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T                    he story of women religious in the United States is a story of women’s history and 

American history. To celebrate the conjoining of both, the Leadership Confer-

ence of Women Religious has developed Women & Spirit: Catholic Sisters in America, 

a traveling exhibit touring museums across the country that honors the innumerable 

contributions women religious have made to our nation. 

The exhibit charts the history of women religious in the U.S. beginning with the 
Ursulines migrating to New Orleans in 1727 and continuing through the vital roles 
women religious play in communities today. 

Drawing upon first-hand narratives, Women & Spirit offers visitors a unique glimpse 
into the life of Catholic sisters throughout history. It compellingly demonstrates that 
not only did women religious lay a strong foundation for Catholicism in America, they 
also shaped the culture and society in which we currently live.

Sharing 
History 
  

t h e i r

ABOVE: Background: Candidates for sisterhood peel potatoes on the grounds of St. Agnes Convent, Fond du Lac, 
Wisconsin, 1880. Clockwise from left: Sr. Anne Curtis, a Sister of Mercy, speaks out for NETWORK, a national Catholic 
social justice lobby, 2005; Sr. Hilary Ross, an outstanding scientist who authored more than 40 scientific papers on 
leprosy, at Carville Laboratory, 1929; Sr. Madeleva Manzanares, a Sister of Charity of the Incarnate Word, works with 
the elderly in Peru, 2003.

A new traveling exhibit 
celebrates women religious
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Sr. Dolores Bundy at a 
1970s religious vocation 
conference, showing support 
for Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr.’s nonviolent movement  
for change.

UNSUNG PIONEERS 

In 1830, fewer than 500 Catholic sisters lived 
in the United States. By 1900, that number had 
increased exponentially, reaching nearly 50,000. 
Immigrating to America in response to pleas for 
help from priests or to escape famine and religious 
persecution in other countries, Catholic sisters 
often resided in ethnic enclaves to help small 
communities struggling with the transition to life 
in America. 

Women religious who came to America quickly 
began working hands-on with people and 
communities in need. Although victims of anti-
Catholic movements and political campaigns 
in the early to mid-1800s, Catholic sisters in the 
United States forged ahead in pursuit of justice 
and equality for the people they served — ideals 
for which women religious still fight today. 

Just one example of Catholic sisters’ profound 
impact on American history is their role in the 
Civil War era. Prior to the conflict, sisters taught 
African-American slaves in the southern U.S. who 
otherwise would have received no education. 

During the difficult 
war years, they treated 
both wounded Union 
and Confederate 
soldiers. Sisters of the 
Holy Cross, along 
with five African-
American women, 
were the U.S. Navy’s 
first nurses. They 
worke d a g a inst 
prejudice to help all 
people in a period  
of struggle. 

They broke gender 
barriers as well. 
Long before it 
wa s  ac c eptab le 
and common for 
women in the U.S. 
to work, women 
religious entered the 
professional ranks as nurses, social workers and 
teachers. They established the nation’s largest private 
school system — the extensive network of Catholic 
parochial schools — and founded more than 110 
U.S. colleges and universities. They also helped 
found and staff major health care institutions. ➤

The Women & Spirit exhibit.

More than 110 U.S. colleges and 
universities were founded   
by Catholic sisters.
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WOMEN & SPIRIT
EXHIBIT CALENDAR

January 15 -  
April 25, 2010
S. Dillon Ripley Center 
at the Smithsonian
Washington, D.C.

May 9 -  
August 28, 2010
Maltz Museum of Jewish 
Heritage
Cleveland, Ohio

September 24, 2010 - 
January 22, 2011
Statue of Liberty
National Monument/
Ellis Island Immigration
Museum
Liberty Island, New York

February - April, 
2011
Mississippi River Museum
Dubuque, Iowa

September 2 -
December 31, 2011
Center for History in
association with the
University of Notre Dame
Notre Dame, Indiana

 

TELLING THEIR STORIES

Women & Spirit illuminates all of 
these roles. Launched in 2009, it 
presents objects, images and stories 
rarely made available to the public. 
The exhibit features 70 artifacts 
from more than 400 communities 
of sisters, including a letter from 
President Thomas Jefferson to Sr. 
Marie Thérèse Farjon of St. Xavier 
in 1804 that promised religious 
freedom following the Louisiana 
Purchase, a custom fluting machine 
for making habits, and a medical 
bag used by sisters who nursed 
soldiers during the Civil War. 

“Need brings out our talent.”
   — SR. HYACINTH LE CONNIAT, Daughters of the Cross, 1855   

Sr. Lila Sciabica teaches a student at Sacred Heart Elementary School  
in Carbondale, Pennsylvania.

Letter from President Thomas 
Jefferson to Sr. Marie Thérèse Farjon 
of St. Xavier, an Ursuline nun, 1804

➤
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Today, nearly 60,000 sisters are carrying on a 
tradition of service begun centuries ago in the U.S. 
They come from many different communities, 

backgrounds and countries. 
New arrivals hail from different 
cultures than in decades past — 
Asia, Latin America and Africa 
as opposed to Ireland, Italy and 
Germany. But their purpose 
is the same: to work with and 
establish social, educational, 
medical and religious institutions 
and programs in response to the 
human and spiritual needs of 
people across America. ■

To learn more and find  
the Women & Spirit 
exhibit nearest you, visit 
womenandspirit.org.

Sisters of Charity of Leavenworth brought this harp 
from Nashville to Leavenworth, Kansas, via train 
and steamboat in 1858. 

AGE

1

2

3

4

Eliminate income tax payments  
on your retirement fund.

How: By naming Catholic Extension as a 
future beneficiary of your IRA, 401(k) or 
403(b) plan, you preserve the full value of 
this asset and Catholic Extension receives 
a tax-free gift from your retirement fund. 

Increase current income, receive a tax 
deduction and reduce capital gains. 

How: Establish a charitable gift annuity or 
charitable remainder trust with Catholic 
Extension OR convert a low return on CDs 
and stocks into a higher lifetime payment. 

 

‘Leverage’ a life insurance gift. 

How: Name Catholic Extension as a 
beneficiary of your life insurance policy 
and your premiums will be tax deductible.  
An immediate charitable tax deduction  
applies to your gift of a fully or partially 
paid policy.

Build a legacy gift.

How: Remember Catholic Extension in 
your will or living trust. Charitable estate 
gifts are fully tax deductible and reduce 
the value of a taxable estate, thus  
reducing or eliminating estate taxes. 

 

to learn more, contact Catherine Marquis  
at 800-842-7804 or  
cmarquis@catholicextension.org.

 

Include us. 
Catholic Extension’s four planned-gift 
opportunities bring real savings and 
benefits to you and your family during 
and after your lifetime — and strengthen 
America’s neediest dioceses far into  
the future. 

CATHOLIC EXTENSION 
150 S. Wacker Dr., 20th floor
Chicago, IL  60606  |  800-842-7804


