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It all started with an email in January from Michael Jordan Laskey that said “I wanted to 
reach out with an opportunity I thought might be of interest, which I’m calling the West 
Virginia Solidarity Pilgrimage.” With little understanding of what to expect, six others 
and I said, “we’re in” and we became fellow pilgrims with Michael to West Virginia. 
Early this month we were on our way to West Virginia. After nearly eight hours in two 
mini vans and a bit sweaty and a bit stinky, we pulled into Nazareth Farm in Salem, West 
Virginia. We were promptly greeted with big open arm hugs from a small group staff that 
were a bit more sweaty and stinky than us. With huge smiles they said, “Welcome 
home.” For me, and at least a few others of my fellow pilgrims, it was a somewhat 
awkward and uncomfortable moment. Some had never even ventured to West Virginia 
before. 
 
After introductions from each group and a prayer, we were told where to stow our gear 
and then to reassemble for a hike up to the top of the mountain. A hike I was really not in 
shape for, I soon was the laggard.  I stressed my heart, as it pounded harder and harder 
with each upward step, but Tim, a farm staffer, stayed with and gave very subtle and 
patient encouragement. Soon enough this walk in woods ended at the summit and I 
rejoined the group. There was no grand vista from the summit, but there was an ancient 
and interesting rock formation and the beauty of the fully leafed out mixed hardwood 
forest. It was quite except for the rustling of leaves in the breeze and some birdsong in the 
distance. After a few moments of quite some scripture was read and I was reminded of an 
old Lakota prayer to the Great Spirit, Creator and Master of Life. 
 
If on the way up, my heart did not blowout I felt for sure my knees would on the way 
down. Once down we cleaned up a bit and went to dinner, served outside and we began 
to learn more about Nazareth Farm. 
 
Nazareth Farm is a community in West Virginia and its basis is Catholic social teaching. 
It provides a service-retreat experience to mostly high school and college groups by 
immersing them in rural Appalachia and a simple lifestyle, with sparse accommodations 
and very few amenities. What we came to call radically simple. Simplicity is one of their 
four cornerstones for living out the Gospel message that also includes community, prayer 
and service. For a little while we had the opportunity to experience each of the 
cornerstones with them, through meals, activities and a service project. 
 
They serve surrounding area, along with their neighbors in addressing substandard 
housing by providing home repair. The building projects also build relationships. They 
have built a very special relation with a local named Ron. It was to Ron’s “Next to 
Heaven, West Virginia” farm we went for hour service project. Ron, a spry 78 years old 
with awry sense of humor and a great storyteller, found an erosion problem on his 
property. Long ago beneath his ground a system of culverts were installed to channel 
rainwater as it rushed down the mountains into the hollow. One of the culverts had failed 



causing water to by pass the system and eroding the ground. So we dug a hole, a big hole 
through gravel and rocks in search of the failure point. We did not find that failure point, 
but we were able to at least temporarily divert the water back through the system to 
prevent further erosion. We filled the big hole back in. Ron, his brother and sister-in-law 
were grateful for our efforts and rewarded us with pizza and some freshly baked pies. We 
may not have found the hole in the culvert, but we found much more. Certainly we found 
with Nazareth Farm a group of deeply spiritual highly committed young people who 
inspired us.  
 
From Nazareth Farm we traveled onto Charleston, and the offices Catholic Charities 
West Virginia. We met the staff, learned of their activities and planned our logistics for 
the next few days. We were lodged at the Saint John XXIII Pastoral Center. Very 
pleasant accommodations, while not luxurious certainly not radically simple. There were 
real showers and you could flush the toilets. We prepared ourselves for the evening meal 
hosted by the nearby parish of Christ the King. We experienced a delicious home cooked 
meal and wonderful West Virginia hospitality with pleasant and interesting conversation. 
We learned a few recipes and a bit about the struggles of local parishes and some 
similarities to our own. 
 
The following day, back in the vans we travelled to very rural Roane County, part of an 
area of West Virginia that has an economy and human conditions that equate to those of 
Guatemala. The USDA classifies these isolated communities as food deserts. There we 
met up with Catholic Charities Mobile Outreach Wellnessworks Food Pantry workers to 
provide assistance in providing much needed healthy food and offer opportunities, 
referrals and assistance in enrolling in health insurance and supplemental nutrition 
assistance programs. 
 
By the time we arrived, already there were many patiently waiting. Each individual or 
family was assigned an assistant to shop through for what they need from a balanced 
assortment of food. There was direct and personal contact. I had the opportunity to work 
with Luke Sulfridge, the pantry outreach coordinator at the “intake” in enrolling first time 
participants. This involves a very close and personal interview revealing details of sad 
and sometimes desperate stories. I heard the words “I am hungry” with a poignancy I 
never experienced before. It took all I had to keep it together. My heart was stressed far 
more that morning than climbing up that little mountain. 
 
We helped pack-up and then the pantry staff provided us lunch and more fellowship and 
we learned a couple more recipes. 
 
That evening we returned to the House of Charity of offices for more discussions and 
were again hosted with another fine home cooked meal. Our discussions turned toward 
environmental issues. We met Father Brian O’Donnell, a Jesuit who related to us some of 
the thoughts contained in pastoral letters written by the local bishops over the last 
decades. The first “This Land is Home to Me” and followed by a Pastoral Message on 
Sustainable Communities in Appalachia.” These messages are a tribute to the people of 



West Virginia and their relation to the land. That discussion was a primer to our next 
adventure. 
 
The next morning we were back in the vans and off to Kayford Mountain. There is a 
unique beauty to West Virginia, the Mountain State. Its mountains are among the oldest 
on the face of the earth, they are lushly covered with second and third growth forests. But 
hidden behind this beautiful view is an unimaginable devastation. They are blowing up 
the mountains – for coal. Coal that is most likely to be exported, and provides little 
energy for West Virginians and few jobs. 
 
We met up with Elise Keaton, a passionate and knowledgeable attorney who served as 
our guide as went to observe this devastation first hand. Elise first led us on a hike to a 
side of the mountain where all the magnificence of God’s creation could be witnessed. 
Forested peaks fading into the distance, green valleys below with a few picturesque farms 
and little villages. Idyllic. We returned from that view and went off in the opposite 
direction, following another trial we came to a bluff from where we could observe plainly 
man’s devastation of God’s creation. 
 
This method of coal extraction is referred to as mountain top removal. A quite literal 
description, but where the mountaintops go is into the valleys, interring steams and 
changing the regions hydrology. The run-off from rains floods areas unaccustomed to 
flooding and the water is fouled with highly toxic pollutants. Peoples’ homes, 
livelihoods, and health are being destroyed. Those who can move do, those who can’t 
suffer. 
 
I was aware of this type of mining and generally opposed to it, but it was not much more 
than in the back of my mind. This day made my awareness more stark and requires 
action. I may not embrace the radical simplicity of Nazareth Farm, but reducing the waste 
in my energy consumption is now a greater imperative. 
 
We returned to the pastoral center to begin our participation in the Diocese of Wheeling-
Charleston’s Third Annual Social Ministries Conference: Faith, Hope, Love: From 
Exclusion to Encounter. At which, Michael was to deliver the Saturday keynote address. 
Mike’s talk was interactive and times reflective. He discussed the ART of Justice and 
Peace. ART: Act to meet immediate and urgent needs, Reflect on root causes and 
Catholic social teaching and Transform the root social causes.  
 
During the conference we had breakout sessions that included; volunteering, elderly 
issues, solidarity overseas, prison issues and engaging youth and young adults (which 
Michael led). We prayed together and enjoyed more of that West Virginia hospitality. 
The conference concluded with a Saturday evening Mass. 
 
I have never before referred to myself as a pilgrim nor participated in what was called a 
pilgrimage. I am still not really sure what a pilgrim is. Maybe it is some kind of wanderer 
in search of something special. If so, I found that in this pilgrimage to West Virginia and 
in my fellow pilgrims, which to me now means special friends. 



 
I want to thank those friends: Amanda Dupras, Stockton University Catholic Campus 
Ministry; Yanelis Fernandez, St. Anthony of Padua Parish; Steve and Donna Mills, 
Catholic Community of the Holy Spirit; Geneva O’Brien, Stockton University Catholic 
Campus Ministry; Jim Steinitz, Blessed Teresa of Calcutta Parish; and of course our 
leader and soon to be dad, Michael Jordan Laskey, Vice Chancellor for the City of 
Camden, Diocese of Camden. 
 
Each evening, we fellow pilgrims would gather, to pray, reflect, share and discuss our 
days and the pilgrimage and some of our personal stories. A couple of those evenings 
ended in music with Michael taking requests on his guitar and Amanda fiddling or 
playing the violin. Of course given our location a request for John Denver’s Country 
Roads would be made. As those lyrics “Country Roads, take me home the place I belong, 
West Virginia” resonated it became clear how right they were at Nazareth Farm when we 
were welcomed home with those big hugs. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
   
 


