
Shout Out: Sister Genevieve Shea, a nun with 
Sisters of the Living Word in Arlington Heights

Sister Genevieve Shea, 97, is a nun with the Arlington Heights-based religious order Sisters of the Living Word. 
(Courtesy of Sisters of the Living Word)
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Growing up as one of eight children in a tiny town outside Detroit in the 1920s, Sister Genevieve Shea 
remembers being the free spirit of her close-knit Irish Catholic family.

After teaching children and serving as an administrator in Catholic schools for decades across the U.S., 
including Chicago, Detroit and New Orleans, Shea recently celebrated her 80th anniversary as a nun in 
June.

The 97-year-old Shea, who serves with the Arlington Heights-based order Sisters of the Living Word, 
recently chatted with Pioneer Press about her work as a nun.

Q: Did you have a religious calling as a young child?

A: (She laughs) No, I was just a normal kid. I was a tomboy, and I had a lot of fun. But I remember we used 
to sing with my mother and father at night, and one night, I was sitting next to my mother, and I asked her 
what convent school was like because some of my cousins were going there. She told me, "They give their 
life to God, and help each other to live." And I told her, "Well, I think I'd like to go there, too." She told me I 
could go if I wanted to, but I'd have to ask my father first. When I told him I wanted to go, he told me I was 
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too young. So, I said, "But cousin Phoebe's going and she's only 12, and I'm 14." And he answered, "Well, 
that's your Aunt Maggie's business" (she laughs). But it was always my choice, and I wanted to go. I think 
for them it was a sad time because I was leaving, but for me, I didn't even realize what I was doing, as I'd 
never been away from home before.

Q: What was it like leaving your home and family at 14, and going to convent school?

A: The pastor from our family's church in Michigan drove me and my cousins to the Sisters of Christian 
Charity convent school in Wilmette. He was so proud of us. When we arrived, we moved into the 
dormitory with the other girls. It was a lot of fun. The teachers were highly qualified and we had a lot of 
recreation, too.

Q: Did you ever think to yourself, "Oh my goodness, what am I doing?"

A: No, not at that time but later, I was homesick and thought of leaving. But I plowed through that time by 
realizing at the end of my life, what do I want to have done with my time?

Q: Can you tell us a little bit about how the Sisters of the Living Word was started in 1975?

A: After Vatican II, many of us wanted a new way of looking at life, the church and the world, and were 
getting involved in social issues. Even when I was still with the Sisters of Christian Charity, I had been 
in California, supporting the migrant workers. I was participating in a Civil Rights march in St. Louis the 
day Oswald was killed. At first, we were told that our beliefs were incompatible with religious life. But 
we wanted to maintain our vows. On Oct. 15, 1975, we got a notice from Rome that we could start a new 
community, Sisters of the Living Word.

Q: You seem pretty fearless. Are you still writing?

A: (She laughs) I think it's my Irish heritage. Yes, I'm still writing. I wrote an article recently about the 
recent women's marches because we had four of our sisters marching. Right now, I have 60 books I hope 
to read loaded on my iPad. It's my sanity saver.

Shout Out is a weekly feature in which we introduce our readers to their fellow community members and 
local visitors throughout suburban Chicago.


