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ñAnd you help people to advocate for that.ò 

She credits that attitude to her upbringing in a 
small Lutheran family of Dutch and German   
ancestry in the southwestern Minnesota town of 
Clara City. As a child, ñI would always think, óIf 
this is my grandmaéô or óIf this is someone in 
my family, what would I do?ô ò said Schelinder, 
a University Lutheran Church member who     
continues to turn regularly to her faith. 

Schelinder also 
speaks as someone 
whoôs needed help at 
times. Her health has 
been challenged by 
kidney failure ï she 
had a kidney trans-
plant in 1988 ï plus 
arthritis, osteoarthri-
tis and gradual-onset 
scleroderma, a      
systemic, chronic   
autoimmune disease. 

ñI describe it as a 
disease that works 
inside and outside 
your body,ò she said, 
sitting comfortably in her power wheelchair. Her 
fingers,  noticeably bent sharply at the knuckles, 
havenôt been opened for several years. ñYou can 
have fingers like mine, where the muscles and 
ligaments will not straighten out. Your skin will 
be very, very tight. Mine, it was at the very be-
ginning. You usually have a smaller mouth. My 
skin, itôs not nearly as tight as it was at the be-
ginning.ò Her muscles became weak, making it 
increasingly harder to walk independently. 

Sheôs faced more than three decades of adjust-
ments, frustrations and loss. Part of that time, 
her husband of 40 years, the Rev. Roger 
Schelinder, a Lutheran minister, battled cancer. 
He died in 2002, but not before the pair raised 
three children. 

It even took a few years before the scleroderma 
was correctly diagnosed. ñBut itôs never stopped 
me from working, from doing what I want to 
do,ò she said, chuckling softly, proud of that  
personal accomplishment. 

A former Valley Memorial Homes volunteer   

coordinator and housing manager, Schelinder 
went to work for Red River Valley Community 
Action after recovering from her kidney trans-
plant. As emergency services director, she helped 
low-income families with housing, rent, electrici-
ty and heating, plus ran an emergency shelter 
home for women. Very rewarding work, she said. 

But scleroderma issues required hospitalization, 
ultimately preventing Schelinder from maintain-
ing her Community Action job beyond 20 years. 
ñSo I recouped and recovered, and I thought, OK, 

Iôm going to retire. I 
can do that,ò she    
recalled, smiling. 
ñThen I found out I 
couldnôt do that. I 
couldnôt be home all 
the time. I needed to 
be out and about    
doing something 
again. It wasnôt a   
financial thing so 
much ï  not that    
finances canôt hurt. It 
was much more of a 
óIôm not that type of 
personô thing.ò 

Schelinder got the job at Options, one of several 
Grand Cities non-profits for which sheôs served as 
a board member or president. ñI try to stay as    
active and as independent as I can,ò she said. 

Before she moved to East Grand Forks, NDAD 
helped twice, working with the North Dakota   
Division of Vocational Rehabilitation to pay for 
devices to assist vehicle accessibility in 2001 and 
again in 2009, when she bought a new van using 
an NDAD financial loan for assistive devices.  

ñIôve always appreciated NDAD,ò Schelinder 
said. ñYou know, theyôre always listening and 
willing to do what they can do. Theyôve gone the 
extra mile. And itôs not like, óWeôre helping you 
and weôre done with you,ô that type of thing. 
Theyôre there afterwards. . . . Itôs just not that 
theyôre helping you because itôs their job. Theyôre     
helping you because they want to.ò 

Sounds like Schelinder herself. 

Karen Schelinder: óCaringô NDAD helping óbecause they want toô 
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