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A Home at the Heart of the University of Wisconsin-Madison since 1907

For more than a century, Pres House has been a place of
connection at the heart of campus. For Hima Rueff and her family,
those connections span over 70 years linking three generations
through shared experiences of community, music, and belonging.
When Hima arrived at f
UW-Madison to study Music x
Education, she had already
heard stories about Pres
House from her great aunt,
who had been involved in the
1960s. Curious, Hima and
her roommates toured the
apartments and quickly felt
at home.

Hima Rueff, pictured top right corner.

“Pres House has created a place that | truly feel | can call home,”
Hima shared. “Moving here from California was daunting, but
the sense of community has made being far from family so

much easier.”

Some of her favorite memories are simple ones—spending time
with roommates, decorating pumpkins, or sharing meals together.

Hima is also part of the Future Focus scholarship program, where
students reflect on their goals and prepare for life after college.
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“It's helped me better understand what comes after graduation,” she
said. “But more than that, it’s created a space where | feel comfortable
talking about my concerns for the future. That sense of community and
support is what makes Pres House so special.”

That same sense of belonging shaped earlier generations of her family.
Hima’s grandmother, Janet Rueff, remembers Pres House as a daily
gathering place during her years as a student from 1967-1972.

“It was truly a home away from home,” she said. “My sister had been
going there, and | followed in her footsteps. We both sang in the choir,
and | spent time there between classes because it was too far to go
home. There were comfortable places to sit, do homework, and talk with
other students, and always something happening.”

Pres House was not just a place to pass through, it was also where
relationships took root.

“One day, a friend
suggested we talk to

a young man sitting
alone on a couch,” Janet
recalled. “We thought
he was teasing when he

said he was 26—until he b -
h d his driver’ Nancy Shook, pictured bottom left corner.
showed us his drivers George Shook, pictured bottom right corner.
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license! Later we realized he sang in the other choir. After a choir
dinner, we went for a walk by the lake, and that was the beginning.
We got engaged after my freshman

year and married the next.”

This summer, they celebrate nearly
57 years of marriage.

Hima’s great aunt, Nancy Shook,
remembers a similarly vibrant and
welcoming space.

“Pres House substituted for the dorm
| didn’t have,” she said. “It gave

me a place to study between classes, warm up on cold winter days,
and connect with friends. There was always free coffee, cocoa, and
donut holes, and a lounge filled with big sofas, a fireplace, and
people coming and going throughout the day.”

Janet Rueff

She recalls a steady rhythm of community life. “We had a regular
group who met there, coming and going between classes, but always
reconnecting at Pres House. It was warm, friendly, and full of life. It’s
where | made most of my college friends.”

Music connected each generation as well—through choir, organ
practice, and now Hima’s own studies. And for both Janet and Nancy,
Pres House even became part of their marriage stories.

“My memories of Pres House are of a
warm, accepting, friendly, and fun place,”
Nancy reflected. “It's where | learned,
made friends, sang with joy, and loved to
spend time.”

From the Pres House of the 1960s—with

its crowded lounge and constant conversation—to today’s apartment
community, the throughline is clear: a place where relationships are
formed, faith is explored, and community endures across generations.

BWAP BORDERLANDS

What does it mean to witness life at the border? This year’s Break With a Purpose trip took Pres House students to Douglas, AZ, and Agua Prieta,
MX, where they encountered the realities of migration firsthand. Led by Frontera de Cristo, a PCUSA ministry, students joined prayer vigils, hiked
migrant trails through the desert, and helped plant a cross to mark the place where a young migrant died on his journey.

The team returned with some powerful reflections to share with the community, which you can read in full on our website. Here are a few quotes:

“One mural that grabbed my attention

was that of two women—one with brown
skin, the other with white—lifting up the
sun together. This depiction of unity and
light, defiantly painted on the surface of a
wall with the sole purpose of division, felt
powerful and inspiring. Where the U.S. side
pushed people out, the Mexican side of the
wall felt like it was inviting people in. Seeing
it allowed me to think of the border wall in a
new way: not just a demonstration of human
fault and cruelty, but an invitation for God

to show how God'’s love expands beyond
man-made barriers. It is a wall-breaking,
earth-shaking kind of love. ¥

~Milana Lutes is a sophomore studying
English and religious studies

‘After this trip, | have also been filled with

hope for a future without borders. Birds
and butterflies have become a symbol of
this hope as they continue their migration
over the walls. Our guide taught us

that each monsoon season, the flowing
flash floods tear down parts of the wall.
Through these glimpses of hope, | know
nature will win. God’s Earth, a land not
intended for borders and walls dividing
God’s creation, will be united. 99

~ Justyna Jakacki is a freshman studying
psychology
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g The impact of walking alongside someone

amidst whatever struggle they’re going
through seems obvious, but what often
lies unspoken is the magnitude it carries.
The relational acts of witnessing and
being witnessed are ministry: seeing
each other along our respective journeys;
walking with each other in the light, the
dark, and the shadowed; intentionally
showing up and staying. What powerful
acts of encountering each other,
ourselves, and God. May we continue to
go forth being called to and blessed by the
ministry of presence. 99

~ Shaniya Auxier is a second-year PhD
student in the counseling psychology
department
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Friday Bagels & Coffee and Communi-Tea offer simple but
meaningful opportunities for residents to pause, connect, and
recharge in the midst of busy schedules.

Thanks to generous donations from Einstein Bros. Bagels,
residents enjoy a wide variety of flavors each Friday,
sometimes even discovering new favorites. As one resident
put it, “I love chocolate but had never tried a chocolate bagel
before—it was really good!”

Whether coming in after a long night of studying or stopping
by before class, these gatherings provide a chance to eat,
chat, and start the day with familiar faces. One resident,
rushing in between commitments, shared, “I'm so glad you’re
still here, | missed breakfast today and wouldn’t have eaten
otherwise!”

K-Pop Night:

An evening enjoying cupcakes and listening to K-Pop
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Throughout the spring, themed Communi-Teas added
moments of celebration to the semester-from New Year’s
vision boards and Valentine’s treats to bouquet-making and
boba. Many of these gatherings were made even more special
by homemade contributions from residents, including baked
goods prepared by students in the CEO scholarship program.

Last month, residents pointed to some gorgeous raspberry
crumble bards and excitedly asked, “are these homemade?”
It's wonderful to be able to point to another resident in the
lounge and say, “Yep, Emma baked these, go thank her!”
Having residents provide for each other, even through simple
baked goods, lets their peers know that the Pres House
community is really made possible for them and by them!

= .S

J- L 2
Murder Mystery Party: For the final church social event of the
year, students dressed up in Victorian garb and solved a murder mystery!
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Aby (left) at Sunday Worship dinner ‘
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GRADUATE SPOTLIGHT: ABY BENCENT

When | started attending Pres House in the Fall 2025
semester, | had just one simple thought in mind-I wanted to
try something different. | honestly had no idea how much this
place would come to mean to me. Looking back today, | can

truly say that Pres House has been a source of immense peace,

friendship, and a genuine sense of belonging for me.

Being an international student from India, staying so far
away from home is never easy. While there are many happy
moments, there are also those quiet times when you feel

the distance very deeply. In a new country, even the smallest
things can feel unfamiliar initially. In such a phase of my life,
Pres House became a very comforting space. It helped me
grow in my faith and find a proper community. Above all, it
gave me the feeling that | am not alone here.

One thing | will always cherish is the time after Sunday
evening prayer, when everyone sits together for a meal. It
might sound like a simple thing, but for me, it was deeply
meaningful. Sharing food with others creates a very special
bond; it brings warmth, conversation, and laughter. Those
moments reminded me that faith is not just about praying
inside a room, but about fellowship, kindness, and simply
being there for one another. Every Sunday gave me something
to look forward to and brought peace to my entire week.

| am grateful to all the staff and the church members who
cook for us every Sunday. From the outside, it might look like
an ordinary task, but it made a world of difference in my life.
It was love in action. Often, people don’t realize how much

a warm meal and a welcoming space can mean to someone
staying far from home, but I truly felt it.

During my time at Pres House, | feel | have changed in a very
quiet but significant way. | have become calmer and more
hopeful. Student life can be full of uncertainties. As | prepare
for my graduation this May, | still don’t have all the answers,
but I am leaving with much more trust in God and a lot of
peace in my heart.

If | could share one bit of encouragement, it would be this:
don’t be afraid to step into the community. Sometimes we feel
we need to have everything “sorted out” before we show up,
but that is not the case. Just come as you are. Be open, have

a chat, and sit down for a meal. Trust God during uncertain
times—He meets you in simple places and through simple
people in ways you may never expect.

For me, Pres House became one of those special
places. And for that, | will always be truly grateful.
- Aby graduated with a Masters in Business Administration in May 2026

Ash Wednesday:

At our Ash Wednesday service, students imposed ashes on each
other to mark the beginning of Lent. Carson Nott, a sophomore,
offered the sermon.
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FIRE, PRAIRIE, AND A LOT OF LOPPERS

On a sunny Saturday in mid-April, Pres House Apartments
residents in the Scholars and CEO programs traveled to
Holy Wisdom Monastery in Middleton to support ecological

restoration efforts. Led by longtime volunteer Howard Fenton,

the group spent the morning removing invasive buckthorn
from the restored prairie.

After gearing up with gloves, loppers, and a bottle of bright
blue herbicide (resembling a bingo dauber), residents learned
how to identify buckthorn, where to cut it, and how to keep

it from growing back. Left unchecked, buckthorn spreads
quickly, crowding out native plants and disrupting the
ecosystem, so there was plenty of work to do.

As residents lopped trees and daubed stumps, another crew
across the road was conducting a controlled burn. Smoke
rose from the charred land as flames slowly moved across
the prairie, a visible reminder of how fire helps restore the
ecosystem by returning nutrients to the soil and encouraging

new growth. Within weeks, the blackened ground will give way

to fresh green shoots.

This work also supports the many . —

animals that call the prairie home.
Clearing invasive plants and dead
brush creates a more hospitable
environment for ground-

feeding songbirds, rabbits, deer,
butterflies, and reptiles.

CREATING A MORE
HOSPITABLE ENVIRONMENT
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Over two hours, residents cleared brush and saw the impact
of their efforts firsthand. They also enjoyed many wildlife
sightings including deer, sandhill cranes, a meadow vole, and
even a garter snake!

Afterward, the Pres House crew returned their gear, thanked
Howard for his expertise, and gathered for a photo in front
of the smoky prairie—a memorable end to a day of learning,
service, and care for creation.
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| arrived in Madison to begin work at Pres House in the summer of
2012. My kids were seven years old, between first and second grade.
They are turning 21 this summer. | was the first full time Director of
Residential Community at Pres House Apartments, and didn’t really
know yet what the job would entail. We were going to build the
plane as we flew it. There was a good start in place but there was a
hope and a dream for more.

Mark Elsdon, who was Executive Director at that time, and | talked
early on about setting a vision and goals for building a residential
community at Pres House Apartments. Increase the number of
apartment residents involved in scholarship programs. Increase
resident engagement in the general community. Build a reputation
for Pres House Apartments as a supportive, welcoming community
for any UW student.

Here’s the honest truth. In our conversations, | agreed with Mark
about all of these goals—and | didn’t really believe we’d achieve
them. Apartment residents were genuinely puzzled about who |
was and why | was there. More than one resident came through my
office door, not realizing it was no longer the 6th floor lounge. So,
we started simple.

Starting Simple and Building
from There

Following my first resident move in and welcome (an annual

event that | came to cherish), | decided to begin hosting a weekly
afternoon tea for residents. | got the idea from a combination of
my time in India, where afternoon tea was a thing, and from hotel
hospitality. Put snacks out in the lobby and people will come. So,
every Tuesday afternoon | put out tea, snacks, and sent emails
inviting residents to stop by. And gradually, they did. Some came by
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briefly. Some stayed to study. Some sat on the couches and talked
to me and each other. Now Communi-Tea is part of the ongoing flow
of community life.

| invited residents to come downstairs and have dinner together
once a month. Once a month, | went shopping, unloaded groceries
into the church kitchen, and cooked a meal. At first, it was for
40-50 residents. Gradually, it grew to 60-70, and sometimes even
85, with lines down the hallway and people eating in shifts around
the tables.

My favorite memory from that time is using a metal cart to wheel
a large steaming chafing pan of food outside Pres House church,
down the ramp, and over to Pres House Apartments in the dead
of winter with snow and ice on the ground. Now, we host meals
prepared by a chef in a renovated dining space but the heart of
those gatherings remains the same.
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A Recipe for Success

Maybe it’s easy to look back and see the progress and take for
granted how far we have come. From three scholarship programs
to seven. From 9% of residents involved in purposeful living
programs to 55%. From giving nearly $35,000 in rent scholarships
our first year to over $150,000. Offering a campus-wide wellness
program that provides information, coaching, and skill building to
UW students.

What can get lost are the distinct ingredients that helped create
this recipe for success.

Mission alignment: each choice, priority, and decision at Pres
House was always weighed against our mission to support the
intellectual, emotional, and spiritual lives of UW students.

Risk taking: Pres House embraced healthy risks—trying new
things even when we weren’t sure they would work, allowing
mistakes to lead to learning and growth.

Faith: faith underpins all the efforts and programs at Pres House.
Faith is not knowing the future, but stepping forward. We couldn’t
control all the factors of life, but we could be faithful. We could
offer our gifts, invite students into a beloved community, and keep
walking forward.

The Things You May Not See

As with many things in life, there is often a story under the story.
I’'m happy to point to the growth and accomplishments of these
past 14 years, but you might not see the ways Pres House
changed me.

| have been blessed to work alongside talented and dedicated
colleagues and engaging students, and given immense freedom
and support to do this work. | didn’t trust it at first. | had to learn
that mistakes on the path to learning would not only be forgiven,
but invited. That “bringing all of who you are” was not simply

a slogan, but a commitment—to me, to my family, and to every
student | have served.

Working at Pres House was a call | followed. | see God’s hand in
allowing the work | did to become a blessing to others, and to bless
me in turn.

Thank you for supporting this
ministry and this work. It’s truly
been a labor of love.
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Ginger Morgan concludes her
service at Pres House on June
30th. In July, she begins her
role as Associate Professor

of Pastoral and Spiritual

Care and the Director of the
Interreligious Chaplaincy
Program at United Theological
Seminary of the Twin Cities.
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On April 26th, two students
were baptized at
Sunday Worship:

Sara Dennis (pictured) and

Lorien Gaither.

Support Pres House Please give today by using the enclosed
Throughout this newsletter you have read about the envelope or send your contributions to Pres
exciting activities happening at Pres House. Ministry House at 731 State Street, Madison, WI 53703.
at Pres House is possible only through generous You can also give online at

donations from alumni, friends, and churches. www.preshouse.org/donate.




