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Being in West Virginia for five days was like being in a different world. We started off our trip 
in two vans early on Tuesday morning. Each van had about six hours of get-to-know-you games 
and car games before we pulled up to Nazareth Farm. The moment we got out of the vans, we 
were greeted by strangers with hugs and a “Welcome home.” It was unexpected, but we quickly 
got used to what they call “aggressive hospitality” at the farm. 
 
Even more unexpected was right after putting away our luggage and some prayer, Brian, the 
director of Nazareth Farm, told our group of eight that we’d be going on a hike. A nice hike 
through the woods seemed enjoyable after hours of sitting, so we grabbed our water bottles and 
headed out with Brian, Tom, and Annika from the Farm. I don’t think any of us expected to go 
up a mountain a few hundred feet for our hike to the tallest point on the farm’s property, but once 
we got there, the view was breathtaking. Brian told us a biblical story about Elijah and a member 
of our group, Roger, said a beautiful prayer about God’s beauty in the mountains. We were asked 
to close our eyes to pray and reflect in silence, and when I opened my eyes, I felt this 
overwhelming sense of peace and saw the beauty of God in the bright green trees and rocky 
earth. It was like waking up from a dream and realizing the place you are in is actually an 
enchanted forest. 
 
We gathered up our water bottles and headed down the mountain, quietly at first, in awe of 
God’s creation. Soon conversation picked up and we looked forward to the dinner that awaited 
us at the bottom. When dinner was ready, we prayed in a circle and then formed a line with all 
the Nazareth Farm staff. With the exception of Brian and his wife Jen, all of the staff was made 
up of high school, college, or graduate school age students who were either recent graduates or 
taking a gap year. Even though I come from a college ministry back at home, I was especially 
impressed by the level of faith and joy the young people at Nazareth Farm displayed. They 
seemed unwaveringly joyful the whole time we were there-always laughing, joking, singing, 
praying, or sharing meaningful conversation with each other or members of our group. By Day 1, 
we really did feel like members of the family. 
 
The four pillars of Nazareth Farm are prayer, simplicity, community, and service. We 
experienced all of those in different ways while at the farm. They lived simply at the farm, which 
we saw when they showed us the optional bucket showers, how they made or grew a lot of their 
food, how they composted what was left over from meals, and the energy fast we experienced on 
the night we spent there. For the energy fast, everyone on the farm was asked to turn off all 
electricity after 9:00pm, and rooms were lit by candles. Some of our group and some of the farm 
staff went outside on the porch to have a conversation by the moonlight. Community and prayer 
were interwoven in everything the Nazareth Farm staff did and all the activities we as guests did 
with them. 
 
The next day we experienced part of the service aspect of Nazareth Farm. After having breakfast 
together with all the farm staff and some morning prayer, we set out in our two vans with Brian 
and Annika to Ronnie’s house. Ronnie is one of the community partners that the farm usually 



works with to help out with home repair. When we got there, Ronnie talked with us for a little 
while before we started on the project he needed help with. We found that Ronnie is a cheerful 
elderly gentleman who is always smiling and making jokes. He and his family have lived on the 
same road since there was one general store in the town and you had to take a horse and buggy or 
walk to get there. Next, he handed us some shovels from his shed and we started to dig a hole so 
Ronnie could find out whether his water culvert had a leak in it or not. After an hour of taking 
turns digging, we found that there was a leak in the culvert, but it wasn’t in the spot where we 
dug the hole. Ronnie was pleased that the problem wasn’t where we had dug, so we filled the 
hole back up and Ronnie, his brother, and his brother’s wife brought us lunch. Although digging 
the hole ultimately seemed pointless, we were happy to meet Ronnie and see some of the work 
the farm does. Our experience at Nazareth Farm was a great start to the five day Catholic 
solidarity pilgrimage. Over the course of the trip we shared many more encounters with different 
groups of people, each of which shared another piece of the beauty and the sad reality of the 
social, environmental, and economic hardships of West Virginia. 


