Mundelein
connection
provides
women

N

othing about the exterior of the
elegant old graystone hints at
the oasis inside. As at many
neighboring Lake View homes,
opaque· curtains and a decorative
wrought-iron gate are part of a genteel
effort to keep the bustle of the northside Chicago neighborhood
at bay.
But this townhouse, located a mere
line drive from Wrigley Field, makes
a special effort to protect its inhabitants and visitors from the street-and
from all the streets where Genesis
House residents
and clients have
worked and often lived.
This is a safe-house for prostitutes.
"We offer unconditional love and
acceptance of the goodness inside each woman who
walks through the door of Genesis House," said
Executive Director Jean Lachowicz, one of two past
employees of the original Mundelein College now
vital to the operation of Genesis House. Lachowicz
served as director of public relations and publications
at Mundelein College from 1985 through 1987.

"This is a house of hospitality and
nurturing for women involved in prostitution," she said. "These women are
victims. While no two women who enter
prostitution have exactly the same issues
and problems, most escaped mentally
and physically abusive situations and
became prostitutes to survive.
"But they hate themselves for what
they are doing, and tum to alcohol and
drugs to make their situations bearable,"
she continued. "Their addictions bind
them more closely to their pimps, their
"drug suppliers. Eventually, though, most
women who work the streets hit bottom:
they've been beaten up once too often
or find that they are on the verge of losing legal parentship of their children, and they want
to leave the lifestyle.
"We have outreach workers walking regular routes on
the streets where the women work and visiting the
courts-sharing health-education and AIDS information.
They also explain the Genesis House mission, so when
a woman needs help, she knows she can come to us."

refuge
from the
streets
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Individual counseling, support groups,
peer counseling, referrals to other agencies,
art therapy, massage therapy, HIV counseling, GED preparation, and career counseling
are among the options available to any prostitute who visits Genesis House. Drop-ins
always are welcomed with
food and fellowship, and
every Thursday evening is
Hospitality Night, when staff
members and clients gather
to eat and laugh together. A
pantry supplies bags of food
to women and their children,
and the house "boutique"
offers the opportunity to
select from quality donated
clothing. The residential program houses four women for
approximately
12 months
each, and additional beds can
accommodate women in crisis on a short-term basis.
"Every time the doorbell
rings, we know we may be
facing a woman in a crisis
situation," said Lachowicz.
"I may be upstairs in my
office, taking care of adminGenesis House Executive Director Jean
istrative paperwork, but 1
Lachowicz said, "The BVMs have remained
can't help but pause wheninspirational to me."
ever I hear someone at the
door. I wonder if we're greeting a regular
visitor, or if we'll be hearing the life story
of a woman we've never before met."
Welcome is in the eyes and on the lips
of Rita Benz, BVM, when she answers the
door. "I do a preliminary intake interview
with each woman, to learn why she is here
and what we can do for her," Sister Benz
noted. "But I always ask if she's hungry
first-and if she is, I'll
feed her. I may also
offer her a shower,
clean clothing, and a
place to rest before
doing the intake interview. Then I'll get a
counselor for her to talk
with, and if she has to
wait, I'll visit with her.
The women tell me
amazing things about
their lives and their current situations."

t Genesis House, Sister Benz has
learned to deal with women in ways
that never came up while she was
teaching at Mundelein and Loyola,
or when she was working in Mundelein's
public relations office. "I've learned to tell
when a woman is high on drugs, and to
realize that some things that a woman tells
me are fantasy coping mechanisms-for
instance, that she really wasn't a ballerina
when she was younger.
"Initially, I was embarrassed by some of
the private and personal questions I was
required to ask of the women, but I've
learned that these questions really don't
embarrass them," Sister Benz continued.
"They've come a long way already if
they've made it to Genesis House. We may
be their last resort, And there is hope here."
Working at Genesis House is a privilege,
according to Sister Benz. "Being here has
broadened my view of life," she said. "Yet,
I see so much poverty and so many kinds
of abuse among the women we help here,
that I can't help wondering where I would
be myself if I hadn't had a supportive family. I appreciate my own family more, due
to what I've witnessed here.
"My community is thrilled that I work
here," she added after ushering in a young
woman asking for help with food and clothing for her family. "So many of the women
in the BVM community work with women
in godforsaken places, and they offer me
emotional support as well as contributions
to Genesis House's mission. We have a
BVM motto about 'freeing ourselves and
enabling others to be free in God's love.'
We strive to do that here, too."
For the second time in their careers, Sister
Benz and Lachowicz are working together

H

Welcoming a client and questioning her about her situation is a large part of Sister Benz's job. "But I always ask
if she's hungry first," she added.
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on a mission to enable and
empower women. They met
at the original Mundelein
College, where they worked
in the public relations department, promoting Mundelein's
mission of education.
"We've both devoted our
lives to working for women's
issues," Lachowicz commented. "Rita and I both have
had careers that have allowed
us to work for social justice
in accordance with our spiritual faith.
"And our media and journalism backgrounds really
help in our work here. Rita
answers the phone, and knows .
how to handle inquiries from
the media. I can protect our
women against abuse from the
media-which
has happened in the past.
There's no good reason for them to appear
on afternoon talk shows. The way I see it,
these women have been exploited enough."

tion, exercise, sexual healing, and spirituality. Rita
helps the women with their
writing and she proofreads
their papers and resumes.
"Prostitution goes handin-hand with a lack of
connection to the community, but we help the women
reconnect with society and
with other people," she
explained. "They become
family for one another. Our
location offers the women
an opportunity to experience
life in a nice neighborhood,
and to believe they are
worthy of better living conditions than they've had in
the past."
While her experience as
a journalist has enabled
Lachowicz to protect the privacy of her
clients at Genesis House, it also has led her
to criticize the media coverage given to
issues influencing prostitution. "Chicagoans
have been talking a lot about legalizing casino gambling," she noted, "but I haven't read
any accounts that chronicle how casinos
affect prostitution. Casinos employ prostitutes, and more
women will come
here hoping to get
business from the
influx of gamblers.
Our women know
about this-I've
asked them their
opinions on casino
gambling and they
all say it will increase prostitution.
So, when news
reporters call here,
I give voice to the
women who aren't
being asked for
their opinions ... the
ones who know.
"Chicago law-makers also had the great
idea of seizing the cars of men who solicit
prostitutes," she continued. "The names of
these men were supposed to be listed in the
papers, and they were supposed to be
charged for breaking the law. I've yet to
see a car seized, and the johns only are
charged with traffic violations-while
the
women are jailed for four or five days. The
men remain respectable, but the women
have roaches crawling on them in jail cells.
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in the e~es

and on the lips
of Rita Denz.
DVM.when

she answers
the door.

oth women
draw from their
Mundelein experience as they work
at Genesis House. "Mundelein
College was a cradle of feminism,
and that was why I wanted to be a part of
it," said Lachowicz, who also attended
Catholic schools and worked for several
other Catholic organizations prior to joining Mundelein.
"The BVMs were
involved in social action-they
took part
in the civil rights marches in Alabama in
the 1960s-and
they always have been
trong women of vision. I learned about
intellectual
and spiritual
feminism
through my contact with the BVMs, and
they've remained inspirational to me."
"The Mundelein mission always was to
serve women," Sister Benz concurred.
Lachowicz also sees parallels between
- e activities of the independent women's
college and the current work at her agency.
..At Mundelein, we were helping younger
'omen find their place in the larger soci= y: we do essentially the same thing here,"
tinued Lachowicz, who has directed the
ration of Genesis House for the past
_ear-and-a-half. "College is a place to grow
~to
agitate and to bloom. We are like a
ege for the residents who live here. We
_ en hold a graduation ceremony for the
:nen who complete our program. They
.:_ :1 full curriculum of activities every day,
.uding current events, food and nutri-
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A recent art show at Genesis House also
was a show of BVM support for the
organization, as several members of the
community familiar at the original
Mundelein College attended. From left
are Mary Cramer, BVM; Sharon Rose,
BVM; Sister Benz; and Katie McHugh,
BVM, along with Lachowicz.
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"And none of this is about
sex: Prostitution is all about
power and victimization. The
women continue to get hurt
and harrassed-they
are substance abusers put on the
streets by their drug dealers.
I've yet to meet 'The Happy
Hooker' or 'Pretty Woman.'"
Several judges are aware of
Genesis House and encourage
convicted prostitutes to attend
programs there. "At first the
women show up because they
have to ... their pimps may
even bring them to the meeting," Lachowicz said. "We
don't let the men in the house;
many of them think we are
horrible people who brainwash their women. The truth
is that the eyes of the women
are opened-they see women
of all ages and colors talking and laughing
together-and
they're most likely going to
try to shake their pimps. And once a woman
conquers her substance abuse, a pimp no
longer has any real power."

nine months of pr _
and solitude at an II\"hermitage.
During her soliruc.e
Gateley found herself
templating the pligh
marginalized women.
ticularly prostitutes.
then spent a year on
streets of Chicago, w
ing with the homeless
with women involved 'prostitution.
Her vision for helping
them crystaiized in 19
and she opened Genesis
House as a home where
prostitutes would be welcomed and enabled to make
decisions leading to more
mainstream lifestyles. The
agency is funded by grants
and donations from individuals and organizations such as Catholic
Charities, Gateley's alma mater Catholic
Theological Union, and a wide range of
parishes and religious congregations.
Loyola's University Ministry and Institute
of Pastoral Studies, Niles College, and the
Mundelein College Women's Network
have made significant contributions to
Genesis House.
"I've heard Edwina likened to a saint,
and I don't think that description is off the
mark," commented Lachowicz, who dreams
of expanding upon Gateley's vision. "I have
my eye on an apartment building nearby. I
envision a communal living arrangement,
where the women can help each other with
child care and housekeeping, while further
preparing themselves to live on their own.
I'd call it Gateley House."
Today, Edwina Gateley writes and speaks
as an advocate for women involved in prostitution. She heads the board of directors,
but has entrusted the operation of Genesis
House to Lachowicz and a small staff of
equally dedicated women.
The fact that seven full-time and three
part-time employees minister to more than
7,000 clients each year is testimony to the
dedication of the women who work at
Genesis House. Sheila Griffin runs both the
residents' program and the volunteer program; Cheryl Thomas is the outreach
supervisor; Patricia Payte is both intake
coordinator and case manager; and Philippa
Lawson directs the nationally-recognized
HIV /health program.
Three more women work as health educators and court advocates, and a sole

"We are

helping these

lUomen create
nelU lives,

offen even

saving their
lives..."

he vision for Genesis House came
from another
woman,
founder
Edwina Gateley. A lay missionary
since 1964, Gateley had previously founded the successful Volunteer
Missionary
Movement
(VMM)
in
England in 1969. After devoting herself
to the VMM for ten years, Gateley came
to Chicago to study at the Catholic
Theological Union and then engaged in

T

Volunteer Coordinator
Sheila Griffin appreciated the efforts of Jesuit
collegian and volunteer
Peter Mcisaac. "He
understood their
(clients') need 10 be
looked at as human
beings," she said.
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business manager helps Lachowicz with
the organization's finances. Staff members
know they compose the only agency in
Chicago dedicated
solely to women
involved in prostitution, and that no other
facility of such scope exists in the United
States. So they stagger their working hours
and rely on volunteers.

J

esuit collegian Peter McIsaac was
one valued volunteer. In an atmosphere where women understandably
mistrust and dislike men, McIsaac
was accepted.
McIsaac volunteered at Genesis House
from September 1991 through May 1992,
while studying at Loyola as part of his formation process as a new member of the
Society of Jesus.
"1 was living in Toronto and readying
myselfto move to Chicago, when a friend's
aunt told me about Genesis House," recalled
Mclsaac, who now teaches elementary
school in Kingston, Jamaica.
"I called the house out of curiosity, and
I was welcomed by the staff. It was good
for me, because I was a stranger in Chicago.
My attitude about prostitution changed, and
I also became aware of how little is done
by the city or the church for this needy group
of people. I became aware of a new type of
ministry."
Preaching, however, was not part of his
ministry at Genesis House. "I came in on
Saturdays, and answered the phones and
greeted the people who came to the door;
my contributions were quite modest," he
insisted. "It took a while to gain their trust,
but the women came to talk to me as a friend.
I grew quite close to some of them. I think
it probably was important to them to interact with a different type of male--one not
reoccupied with sexual gratification.
"My time at Genesis House was very
good work," he added. "The staff's mission
:- ompletely in line with Jesuit charism
d concern for the poor. It's the type of
ork that Ignatius Loyola himself would
- ve liked."
Fittingly, McIsaac's volunteerism at
ne is House built upon St. Ignatius
_·ola's own dedication to the plight of
stitutes. In the mid-1500s in Rome, St.
ius founded the House of St. Martha
·omen who wanted to leave the life of
itution without contracting to lives as
hers of religious communities. He also
- ated time to young women whose
were prostitutes, encouraging them
.e to safer living quarters.
~

:\1AGAZlNE/WINTER1993

"Peter was good for the women," said
Volunteer Coordinator Griffin, "He understood their need to be looked at as human
beings. When the women shared information about their lives, he was nonjudgmental.
He often helped them to see the good that
came out of the bad. Overall, the majority of
our volunteers have that ability, in addition
to a willingness to answer the phone, clean,
cook, and so on.
"And generally it is women who come
to us to offer their help-usually
students
with time to volunteer or women who have
bettered their lives ,and want to give some-

thing back to society. Volunteers can
become really saddened by the women who
don't leave prostitution, but most of the
time our volunteers say they want to quit
their jobs and work here at Genesis House."
Both staff members and volunteers serve
as role models to the women seeking help
at Genesis House. Many talk about their
own battles with substance abuse, and share
their healthier attitudes about relationships
between the sexes.
"Rita is a role model for the women who
come here because she shows that a woman
can be stable in celibacy," Lachowicz said.
"I'rn a model of a married woman, and I
show that there are men who can be trusted.
We want to give the women alternatives to
ponder, because a woman who graduates
from our program and then immediately
winds up in a man's bed is not really a success story for us. We tell the women that
they need to take time to heal and that they
don't need a man to be validated as a
woman. We have other staff members not

Staff and residents got together with volunteers during a thank-you celebration
for the latter for their time spent at
Genesis House.
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involved in relationships, and the women
see they are OK."
A key pol icy at Genesis House is unconditional acceptance. Clients always are
welcomed at the house and its programs,
regardless of progress made in leaving the
prostitute lifestyle.
"A woman may have a hard time leaving prostitution as long as she has an
addiciton," Lachowicz explained. "But
don't believe the fallacy that she'll readily
return to prostitution because she can make
a lot of money in very little time. Every
woman who comes through our program
wants to make honest, legitimate money in
a way that doesn't hurt her pride and selfesteem. Sure, she knows she could pay her
rent with one day's work as a prostitute,
but the money really goes to the pimp or for
drugs, and she winds up living in poverty
in a fur coat. Here, she has learned to value
a stable income and to budget. She can live
without risking her life. She has dignity.
"Our success stories are so many and so
varied," Lachowicz said emphatically. "We
have women who have become lawyers,
and teachers, and computer programmers.
Many HIV-positive women live happily,
because they've cleaned up their lives and
do things they never imagined they were
capable of.
"Some sucessess are smaller, but still
very sweet," she added. "We recently were
able to send one of our residents to South
Carolina to see her new grandchild. The
ticket was a gift from a benefactor. Another
woman recently came in on a weekend, in
crisis-she'd
been gang-raped. But by
Monday, she was well-dressed and she'd
put a bow in her hair. We had helped her,
and she actually felt good enough to put a
bow in her hair. I find small things like that
simply wonderful.
"We are helping these women create new
lives, often even saving their lives,"
Lachowicz said. "Edwina couldn't have
given this a house a more fitting nameevery day, I see new beginnings rising out
of chaos."
•

Volunteer in your community

O

rganizations such as Genesis
House depend on volunteers to
further their missions. In fact,
volunteers are the lifeblood of many
social service agencies.
Volunteering also is at the heart of
the Jesuit mission statement:
"Knowledge in the Service of Others."
Many Loyola alumni, students, and
friends give thousands of hours of
volunteer service to churches, communities, and not-for-profit organizations.
Loyola's Office of Alumni Programs
would like to hear from service-minded
alumni.
"We know Loyola alumni and friends
are concerned about giving back to
their communities, and we'd like to
help facilitate their efforts," said
Executive Director of Development
Helen Bauer. "We'd like to see core
groups of Loyola alums across the
United States joining together to volunteer and to share information about
volunteer opportunities in their areas."
Do you volunteer? Metropolitan areas
like Chicago abound with volunteer
opportunities. You can call Genesis
House directly at (312) 281-3917 and
offer your services. Or you can choose
from myriad other agencies, such as
the Greater Chicago Food Depository,

Big Brothers-Big Sisters, The
American Cancer Society, Loyola's
Medical Center Volunteer Program,
and Meals-on-Wheels, as well as from
smaller neighborhood-based food
pantries, homeless shelters, and community organizations.
Are you interested in volunteering,
but uncertain of where to commit your
energy? Or do you live outside of
Chicago, in another area, city, or state
where opportunities to volunteer don't
seem to be readily available? Or are
you interested in joining forces with
other Loyola alumni who share your
desire for social service?
Let the new Volunteer Network help
you put your time where your heart is.
Write or call the Alumni Programs
office. Indicate your name and location, the type of volunteer work you
currently do or are interested in doing,
and volunteer resources you are
aware of in your community.
Call Bauer at (312) 915-6809; write
to Volunteer Network, Office of Alumni
Programs, Loyola University Chicago,
820 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL
60611; or circle 5 on the Alumni Action
Card elsewhere in this magazine.
-Monica

M. Walk

Volunteer Otto Finkbeiner has delivered hundreds of hours of his
time to Loyola's Medical Center, where he works as a patient host.
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