Love Heals

by Emily Lehr

The two words of the title define the essence of the Magdalene program in Nashville. A team of seven St. Louisans—including, from Christ Church Cathedral, Celeste Smith, Dean Mike Kinman and Emily Lehr—returned from a Dec. 11–12 immersion experience where they witnessed firsthand the power of love in transforming lives.

Magdalene, founded by Episcopal priest Becca Stevens, is a unique residential program that serves women who have survived lives of prostitution, drug addiction and violence. This two-year residential program offers women a comfortable home where they can live in community while they receive chemical dependency treatment, mental health services, case management, and a chance to heal physically, emotionally and spiritually. Since all the women have extensive arrest records, finding jobs for them is extremely difficult. The response to this barrier was the establishment of Thistle Farms, a social enterprise where the residents and graduates of Magdalene create handmade healing products such as lotions and balms. This enterprise provides income needed to help fund the program as well as an opportunity for the women to gain valuable job training and employability skills.

The purpose of the recent trips to Magdalene and Thistle Farms is to study the model and learn from its staff and residents so that a Magdalene program can be established in St. Louis. The leadership team is working to create partnerships with law enforcement, community mental health agencies, the courts and other key stakeholders. There is much work to be done, but motivation is high to bring hope and healing to the women working the streets of St. Louis. If you are interested in becoming part of the Magdalene team or wish to join the next immersion trip to Nashville, Jan. 8–9, 2012, contact Mike Kinman at mkinman@christchurchcathedral.us.
To quote Sheila, a Magdalene graduate and current assistant resident director, “The truth is, no one went to the streets by themselves. It took a lot of failed systems and a lot of, you know, brokenness to get them out there—and it’s crazy to think they’re going to get off by themselves. It takes that same community to welcome them back. For more information about Magdalene and Thistle Farms, visit http://www.thistlefarms.org.
