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Their role in the history of the Catholic Church in America and America  

itself has been instrumental. They established educational institutions, created  

social service agencies, and developed hospitals and healthcare services. They continue 

their groundbreaking work today as instigators of and witnesses to 

the transformative power of faith in poor and isolated communities 

across the United States. They are our country’s women religious. 

To explore their integral place in American life, Catholic Extension 
President, Father Jack Wall, convened a discussion with four women 
religious from around the country: Sister Donna Gunn, CSJ; Sister  
RoseMary Boessen, RSM; Sister Francis Rivers, SSND; and Sister 
Ann Kendrick, SND de N.

The sisters discussed their lives and work in some of America’s most 
forgotten places and talked about a range of issues — from how the 
role of women religious has evolved since sisters began arriving  
on our nation’s shores to the essential part they play in communities today. 

“In being among the people, I think I can work for those who are  
    on the margin or who are not represented in the community.”
       — SR. ROSEMARY BOESSEN, RSM 

“We love what we do. 
We love the 

 people.” 

Father Wall talks with 
four sisters about  
women religious today 
and the transformative 
power of faith in 
communities
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We love the 

 

FR. JACK WALL: Since I have been with 
Catholic Extension, no matter where 
I’ve gone in the poorest places in the 
United States, I have invariably found a 
woman religious. What has led you and 
other sisters to become this powerful 
presence of compassion and hope in 
these communities?

SR. DONNA GUNN: As sisters, we 
are called to stretch beyond ourselves 
to serve a world in need. Being women 
religious, we have the freedom to do that 
— the freedom of being able to be in poor 
communities, serving them. We have the 
experience of being able to live in those 
poor communities as one of the people, 
really challenging them and empowering 
them to become their best selves.  

SR. FRANCIS RIVERS: I think the 
religious are effective today because we are 
collaborative. We have a voice. Where we 
are gifted, we go; and where we think we 
can effect change, we go. 

SR. ANN KENDRICK: I think women 
religious took seriously the mandate 
of Vatican II. We have looked towards 
a more collegial way for the church to 
operate. We wanted to make a difference, 
and we were all called to work and felt 
a compelling desire to do something 
about societal change. And we found that 
religious communities gave us a platform, 
people to work with, a reality bigger than 
ourselves, and the ability to be involved in 
transforming communities — to get to the 
root causes of poverty, racism and all the 
ills that affect people. 

SR. FRANCIS RIVERS: Vatican II really 
did free us. It allowed us to be among 
the people and to pitch our tent and stay 
and work with them and with the larger 
community. Today we go across lines and 
pull people together to serve the people 
in the community and also help them as 
well as ourselves challenge some of the 
injustices that are going on. ➤

SISTER ROSEMARY BOESSEN, RSM
Sr. Boessen has dedicated her life to 
the people of southern Idaho, an area 
she has called home since 1970. She 
has developed religious education 
programs, established a group foster 
home for girls, and supported and 

empowered the growing Hispanic population in  
the area. 

SISTER DONNA GUNN, CSJ
Sr. Gunn is based at Sacred Heart 
Parish and Family Center in Camden, 
Mississippi (see story, page 8). In 
her 13 years in Mississippi, she has 
worked at Catholic Charities and 
served as Director of Disaster Relief 

for the Diocese of Jackson. 

SISTER ANN KENDRICK, SND de N
Sr. Kendrick came to Apopka, 
Florida, in 1971. She was a founder 
of the Diocese of Orlando’s Office for 
Farmworker Ministry. Known today 
as the Hope CommUnity Center, the 
office’s mission is to strengthen and 

support the working poor and immigrant communities 
of Central Florida through faith, advocacy, education, 
leadership and economic development programs.

SISTER FRANCIS RIVERS, SSND
A sister for more than 50 years, 
Sr. Rivers retired from a career in 
education in 2003, and began working 
in Missouri, serving in mostly Hispanic 
communities in rural parishes of Aurora 
and Verona. She also is a workplace 

chaplain for Tyson Foods. 

the participants
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- In the community, the priests -- there are different ones that come different 
Sundays -- they come, they do the sacramental, they leave.  But I can have the 
time to pitch my tent and work with religious education.  It's something I do 
besides my ministry.  It's 47 miles away, but I wouldn't trade it for anything.  

SR. DONNA GUNN: We are in some of 
the poor communities where there are no 
other resources. They need us to remind 
them of their leadership capability and 
their baptismal call — that they are called 
to be the Church and use their gifts and 
talents in whatever ways they can to reach 
out to a world in need. 

SR. ROSEMARY BOESSEN: I can have 
the time to pitch my tent and work with 
religious education. I wouldn’t trade it 
for anything. Having the time to train the 
people is the real important thing. 

FR. JACK WALL: How are you 
experiencing your ministry as giving 
witness to the transformative power 
of faith in the lives of the people 
with whom you live and work?  

SR. DONNA GUNN: My vision of church 
is that all of us own it and all of us feel the 
baptismal call to be the face of God in the 
world. How do we as women religious 
help the laity to understand that they are 
not bystanders but that they are called to 
exercise their gifts? I think we do that by 

our presence. We do it because of our fidelity 
to the relationship that we form within the 
community. We do it by encouraging people 
to live their lives to the full.

SR. ROSEMARY BOESSEN: Having 
been in a location for so long, people know 
me and know what I try to do. In being 
among the people, I think I can work for 
those who are on the margin or who are not 
represented in the community.

SR. ANN KENDRICK: I think we give 
legitimacy to the lay people that are part 
of our community. It happens to me all the 
time. At a big event in the parish, everyone 
is saying to me, “Oh Sister Ann, this is so 
wonderful!” And I look to the people and 
say, “No. This isn’t my work. This is the 
work of this community.” What we try to 
do is to recognize what’s already there and 
nurture it. 

Sometimes I don’t think I am the one 
with the faith. The poor immigrant farm 
worker community that I work with — 
it works so hard and struggles in such a 
humble way. Truly, that’s where I get my 
inspiration. 

SR. BOESSEN

SR. RIVERS

SR. GUNN

SR. KENDRICK

The roundtable discussion 
linked sisters across 
the nation — from a 
community center in 
the plains of Idaho to a 
mission in the shadow 
of Cinderella’s  Castle at 
Disney World in Florida.

FR. WALL
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SR. DONNA GUNN: I can remember 
one of the first Masses that I went to here 
[in Camden, Mississippi]. Our pastor 
gave a homily and said, “Sometimes we are 
sent to places not to be the blessing, but 
to allow ourselves to be blessed by others.” 
That has become kind of my mantra. 
Allowing ourselves to be mutually blessed 
by one another is the vision of church that 
I think people hunger for. I think that we 
are called to be not above the people, not 
necessarily to be leaders of the people, but 
to be a presence in a community where we 
are one with the people. 

SR. ANN KENDRICK: Often, we live 
and work in the community among 
the people and are seen as a part of the 
community — not as outsiders who 
come in to give them something. Sisters 
work collegially, building teams and 
community, trusting in the presence of 
the Holy Spirit already among the people. 
We uncover what is already there and 
shine a light of recognition, of respect, 
of meaning. And we honor the strengths 
of the folks and do not just focus on the 
deficits. 

FR. JACK WALL: Each of you belongs 
to an apostolic community of 
women religious. Could you talk 
about your call to be an apostle 
among the poor?  

SR. ANN KENDRICK: We show and 
believe in the goodness of God and  
stand with the poor in the most 
abandoned places. We are committed 
to be with the poor, walk with them, 
learn from them, and accompany them 
in a process of empowerment and 
community building. ➤

(continued on page 34)
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today.
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SR. ROSEMARY BOESSEN: In Ireland 
in 1831, women religious were in their 
convents and schools, and people came to 
them. Our founder, Catherine McAuley, 
wanted to go out to the people and live 
and work among them, answering their 
needs. That, to me, also means bringing 
those who have in touch with those who 
have not. This is one of the things I find 
myself doing — I don’t even have to seek 
it out. 

SR. DONNA GUNN: The thing that’s 
becoming clearer to me is that religious 
life is constantly evolving and that to try 
to place it in one period of time or in one 
way of living is to shortchange the Spirit, 
which is constantly working among us.  
It is constant movement. It is growing. 
And it’s tied integrally to a vision of 
church. It’s tied integrally to the role of the 
laity in that church and what it means to 
be in full communion with everybody, not 
only in the church but with all of God’s 
creation.

SR. FRANCIS RIVERS: In a time when 
many of us and many in society feel 
directionless, I feel very good about the 
fact that I have a charism and I have a 
focus and a compass for my life, lived with 
God’s grace and our founder’s grace. 

SR. ANN KENDRICK: As sisters, 
I think we are more organic in our 
approach to our work. We see and apply 
the connections among things. The 
connection of the Gospel to what is 
actually going on in the community — 

not just theory. We see outreach not  
as a special, exceptional program, but  
as core to the mission of the community  
of believers. 

FR. JACK WALL: What do you believe 
is drawing the next generation of 
women to religious life?  

SR. DONNA GUNN: I asked a woman 
who just joined as a candidate, a woman 
who is thinking about joining us as a 
candidate, our three federation novices 
and our women under temporary 
profession why they would come to us 
at this time. All of them said they are 
attracted to a life which calls for total 
commitment to God. Also, they are 
attracted to what our founders have called 
us to do and the fact that we have been 
faithful to that over the years. 

SR. ROSEMARY BOESSEN: I also spoke 
to a young woman who said that becoming 
a sister gives you a sense of direction and 
support — that God’s presence in your life 
is so joyful. She said, “I want to be a part 
of that and to serve the poor.”  It is the idea 
of service 
to others. 

SR. FRANCIS RIVERS: To do good is a 
temptation — a great temptation —  
that you have to open yourself up to.

SR. ANN KENDRICK: We are hard 
workers. We have a strong work ethic.  
We LOVE what we do. We LOVE  
the people. ■

“I think the religious are effective today because we are collaborative.  
 We have a voice. Where we are gifted, we go;  
  and where we think we can effect change, we go.”
        — SR. FRANCES RIVERS, SSND 

(continued from page 25)


