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Day and Maurin, after all, conceived the Catho-
lic Worker farm as an “intentional community,” 
people choosing to live together in poverty and in 
service to one another. The Appalachian Catholic 
Worker Farm, on the other hand, is a one-woman 
operation, doing outreach for and with local resi-
dents. “My intentional community is me and my 
neighbors,” Kirkhope says. “We serve one another 
and live in a mutual interdependence.”

Why the twist? Mostly because that’s what she 
knew. 

Flying solo: Kirkhope’s first involvement 
with the movement came in 1991, when she signed 
up as a college student for a spring break service trip 
to a Catholic Worker farm in northern West Vir-
ginia. She didn’t know much about Dorothy Day or 
the Catholic Worker, but she had a nagging interest 
in serving people in need. “I fell in love that week 
with the mountains and with doing direct service. I 
knew I wanted to do that and do it here,” she says.

That farm was run mostly solo, too, by its direc-
tor, Mike Kirwan. Kirkhope kept in touch as she 
attended graduate school in Seattle and began a 
career as an elementary school teacher. In 1999, after 
spending another summer working at the farm, 
she decided God was calling her deeper. Kirwan’s 
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As the director of the only Catholic Worker farm in central  

Appalachia—a region known nationally for its pervasive poverty—

you’d expect Jeannie Kirkhope to be proud to carry on the remarkable 

vision of Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin. And she is. And yet, she says, 

“Sometimes I think Dorothy and Peter must be spinning in their graves.” 

Down on the farm, Catholic 
Worker Jeannie Kirkhope builds 
community from the ground up.
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iF i could meet dorothy day . . . 
I’d ask how she quit smoking, and then I’d like 
to see her with her hair down.

greatest inspiration 
My dogs, because they are constant 
reminders for me to live in the present 
moment.

Favorite church hymns

“Here I Am, Lord” and “Though the 
Mountains May Fall.”

What’s a ‘tree bog,’ and Who paid For it?
It’s a homemade, “humanure” composting 
toilet system (an outhouse on stilts) that we 
just built this summer. We named it “The 
Oval Office,” in honor of actor Martin Sheen 
[who played the president in The West Wing], 
whose recent donation paid for its materials.
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untimely death from cancer in 2000 was a personal 
loss to Kirkhope, but it also provided the oppor-
tunity to carry on Kirwan’s work. That summer 
she moved to West Virginia to step in as the farm’s 
director. After the farm had to close when dona-
tions dried up, Kirkhope opened her own Catholic 
Worker farm outside Spencer, West Virginia.

“It’s not like there’s been a line of people bang-
ing at the door to join me,” she says. “However, I do 
think this approach works well for my neighbors.”

The Catholic Worker has no central governing 
body, and every house operates autonomously, so 
members are free to live out the charism and mis-
sion as they see fit. “Peter [Maurin] envisioned what 
he called agronomic universities, communes where 
the skilled workers and the scholars work side by 
side,” Kirkhope explains. “Here the skilled work-
ers are my neighbors. The scholars are the students 
who come on spring break and other times. 

“It’s certainly not a direct translation of what 
Peter was saying,” she acknowledges with a smile. 

Kirkhope focuses on doing works of mercy for 
local folks but points out, “I don’t do much more 
for them than they do for me. There’s an interde-
pendence among us.”  

A nearby farmer provides educational tours of 
mountaintop removal sites to visiting volunteers, 
offering a close-up view of the exploitation that the 
region’s people and land have endured. A neighbor 
frequently offers his house as space for meals and 
sleeping. Then there are groups of college students 
who come to work, pray, and learn, and the dona-
tions of money and materials to support the farm 
that come in from various parts of the country. 

“I don’t feel as if I’m working alone often,” 
Kirkhope says.

groWing in solidarity: Kirkhope’s 
work at the farm includes outreach (direct help to 
those in the community who are poor or elderly), 
education (programs related to social and eco-
nomic justice issues), and contemplation (individ-
ual and group retreats). Visiting groups of students 
play an important part in each component. 

“I try to make sure it’s not a matter of these groups 
parachuting in and doing their good deed for the 
year,” she says. “So much of the dignity of the local 
people has been lost because of outsiders coming in 
to take the resources, to take the cheap labor. The 
emphasis in the work I do with students is on meeting 

people, forming relationships.”
Kirkhope makes sure students take 

long lunch breaks to get to know the locals. 
An important part of many student trips 
is a visit to the local Committee on Aging, 
where seniors, many of whom live alone, 
gather to play bingo, eat, and socialize. 

“The service there is a two-way street,” 
she explains. “After a few days of working 
hard and living simply, the kids are eager 
to tell the inquisitive seniors about their 
adventures. Then, when the old-timers tell 
their stories of what it was like back in the 
day, the students have a good appreciation 
and respect for what life here entails.” 

Kirkhope has no doubt that she has 
received more than she’s given. 

“The face of God is so clear to me in 
these mountains. It’s clear that creation 
was not complete in six days. I see streams 
forming every season, changing course 
over time. Trees grow up or fall down 
before my eyes, year by year. The pulse of 
life is so obvious in the mountain forest. 
It’s closer to the edge of life and death. It 
keeps me in tune with God and the people 
I serve.” USC

“The pulse 
of life is so 
obvious in 

the mountain 
forest. . . . It 

keeps me in 
tune with God 

and the people 
I serve.”
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