
Ten Years in the Making
By Scott McNelis and Jake Teigten

figured out best practices with some more 
“rugged” aspects of the facilities.  For 
instance, we discovered how to use EVERY 
bucket we had to save the 50+ gallons of 
water we had to run to get hot water to the 
showers (Remember, no bucket showers 
yet!), then rotating those buckets on top 
of the wood stove to heat sink water for a 
dishwashing station (merely three buckets 
set up on the kitchen island).  We tried 
to allow Russ to work in the office/library 
while 5 college students on 2 pullout 
couches were trying to sleep there, too.  We 
learned to safely park the “farm use” truck 
by utilizing a log as a wheel chock.  We even 
had to “ride the ridges” on the driveway to 
make sure we didn’t bottom out on the way 
up.  These situations seem crazy many years 
and refined processes later. However, the 
only thing that my then girlfriend and now 
beautiful wife, Kera, and I could think about 
was how we wanted to spend the summer 
there with our friends, new and old, in 
order to help this wonderful place through 
its first summer!

Jake
At the end of my freshman year of 

college, my friend Scott asked me if I 
wanted to join him for a few weeks at the 
“new Nazareth Farm” that summer. I opted 
to (Continued on Page 3) 
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In 2003, we both took part in a high school 
group week at Nazareth Farm. We met a Naz 
staff member named Colleen Buck, who was 
very kind to some goofy kids from Indiana. 
We went back the following summer, met Eric 
Fitts and Julie Tracy, and heard that there was 
some momentum behind efforts to start a 
second farm. The friendships and influential 
experiences at Nazareth Farm led us to be 
unlikely helpers at Bethlehem Farm’s first 
year of hosting groups in 2005. Here is a brief 
account of how Bethlehem Farm’s formation 
led to some of our own.

Scott
At Indiana University, I kept in contact 

with Colleen about the possibility of a “New 
Nazareth Farm”, or rather, “Bethlehem Farm”.  
Within the same week of hearing from Colleen 
about the newly-leased retreat center in 
southern West Virginia, my campus minister, 
Conor McIntyre, told me that IU had missed 
out on a spring break group week at Naz.  
Soon enough, IU had reserved 30 spots at 
Bethlehem Farm.  We arrived on a Saturday 
evening, and, as we jammed people into every 
area we could, we quickly realized that we 
would have to BUILD the bunk beds we would 
need to sleep on the rest of the week!  We 

worked with the two initial caretakers, Russ 
Plywaczynski and Julie Tracy, guest caretaker 
Tom Ruggaber, and Gerald Kirwan (brother 
of Michael Kirwan) to do our best with a 

packed house and a new place.
During that week, we worked 

primarily with the National Park 
Service and Loaves and Fishes, 
the first two groups willing to 

take college students for a week of 
service.  In blazing trails, pushing leaves, and 

preparing food, we enjoyed a free-for-all week 
of prayer and community, while still figuring 
out how to live together as a large group in an 
efficient manner!  Many participants that week 
had attended Nazareth Farm previously and 
used their understanding of the cornerstones 
to provide additional leadership.  We even 
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As spring draws near the Caretaker community is preparing for a busy group season and for the 
arrival of awesome Summer Servants! The spring and summer seasons are filled to the brim with 
groups, the garden and worksites, making the Summer Servants vital to the success of it all. This 
year we are piloting the Summer Fellows program, made possible by a grant from Catholic Youth 
Foundation. Summer Fellows are Summer Servants who will engage in additional leadership 
development opportunities with the volunteer groups. We are excited for this new opportunity at 
Bethlehem Farm and know it will be fruitful for the participants. On the Caretaker front....there is 
still room at the Inn! There are three Caretaker positions still open and we are actively accepting 
interested applicants. Please keep us in mind when coming across passionate people who are 
looking for an avenue to live out their vocation. 

Welcoming New Faces and Old!
By Lauren, Caretaker

We chose the theme A Decade of Discipleship for our 10th anniversary celebration year 
because we have a rich history to celebrate. The property that Bethlehem Farm calls home was 
donated by the Kirwan family on December 8th, 2004, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. 
10 years ago, there were people who were afraid that this dream might fail and that we would 
be shown as fools. Luckily for us, the Holy Spirit was shouting even louder: “Go for it!” and giving 
us encouragement even as we chose “the road less-travelled by.” We began with 2 Caretakers 
and grew to a community as large as 13, with Caretakers, a Farmer-in-Residence, a Caretaker 
community member working off the Farm, and our 2 children. We began with less than 200 
service-week volunteers and now have 400 each year, with almost 3,300 volunteers over our first 
10 years. A decade ago, we knew no one in the local area. Now, we partner with nonprofits and 
churches in the area, we provide outreach for Catholic Charities’ presence in our county, and we 
operate a home repair program that has invested over $2 million worth of materials and labor 
into our local community so far. 

We have developed a strong foundation of 10 years of mission and ministry in Appalachia, 
now supported by a dedicated Retreat House and Caretaker Residence. From this foundation, 
we continue to deepen the ways we live our mission and make our community more resilient 
through growing in our sustainable practices. We have an exciting announcement about a new 
initiative to deepen our sustainable practices. The Churley and Strom families have developed 
the John & Anne Churley Memorial Fund, in memory of their parents, to promote sustainable 
agriculture with special attention to regional food production at Bethlehem Farm. John Churley 
was born and raised on a farm near Latrobe, PA. Anne Mikolay Churley enjoyed all outdoor 
activities. Both John & Anne had a reverence for nature and the gifts of the land. The fund will 
be used to purchase seeds and plants for vegetables, fruits, and nuts for gardens and orchards; 
native and regional flowers, bushes and trees for landscaping; and honey bees for pollination 
and honey production. As the fund grows, poultry and dairy stock may be added. We are excited 
for the potential of this fund and invite anyone with similar interests to help continue to grow 
the John & Ann Churley Memorial Fund (just make a note in the memo line of your check or on 
your donation slip). It also might plant a seed as you are thinking about your own estate planning 
to consider growing the life and mission of Bethlehem Farm as you go forth. I’d like to extend a 
special thank you to the Churley and Strom families.

As always, our service-retreat program and low-income home repair program remain strong 
and are also growing with new initiatives that we’ll highlight in our next newsletter. If you prefer 
giving toward these aspects of our mission or toward the greatest need, then feel free. Our 
community is humbled to partner with you in this mission.

Letter from the Director
By Eric, Caretaker
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Human Dignity
Caretaker Kim

When and where was March for Life?
     The March for Life takes place every year on January 22nd, 
the anniversary of Roe v. Wade, the decision which legalized 
abortion in the United States.  The March begins at the National 
Mall and ends at the U.S. Supreme Court. 
How have you been involved in March for Life before coming 
to the farm?
     This was my fifth year going to the March for Life. I went the 
last four years with the University of Miami’s Catholic campus 
ministry. Our yearly pilgrimage to DC included the Students for 
Life of America Conference, the Mass for Life, the youth rally, 
and the March for Life. 
What were your favorite parts of the March?

     My favorite parts of 
the March include the 
Mass for Life at the 
National Basilica of the 
Immaculate Conception 
that happens the 
night before the actual 
march. During the 
march, I love seeing the 
joy and love for life that 
all the marchers have 
despite the sad reason 

we are marching. Also, it’s 
great seeing all the youth 

there that support human dignity; it gives me great hope. 
Do you plan on going in the future?
     Yes, I plan on going every year until abortion is no longer 
legal in the U.S. 
What does your work at Bethlehem Farm have to do with 
March for Life?
     At Bethlehem Farm, we teach our volunteers about Catholic 
social teaching (CST). One of the themes of CST is life and 
dignity of the human person. Our volunteers work mostly with 
the poor, elderly, or handicapped.  But hopefully by working 
with the vulnerable, our volunteers can develop a respect and 
understanding for the uniqueness and unrepeatability of every 
human life, including those still in the womb. Also at Bethlehem 
Farm, we strive for our actions to express our beliefs. Not only 
do we know the dignity of the people we work with, we try 
to uphold that dignity through our low-income home repair 
program. The March for Life is a way for those who recognize 
the dignity of the unborn and their right to life to put their 
beliefs into action and to protect children in the womb. 

2

This article was made possible by a grant from the Our Sunday Visitor Institute
The views in this article do not necessarily represent the views or opinions of Bethlehem Farm, Board Members, or individual Caretakers.

Care for Creation
Caretaker Marissa

What are you involved in in regards to Care for Creation?
Recently, I have been active with the Summers County 

Residents Against the Pipeline (SCRAP), a group that has 
been organizing against the MVP Natural Gas Pipeline that is 
proposed to be built adjacent to the farm.

So far, SCRAP has organized meetings in Hinton for residents 
to come and hear information about the Pipeline.  We also 
attended a County Commissioners meeting in Hinton to present 
information to the commissioners about how the pipeline 
would affect the citizens of Summers County. Personally, I have 
also written an article for an upcoming edition of Voices of 
Hope which is a magazine published by the Society of Helpers, a 
congregation of women 
religious.

Why do you feel called 
to take part in activism 
against the MVP 
Pipeline?

Taking care of the 
earth is important to 
me, especially in regards 
to the effects that the 
energy companies’ 
actions have on the 
West Virginian people.  
Historically, West 
Virginians have faced 
marginalization from 
outside forces that have 
come in and taken their 
natural resources without giving much in return. The way that 
the earth is treated and the way that people are treated are 
highly interrelated; when you change the ecology of the natural 
surroundings, you affect how people live their own lives. The 
mountains are some of God’s greatest gifts, and it is part of 
our responsibility as children of God to act as stewards of the 
earth. In order to serve others and truly love our neighbors, it is 
important to treat the environment with love and care.

   Do you hope to continue your work in Care for Creation in 
the future?

Yes, I hope to continue to work as someone who actively 
supports the environment and educates people about why 
preserving the environment is an issue of social justice.  As 
someone who cries when she reads The Lorax, caring for 
creation is something that will always be near and dear to my 
heart.

Being Active for Catholic Social Teaching

Marissa looks out at God’s Creation

Kim (right) goes to March for Life

take the train into Alderson, and due 
to a severe lack of signage at Union 
Station in Indianapolis at my 2:00am 
departure, I had to ask the Amtrak 
employee who was boarding passengers, 
“Is this the train to West Virginia?” She 
replied gruffly, “It’s the only train!” and 
promptly shoved me aboard, slamming 
the door behind me.

By the time I arrived at the home off 
of Clayton Road, I had just enough time 
to drop off my things and receive a tour 
of the property before I led a tour of the 
property to the high school groups who 
arrived.

That summer was a bit wilder than 
what we have come to expect from a 
week at Bethlehem Farm. With fewer 
procedures in place and many city 
dwellers learning to farm through trial 
and error, there was a great deal of living 
in the moment and being dependent on 
God for the next. I remember spending 

Jenna first came to Bethlehem Farm as a volunteer with Villanova University in the Fall of 2010 and she joined our community 
the following three summers as a summer servant.  We had been hoping for a few years that we might receive a Caretaker 
application from her, and in August 2013 we were blessed to have her join us as a member of the Caretaker community.  Along 
with Jenna came her bundle of fury sweetness, Callie.  

 Jenna came to our community already knowing a good deal about construction from 
having worked with Habitat for Humanity in North Carolina and also with a lot of ministry 
experience having worked as a chaplain at Villanova University.  So when she got here, she was 
able to hit the ground running.  She spent a decent chunk of her first six months here helping us 
work on the final stages of Caretaker Residence construction, and over her stay she served our 
community as animal wife, catechetical coordinator, hiring coordinator, retreats and spirituality 
coordinator, and home repair site leader.  

 Jenna will be remembered by our community for her love of good times, going on 
adventures, friendship with her community members, worshipping the sun, and off-brand 
cereal.  Jenna is someone who loves to think about systems and to ask what we can do to 
improve them, and being among underprivileged people in Appalachia gave all of us many 
opportunities to engage in good conversations about bettering humanity.  

 I would be remiss in writing this article if I did not take this opportunity to say that it 
was here in West Virginia that Jenna found the great love of her life.   A pair of roller skates with 
sleek black leather and well-greased ball bearings she donned and joined the Greenbrier Valley 

Roller Vixens Roller Derby Team.  Many of the Caretakers and Summer Servants had the chance to enjoy watching Jenna skate 
with the team as she displayed her love of competition and zest for life.  So as she has left us and returned to North Carolina to 
continue working with Habitat for Humanity, we thank Jenna for her time with us and wish her many, many happy skatings in the 
future.  
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Skate On Public Jenemy, We’ll Miss You!
By Joe, Caretaker

Jenna and her ever-faithful dog, 
Callie.

10 Years
(Continued from Page 1)

hours splitting wood so that we could 
keep Russ warm enough to survive the 
coming winter. There was hurdling off the 
wheelchair ramps in memorable Capture-
the-Flag games and lessons learned about 
shearing the inherited three-legged sheep. 
We made discoveries in the basement 
ceiling panels and in John Henry’s Great 
Bend Tunnel. 

As a 19-year-old, I was given major 
responsibilities to run work sites, prayer, 
and social time, mostly because I was the 
only one to do the work that had to be 
done.

Scott
There was such a sense of both urgency 

and calm that summer.  There was much 
to do, but with all the support we could 
imagine, there was also a sense of calm 
that we would have many years to make 
fixes, meet neighbors, tend to the garden, 
and wonder about God’s creation.  Even 
though it was a whirlwind of work from 
before sunup to well past sundown, we 
couldn’t hold back our energy, excitement, 

and joy for all we had to do, and all 
that was to come.

Jake
The infant Farm had a feeling of 

excitement at its newness and a 
sense of community from all those 
who had to hold the dream together. 
Like Mary encouraging Jesus to begin 
ministry at the wedding at Canaan 
before his time had come, Bethlehem 
Farm was leaping off the cliff and 
building its wings on the way down.

The Farm has grown in the ten 
years since that first summer. 
Frankly, so have we. Together, we 
have moved from Summer Servants 
to college & parish group leaders 
to board members. A decade later, 
we’re proud of Bethlehem Farm. 
It’s a place that still captivates us, 
reminds us of our own growth, and 
stands as a testament to what can 
happen when we are available to the 
great summons of Christ.


