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Specializing in
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In Kane & 
McHenry Counties

Thinking of Buying or Selling?  Give Me A Call

CORNERSTONE

John Milazzo Broker
847-338-6625

www.MilazzoHomes.com

ESTATE PLANNING
and ELDER LAW ATTORNEY

Are you aware that the Government 
will pay for Nursing Home Care 

without the loss of all your assets?  
Let Medicaid Crisis Lawyer Leasa J. Baugher 

explain her legal strategies to you.
Call 630-529-2050 for a FREE Consultation.

Medicaid Crisis Lawyer
FREE CONSULTATION
Call Today!  630-529-2050

Leasa J. Baugher, Ltd.
805 E. Irving Park Rd., Suite C

Roselle, IL 60172
www.baugherlaw.com

Services Provided:
Will, Revocable Trusts and Power of Attorney
Medicaid Asset Protection Trusts
Assistance with Medicaid Eligibility for 
Nursing Homes including the Preparation of
Medicaid Applications.

Two discerning 
quotes early on establish 
the theme for Band of 

Sisters, a documentary film 
about American nuns, 
produced and directed by 
Mary Fishman.  

“We are the risk 
takers in the church,” said 
one sister.  And, indeed, 
they have been throughout 
our history, building their 
schools and hospitals 
across the land.  Soon after, 
another sister said, “They 
(Vatican II documents) told 
us to change, and we took it 
seriously because we are obedient.”

Change they did, taking off their habits and 
leaving their cloisters, and jumping into the fray of 
social justice issues in this country.  Vatican II came in 
1962 at a time of turmoil and social change in the 
United States:  the civil rights movement, the 
Vietnam War protests, the women's movement and 
demonstrations by Chicanos.  American nuns were 
often on the front lines, advocating for the poor and 
the underserved, for thousands of voiceless people in 
this country.  This film tells their story.

Mary Fishman, an architect and urban 
planner for 20 years, was already exploring her 
passion, film making, when she read “Aging With 
Grace,” the story of elderly School Sisters of Notre 
Dame, who volunteered to be part of an Alzheimer’s 
study.  She began researching the work of other 
sisters and soon knew there was a story that needed to 
be told.  

Growing up in Chicago and attending 
Mother McAuley High School in the 1960s, she said, 
“I never saw the nuns as full dimensional people.  
They were always kind of mysterious in their habits.  
I found from my research and from talking to sisters 
how they have worked for systemic change and for 
social justice.”

She begins with Sisters of Mercy JoAnn 
Persch and Pat Murphy, retired teachers, whom she 
met on the peace and justice committee of her parish, 
St. Walter on the South Side of Chicago.  Those 
sisters go weekly to pray outside the Broadview 
Immigration Staging Area, from which illegal 
immigrants are deported.  They have lobbied in 
Springfield for changes to the law, so they are now 
allowed to go into facilities to pray with detainees and 
give them spiritual counseling; they visit detainees, 
who wait in McHenry County Jail for their cases to be 

heard.  They have provided space 
in their order's headquarters for 
an interfaith group working with 
detainees.  And the list goes on 
and on.  The ministry grows.

Persch said it was very 
exciting to see the film in its 
entirety the night it  was 
premiered.  “There are a lot of 
wonderful women (religious) in 
this film,” she said, “and it 
portrays us in a different light.  
Before that, the media showed 
sisters going to a ballgame or 
eating an ice cream cone and that 
was considered news.  We 
weren’t taken seriously.  Band of 

Sisters shows the broad spectrum of needs in this 
country and how we are addressing them.  It's a 
comprehensive picture of what we do.”

Genesis Farm in the northwest corner of New 
Jersey, a ministry of the Dominican Sisters of 
Caldwell, NJ, is a sustainable agricultural model that 
demonstrates the connection between farm and 
community.  Fishman said, “It highlights the sacred 
connection between all of God’s creation and is part 
of a greater emphasis on ecology and the environment 
in religious circles.  The message is that we must all 
be connected with God through creation.” 

Sister Mariam McGillis, founder and 
director, calls it an “ecological learning center” and in 
its 33-year history, in affiliation with several colleges, 
has offered credited courses as well as workshops and 
other presentations.  She began religious life as an art 

On the front lines in the fight for social justice
By Virginia Mullery
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Mary Fishman, with camera and 
Sisters of Mercy JoAnn Persch and 
Pat Murphy
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Dominican Sister of Caldwell, NJ
 at Genises Farm
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teacher, and worked on peace and justice issues 
before taking a “leap of faith” into farming when this 
land was donated to her order. ‘I had grappled with 
hunger issues in my work; and when this opportunity 
came along, I knew it was significant.”  She also 
thinks nuns have often been trivialized by the media 
and that Band of Sisters gives a much more realistic 
picture of their work.

Core /E l  Cen t ro ,  opera ted  by  the  
Congregation of the Sisters of St. Agnes of Fond du 
Lac, WI, is a natural healing center, which serves the 
poor on the south side of Milwaukee.  Sister Madeline 
Gianforte, co-founder and co-director, said, “Our 
vision was that it was important for people to have 

On the front lines in the fight for social justice
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Sisters of Mercy bound for Peru.

access to natural health therapies because healing 
fully includes spirituality, emotional and physical 
health.”

Being selected for the film was powerful, she 
said.  “To have someone acknowledge the work we 
do was important.  I believe this film gives a 
contemporary view of what women religious are 
doing today.”  She then told of a 17-year-old boy, who 
after seeing the film was inspired to bring the message 
of community to his classmates.  

Throughout the film there are nostalgic 
scenes from convents of yore, as well as profound 
observations by contemporary sisters; scenes of 
protests by peace activists; and footage of the 

presentation of the Presidential Medal of Honor  to 
Adrian Dominican Sister Carol Coston, the only 
sister to be so honored, for her many ground-breaking 
efforts on behalf of the under-served.  In presenting 

the medal, President Bill Clinton said, 
“…for your work as an agent of change 
rooted in your faith a grateful nation 
honors you today.” 

While making the film, 
Fishman met with representatives from 
the Leadership Conference of 
Religious Women, which represents 80 
percent of the religious women in the 
U.S., and, since 2009, has been under 
investigation by the Vatican.  Viewers 
learn from the film that the impetus for 
religious orders to form a leadership 
network came from Pope Pius XII in 
the 1940s.  Sister JoAnn Persch said, “I 
am proud to be a woman religious.  We 
are women of integrity and we have to 
keep going for the men and women we 
serve.” 

Band of Sisters premiered at 
the Gene Siskel Film Center in 
Chicago in September 2012.  Since 
then, it has been shown in independent 
theaters across the country, at the 
Milwaukee Film Festival, on college 
campuses and in parishes, as well as a 
first showing in a commercial theater 
recently.  DVDs are currently available 
for purchase by colleges and high 
schools.  Some time this year, Fishman 
said, DVDs will also be made available 
for home viewing.

F ishman,  who  d id  her  
undergraduate work at the University 
of Notre Dame and earned a master's 
degree in urban planning from UCLA, 
said that her attitude about who makes 
up the church changed a lot during the 
making of the film, her first, and that 
she has also been influenced by the 
contemplative spirit of the sisters and 
the at t i tudes toward ecology.   
Filmmaking is her sole work now and 
she hopes that Band of Sisters will 
inspire viewers to work for a more just 
world themselves. 

Band of Sisters DVDs are 
currently available exclusively for 
educational use in universities, 
colleges, high schools, and parishes, 
and for vocational work. The home-
viewing DVD will be released this 
s p r i n g .  P l e a s e  v i s i t  
bandofsistersmovie.com  for further 
details. 

Virginia Mullery is a writer 

living in Gurnee, IL.
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