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Gesu Catholic Church fronts Santa Maria Street, between Quincy Street and Oak Drive, in northwest Detroit. The parish was founded in 1922, and parishioners attended Mass in a converted farmhouse and the Gesu school basement before the Spanish Mission–style house of worship was opened in 1936. (Courtesy of Linda Rittersdorf Keimig.)



ON THE COVER: Here is a familiar school day sight to legions of Detroit Gesu School students. Sister Stella Rabaut, who was Gesu principal from 1971 to 2000, watches as students exit the school’s east-side exit on Oak Drive. The school has been a landmark on McNichols Road, just east of Livernois Avenue, since 1925. (Courtesy of Gesu Parish Archives.)
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The best things in my life are rooted at Detroit Gesu. With love and appreciation for my husband, Paul G. Diehl, ’69, and for our daughter who was baptized at Gesu, Natalie J.M. Diehl, the great-granddaughter of Gesu Catholic Church architect George F. Diehl.
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INTRODUCTION

Much about Gesu and its history is uncommon. A rare parish in Detroit run by Jesuit priests, Gesu sits near the busy corner of Livernois Avenue and McNichols Road, across from the University of Detroit Mercy. In the city’s heyday, Gesu was one of the wealthiest parishes in one of the nation’s wealthiest cities, its boundaries encompassing the mansions of Palmer Woods and middle-class bungalows in neighborhoods west of Livernois Avenue.

Among its parishioners have been noted business leaders and industrialists, including the Fisher brothers, who founded Fisher Body and constructed the iconic Fisher Building. Jerome Cavanagh, mayor of Detroit for eight years in the 1960s, was a parishioner, and his children attended Gesu School. Even the church’s architectural style—Spanish Mission—stood out for its distinctiveness. Its unusual name means “Jesus” in Italian.

What drew me to Gesu was what it meant to my husband, Paul G. Diehl, and his family. His grandfather, George F. Diehl, was the church’s architect. My husband’s father, Gerald G. Diehl, was the architect who renovated Gesu in 1987 and who went to morning Mass daily before heading to the office.

My husband’s mother, Jo Irving Diehl, and her sister, parishioner Mary Ellen Irving Bellaimey, were descendants of the German and Swiss-born family who founded Detroit Stained Glass Works, which designed Gesu’s luminous windows. Uncle Henry Bellaimey, Mary Ellen’s husband, had a set of keys to open Gesu for 6:30 a.m. daily Mass for decades.

My husband and his seven siblings were all Gesu Giants, and all eight of them had legendary Sister Agnes Therese for their kindergarten teacher. His first cousins, the seven children of Alice Diehl Hagerty and Jack Hagerty, also graduated from Gesu. From all of them, I learned how Gesu influenced so many lives and inspired life-giving service.

But what also intrigued me is Gesu’s role in Detroit, as a microcosm of Catholic tradition and evolution in Detroit and as a mirror of the city’s struggles and history. In my career as a Detroit Free Press journalist, one of my specialties was covering Catholic Church issues. As I chronicled the controversies pulsing through the worldwide church, I also wrote about the celebrations, changes, and upheaval in the Archdiocese of Detroit. That is where Gesu Catholic Church and Gesu School distinguish themselves as rarities in the Detroit landscape.

Detroit Gesu was built during a time of explosive growth in the city. From 1910 to 1920, Detroit’s population doubled to one million people. The pace continued during the Roaring Twenties as Detroit grew by another 600,000 to 1,567,000 by 1930.

It was the decade when Detroit landmarks such as the Fisher Building, Detroit Institute of Arts, the Penobscot Building, and the Ambassador Bridge to Canada were completed. And it was when Gesu Parish, and its distinctive school building with a red tile roof, was born on farmland on the east side of Livernois Avenue, in an area of northwest Detroit yet to be incorporated into the existing city limits.

Gesu Parish grew out of expansion plans for the University of Detroit, the Catholic institution founded by the Jesuit order of priests on East Jefferson Avenue near the Detroit River in 1877. The Reverend John P. McNichols, the university president, purchased farmland several miles north of downtown in 1921 to relocate the campus. After his death in 1931, the city renamed Six Mile Road in his honor.

Along with the land purchase came the old farmhouse, and McNichols converted the wood-frame home, heated by a potbellied stove, to serve as a temporary church. His name for the farmhouse mission, Gesu, is the name of the first Jesuit-run church in Rome.

The first Mass was celebrated on March 19, 1922, before some 25 people. Through spring festivals and card parties in their homes, parishioners raised money to buy nearby land and erect the Gesu School building in 1925. Architect B.C. Wetzel, a native of Frankenmuth, Michigan, was selected as the school’s architect.

On September 8, 1925, Gesu School opened its doors. After first attending Mass in the farmhouse mission, celebrated by the pastor, the Reverend Justin De La Grange, the children crossed over a field and wooden planks to enter the school doors because there were no sidewalks. And at the new school, there were no seats at their desks. After registering, they were dismissed for a week to allow for the finishing touches.

Since that opening day of Gesu School, a member of the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (IHM) congregation has always worked at the parish.

The first nuns to serve Gesu—Mother Lucilla and Sisters Mary Claude, Eleanor, Muriel, and Rose Ethel—considered their new assignment to be a “pioneer existence,” according to a chronicle of their arrival. “Among other things we found that there was no grocery store in sight.”

IHM Sisters, whose congregation was founded in Monroe in 1845, welcomed 200 students to the 16-classroom school. Church services moved from the farmhouse to the school’s basement.

Gesu parishioners, at the time of its founding, were middle-class and upper-class Catholics, mostly of Irish and German descent.

Just five years after it opened, Gesu School enrollment had increased to 948 students, and new additions to the school were erected in 1927, 1928, and 1930.
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