Benevolent wanderers:  always on the move to help build affordable homes

Jean and Ron Gratz are retirees—and nomads, of a sort.  But they didn’t begin their “golden years” as benevolent wanderers.  They had tried the more stationary form of retirement, living near Ely, Minnesota, for 11 years after finishing their careers in 1994.  But even then, they felt the call to travel south during the winter months, seeking more comfortable temperatures.  
Life for the Gratzes began just as it had for so many other midwestern families.  Born in two small southwestern Wisconsin towns in the early 1940s, Jean and Ron were in the same Lutheran confirmation class and both graduated from the University of Wisconsin – Madison.  After their marriage in Fennimore, Wisconsin, followed by three years of graduate school in Madison, Ron accepted a position with Conoco, moving his family to north central Oklahoma, where they spent 17 years building a career and raising their two sons.  They also spent another nine years in Norway on special work assignments.  Perhaps this early exposure to other cultures, both in and outside the United States, was what first infected them with wanderlust.

Volunteerism was an important part of life for the Gratz family.  Throughout their early years they had been devoted to church, school and Boy Scout functions.  This enthusiasm for helping others only increased as other responsibilities waned.  In January, 2005, while in retreat from the northern Minnesota winter, they volunteered with Sea Island Habitat for Humanity, helping to build homes on Johns Island, one of the Sea Islands near Charleston, South Carolina.  Suddenly, they not only had an incurable case of wanderlust, they were also injected with Habitatitus!
In May, 2005, they took an almost unheard of step and sold their Minnesota home and 40 years of accumulated possessions.  That was just the first step in their “revised” retirement plan—a plan that, simply put, would have the couple divest themselves of property, purchase an RV, buy a map and hit the road.  Oh yes, and join other Habitat for Humanity Care-a-Vanners, building houses along their way.  Since then, their only residence has been a 40-foot motorhome that has been constantly on the road, except for brief interludes near construction sites and when visiting family members or friends.

Just a few months after the Gratz motorhome could be seen traveling along the Interstate for the very first time, Habitat for Humanity International and Thrivent Financial for Lutherans announced their “Thrivent Builds with Habitat for Humanity” alliance.  This four-year $125 million dollar joint venture would enable the construction of hundreds more homes annually across the U.S. beginning January, 2006.

As members of Thrivent Financial for Lutherans, Jean and Ron took great interest in the alliance and all those Habitat homes that would be built because of it.  Now, every few months, they determine the general route they plan to follow and chart not only where they will help build Habitat homes along the way, but also the locations of any Thrivent Builds projects that are on or near their route, making those a top priority on their list of volunteer to-dos.
When asked what motivates them to continue on the road, building homes for families in need, the Gratzes reply with an impressive list:  their love of travel, their desire to help others, the possibility of meeting other Habitat supporters (who, they contend, are the finest members of any community), the prospect of meeting new friends, the opportunity to bring something other than their “tourist” selves to the places they visit.
And one other poignant reason for volunteering so passionately on all those Thrivent Builds and Habitat sites is the memory of a son who died from cancer in 2000.

“He was an architect,” the Gratzes proudly note, “and we feel certain that he approves of our involvement in helping to provide affordable housing for people in need.”  

