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On Onions and Human Purpose
Thinking about joining us
for a week-long Service
Retreat next year?

By Molly, Summer Servant

Tomatoes, in their hues of fireside glory, outshine most
plants in terms of aesthetic beauty. Rosemary and sage tempt
the senses like only the fragrance of herbal healing can do,
garlic corners the market on prolific nutritional benefits, and
We still have spots
squash has the unbridled power to break through garden
available on the following
beds. Beans offer abundance, blackberries share their
sweetness, corn fills out a garden like no other. But nothing
weeks...
makes me cry out in thanksgiving like the onion.
High School Students:
This summer I returned to Bethlehem Farm for my
• April 14-20
longest stint yet and was met with a chorus of “welcome homes” and a sack of onion sets.
“These need to be in the ground by yesterday,” were the only words necessary to launch me into my
College Students:
reign as Queen of Onions. My hands smelled vaguely of the alliums for weeks, a scent I quickly grew attached
• March 3-9
to. I carefully considered the yellows and reds before tucking them into the soil, trusting them to follow the sun
• March 17-23
and break into day. Each day that the beds remained blankets of brown was followed by a tally in my journal
• May 12-18
and a sorry attempt at patience–I reached eight marks before Audrey broke the news of the first sprout. The
era of onions was ushered in by dancing and poetry and weeping for joy.
• May 19-25
I was envious of the onion, in a way. Why should she have such clear purpose–to grow, to flourish–and
Adult Week: July 28-Aug 3
I be left with so many questions on how and where to move throughout life? I would have liked for the onion
to tell me, in that moment, some eternal truth about purposeful life, but the layers of an onion are not meant
Family Week: August 4-10
to be torn away like wrapping paper on a quest to reach the center. Onion, despite showboating as the star of
Master’s Week: Sept 14-19
onion pie or forcing tears from anyone attempting to chop her, is able to keep quiet.  
While the onion might not have revealed to me all her truths, Bethlehem Farm did. I have found that
one of the great powers of the farm is in its ability to point folks back to purpose. Through an embracing of
Socket
the cornerstones there is a fundamental shift of focus
Wrench Set
back to the Gospel truths of human purpose, work, and
God’s good intentions for us to flourish. For me, this
Channel Lock
has been transformative.
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This summer, I leaned heavily on the
cornerstone of prayer and through it found the answers
Paint brushes
I sought from those onions. On my knees in the lower
garden, untangling knotweed from onion stems or
w
18-volt drills
pruning bolting flowers or talking philosophy with a
i
volunteer–here, my body was filled with purpose.
s
Rubber Spatulas
Perhaps this is what it felt like to be that onion set at
h
first sprout, perhaps this could be my prayer.
LED headlamps
I engaged with God via more traditional forms,
& flashlights
l
too: drawing close to the Eucharist in Adoration,
i
Luci LED
praying the rosary, celebrating Mass. The lesson I
s
solar lanterns
am learning is not how to pray “the right way”; rather,
t
I have been discovering how bring my full self into a
prayer that never ceases.
Hornet stings became for me a symbol of my
authentic self engaged in constant prayer. Throughout
the summer I was stung by critters while atop ladders and submerged in a thickets of wild blackberries. In these moments,
:
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I took to chewing up plantain weed, slapping it on my sting, and howling “fully alive!”
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God’s influence on me is so clearly displayed in the shift from a cry of pain in the face of hornets (and yellow jackets
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to a cry of thanksgiving for the beauty of the insects and their ability to defend, for the cooling salve of
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plantain,
for
the
chance
to engage with a piece of the human experience.
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To be fully alive is to engage with God and others, it is a shout for joy at hornet stings and recognizing the sacred in
the onion. This engagement, this thanksgiving, this Love–this is my purpose, this is my prayer.
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Family Week Reflection
By Ben, Volunteer

“My Dad is a butthead for making me go to
this work camp called Bethlehem Farm! I could be
chilling at home doing stuff besides working! We
just came from Spain and we all are extremely
tired because of jetlag. Also my dad is a BIG
BUTTHEAD because we only had a week to
recover!”
The above quote is from my son’s journal
article he wrote as we were in the car driving to
Bethlehem Farm. My wife and daughter didn’t
know what to expect, but my son was thinking that
he was not going to survive a week away from the
internet, texting, and video games, not to mention
air conditioning.
Earlier in the year, I went to the Archdiocese
of Washington (Mid Atlantic Conference)
Volunteer training program and heard about
the different missions. As a result, we learned
about Bethlehem Farm. I thought to myself, “To
learn to serve the church together in this unique
environment would be a great experience to not
only develop our faith, but our commitment to
serve those less fortunate than us.”  In addition,
we decided to take our youth group leaders with
us as part of our “church family.” Three youth
group leaders who can experience Bethlehem
Farm first hand and then one day, perhaps can
bring the whole youth group to Bethlehem Farm.
Little did we know that we received much more
than what we gave during Family Week.   
On our first day, the Bethlehem staff
introduced everyone to their mission: Catholic

Adam & Kendra Goudreau
Danny Newell
Sharyl Pels
Carrie & Andrew Archual
Bike & Build
Jennie & Mike Motto Mesterharm
Anonymous
Mark Gore
Catherine Leser
Kathleen Puhl
Jake & Alicen Teitgen
Oscar & Patrice Valenzuela
John Hannagan
Mary Ellen & Bob Fitts

John & Chris Marasi
Tom & Kathy Buck
Emma Baird
Hession Family
Paul & Dana Braun
Tim Duffy
Joe and Anne Hofmann
Marilyn and Paul Knapp
Rachel & Michael Kraus
Carl J. Markelz, O.Carm.
Fran and Maura McDonald
Mike & Mary Jo Schoendorf
Marc Slain

Social Teaching with the four pillars of service, community, prayer and simplicity,   To really learn about
Catholic Social Teaching it was imperative, first by the example of the entire staff, that we also lived what
we were learning.  Simplicity, prayer, service and working together with Catholic brothers and sisters
became the focus of the week. The Bethlehem Farm staff were caring in not only sharing their faith, but
living it.  Even the Director Mr. and Mrs. Eric and Colleen Fitts and his entire family were instrumental in
serving and participating in the farm’s program.   
Each day we started with a morning prayer and then got to work with morning duties. We then
came back to mouthwatering fresh “farm to table” breakfasts which gave us the energy to attack
our different assignments helping those less fortunate. My family had the honor of building a ramp
for a handicapped man, another day we assisted a single woman take care of her own farm. Each
experience, my family saw tremendous poverty, and yet, were in awe by the generosity of the people we
served and the gratefulness in their eyes. We not only had great food throughout the week, we tasted
heaven on earth and how a strong Catholic community should be.  
By the end of the week, we were very tired, but none of us regretted going. The youth group leaders
shared repeatedly, “This was a good trip and well worth it.” The staff, from the very beginning to the very
end of our trip, continued to show Christ’s love to us, even by washing our feet at the concluding Morning
Prayer. It was definitely a work service camp and
at times exhausting, but for our souls, it was a
wonderful spiritual retreat. If only every family
could experience a week at Bethlehem Farm.  
As for my son, at the end of the week, he
was a different young man with a much better
attitude. Even after a few weeks, he still does
his chores without complaining and because he
learned how to clean bathrooms at Bethlehem
Farm, he cleans our bathrooms at home. On the
ride home, he wrote in his journal the following:   
“I had a great week! I prayed more, met
a lot of good friends, and had a good time with
family. I enjoyed not only awesome food, but
worked with my hands. And I earned pretty cool
community service hours. I hope I get to go next
year, and yea, I thank my Dad for making me
come!”
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“You Also Ought to Wash One Another’s Feet”

We are always in need of tools.
Interested in donating some to us?
Check out our tool drive at
bethlehemfarm.net/tools

A Reflection on Our First Anniversary

By Jay & Maria, Summer Servants

Editor’s note: As past participants know, the
footwashing usually serves as each serviceretreat week’s closing prayer. We recall
Jesus’ admonition to the disciples (after they
had argued along the way to the house in
Capernaum about who was the greatest): “If
you want to be great, then you must serve.”
(Mark 9:33-37) The footwashing (John 13) calls
to mind the Last Supper and its celebration of
freedom through total self gift, our baptism, our
need for one another to cleanse and forgive
our daily transgressions, and the importance
of basic acts of service in the household. The
Bethlehem Farm community was reminded
of the significance of this prayer and practice
when Jay and Maria chose to include the
footwashing in their wedding ceremony. This is
their story...

We met at Bethlehem Farm during
the summer of 2014. Maria was
wrapping up her 5th summer at the
Farm, this time spent as a 6-week
Americorps Summer Servant. Jay,
also having spent previous years
as a volunteer, Summer Servant
and 3 months as an Americorps Fall
Servant, stopped by for a week to visit
with the community on his way to a
vacation in Chicago. Having heard of
each other frequently in years prior,
our paths crossed for one week at

exactly the right time and that was
enough. Well, that and a karaoke trip
to Stuart’s. After a year spent dating
long-distance between St. Louis, MO,
and Richmond, VA, we came back
to Bethlehem Farm for Adult Week
in the summer of 2015. Near the end
of the week we climbed Bill Mann
Hill together and came back down
engaged. You might say we are truly a
Bethlehem Farm-grown couple.
Last summer, in July of 2017, we
traveled with our closest family and
friends, including many Bethlehem
Farm folks, to share in our wedding
ceremony in Watoga State Park in the
Monongahela National Forest, just a
few counties and mountains over from
Bethlehem Farm. Instead of lighting
a unity candle or pouring sand into a
jar together, we chose to wash each
other’s feet as a unity symbol. During
our collective time at the Farm, we
both participated in foot washing both
as humbled volunteers and grateful
staff. No matter how many times one
engages in the foot washing, no matter
how many footwashing mix CDs you
memorize the playlist to, it is still as
strikingly powerful as the first time you
learn that the people who have spent
the week guiding you will be bowed at
your feet in service. There was nothing

that could have been more symbolic
of our foundations as a couple, and as
individuals rooted in the community,
love, and connectedness to the earth
that Bethlehem Farm had instilled in
each of us.
Former Caretaker Tim Shovlin
introduced the footwashing and its
significance to the Farm community,
and then the ever-favorite “Servant
Song” was played by dear friends,
also longtime Summer Servants,
Anna Robertson and Bryan Melcher,
while we took turns carefully and
attentively demonstrating to one another
our commitment to mutual service,
attentiveness, and love by washing each
other’s feet. Surrounded by many of the
folks who had contributed to the people
we have become and the love we share
through our experiences at Bethlehem
Farm, we were sent forth by the now
unified community of our family and
friends into marriage to love and serve
one another and all those we encounter.
Reflecting back now, a year into that
marriage, we are grateful for the love
we have known through this community
and how that foundation has continued
to nurture our growth and shape the way
we walk in the world.

“I Pray”

By Maddie, Summer Servant
I pray
Take me to where the wild flowers bloom
And the leaves breathe free
Take me to where the soil is rich
And the mountains roll on
Take me to where the river flows strong
And the valleys give life
To us all who stop and take a drink
Of the majesty

I pray
Where the wind dances
And the bird sings
Where the air is clear
And the water is true
Where we work with dignity
And grow hope
I pray
And life takes me home to you
Amen
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Mission
Statement:
Bethlehem Farm is a
Catholic community
in Appalachia that
transforms lives
through service with
the local community
and the teaching of
sustainable practices.
We invite volunteers
to join us in living the
Gospel cornerstones
of community, prayer,
service, and simplicity.

Our
Community:
Will Fair
Colleen Fitts
Eric Fitts
Justin Mullen
Raine Nimmer
Katherine Peregoy
Tim Peregoy
Steve Rassa
Joseph Reilly

Volunteer Reflection
By Korey, Volunteer

The Bethlehem Farm Service Trip was a remarkable
one. From the time my classmates and I stepped foot on
the property and were greeted with welcoming hugs, we
knew it was going to be a great week. What stood out to
me the most was the genuine fun-loving attitudes of the
people in the house. Regardless of the race, ethnicity,
size, shape or orientation you are, the Caretakers and
volunteers treated you the same. Also, everyone who
entered the space at Bethlehem Farm took the principles
serious regardless of how surprising they were. The
principles that were introduced to me, like terra-cycling,
cutting down on showers, sawdust toilets, were more
unique than I’ve ever experienced at a service trip. I took
these home with me, telling my parents, friends, and family all about it. I even started my own compost at
home with my mother. I can honestly say that I see Bethlehem Farm in my future.

Shelter from the Storm

By Eric, Director

Soul-searching is a natural response when faced with something as ugly as the abuse crisis that
continues to unfold in the Roman Catholic Church.
From Richard Sipe’s initial warnings about the scale of the crisis in the 60s and 70s, to the first media
coverage in the 80s, then the shocking 2002 news of the scandals in Boston and later in Philadelphia and
across the globe, and now the recent news of Cardinal McCarrick’s behavior and the cover-up and the
Pennsylvania grand jury report; the Church we love has been in scandal for as long as many of us can recall.
So, we begin to ask some basic questions:
Who is to blame?
Board
How can we hold our leaders accountable?
Members:
When will it stop?
Paul Daugherty
Can
we still have faith in the institutional Church and its leaders?
John Hannagan
What
do I tell my children?
Tricia Lally
Where
is God in all of this mess?
Molly Linehan
Throughout this scandal, a few things have become crystal clear for me, tested by doubt and mistrust.
Scott McNelis
First, Jesus came as a human to a broken humanity. He did not create a new species incapable of sin nor
Kathryn Moran
strike out into the hinterlands to form a new utopian civilization; he built the Kingdom of God here on Earth
Caitlin Morneau
in the wasted shell of the old—resurrection is his calling card. Second, St. Francis lived in a time of great
Jennie Motto Mesterharm
corruption in the Church, yet heard and acted upon the call, “Rebuild my Church, which lay in ruins”. Perhaps
Michael Newman
we hear the same call today. Third, the Bethlehem Farm community has been a shelter in this storm for me.
Kat O’Loughlin
To be part of a community, however frail and incomplete, that strives each day to care for our least brothers
Moira Reilly
and sisters, to bring prayer into the hidden corners of our lives, to live simply so that others (and Earth) may
Jennifer Scott
simply live, and to share such a community with hundreds of young people, adults, and families from all
Rachelle Simon
over the country, is nothing short of an infusion of hope. Through Jesus, his messenger St. Francis, and this
Craig Snydal
rag-tag community of Bethlehem Farmers, I begin to know what living in Love looks like and can discern more
Jake Teitgen
clearly what it is not.
Our faith is in the One who knows the taste of betrayal, the bitterness of death, and yet against all odds
Printed on 100% postrises
again. We have some work to do to shape up this household that is our beloved Church. We have some
consumer recycled paper
tables to turn over, corruption to expose, truths to tell. In times like these, we dig deep to the bedrock of our
faith seeking shelter. Where do you find shelter from the storm?
By our friends at
Canfield & Tack

Check us out online!
www.bethlehemfarm.net

Questions or Comments regarding this publication, article submissions and
photos can be sent to the editor at Caretakers@BethlehemFarm.net

