankful for the excellent care she 
received. We are honored he chooses to 
be a generous supporter of Elim Care and 
Rehabilitation, which extends Margaret’s 
legacy as well as his own—and makes our 
work possible. 

Searching for Excellence:  
A Couple’s Journey

Supporting 
your local 

Cassia 
community 

fuels our 
pursuit of 

excellence. 
Thank you. E
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John Severson, generous friend and donor to 
Elim Care and Rehabilitation in Princeton, praises the 

care his wife Margaret received from staff members 
like Brittany Pogones, pictured here.

John and Margaret 
met in church and 
married a few  
months later.

We are Cassia because 
you are Cassia.
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> responsible and wise use of human and financial resources

To Gene and Mary Couser of Maple  
Plain, Minnesota, stewardship isn’t just 
important—it’s what drives them. A former 
construction manager, Gene also spent 
many years with Maple Plain’s fire depart-
ment, which taught him how important  
it is to spend public money wisely.

Mary used to co-own a hair salon and is  
involved in numerous activities at her 
church and in the community. Both enjoy 
making their own maple syrup every year, 
using sap from local maples. “It would go to 
waste if we didn’t harvest it,” Mary points out.

Gene and Mary chose to be co-chairs of  
Haven Homes’ capital campaign because 
they hope more neighbors can take  
advantage of all Haven Homes has to  
offer when they grow older. “I’d like to  
live there someday myself,” says Gene.

Mary agrees, recalling that her uncle  
spent his last months at the existing  
Haven Homes. “As his health declined,  
they stepped up the care they provided  
in the most marvelous way,” she recalls.

As they watch the new Haven Homes going 
up, Gene and Mary say they can see how 
donations will give residents what they need 
most—an inviting environment complete 
with a chapel, outdoor living enhancements 
and a staff committed to providing  
thoughtful, compassionate care.

Couple’s Stewardship Helps Bring  
Enhancements to New Haven Homes

Your 
support of 

communities 
like Haven 

Homes 
reflects the 

stewardship 
of our donors. 

Thank you. S
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Gene and Mary Couser stop by the 
building site for the new Haven Homes 

occasionally, to see how it’s progressing.

Together, 
we are Cassia.

Residents Joan Helland (at left) and Phyllis 
Stern (at right)  share a coffee break at Haven 
Homes with Certified Nursing Assistant 
Alhaji Bangura.
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> one mission while honoring our diverse heritage

When Patty Crawford learned about Cassia’s 
plan to start a daily StandUP Meeting, she 
wasn’t sure what to think. “In 43 years I 
have seen many initiatives,” says the  
manager of Augustana Open Circle  
Adult Day Services in Apple Valley.

“When I first joined our Cassia Customer 
Excellence Committee, I had a good dose of 
skepticism,” she adds. “But the fact that the 
committee was formed from all levels of the 
organization—and each came with an open 
heart—built a trusting environment.”  

Patty was impressed that Cassia’s values 
became the foundation of our new customer 
excellence program. Our mission is driven 
by those values and we want to start each 
day recommitting ourselves to them. 

Patty sees Cassia as a place where all  
of Cassia’s diverse employees can grow, 
connect and learn, with StandUP providing 
that connection. “StandUP is where we  
engage the power of the sacred,” Patty 
points out. She also feels the meetings  
show a career with Cassia is a career of  
positive intention. Patty believes that,  
in turn, “makes for a better life and a  
better organization.”

Standing Up for Unity

Thank you for 
standing up with 
us through your 

generosity and 
encouragement. 

Your support is the 
reason we can say,
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“ I am Cassia. 
You are Cassia. 
We are Cassia.”
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“ We do not arrive at the work 
place complete. It is a place 
where we grow, connect and 
learn. StandUP provides that 
connection.”

 —  Manager Patty Crawford,  
Augustana Open Circle  
Adult Day Services,  
Apple Valley

What is a StandUP Meeting at Cassia?
Cassia launched daily StandUP meetings this year to help staff members connect with each other 
while focusing on the people we serve. StandUP meetings take less than ten minutes and revolve 
around the same value or service standard at all locations, so everyone is on the same page as the 
workday begins. Meetings give us the opportunity to live our values while celebrating employees, 
volunteers, residents and organizational accomplishments. Meetings also empower employees to 
play an active role in our Cassia community, as a different employee leads StandUP every day. 

Staff gather daily at StandUP meetings 
to strengthen their connections to 
Cassia and each other.
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Erik Ellingson
Brian Farone 
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Michelene Verlautz 
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Henry “Bud” Wessman  

In 2019, 
more than 

1,400 students 
participated in learning 
programs, internships  

or projects. Three  
students lived at our  

Minneapolis  
campus. 

More 
than 2,180 
volunteers  

contributed their 
time and talents to 
Cassia in the past 

year.

In  
addition to 

residents, patients, 
and clients, more than  

14,700 people received 
community-based services in 

2019. Services include outpatient 
therapy, adult day programs, Meals 
on Wheels, child care, hospice and 

home health care, technology 
training, caregiver support 

and home modification  
assistance.

More 
than 5,400 
people were 

served at Cassia 
health care centers 

in 2019.

Cassia 
served more 

than 23,500 
people in the 

past year.

More 
than 3,300 

residents lived 
in Cassia housing or 
locations where we 
provided services 

last year.

By the  
Numbers

On the cover: Open Circle Adult Day volunteer Leon Wallace’s integrity and  
compassion are a perfect example of the excellence Cassia strives for when serving  
older adults; Cassia employees celebrate their first year as a team together.


