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“Years ago, during the civil war in El Salvador, many of us
worked in the solidarity movement. There was to be a major
march in Washington, D.C., designed to encourage the
administration to stop arming the corrupt Salvadoran Army.
The province leadership decided to participate in that major
effort by asking us to write to our elected leadership. I was
among five of us who were delegated to personally deliver the
letters to Washington and to participate in the march. When
we arrived, we stayed with SSND in the area, along with
SSND from other provinces. When we gathered with the other
sisters, most of whom didn’t previously know each other, we
immediately formed community. The solidarity and power I
felt as we marched together behind a huge SSND banner
proclaiming our commitment to social justice continues to
drive my spirituality and the work I do.” 

At the time of her first profession, with a bachelor’s degree in
social work from Mount Mary College (now University),
Milwaukee, Sister Barbara was assigned to pastoral ministry in
and around Milwaukee. 

In 1984, she was sent to work with SSND in Florida, and
launched into her ministry focus of community organizing,
first for Our Lady of Guadalupe Parish. She then built a
county-wide organization, comprised of farmworkers in
Immokalee, and service workers in Naples, to address issues of
health care access, public services and more.

In 1997, she was called to work with Interfaith Worker Justice
in Chicago as an organizer, then director of Chicago Interfaith
Worker Justice. In 2007, she became immigration organizer
with WISDOM, a state-wide community organization based in
Milwaukee. There, she later worked as administrative director
and special projects organizer. 

In retirement Sister Barbara provides leadership for the
Religious Leaders Caucus and the We All Belong Campaign in
WISDOM’s Milwaukee affiliate, MICAH (Milwaukee
Interfaith Congregations Allied in Hope). Alongside her work
with MICAH, she also assists with immigration services both
with Catholic Charities and United Migrant Opportunity
Services (UMOS) in Milwaukee.

Sister  Barbara Pfarr
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What initially drew you to the School
Sisters of Notre Dame (SSND)?

  In high school, I would drive the sisters
for what I now know to have been the

process they participated in towards the
re-write of the SSND Constitution

following Vatican II. They were so excited
and animated about this major change in

their lives! I wanted a life that was
engaged, collaborative and spiritually-

driven as what they demonstrated to me in
the car during those drives. 

What advice or words of wisdom would
you want to share?

Pray to recognize and use the gifts the
Holy Spirit has already given us. Don’t

keep asking God to give what we already
have: claim those gifts and use them to co-

create a world of justice and peace.
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