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Organization gives the
homeless hope
By Kevin McKeough
Special to the Tribune
Published March 19, 2007

Lisa Nigro was a plainclothes Chicago police officer making drug busts
in 1989, when she began serving sandwiches loaded on a red wagon to
homeless people in Chicago's Uptown neighborhood.

Her initiative became the Inspiration Corporation, a non-profit
organization that now assists 2,000 homeless individuals in the city each
year. Nigro, who now works for a health club, still volunteers at the
organization's Inspiration Cafe, which provides meals for the homeless in
a restaurant setting.

"They can order off the menu. I didn't like
that people thought there was an above and
below. I wanted a place where everyone was
treated with respect," Nigro said during the
14th annual One Inspired Evening benefit
Friday night.

About 650 people gathered under the
stained-glass roof of the Chicago Cultural
Center's Preston Bradley Hall for cocktails

and a buffet, and live and silent auctions of more than 120 donated
works of art, wine, dinner packages and "dream jobs," including
opportunities to spend a day working with a museum curator or gourmet
chefs. "It's a fantastic auction. There's great art here and great deals,
and there's real art collectors here," said Peter Mars, who donated work
to the auction, as did a number of the artists who exhibit at his Fulton
Market gallery. The $85-a-person event ($95 at the door) raised funds
for the Inspiration Corporation, which provides housing, employment
services and training and supportive services, as well as the meals that
volunteers serve at Inspiration Caf in Uptown and its Woodlawn
neighborhood counterpart, The Living Room Cafe.

"Homelessness is a scary thing, and when you can sit down with
someone and talk with them while you serve them a meal, it humanizes
the problem and the injustice of it," said John Pfeiffer, who became the
Inspiration Corporation's executive director two months ago but was
involved with the very first Inspired Evening event.

He estimated that between 7,500 and 10,000 people are homeless in
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Chicago at any given time, and that 40,000 individuals will be homeless
sometime during the year. This once included 56-year-old Caesarei
Marsh, who had been a heroin addict and homeless for most of his life
until five years ago, when he got help from the Employment Project (a
formerly separate organization that became part of the Inspiration
Corporation in 2005).

Since then, he's cleaned up and earned his GED and a college
certificate in psychiatric rehabilitation. He now is taking classes toward
his associate's degree in mental health while working for the Inspiration
Corporation as a case manager. "I'm very happy and at peace. Now I
can go back to the community I helped destroy and give something
back," he said.

Willie Cochran, the alderman-elect of the 20th Ward, which includes the
Woodlawn neighborhood, has been busy preparing to take office and will
go on vacation in Jamaica just before his May 21st inauguration. "While
I'm away, then I might be able to enjoy the victory and let it settle in," he
said.

The recent sale of Equity Office Properties Trust has been a boon for
Inspiration Corporation volunteers Shannon and Thadd Ullrich, who work
for and owned stock in the firm. On the other hand, "We find out in two
weeks if we have a job or not," Thadd said, although they seemed more
concerned about keeping an eye on the silent auction bids for some art
they wanted to buy.

Most Friday and Sunday mornings for the last four years, Karen
Skalitzky has gotten up early, thrown on some clothes, put her hair in a
cap and served breakfast at the Inspiration Corporation's cafes. "Are you
ever late?" asked her friend Tamara Wood. "I'm late all the time, I'm
supposed to be there at 6:30," said Skalitzky, who wrote "A Recipe for
Hope," a book of first-person narratives by the people at the cafes, and
who received the Lisa Nigro Spirit Award during the benefit. 
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