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 “What draws you to the Catholic Worker?”  The question was posed to me a couple of weeks before I left for England as an intern at the Catholic Worker Farm.  I answered that I thought this Catholic Worker community was a radical expression of faith, mainly because homeless women and volunteers lived together, and also because the community frequently protested peacefully and conducted vigils, which were practices I had neither engaged in nor was familiar with.  Upon arrival however, I came to find that the Catholic Worker Farm community had not gone to the Northwood Military Base to vigil in a couple of months due to the work consuming volunteers at the farm, and I also realized that the ordinary nature of the life of the community was anything but radical. 
 	My personal desire to intern at the Catholic Worker Farm this summer was partially due to my conviction that a Christian faith is intertwined with a need to address the situation of the poor.  Going to the margins had always seemed to me to be the most ideal way to help the poor, and I felt the Catholic Worker took this approach one step further because volunteers entered into a marginalized population by becoming a part of the same community.  The Catholic Worker Movement was started in the 1930s by Dorothy Day, a former political activist and writer and convert to Catholicism who desired to help her fellow working man and the poor suffering during the Great Depression, and by Peter Maurin, a Catholic with a particular moral teaching and concern for the poor and as well as a strong hope for “the possibilities within the Catholic Church.” [1]  Together in New York City they began a newspaper publication called The Catholic Worker as well as houses of hospitality for the homeless.
One of now 223 Catholic Worker communities worldwide, the Catholic Worker Farm outside of London began in 2006 with a particular mission to address the needs of the most destitute members of British society, namely foreign women that are not eligible to receive government benefits, to work, to purchase or rent a house, or to open a bank account until they receive the proper legal status to remain in the UK.  Most of the women fled their previous homes as a result of abuse from their husbands, partners, or families.  In the UK these women do not have access to most refuges because of their lack of legal status or their right to any governmental aid which shelters often receive a part of in order to fund their charity.  Scott Albretcht, my co-worker this summer and co-founder of the Catholic Worker Farm, often said, ““If you’re a British citizen, it is as though you have a pound sign over your head.”  The Catholic Worker Farm community and Mary House, their second house of hospitality, provide a home for these destitute women by welcoming them into a community of which volunteers are also a part, and in this sense, helping the poor becomes a lifestyle for the volunteers.  It seemed that it would be interesting to join this group that expressed their faith in a radical way.
On my first day of work at the Catholic Worker Farm I found myself planting strawberries in a bathtub in the rain.  This involved hauling the bathtubs to the furthest side of the yard, along with bricks to prop them up, and compost that first had to be sifted in order to create the proper layers of differently sized soil pieces to fill the tub.  To me this seemed unnecessary, and certainly not radical living.  How were the strawberries that we planted in old bathtubs, which the volunteers had spent weeks searching for on the side of the road, helping the homeless women?  Following the first day of strawberry bathtubs, the remainder of the week was spent cleaning, re-organizing the landing on the staircase (one of many strange places in which food is stored in the farmhouse), sorting massive crates of food donations, and arranging the donations in kitchen cupboards located in a bedroom.  I can’t say that I was disappointed to be doing these kinds of tasks, but the mundane nature of putting things away in a house, planting fruits, and tidying our spaces was certainly unexpected.  I found myself asking, “What am I doing here?  How is the life here different?”  The kind of “ordinary” life it appeared I would be living for the next three months was unsettling.  
Since the initial weeks of my internship I have been grateful for the writings of Dorothy Day.  Before the Catholic Worker began in the 1930s, Day was a journalist, writing for papers in New York, New Orleans, and writing her first book in Chicago.  Since the Catholic Worker beginnings, she has written both in books and in The Catholic Worker publication about her own life and life in Catholic Worker houses of hospitality, and about Catholic Worker ideology and her personal joys and trials.  Not only did her writings provide a comfort to me as I found I could relate with her stories about her houses of hospitality, but her explanation of Catholic Worker ideology and her personal understanding of her Catholic faith helped me to synthesize and analyze my experiences at the Catholic Worker Farm.  In a natural way, the majority of my blog posts this summer that I wrote for The Project on Lived Theology were about how the Catholic Worker Farm was or wasn’t falling in line with Day’s original ideology.  
In a biography about Dorothy Day by Robert Coles, Day states that “for me, the heart of our work is just that, the daily pastoral responsibilities: making the soup and serving it, trying to help someone get to the hospital who otherwise might not get there… There are days when all morning has been taken up with cutting up vegetables and all afternoon has been taken up with trying to arrange for someone to see a doctor and then sitting with that person in the outpatient department [at the hospital], and then it is evening…” [2]  It was a relief to me that Dorothy Day found the heart of the Catholic Worker to be the simple work of daily living, which was not particularly glamorous or exciting.  Beyond this, I knew there must be a motivation behind the work, an intention that convicts one to engage in this ordinary community lifestyle.  From the moment I arrived and found myself planting strawberries in a bathtub, I felt I needed to reaffirm the question of why I was there and what it was at the core of Catholic Worker ideology that had initially drawn me to it. 
I looked to Catholic Social Teaching, the basis of which is the belief in a dignity that is inherent in every person.  Acknowledging intrinsic dignity involves considering the rights of a person before their place within society or their rights based upon their social status.  Each person is regarded as neighbor to another because of a shared dignity given by the Creator; every other person should be regarded as another self.  The intrinsic dignity of each person includes not only regarding them as neighbor, but also recognizing that “one’s neighbor is then not only a human being with his or her own rights and a fundamental equality with everyone else, but becomes the living image of God the Father,” as stated in the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church. [3]  The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that serving a neighbor “becomes even more urgent when it involves the disadvantaged in whatever area this may be.” [4]
Stemming from this belief in intrinsic dignity, The Catholic Worker Farm recognizes the dignity of the homeless women who are seen as second-class persons in British society, and for this reason in particular they seek to affirm them.  By living in community with the women, we take personal responsibility not only for their basic needs of food and shelter, but also for their common desire for support, love and stability.  The intention of the Catholic Worker Farm is to try to address all of these needs in a personal way by maintaining the environment in which the women live, which volunteers, myself included, have also made our home.  The maintenance of a home involves the most basic tasks, which I found myself doing from the moment I arrived, and taking on this maintenance as a personal responsibility allows volunteers to creatively contribute to the environment, which could mean adding strawberries to the garden.  As the weeks continued, I found the community prayer each morning necessary to keep me and the other volunteers in tune with the reality of our belief in the human dignity of each person.  Completing tasks around the house just to get them done, or acquiring food donations only for the purpose of eating fails to address the underlying conviction as to why one has chosen to become a part of this community.  Dorothy Day stated that, “if an outsider who comes to visit doesn’t pay attention to our praying and what that means then he’ll miss the whole point of things.” [5]
Nearly as unexpected as the ordinary tasks I found myself doing at the farm, I also found myself purchasing a fleece jacket and long sleeve shirt though it was mid-May.  As the weeks went on, the continual presence of the topic of community in my mind became as habitual and consistently surprising as the fleece jacket I had to put on each day throughout the month of June.  A factor as simple as the weather, which I could not foresee before coming and that proved to be a shock, was also how I perceived the topic on which my thoughts were most concentrated throughout the summer: community.  I had expected to be writing about the injustices of the women’s situations in their home country and how the Catholic Worker reached out specifically to these foreign, destitute women, but rather I was more often confronted with questions of how to live with the homeless women who were so different from me, who had experienced so much, and who were often more comfortable in the environment of the Catholic Worker Farm than I was.  In my blog post Sowing the Seeds of Hospitality, I write:
“While I would like to be able to relate to and foster relationships with the women, the feeling is not always mutual. I am a twenty-year old American student who has joined homeless women and their children for a summer, each of whom is a different nationality, who might not necessarily want to build the same kind of community in our houses that I seek to build, and who might be more content if our two houses of hospitality functioned more like hotels.”
In most of my other interactions with marginalized groups prior to coming to the Catholic Worker, my role was clear.  As an intern at a refugee resettlement agency, I had a position as an ESL teacher; as a volunteer at a homeless shelter, I knew that my job was to help make breakfast and to serve the guests.  I knew I was an intern at the Catholic Worker Farm, but in conjunction with that I was also a community member, a role that for me was hard to define.  I knew my “job” was to uphold the structure and rules of the community, but also I knew that as a housemate I was more than someone who was there to keep everyone in line.  Navigating this kind of relationship proved to be difficult, and sharing the same space with a group of marginalized women appeared to be the defining factor of my experience.  Though I had thought it was a radical idea to live in a community with the homeless, in reality I was confronting basic issues of how to practice acceptance, forgiveness, and patience with other people.  After having come to an understanding of the intentions of the Catholic Worker for their daily work, I began to assess my relationships with the women as our time together increased.  While I knew that my intentions were to affirm the dignity of the women, often times it was ambiguous as to whether this was clear to them. 
As soon as I arrived at the Catholic Worker in mid-May I encountered problems with the women with whom I was living.  It was particularly hard to live in Mary House, the second house of hospitality that opened two years ago as an addition to the Catholic Worker Farm, which specifically provided accommodation for homeless women with children.  Two of the women with whom I was living, Katrina* and Allison*, had been living in Mary House for over a year, waiting for the results of their application for leave to remain in the UK.  They therefore, were well settled into the house, and to some extent they even saw it as their own.  Due to a lack of long-term volunteers at Mary House, the community structure that was present at the farm had not yet been implemented, and the women at Mary House had only experienced the freedom to live almost entirely how they wished in the house.  As a result, fitting into the community life at Mary House was difficult because there didn’t appear to be one.  The women had their own sections of the kitchen, their own cupboards, and they ate meals in their rooms instead of at the large dining room table.  Most evenings each of the three women with whom I lived frantically tried to tend to their child after they came home from school, and usually at least two women tried to make dinner at the same time in the tight kitchen while also attempting to keep an eye on their child playing outside.  One of the first interactions I had with Katrina* was when she remarked that if I was not going to watch her child, why was I living at Mary House?  I felt as though the women saw me as a young adult who was only fit to child mind rather than as a housemate, potential friend, and a part of the volunteer community.  
Within the first two weeks of my internship I communicated my perception of a lack of community life at Mary House to the long-term volunteers and we began to discuss their vision for the house of hospitality.  This vision had also been thoroughly discussed when the house was opened but had not yet concretely turned into a plan of action.  It was decided that the community structure at the farm had been tried and tested over the years, and that the same kind of structure was also desired at Mary House.  As a house of hospitality, the women are expected to take part in the community life of the house.  When a woman first arrives, she is told that three things are expected of her.  First she must be transparent with her case.  This includes communicating regularly the status of her legal application, noting who is her caseworker and solicitor, and giving the Catholic Worker volunteers a brief overview of her background.  Second, it is required that the woman lives peacefully with others in the house. Third, the woman is required to clean the common areas of the house and to make dinner for the community on one day of the week.  If the woman breaks a rule, she will receive a point, and if she receives four points, she will be asked to leave.  In late July, the volunteer community decided to modify the points system so that if a woman receives a second point, she will be asked to leave for a week, and if she receives three points she will be asked to leave for two weeks.  If she receives a fourth point, she must leave the house for good.
During our monthly house meeting at Mary House in June, only a couple weeks after I had arrived, we implemented the community dinner schedule, designated one of the two fridges as communal, and explained the points system to the women, indicating that, unlike in the past, there will be consequences for failure to follow the rules.   The women responded strongly that they did not find these community structures conducive to their way of living.  They said it would be stressful to schedule their doctor and solicitor appointments around the new cooking schedule.  They lamented that they did not have any ideas for what to cook that would please everyone, and that it would be difficult especially to cook for Julie,* a woman with numerous allergies.  As the weeks progressed following the change, one woman in particular seemed especially irritated that the young adult interns were monitoring her adherence to the rules, as all of the women in the house were mothers with their own children, whom they also impressed rules upon.  At one point I was deemed, “Scott’s spy,” my co-worker and the co-founder of the community.  It was clear the women felt a limitation had been placed on their personal freedom, which had already been compromised by their homeless status and their lack of power to chose where to live.  Their resistance was extremely difficult to handle, and in order to remain strong in my convictions as I sought to promote and enforce the new community structure at Mary House I desired to explore this concept of community that we had decided to impose upon them.   
Questions about community consumed my thoughts.  Why is community the ideal?  Why should we live this way amidst such resistance?  Scott reminded me of the ontological rooting of the idea of community.  In my blog post, Sowing the Seeds of Hospitality, I write:  “Catholic belief is that God’s essence is three in one, and God’s Trinitarian nature is communal.  Therefore, the essence of God provides the basis for human community.   Furthermore, Jesus, as a part of the Trinity–the communal being of God–also entered the world in a community and desired to create a community of disciples.  Jesus practiced hospitality within the community of disciples and also with others who followed him by sharing meals and teaching them how to love one another and how to live together.”
Even with this theological basis at the core, one has to face the disparity that the women don’t necessarily hold the same religious convictions yet we required them to partake in a particular way of community life.  Against their resistance it was necessary to hold on to the hope that the community dinners and requirement for peaceful living would be beneficial in the long run, though maybe at the onset the women could only see how we had taken away their personal freedom to buy and make their own food at their leisure.  Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arch communities for disabled persons, provided helpful insight and wisdom regarding the intricacies of community life.  As I dealt with the tensions in the community, I was also reading that, “Community life can be a real school for growth and love.” [6]  In his Wit Lecutres, Vanier included this quote by Dietrich Bonhoeffer: “He who loves community destroys community, he who loves the brethren builds community.”  Both Bonhoeffer and Vanier encourage that it is not enough to love the theological basis of community, the ideal, or the vision, but, as I wrote in my post Sowing the Seeds of Hospitality, “…in reality fostering this community means caring for individuals, and this is a difficult task.”  At its most basic, fundamental level, the challenge that I faced was how I was to love the members of the community, despite their inability to reconcile my role as rule enforcer and housemate.  As far as promoting our ideal of community to the women and seeking a relationship with them, I concluded that I can only “learn to plant seeds and [hope] that they take root,” and as they failed to reconcile my multi-faceted role in the house, I came to see that, “My role cannot be defined at the Catholic Worker; I only know that I must love the women and to be patient with them.” [7]  Overwhelmingly I continued to think about community, and wondered how all of the relational challenges I was confronting could be radical.  
As I and other volunteers tried to help the women at Mary House adjust to the new forms of community structure, the lifestyle of voluntary poverty at the farm was proving to be new and unnatural for me.  Dorothy Day described voluntary poverty as one of the “fundamental means” of the Catholic Worker, and it can take many forms, including materialistic, monetary, spatial, and temporal. [8]  A couple of major of the ways in which we practiced voluntary poverty was by only eating donated food and relying almost entirely on monetary donations for our expenses, the bulk of which paid for the three-thousand pound rent checks.  To acquire the sufficient amount of funds, each Friday we went to Chorleyshire,* a nearby town, to raise money on the streets.  In order to eat food that wasn’t packaged, monthly we went to the Western International Market to ask for leftover and out-of-date food from over 50 vendors.  In these experiences I, like the women, had to shed some of my personal freedom, and reconcile doing things that I would rather not for the sake of the community. On a theological basis, Dorothy Day writes that voluntary poverty is “the pearl of great price,” “so esteemed by God… something to be sought after, worked for…” [9]  In June I write in my blog post, From the Farmhouse to the Town Center that, “though practicing voluntary poverty is difficult, there is a belief that through it one will both allow for and recognize God’s providence.  Rather than sending the crowds into the surrounding villages to find sustenance, Jesus told the disciples to provide them simply with the little they had, and He made sure that it was enough (Luke 9:12-17).”
Relying on God’s providence, every couple of weeks I reluctantly went along with other volunteers to the Western International Market in an attempt to provide the women in our houses with fruits and vegetables.  The Western International Market contains warehouses for 75 wholesalers that sell mostly produce and fruit in bulk to buyers Monday through Friday from about 1am to 12pm.  Each time we went, the other volunteers and I walked through the entire park (that, mind you, was not made for walkers), dodging trucks and cars picking up deliveries and forklifts carrying pallets constantly in and out of each warehouse.  Attempting to acquire donations involved entering into busy storerooms and asking random employees, “Who is your boss? Are you the boss?” and then proceeding to interrupt the manager, who unsurprisingly was quite tired at 10am when we had arrived, as their workday started hours before sunrise.  We told the managers of each storeroom that we would take whatever they wanted to give away, even if the food was old, rotten, or expired, and usually what we received was far from fresh but still edible.  Encounters with surprisingly generous managers made the mostly uncomfortable trip worth the discomfort.  One particularly glorious moment was when one manager broke open a watermelon from his supply, shared it with an employee, and proceeded to share it with us as well.  We stood in the midst of the hectic blacktop of the market, beside a rubbish bin, forklifts whizzing about, eating the watermelon together.  Another extremely generous vendor was a favorite to visit, and no matter how badly our encounters were with the other vendors, he made the day worthwhile.  When we arrived, he always got up out of the chair in his office, shook each volunteer’s hand, and never failed to ask us what we were in need of.  He would subsequently give us all that we had asked for and extra.  While I often felt the dignity of the volunteers was compromised by the reluctant way in which the vendors gave us food and the many times we were given rotten produce or the were turned away, I felt my dignity was affirmed when we were treated with respect with offers of fruits worth selling and inquiries into our particular needs.  As far as a reliance on God’s providence, I can’t remember a time when we didn’t fill the back of our Fiat van with donations from the Western International Market.
Asking for monetary donations in Chorleyshire on Fridays was another way we attempted a life of voluntary poverty, and another practice I found uncomfortable. I write in my blog post, From the Farmhouse to the Town Center, “After we park our blue Fiat van, complete with a “Jesus Loves WikiLeaks” bumper sticker, and begin to set up tables and hang signs that read, “Help Support Our Homeless Women,” a sense of unease comes over me as we transition from daily work at the farm to placing ourselves in the center of Chorleyshire * to tell the general public about our work and to ask for their monetary support.”  There I encountered a conflict between whether to humbly smile and shake my tin, or to boldly stop people on the street to ask them to donate money.  However I approached people, I was conscientious of my honesty and wanted to avoid “posing,” as Dorothy Day called it, “to give the impression that we sail along here, on a sea of benevolence.” [10]  Though it often felt awkward to engage with the rich citizens of Chorleyshire each week, I was reminded that Catholic Workers are “Christians living in the midst of a busy urban world, with people everywhere near us, indicating that we were not to be like the desert fathers, “removed from the world and devoted completely to a life of prayer.” [11]   In a sense I think I found Chorleyshire to be so uncomfortable because it was easy to be entirely consumed by the life at Mary House and the farmhouse and to forget about the surrounding community.  Attempting to engage with local neighborhoods and towns was a major problem for the Catholic Worker Farm.  Though located near London, the community is situated 45 minutes outside of the city in a small town, and its location on a working farm distances the farmhouse from the road.  The Catholic Worker Farm is not officially linked to any local church or parish, and unfortunately nothing came of a meeting we had with a local vicar who seemed interested in connecting his congregation to our community. 
May and June were a whirlwind in which everything seemed to be precarious or ambiguous, from my role in the houses to my comfort level acquiring donations.  This chaotic period ended badly.  As a result of an argument at Mary House in which one woman was violently shouting and provoking another and would not stop despite my efforts to tell her to calm down, we asked the aggressive woman to leave the house with her six-year-old son.  It was an incident in which the disparity between what were striving for and what were capable of was made clear to me in a shocking, helpless way.  Though we strove to take personal responsibility for destitute, street-homeless women, I had to face the reality that we could not accommodate women who were incapable of taking personal responsibility for their actions and who could not listen to the volunteers or keep peace in the house.  Asking a woman to leave was the antithesis of what we were trying to do, the farthest from what the Catholic Worker was striving for, and yet reality presented it as something that had to be done.  Other situations that seemed antithetical to the ideology of the Catholic Worker presented themselves later in the summer, in particular when we decided to implement a new policy in which women would be banned women from the house for a period of time if they received two points.  I write in my blog post, Reconciled to Reality: “It seemed that the threat of being asked to leave should have been enough; how could we possibly be discussing banning the women, essentially as another way to parent them?  “Banning” is a typical policy of a night or day homeless shelter, but we are supposed to be a house of hospitality, a community of love.”
Again Dorothy Day offered her reassurance.  In an article written after the death of Peter Maurin, she wrote about how she had failed Peter Maurin’s vision.  In particular she wrote that her greatest failure, “the one that Peter would probably emphasize if he were here to talk of these things,” was to “plunge into action without sufficient indoctrination… our vision is not keen enough nor large enough for us to see the whole; our very hearts lead us to see what is directly before our physical senses.” [12]  Taking personal responsibility for the poor did not have to be done blindly or illogically, with the frantic kind of hospitality that I read about at the Unity Kitchen Community in Syracuse, a community that had to reform their entire vision after receiving a human service report that stated their unlimited hospitality was actually dehumanizing to their guests.  Asking a woman to leave made clear to me the reality that we would fail the women we took in and that we could not accommodate everyone.  Though Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin offer a vision, each Catholic Worker house must assess what they were capable of. 
The day after we asked Teresa* and her son William* to leave Mary House, I left the Catholic Worker for a family vacation.  I could not have scheduled a break at a more opportune time, and the vacation divided my summer into two phases, May-June and July-August.  The time away from the Catholic Worker Farm and Mary House was a helpful distance from which I could assess the radical element of the Catholic Worker, as I could only see a dichotomy between the belief that Catholic Worker communities were, “in accordance with the justice and charity of Jesus Christ…living in a different way,” and the day-to-day reality which to me seemed like ordinary living. [13]  It was obvious that the make-up of the community consisting of homeless women and volunteers was unique, but daily I felt I confronted fundamental, not radical, issues of how to love people, how to accept and forgive, and how to maintain my own dignity as an intern.  In what I found to be an enlightening Easy Essay by Peter Maurin, he writes, “To be radical is to go to the roots.” [14]  The radical nature of the Catholic Worker as Peter Maurin saw it was not that it was alternative, extreme, or non-traditional, but rather that it encouraged an active love that went to the roots, to the core of relationships amongst people, and sought to confront and engage fundamentally Christian ideas of acceptance and forgiveness.  
My understanding came to be that the Catholic Worker is radical because it is relational.  In my blog post for the week of July 7th I wrote,  “Initially I thought acts of civil disobedience or ploughshares (in which military or nuclear equipment and weapons are damaged) were the more radical aspects of the Catholic Worker movement, because they can often result in arrests, trials in court, and prison sentences.  Though acts of civil disobedience are certainly bold ways to proclaim beliefs in the public sphere, I am discovering that the radical core of the Catholic Worker movement consists more so of small, relational practices carried out with the conviction that they can transform society.”  The small relational practices in which one takes a personal responsibility for one’s neighbor can be summed up in the Catholic Works of Mercy, works which Dorothy Day considered to be “the best revolutionary [techniques] and a means for changing the social order.” [15]  Often she and Peter Maurin said that the Catholic Worker was “creating a new society in the shell of the old” through their daily pastoral responsibilities and the Works of Mercy.  As far as the Catholic Worker Farm community, we were taking a personal responsibility for our women in the mundane tasks of organizing, gardening, and maintaining the house, as well as in the uncomfortable practices of voluntary poverty in order provide for the community.  
I came to understand that my sources of joy were moments when I believed I could see glimpses of this transformed society, this “new society in the shell of the old.”  They were moments in which the core belief we held of the intrinsic dignity of each person was practiced by our homeless women in relation to each other and by people outside of our community who took the initiative to practice the Works of Mercy, often because we had presented them with the opportunity or a suggestion to do so.  Part of creating this new society in the shell of the old seemed to me to be rooted in accepting others as “members of the same body, different from ourselves, but important and necessary to the life of the body,” as stated by Jean Vanier in Our Journey Home. [16]  Though the women at Mary House had put up much resistance to the community dinners, our meals together three times a week did prove to be an opportunity to have a celebration, and Vanier writes that the celebration of a community finds its fullest expression in shared meals, recalling that the words “companion” and “to accompany” have their roots in cum pane which means to share bread or food in Latin. [17]  Our food gifts from the generous vendor, whom I knew nothing about except that he was of the Sikh faith, and the watermelon that was shared by the unexpectedly kind manager, both seemed incredible after having received only dead flowers and rotten fruit from other sellers.  Despite the numerous awkward encounters with the citizens of Chorleyshire, one young man that had stopped by our table called us later to ask if he could come by the farm to volunteer.  When Scott had decided to engage one day in a grocery store with a neighbor who confronted him in an irritated manner about the overgrown hedges at Mary House, he recognized her on the street later that day and she accepted the invitation to give suggestions for our garden.  
Particularly during the common meals that the women in Mary House so actively resisted, I saw moments of joy and affirmation, in which these women who did not choose to sit around the table together or be in the same house together, who seemed different from each other in more ways than they were similar, were able to celebrate differences and recognize commonalities.  It was a joy to see Katrina make a particular dish for Julie, and to see our community transition from one of resistance to acceptance during a simple conversation in which each person could contribute.  These welcoming conversations would usually float loosely around topics of how to prepare foods, culinary preferences, childhood memories, and parenting experiences.  Though not always successful, our acts of voluntary poverty, short but honest conversations with strangers, and shared meals at least created opportunities for people to give to their neighbor when they otherwise thought they would be incapable or when they might not have thought to do so.  Dan McKanan, author of “The Catholic Worker After Dorothy” writes, “the peculiarly unifying genius of the Catholic Worker lies in the fact that everyone can practice the works of mercy,” an idea linked to the Catholic Worker vision of the possibility of a new society. [18]
With the clarification that our achievements were in the smallest gestures, I was content to return to the Catholic Worker after the holiday with my family to do the daily work and to continue to practice hospitality amidst the struggle.  It seemed I had taken to heart the Catholic Worker attitude towards success, which on their website reads, “We believe that success, as the world determines it, is not the criterion by which a movement should be judged… The most important thing is that we adhere to these values which transcend time and for which we will be asked a personal accounting, not as to whether they succeeded… but as to whether we remained true to them even though the whole world go otherwise.”  After stepping out of the subway I had taken from central London to the town nearest the community and bussing back to Mary House to drop my bags, I immediately walked down to the farm and joined in on cleaning the plastic covering of the Poly Tunnel with other volunteers.  
In the weeks remaining of my internship, community continued to be the main topic on my mind and I began to think about the volunteer community in particular.  In May and June I was working mainly with the two-long term volunteers, Scott, the co-founder of both houses, and Mirjam, who was volunteering at the farm for her fourth year.  This was drastically different from the community I was working with in July and August.  Scott, the father abbot so to speak, a term used by Dorothy Day for the leader of a Catholic Worker community in accordance with the Benedictine model, left shortly after my arrival for a medical procedure in another country.  After he left, four volunteers all under the age of 22 joined the community, each for less than three months; all of them both arrived and would leave the community at different times.  The transitory nature of the community of volunteers was made clear to me, and in particular how this was far from ideal for the women, who have lived unstable lives and would have appreciated the continuity of more long-term volunteers.  In particular this was difficult for five women who had been waiting for close to or over a year for the results of their application.  One tension the community holds is the desire to foster community in what is meant to be a transitory, temporary place for homeless women, in which they do not have a stable volunteer community either.  Realizing my imminent departure, I too had to confront that I would be added to the list of all of the volunteers that came and went, and how in a way, I found myself as a volunteer at the Catholic Worker Farm as a result of my good fortune.  I was yet another one of the “downwardly mobile children of the middle class, for whom poverty is a spiritual idea rather than a hard reality, and who are always aware that they can fall back on their family wealth or educational credentials.” [19]
Though it’s true that I am a downwardly mobile young adult, I think I can say that I stuck with the difficult “downward way of Jesus” as described by Henri Nouwen.  When I realized that engaging in the radical nature of the Catholic Worker would mean confronting the basics of how to love, how to relate to each member of the community, and how to approach those we encountered outside community, I decided to fully engage with this reality though it was far from my initial thoughts about how the Catholic Worker was radical.  Another reality to face was that both my time at the Catholic Worker Farm and the women’s time there is temporary.  I can only hope that the positive experiences the women had in our houses, the fleeting moments in which they might have seen their housemate as a sister or the young volunteer as members of the same body, would help to form a “song of hope,” as stated by Jean Vanier, comprised of memories of the celebratory times at the Catholic Worker Farm.  I hope they carry this song with them when it is time to leave or to watch another leave, and along with all of the lessons I learned from difficulties I encountered, I also carried this song of hope with me when I left.  My desire is that the women have enough experiences of joy at the Catholic Worker Farm to realize how their own attitudes, practices, and gestures of love have “the potential to create an entirely new community,” and how these practices are more often than not, relational. [20]  I left with the understanding that I have experienced at least a taste of “the mystery of poverty,” and tried that which Dorothy Day stated made community worth the struggle: “by making ourselves poor in giving to others, we increase our knowledge of and belief in love.” [21]


* Names have been changed
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