



Once the Sisters of St. Agnes take a step forward, they don't look back.
Since their beginnings, the congregation of bold, Catholic women has been outspoken when it comes to social justice issues — trailblazers in defense of women and children. Immigrant families, many illiterate and in need of food and medical care, served as the catalyst in the 1800s for the first women of the sisterhood to settle in the Fond du Lac area. The women combined prayer and action in the service of the church to become teachers, nurses, social workers and housekeepers. 
Along the way, the women founded, administered and staffed charitable institutions, and discovered new ways to serve God in a world torn by injustice and poverty. Sister Stella Storch, justice coordinator for the Congregation of Sisters of St. Agnes, said social action was about risks and sacrifice. 
For women of God, the decision to take that kind of leap, she said, is firmly founded in scripture. 

	


"We look first at the social teachings of the church and at the rules of life we sisters live by, then where the needs are in the world today and what we are being called to do," Storch said. 
Human trafficking 

CSA is celebrating 150 years as a congregation, and its legacy as fighters for the underdog continues as members take a hard stance against human trafficking, Storch said. 

"Women and girls are brought here for sexual servitude and forced labor," she said. "The practice is driven by demand from buyers of sex, which is fueled by pornography and profit." 

The industry, run by organized crime, generates an estimated $9.5 billion annually, according to UNANIMA International, a group that was founded with help from the Sisters of St. Agnes. As a lobbying group, UNANIMA focuses on halting the demand, advocating for change in 63 countries. 

"We have a representative at the United Nations who lobbies for our campaign. Persons working with victims of trafficking point out that once a woman has been trafficked, the trauma she experiences makes it almost impossible for her to be reintegrated into a normal life," said Sister Joann Sambs, general superior of the CSA. 
In February, the state Legislature passed Bill 292, which defines and creates penalties against human trafficking in Wisconsin. The Office of Justice Assistance reported that more than 200 victims of sex and labor trafficking have come in contact with service providers and/or justice system agencies in Wisconsin. Of those victims, up to 15 percent were children forced into commercial sex acts, said state Sen. Carol Roessler, R-Oshkosh. 
Immigration reform 

An urgent need to help deported immigrants living in the United States return to Mexico has called some of the sisters to work at aid stations set up along the border between the two countries. The CSA has been vocal in its support of comprehensive immigration reform and upholds the belief that people who have lived, worked and made the United States their home for years should be allowed to stay. 
"Many of the deportees are dropped off at the border with nothing," Sambs said. "We help provide them with food, shelter, medical care and blankets. Often, these people have lived here since they were small children and know no other home." Poverty and desperation bring people into the country to live undocumented, Storch said. "The laws being passed now are all punitive," she said. 
Crossing the line 

In 2003, Sister Caryl Hartjes was sentenced to 88 days in a federal prison in Danbury, Conn., after being found guilty of civil disobedience. During a protest that year against the Western Hemisphere Institution for Security Cooperation, located at Fort Benning, Ga., she crossed the line onto the military base and was arrested. 
"My conviction was that we shouldn't be perpetrating cultural violence," Hartjes said.  Participating each year in the protest is a way for me to connect with others who believe the same way." 
Year after year, CSA members continue to take the annual trek south to call for the closing of the institution, claiming it trains terrorists, including some who commit violence after they return home to Latin America. In 2007, the annual demonstration drew 25,000 protesters. 
Death row inmates, peace advocates 

Sister Janet Ahlar didn't hesitate in 2004 when convicted murderer James Barney Hubbard asked her to witness his execution by lethal injection at Holman Prison in Alabama. Her strong conviction to minister to death row inmates confirms a CSA Declaration of Life statement that opposes the death penalty. 
In fact, the sisters themselves have signed a statement that reads: "If I die as a result of a violent crime, I do not want the perpetrator(s) to receive the death penalty." 

It's the same stand, based on the teachings of Jesus — "thou shall not kill" — the sisters take in their call to end the war, Hartjes said. Since 9/11 and before the Iraq war even started, the sisters have taken weekly to the streets of Fond du Lac, holding signs that read "War is Not the Answer." 
The weekly marches in Fond du Lac begin at 4 p.m. every Thursday along Johnson Street at Peters Avenue. "We are out there to open a respectful dialogue between people who hold different positions on the war," Hartjes said. 
Nicaragua connection 

Mission work in Nicaragua began in 1945, when four of the sisters were invited by Capuchin friars to help serve impoverished populations living in villages. The women willingly traveled into the unknown — dressed in their black habits — to work in the oppressive heat of Latin America, Sambs said. 
There, members of the CSA built and operated the first schools and clinics. They continue their service through projects like the Maureen Courtney Center for Integral Education, a program serving 234 special needs children. In 1990, two CSA members were killed in Nicaragua in a missile attack launched by U.S. trained Contra guerillas. 
A local influence 

While taking on major, international issues, CSA members carry out a daily ministry that touches those living around the 150-year-old Agnesian influence. Locally, the Sisters of St. Agnes support the work of non-profit agencies like Bethany House, a homeless shelter; Beacon House, committed to breaking the cycle of addiction; New Beginnings Pregnancy Center; and Advocap, a community service agency; to name just a few. 
"How we carry out our mission is enfleshed in our day-to-day lives," Sambs said. 

The sisters call it respecting the "seamless ethic of life." 

"That's what it's all about, from birth until death," Storch said.

(From the Fond du Lac Reporter, May 4, 2008; Sharon Roznik, sroznik@fdlreporter.com)
