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Behind the Headlines



Bearing witness, being church: Dominican sisters in Iraq
By Dawn Cherie Araujo

Dominican Sr. Ban hugs one of her students. (All photos courtesy of Dominican
sisters)

In the middle of makeshift refugee camps, the Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine of Siena
are trying to make life work.

They get up every morning for prayer, and then they spend the rest of the day visiting the
thousands of Iraqi refugees living in the abandoned malls and unfinished construction sites
of Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. The sisters would like to open schools for the
children, but for now they’re making do with a Montessori kindergarten that’s run out of
an apartment.

As the sisters move about the camps, people clamor to touch them. After all, they have
become the visible church for deeply spiritual people who have lost everything — at least
that’s how Jersey City-based Dominican Sr. Arlene Flaherty sees it. Flaherty visited the
camps last month as part of a three-woman delegation of U.S. Dominicans, evidence of a
transnational relationship forged almost two decades ago in the aftermath during the Gulf
War.

The Iraqi sisters have endured a lot. The first Iragi nationals joined the community in
1877, and theirs is the first congregation of Catholic women religious in modern Iraq.
They’ve stayed committed to their homeland throughout its embattled history, refusing to
leave Iraq during the Gulf War in 1990 and again during the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.
Even when a missile hit and damaged their motherhouse in 2003, they stayed. The sisters
intended to outlast ISIS, too, but like tens of thousands of others, they were ultimately
forced to flee north to Iraqi Kurdistan.

ISIS came seemingly from nowhere, but of course that wasn’t really the case. Everyone


http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/01/21/the-worlds-next-country-kurdistan-kurds-iraq/
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/justice-matters/equality/we-have-family-iraq-journey-solidarity-and-love-17501
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/iraqi-sisters-stay-civilians-flee-mosul-4726

comes from somewhere, and the Islamist terrorist group suddenly dominating last
summer’s headlines — we would later learn — had sprung from the ravaged, sectarian soil
of post-invasion Iraq.

A girl living in a refugee camp gets water.

Sr. Arlene Flaherty takes photos of some children.



Some children stand outside their tents to greet the American Dominicans on arrival.

Highly organized, well-armed and well-funded, ISIS introduced itself to most of the world
in June 2014 via a series of high-profile attacks — first violently seizing control of Mosul,
Irag’s second-largest city, and then capturing nearby Qaragosh, where many of Mosul’s
refugees had fled. Christians, who were plentiful in both cities, were told to leave, convert
or die, and gruesome tales of Christians being raped and beheaded began to populate the
Internet.

Although they got most of the international attention, Christians weren’t the only targets.
Religious and ethnic minorities of all kinds were singled out as ISIS — also known as ISIL,
Daesh or the Islamic State — blazed a bloody path to international notoriety. What they
wanted, the militants said, was to establish their version of an Islamic state — a caliphate —
in Iraq, which would tolerate no Christians, no Yazidis and no Shiite Muslims, save those
women and girls forcibly converted and sold as sex slaves.

By the end of 2014 ISIS would have its self-proclaimed caliphate, and it would control
what the Wall Street Journal estimated was a Belgium-sized chunk of Iraq and Syria.
Meanwhile, Iraq’s historically Christian regions have been depleted and some defense
experts have admitted they aren’t sure how to handle ISIS’s particular brand of terror.

The Christian refugees aren’t safe in northern Iraq. Just during the nine days the U.S.
delegation was there, Flaherty said ISIS made two attempts to move into Erbil. But even if
ISIS weren’t close by, the living conditions in the camps are threat enough. Refugees who
don’t live in the malls or construction sites live in cramped, uninsulated aluminum boxes.
Access to water is spotty, and heat for the chilly northern nights is rare.

“The situation in Kurdistan is temporary with a capital ‘T’ and unsafe with a capital ‘U,’”
said Sr. Dusty Farnan, a Dominican sister from Adrian, Michigan, who was part of the
delegation with Flaherty. “The overall feeling is one of severe depression and profound
loss. One of the sisters said, “‘When I look at the people, it’s not the same faces anymore.’
So it’s profound, profound sadness.”


http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/10/iraq-sunni-insurgents-islamic-militants-seize-control-mosul
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28686998
http://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2014/sep/21/islamic-state-isis-isil-daesh
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/07/who-yazidi-isis-iraq-religion-ethnicity-mountains
http://www.npr.org/blogs/parallels/2015/02/03/383454926/the-other-u-s-battle-in-iraq-winning-over-sunni-muslims
http://www.newsweek.com/2014/12/12/how-isis-governs-its-caliphate-288517.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/08/the-many-ways-to-map-the-islamic-state/379196/
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/29/us/politics/in-battle-to-defang-isis-us-targets-its-psychology-.html
http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/isis-murdered-kenji-goto?intcid=mod-most-popular

Flaherty concurs, stating that in her 30 years of working with refugees, the conditions in
Erbil are the worst she’s ever seen.

“I’ve seen some things in my life, believe me,” she said in a Skype conversation while she
was still in the region. “I’ve lived in the Caribbean, I was in Haiti, I have been and Syria
and Damascus looking at other refugee situations, and I have never seen anything like this.
I am blown away.”

Flaherty says she doesn’t cry easily, but she was moved to tears in Erbil — not just because
of what she witnessed in the camps, but also because of what she sees as her country’s
past and present collusion in creating the political atmosphere that created the current
situation. ISIS may have finally driven the Christians out of their homes, she said, but
2014 wasn’t the start of their suffering.

The 2003 invasion decimated Iraqgi infrastructure and services, many of which have not
been adequately repaired. Even the Iraqi Dominicans, who used to run schools, hospitals
and orphanages in and around Mosul, were forced to close most of their institutions when
the Iraq War began. Furthermore, when Saddam Hussein’s regime was toppled, it created a
power vacuum that was left largely unchecked, launching a civil war and allowing for al-
Qaida — the group where ISIS has its genesis — to gain a foothold in Iraq for the first time.

“It’s been a series of losses for the Iraqi people — and for the Christian people in Iraq —
since the war began,” Flaherty said. “The disruption of life there, the chaos in the region,
the upending of this society — we have a relationship to that, so do we not have a
responsibility here?”

That sense of relationship to and responsibility for Iraq runs deep in the U.S. Dominicans.
They met their Iraqi sisters for the first time in 1999 — back when there was a United
Nations-imposed travel ban on Iraq.

“Only sisters and brothers, you know, can take these risks,” Farnan said of that first trip,
“and these things are not without consequences. But it seems to me, the biggest
consequence was the solidary of knowing that you’re sister and brother with your family
in Iraq.”

That same year, Dominicans in the U.S. and Canada launched the Iraq Coordinating
Committee, a joint-effort of the Dominican Leadership Conference and the North
American Promoters of Justice, Peace and Care of Creation. The committee advocated for
peace and humanitarian aid as economic sanctions slowly crushed the Iragi people and as
war forced the Iraqi sisters to close almost all of the schools and hospitals they had run
since 1877.

The committee disbanded in 2008, when President George W. Bush signed an agreement
setting an end-date for U.S. troop presence in Iraq, but was reinstated this summer as Iraqi
sisters began sending updates to sisters in the U.S. about ISIS.

“In June, I was on a retreat, and I started getting these texts that they had to leave,” said
Farnan, who chaired the Iraq Coordinating Committee from 2002 to 2008. “They didn’t
know for how long — and in June it was only for three days, and then they returned.”

But as the months progressed and the situation worsened, the resurrected Iraq
Coordinating Committee decided to send a delegation to Erbil in January to visit the


http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2014/07/08/iraq-s-vice-president-this-is-a-full-on-sunni-revolt.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/12/15/bush-acknowledges-absence_n_151144.html
http://world.time.com/2011/10/21/iraq-not-obama-called-time-on-the-u-s-troop-presence/

sisters and the other refugees. They were hearing a lot in the U.S., Farnan said, but they
weren’t seeing anything. So three sisters went: Farnan, Flaherty and Marcelline Koch,
who is currently the North American co-promoter of justice and peace for Dominican
Sisters International.

They spent nine days in Iraqi Kurdistan and Jordan, helping the Iraqi sisters with their
ministries and gathering information for their peace advocacy work back at home. They
were in Erbil when a gunman allegedly claiming sympathies with ISIS took hostages in a
kosher market in Paris. The attack didn’t go unnoticed in Erbil.

Children play outside a camp.

“The sisters were saying it’s so insane how extensive the reach of this organization is and
how its m.o. in the world is to terrorize,” Flaherty said. “They are able to go from one
community to another and say, ‘We can terrorize you. We can scare the hell out of you if
we want to.” And sometimes, just that strategy — that threat alone — is even psychologically
much more powerful than the presence of somebody with a gun in front of you.”

But the Iraqi sisters are carrying on, Flaherty said, doing whatever they can to provide
spiritual and physical comfort for the other refugees, though it’s difficult given the
conditions.

“These are women who are committed to helping to shape their culture and their
community, helping to contribute to Iraq by educating Iraqi children,” she said. “They
don’t just educate Catholic children, they educate Muslims and Christians. And they’ve
done that throughout their whole lives, and they’re some of the best educators in this
country. Now they’re in a situation where they have the skill, the experience, the licensing,
everything that they need — and for the first time in their lives, they can’t give it. And they
see the need.”

Recently, Flaherty said, the U.S. consulate in Iraq told the sisters they would need to raise
funds through private donors if they wanted to get anything done in the refugee camps.
The Iraqi government hasn’t provided support for the refugees, the Kurdish government
either can’t or won’t and the United States has vet to grant them actual refugee status.

It’s a desperate and oppressive situation, Farnan said, but it isn’t without a glimmer of
hope.


http://springfieldop.org/news/sister-marcelline-koch-next-dsi-north-american-co-promoter-justice-peace/
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/01/12/new-details-on-charlie-hebdo-attackers-yield-isis-al-qaida-connections
http://thehill.com/blogs/floor-action/senate/227390-senators-to-kerry-give-iraq-syria-christians-refugee-status

“I’ve never seen such incredibly deep faith,” she said of the refugees. “I think they have
some kind of DNA cell that just says, ‘When all else fails, my faith will be there.’”

LWL Pl B

A girl looks after her younger brother.

They pack hundreds-deep into the malls every Sunday for Mass, singing without hymnals
because they know every word by heart. Farnan said that even in their makeshift homes,
they display religious pictures and icons.

“There’s no way of separating them from their faith,” she said, “and that is what gives
them some hope.”

[Dawn Cherie Araujo is staff reporter for Global Sisters Report, based in Kansas City, Mo.
Follow her on Twitter @Dawn_ Cherie. ]

This story originally appeared on Global Sisters Report February 5, 2015. You can read
this story online at http://globalsistersreport.org/node/19246.
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Education stems Ebola’s spread
By Dan Stockman

TP PP P R T PR R DR T T R M

N L D D W N W AN O O M M

"~

Sr. Ann Kelly in Voinjama, Liberia, with three orphaned children the sisters cared
for during the Ebola crisis. The children have since been reunited with family
members. (Courtesy Missionary Sisters of the Holy Rosary)

If one of the biggest weapons in Ebola’s deadly arsenal is fear, then one of the best ways
to combat it is through education.

And Sr. Ann Kelly, of the Missionary Sisters of the Holy Rosary, not only found herself in
a great position to help fight that battle, but said it seems to be paying off: In the area
where Kelly works, the number of Ebola cases currently is dropping.

Kelly and two other sisters have been working to educate people on how to prevent the
spread of the deadly virus.

“At first, the government took a very heavy-handed approach — they wanted to keep things
under control,” she said. So markets were closed, schools were shut down and the
economy ground to a halt.

“In the rural areas, there’s a lot of peasant trading, where people carry goods to market on
their head,” Kelly said. “But with the markets closed, they couldn’t do that, and they
couldn’t get money to survive. You were not allowed to transport goods to the capital, and
that was an important source of income for a lot of people.”

Some of the restrictions have eased, and people now understand that the checkpoints
where everyone’s temperature is taken to check for signs of the virus are for their own



protection. They have also set up smaller markets so goods can be traded, and it is now
harvest time.

“The main thing will be to move the goods they harvest,” Kelly said. “The economy is
faltering badly on the macro level, but on the micro level they’re eating at least.”

Still, everything has been difficult — even the geography. Their small town of Voinjama is
only a few miles from the border with Guinea and only a few dozen miles from the border
with Sierra Leone.

“The borders are so porous, people cross over without a second thought,” Kelly said. “The
tentacles of the virus go in every direction, and tracing it is very difficult in this kind of set
up.”

Kelly said the fear is that when the crisis is over, the international community will go back
to ignoring Liberia, just when the country will be most vulnerable to the kind of power
struggles that have led to civil wars there and elsewhere.

“The vacuum of power will be very big,” she said. “People here believe in government,
but there is also some belief that the government is somehow getting power out of this,
that there’s a lot of money coming in and people are asking where is it going. They fear
that it’s a money racket, and once again they’re the losers.”

But the people are survivors in every sense of the word.

“Things are at a subsistence level anyway. They don’t have running water, they don’t have
a lot of things,” she said. “They cope with it, they celebrate what they have. They’re also
physically strong — from a young age they walk long distances and work very hard.”

They’ve also lived through years of civil war.

Still, with so many dead — including medical staff and religious — isn’t Kelly afraid of
Ebola herself?

“From the very beginning, we educated ourselves about prevention. So the biggest fear is
getting the virus indirectly,” she said. “Our fear is that we’ll walk into a village
inadvertently when someone has just died there.”

And just as they taught villagers, the sisters took precautions.

“We didn’t wear protective clothing, but we also didn’t feel at any point that we had to
stay in the house and not go out,” Kelly said. “We avoid shaking hands and hugging,
which is difficult, but we lived through the war, to some extent. We have a bit of a history
of living through these tense times.”

Besides — there are worse things than fear.

“The worst thing is seeing the trauma of other people; that’s more distressing than
anything else,” she said.

And she can let others worry for her: Kelly is Irish by birth and American by
naturalization, and her family keeps up on the news.

“They phone a lot, they worry and they wonder. They see more than we do — they see the
reports on TV,” she said. “We’re not getting all those pictures all the time. We see the



survivors and the post-quarantine people, but we’re not seeing people dying.”
And the people they serve are grateful for their presence.

“They view us, as they say, as ‘God People.’ So our being here continued to give them that
feeling they’re not completely on their own. They can take courage from that,” Kelly said.
“A lot of people have expressed that. They would have understood it if we did go, but we
said, ‘No, we’re staying.’”

The people are especially grateful when they see the price others have paid for staying.

“We used to stay in Monrovia with a group of sisters when we traveled there,” Kelly said.
“One died, two other contracted Ebola, but survived. Two brothers and a priest died... . It
lets people know we come for the long haul. And the people know that those [religious]
died here so far away from their family, they express their gratitude for that. You can’t
help but feel blessed by them.”

Kelly spent 11 years in Guinea, where she and other sisters worked with refugees from the
civil wars in Sierra Leone and Liberia. Then eight years ago, she and two other sisters
moved into Liberia and began working there, mainly to reduce illiteracy.

In Liberia, about 85 percent of the population of 4 million lives in poverty, so education is
key, Kelly said. Knowledge is power, of which the people have little.

“We were educating people about land rights and land grabbing,” she said.
And then came Ebola.

“I was here when the first outbreak of Ebola took place, and no one took it as seriously as
it should have been taken,” Kelly said. “Once Ebola came into being and took over the
environment, we moved into Ebola awareness and education.”

Kelly and the other sisters were not medical professionals, so they couldn’t treat the
disease, but they could teach people how to prevent it. That was especially important in
the villages around Voinjama, in the rural north part of the country.

With an education network already in place, the sisters just switched from teaching people
how to read to how to prevent the spread of Ebola.

“We’re using the same team throughout the whole county,” Kelly said, and that team has
since expanded its reach as the crisis demanded.

With Ebola, they quickly learned, education can be the difference between life and death.

“In the initial stages, many people died because they only went to the clinic at the last

minute, so the treatment came too late. So we had to educate them to go right away, to
seek help as soon as they’re sick,” Kelly said. “We also had to teach them that Ebola is
real — some people thought that it was just made up or that it was some kind of money-
making scheme.”

The sisters also had to teach people that the traditional burial methods could be deadly:
The local custom is for family members to wash the body, and extended family comes
from all over to take part in the rituals — and at the time when the virus is most dangerous.

“In one village near us, 165 people died, largely due to burials,” Kelly said. “In their



traditional beliefs, they have something called ‘bad signs,’ so if you’re sick, it’s because
someone put a bad sign on you. And with Ebola, many people believed that’s what
happened. Then they died and all the rituals began, and before you knew it, it had spread
everywhere.”

Then panic set in, as people didn’t know what to do or where to turn.

“In one case, instead of calling a treatment center, they took the sick person to Guinea,
where they infected others. Then they brought them back and spread it further, and then
died,” Kelly said. “In some cases, whole families were wiped out.”

Information was key.

“Not being able to bury their loved ones in the traditional way and to have to call
emergency workers in all this gear to come get the body, it terrified them,” Kelly said.
“But once they’re educated, those fears subside.”

They also had to educate them on simple things that not only help to fight the spread of
Ebola, but other illnesses, as well — which became critical as the little bit of health care
infrastructure that existed collapsed under the Ebola explosion.

Kelly said West Africa cannot be forgotten.

“The thing I most want people to know is this is a tragedy that can strike anywhere, but it
struck the most vulnerable part of the world. We in the international community must put
our best foot forward and let the people of West Africa know they matter to us,” she said.
“Keep all of us and all of West Africa in your prayers — it is as important as all the
financial contributions.”

[Dan Stockman is national correspondent for Global Sisters Report. Follow him on
Twitter @DanStockman or on Facebook.]

This story originally appeared on Global Sisters Report October 29, 2014. You can read
this story online at http://globalsistersreport.org/node/13921.
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