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Looking back, what I offered these early community members 
was just a skeleton of a vision and the belief that together we can 
make our dreams real.  Part of the vision that Tery and I put for-
ward was that we and all the Kabat House community members 
would fund the community ourselves and thus model sharing 
the little we have to make the world a little better.  To this end 

we created a common purse that 
those who worked outside the 
community voluntarily put money 
into to pay the maintenance cost 
of Kabat House and the costs of 
hospitality, including such things 
as helping a deported guest get 
back on his feet in Mexico.  This 
economic model has helped to 
create a culture of freely sharing 
our time, talents, and resources.  
The six guests of KH, many of 
which are long-term, contribute 
to this culture by helping out with 
cooking, repairs, and chores and 
by being principal supports to one 
another.   This culture of sharing 
also benefits the children of this 
community tremendously; my 

sons have so many adults who care about them and do activities 
with them.  

The other thing that helped us get a good start was a big 
vision of what living in community can be.  Having seen com-
munity be both a source of healing and of further wounding, we 
sought to intentionally shape ours to be one of healing and of 
growth.  In Jean Vanier’s words:  “Community must never take 
precedence over individual people.  It is for people and their 
growth.  In fact, its beauty and unity come from the radiance of 
each person in their truth, love, and union with others.”  One 
way we have attempted to embody this is insisting that each of 
us cultivate a mutually supportive relationship with everyone 
and reconcile conflicts directly. We have also stressed that living 
in community is about creating wonderful lives for ourselves as 
well as our guests. To this end, we have supported one another 

Planting Community in
 Fertile Ground

by Carolyn Griffeth

When my husband, Tery, and I moved to St. Louis  as newly-
weds with our son Ghana, we never imagined we would someday 
start a Catholic Worker (CW) community there. Instead, we were 
drawn to the inspiring experiments in community that already 
existed, Karen house and the Dorothy Day Cohousing Community.  
We were also attracted to the ninety-percent abandoned neigh-
borhood of Old North St. Louis, 
which we saw as a field of dreams 
ready to be planted. 

Another thing that drew us 
to St. Louis was affordability. For 
$7,000 we bought the home that 
today we call Kabat House, fixed 
it up with the help of CW friends, 
and began sharing it with others.  
A few years later, we bought a 
smaller house across the street 
with large yard for just $10,000 
and began gardening, planting 
fruit trees, and making a home. 
After the adoption of our second 
son, Finn Mateo, we dreamed of 
moving to this smaller house to 
have a home of our own.  Our 
adopted son, who had been car-
ried across the borders of Guatemala and Mexico in the womb 
of his immigrant mother, also sparked in us another dream.  Why 
not create a hospitality house to help immigrants?  The increase 
in deportations and the criminalization of those who assist the 
undocumented further compelled this decision.

Kabat House began as a hospitality house for immigrants in 
2006 when my family moved out and four community members, 
all a couple of years out of college, moved in.  Though they could 
have chosen otherwise, the four, three women and one man, 
crowded into one bedroom in order to have three other rooms 
to share.  As someone a bit older and more seasoned I often 
looked upon this and other decisions of this early community and 
thought, how can this be sustainable?  Yet I also appreciated that 
they were designing their own adventure in community as I had 
done when I entered the Catholic Worker in Chicago years ago.

Carolyn Griffeth can often be found in her garden watching Finn and his friends perform flips from 
the top of the playground to the crash-mat below.  She is seeking donations to help some of these 
neighborhood children join Circus Harmony's social circus program. See back of issue. 

Kabat House intentional community in 2012: Dan Schuler, Miranda Duschack, 
John Nolan, Carolyn Griffeth, Mary Densmore, Heather Hollingsworth, and Ben 
Schartmann.  - Photo by James Meinert



tional about preserving Kabat House as a home for those who 
live there, rather than an open community center.   As our com-
munity has grown older, we also struggle to balance community 
life with our romantic partnerships and marriages, careers and 
other life-passions, and practices for personal growth.  To deepen 
our prayer lives some of us have began praying together in the 
morning; to care better for our bodies others have begun doing 
yoga together regularly. 

  Perhaps nothing has shifted how we live as a community 
more than the introduction of Reevaluation Counseling (RC) 
aka Co-counseling. For about three years, Kabat House commu-
nity members have steeped ourselves in this tradition through 
participating in a weekly class and doing regular sessions.  This 
practice has allowed each of us to better understand and heal 
the early hurts and experiences of oppression that create conflict 
and pain in our present lives.  In other words, RC has helped us 
to remove the layers of unreality which keep us separated from 
one another and from fully living our dreams.  We have also 
developed a compassionate understanding of the way that each 
one of us struggles and what kind of support can help each move 
forward.  Though we have always sought to create a community 
that is growth-oriented and healing, RC has uniquely empowered 
us to be such. 

This was never so clear to me as it was on a recent Kabat 
House retreat, which I spent laying in bed with a horrible migraine 
while others took turns giving me loving attention.  Feeling as if 
my head might explode, I lay listening to my friends talk about the 
history of Kabat House and the dreams they have for its future.  
It brought me great joy to notice the deep sense of ownership 
and belonging that had grown amongst us, and that the newest 
community member had been around the Catholic Worker for 
over three years. I also noticed a growing freedom both in how 
we relate to one another and in our readiness to clarify our vision.  
To this end, we composed a mission statement containing these 
five pillars:  Prioritizing Personal Growth, Building Community, 
Practicing Hospitality, Engaging in Social Analysis and Direct Ac-
tion, and Embracing Simplicity. 

 It seems significant that we put at the top of the list priori-
tizing personal growth—an emphasis often lacking in my experi-
ence of the Catholic Worker.  Though we have taken inspiration 
from the Catholic Worker experiments that have gone before us, 
we have also dared to create something new.  Dorothy Day has 
been quoted as saying, “start small and get smaller.”  Ours is a 
small, humble experiment of a group of people trying to create 
a culture where it is easier for us to grow, and we have grown, 
just as the open lots around us have grown from being barren 
to being havens of biodiversity.  It is nearly spring, and as I await 
the blossoming of our fruit trees, I wonder: What new dreams 
will we plant this season?   This question reminds me of a Brazil-
ian Proverb:  When we dream alone it is only a dream; when we 
dream together it is the beginning of reality.   Yes,  this is just the 
spirit of the Kabat House community!
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in manifesting new dreams in this shared communal soil.  
Like the wide open lots of North St. Louis, Kabat House was in 

its early years an open field with plenty of space for new dreams 
to take root.  A regular cooking schedule sprung up and the tradi-
tion of open meals through which a larger extended community 
has grown.  We also began a monthly tradition of having a house 
meeting where Kabat House guests and community members 
check in with one another, plan upcoming events, and hang out 
and have fun. Other routines gave much life for a time, such as 
learning salsa dancing with our guest, Enrique, and having music 
jams on Tuesday.  Yearly traditions have also taken root, such as 
our Day of the Dead party, Christmas sing along, craft days, and 
block parties in which all our neighbors are invited.  

Community members have also added some larger pieces 
to our shared life forging a wider field of relationships.   Soccer 
lovers, such as Sarah Sunseri, helped a regular Sunday soccer 
game get off the ground, which has become a locus of community 
for individuals far beyond Kabat House.   Individuals from Karen 
House, Kabat House, and the wider community also began Food 
Not Bombs, a weekly gathering in which a delicious meal is cooked 
and shared with folks experiencing homelessness downtown.  
James Meinert, Mary Densmore, and Miranda Dushack have 
also furthered Kabat House’s connection with New Roots Urban 
Farm, which has ignited everyone’s passion for urban gardening 
as well as resisting Monsanto. Lastly, my son Finn and I, along 
with neighborhood mothers, have started Kids’ Club, which 
brings children together to play, and deepens our connection 
with one another. 

Together these pieces have built the external landscape of 
a thriving culture which  no longer resembles a wide open field 
but rather a lush, multi-layered garden. This landscape includes 
not only a wealth of traditions but also a wealth of relationships 
extending beyond the community and into our neighborhood, 
creating the feel of an urban village.  Materially, the external 
landscape consists of five rehabbed buildings and one side of 
a city block with garden beds, fruit trees, picnic tables, ham-
mocks, and a playground which serves as the meeting place for 
neighborhood children. 

The internal landscape of our community has similarly grown 
and developed as we have sought to live more intentionally.  
One question we are asking is how to eat more healthily and 
sustainably, which has spurred a series of Round Table discus-
sions, increased food preservation, the addition of bee hives, and 
adventures in deer hunting.  Another is how to become better 
allies to people of color and better integrated into the lives of our 

neighbors, which has 
required more effort 
as our mostly white 
“extended commu-
nity ” has grown.  
This growth in the 
number of friends in 
the neighborhood 
has also challenged 
us to be more inten-Image accessed at http://lvgfsh.de/media/bilder


