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More oft en than not, when we sit down together to discuss what the next issue of the Roundtable should be, 
we begin to brainstorm and soon enough an idea starts to form. The idea begins to takes on a life of its own and it 
becomes obvious why this is the issue we should be writi ng. Things begin to fall into place and prett y soon we have 
the whole issue planned out. That was not the case with this issue on distributi sm. We brainstormed for a long ti me 
and once or twice almost had a diff erent issue planned. However, we kept coming back to the questi on of what 
do we need to say right now, what is the root of the problems we see around us? If you look back at several of our 
recent issues there is a common theme woven through all of them. It may have been diffi  cult for us to see, and I 
fear it may be diffi  cult for you to read, but the truth we have come to is that capitalism and the infl uence it has over 
our society is breeding the worst of the world’s problems. We have menti oned it many ti mes in recent issues, and 
it became clear that we also needed to address capitalism head on. We didn’t want to write a whole issue on why 
capitalism is bad though; we already touched on that through immigrati on, the criminal justi ce system, electi ons, 
and even our food system. We wanted to give something positi ve as an alternati ve. Standing on our soapbox and 
preaching why something is bad doesn’t make anything good, and so we set out to off er an alternati ve to capital-
ism that we as Catholic Workers could support. Luckily, we didn’t have to look far as the Catholic Worker has been 
talking about distributi sm for years, and many of the roots of distributi sm are found within the teachings of the 
Catholic Church.

So we set out to write an issue on distributi sm. We then saw that like any economic system it is large and com-
plex. Undaunted, we set out to learn more about distributi sm and then we wrote an issue on it. Therefore, Jenny 
Truax off ered a primer on distributi sm to catch us up while Teka Childress asked tough questi ons about distribut-
ism, James Meinert explored the spiritual roots of distributi sm and Megan Heeney showed us how distributi sm is 
personalist. Carolyn Griff eth, James Meinert, and Christy Finsel took a look at many existi ng business and models 
that are distributi sm-friendly. Carolyn also wrote this issue’s Catholic Worker Thought and Acti on on Personalism. 
Tim Pekarek wrote From Karen House, Robert McGee wrote From TC House, and Colleen Kelly created this issue's 
centerfold.

So again we are back to the questi on of “Why THIS issue?” and sti ll I struggle with fi nding an easy answer. 
This was not an easy issue for us, not only because it is diffi  cult content to express but it is also diffi  cult to take in. 
Perhaps we were inspired by our last issue on prophets, but I feel we fi nally decided we had to speak truth about 
the reality we see. The reality is that we see suff ering day in and day out. We get many more calls for shelter than 
we could ever house, and since the recession many are “fi rst ti me callers." Our current system, capitalism, ignores 
those we love and call friends. It isn’t off ering any new housing or even new jobs it seems, and so we are speaking 
the truth that there is another way. "Why this issue?"  Because we want the suff ering to end; we want the people 
we see to have dignity again and so we off er distributi sm as an alternati ve.

          

           - Timmy Cosenti no
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Distributism Made 
Ridiculously Simple

by Jenny Truax

Jenny Truax conti nues to surprise us with the variety of her talents, most recently organizing Jeti mbe Feast, a meal 
prepared for the community by Jenny, Timmy and Becky.

Our economy is in a crisis, so what’s a well-meaning 
RoundTable reader to do? Is there any alternati ve to this 
capitalist monster of sub-prime lending, rampant unem-
ployment, and bursti ng housing bubbles? We seek short 
term fi xes in tax relief and corporate bailouts, but there 
must be a bett er way for us to live. The Catholic Worker 
promotes distributi sm as this bett er way. 

First, let’s cover some defi niti ons involved in dis-
tributi sm:

Economy:  An economy is the organizati on of how we 
allocate our resources; how we produce or make things, 
how we distribute these things to those who need them, 
and how we consume or use these resources. Our human 
history is fi lled with various types of economies, each 
determined by our technology, abiliti es, and atti  tudes. 
Back in 2500BC, the economy was based primarily on 
subsistence farming, and the exchange of goods (say, 
for example, my corn for your fi rewood) occurred mostly 
through social relati onships. From the 16th to the 18th 
century, economies were generally guided by mercanti l-
ism. Today, the economy of the U.S., and the majority of 
the world, is based on capitalism. In basic terms, capital-
ism is characterized by: 1) a division of labor between 

worker and owner (that is, owner doesn’t grow his own 
tomatoes, he pays someone else to do it), and 2) owners, 
not workers, owning the means of producti on (the land, 
tools, and equipment). 

Most economies historically have been based on 
consumpti on – aft er all, the reason we produce food is 
for people to consume it. Our current capitalist economy, 
however, reverses this equati on, and is based on the 
producti on of goods, regardless of how useless or de-
structi ve they are. This reversal necessitates aggressive 
advertising promoting materialism; citizens are thus 
swayed to buy goods they don’t really need. In the U.S. 
our “real economy” functi ons by the producti on of real 
wealth. This producti on includes things like furniture 
factories and corn fi elds. Our “fi nancial economy,” on 
the other hand, deals with the representati on of wealth: 
money. This dominant form of economic acti vity in the 
U.S. involves the realm of trading, insuring, lending, and 
otherwise manipulati ng money. The fi nancial economy 
adds no actual wealth to the real economy.

Wealth: We often think of wealth as how much 
money we have, or how many vacati on homes, stock op-
ti ons, or vehicles we own. Wealth, however, is technically 
defi ned as the useful things required to meet our needs 
and to enhance our lives, or the transformati on of raw 
resources into useful products. For example, in growing 
her peach crop a farmer is producing wealth, as is the 
carpenter who fashions wood into doors and furniture. 

Labor: Labor is our work; the ti me and energy spent 
in our chosen experti se. We produce wealth through 
our labor.

Capital: Capital includes things like the baker’s mixer, 
a farmer’s land, the nurse’s clinic, and the carpenter’s 
wood shop. It includes the tools and things we need to 
do our labor.

Money: Money is simply an agreed-upon measure 
used to exchange with wealth. We decide, for example, 
that ten dollars is a fair exchange for both a pound of cof-
fee and a bott le of wine. Money has no inherent value; 
no amount of that green paper will keep our stomachs 
full if we don’t have real wealth for which to exchange 
it. Our current system places more emphasis on money 
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accumulati on than real wealth accumulati on. “We are 
producing less real wealth, and spend more of our ti me 
passing money back and forth and pretending that we're 
adding value to it every ti me it leaves our hands.”1 Our 
current fi nancial crisis might be considered a result of 
this patt ern. 

What are the major ideas behind distributi sm?

Distributi sm is a common-sense approach of how we 
should organize our economy. In broad terms, it includes 
these ideas: 

Widespread ownership of capital:  In the distribut-
ist model, those who work—nurses, teachers, farmers, 
researchers, those in care work, and doctors—are owners 
of the tools or means to accomplish their work. Families 
and individuals either own their own business, or are 
part owners, along with other families, of larger co-
operati ves (this is a stark contrast to our current model 
of billion-dollar super stores.) We again have a bread 
baker, a produce seller, and a clothing maker. Distribut-
ism regards land as one of the most important forms 
of capital since it enables us to meet many of our basic 
needs.  In our current capitalist model, most of us work 
for someone else, with litt le say in how things run. We use 
tools – computers, machinery, and equipment - owned 
by someone else. G.K. Chesterton, one of distributi sm’s 
early formulators, commented on this phenomenon, 
saying “Too much capitalism does not mean too many 
capitalists, but too few capitalists.”

Local living: A distributi st society is embodied in 
networks of neighborhoods, communiti es and regions; 
it is a sort of village economy. Distributi sm is based on 
rediscovering the small—the local economy, family farms, 
and cooperati on. It takes the overly-cerebral value of 
subsidiarity (the principle that matt ers should be handled 
by the smallest adequate group possible) and puts it 
into acti on. We are so far from right relati onships in our 
capitalist economy; the average American meal travels 
1,500 miles to get from farm to plate. Distributi sm says 
that producti on of that meal, toaster, or matt ress should 
happen as closely as possible to where it will be used. This 
is local producti on for local consumpti on, as opposed to 
producti on wherever the company can make the greatest 
profi t (most oft en, this means producti on in a sweatshop). 
Bringing together producti on with consumpti on places 
the right of the individual to earn a living wage over the 
right of the multi -nati onal corporati on to earn a profi t. 

Appropriate property: In a distributi st economy, the 
amassing of property will have limits placed on it. This 
goes along the lines of an ancient Roman law that granted 
each reti ring soldier only as much land as his family could 
farm. It also mirrors the message of the Gospels, and 
the oft -quoted St. Basil: “You with a second coat in your 
closet, it does not belong to you. You have stolen it from 
the poor one who is shivering in the cold.” Distributi sm 
encourages the creati on of multi ple, small, worker-owned 
cooperati ves, organized into guilds, and aimed at the 

common good. If the co-ops grow to a certain size, they 
are encouraged (probably by specifi c tax policies) to break 
up. The radical idea here is that our economic system 
should be focused on making our lives healthier and hap-
pier; that people should be able to earn a just wage, have 
input into decisions that aff ect their lives, and meet their 
basic needs. This isn’t some anti -business, fascist idea 
—even the U.S. government has tried at ti mes to limit 
monopolies and corporate dominati on. G.K. Chesterton 
observed that the insti tuti on of private property no more 
means the right to unlimited property than the insti tu-
ti on of marriage means the right to unlimited spouses. 
Along those lines, author Randy Cohen noted, "When a 
thief, having stolen your wallet, hands you back carfare, 
it’s tough to mutt er much of a thank you. Similarly, nice 
as it is that Bill Gates gives money to libraries, a decent 
country would tax Microsoft  at a rate that lets citi es buy 
their own books." 

Worker cooperati ves: In distributi sm, worker co-ops 
are the standard model of business, and are one vehicle 
for workers (plumbers, soft ware developers, recepti on-
ists and factory workers) to have dignifi ed work. The 
Fair Trade coff ee company Equal Exchange describes the 
worker co-op as “an alternati ve for-profi t structure based 
upon standard democrati c principles. It is not designed to 
maximize profi ts, nor returns to investors, but rather to 
bring to the workplace many of the rights and responsi-
biliti es that we hold as citi zens in our communiti es. These 
principles include one-person/one-vote equality; open 
access to informati on (i.e., open-book management); free 
speech; and the equitable distributi on of resources (such 
as income.) [Equal Exchange maintains a top-to-bott om 
pay rati o of 4-to-1. In contrast, the U.S. rati o of CEO pay 
to average worker pay is about 301-to-1.] A worker co-op 
is not owned by outside shareholders or a small group of 
founders or partners, but by all the employees in equal 
porti ons.”

Guilds: In the distributi st economy, a guild functi ons 
as a combinati on of a union, professional associati on, 
chamber of commerce and vocati onal school (whew!) 
The guild is a local organizati on, organized along experti se 
and across class lines. It is subsidiarity put into acti on, as a 
local group performs many of the functi ons that nati onal 
or multi -nati onal groups currently do. Before the advent 
of capitalism, guilds were associati ons of self-employed 
craft smen who owned the capital they needed to produce 
their goods.

Right relati onships with the land: In the United 
States, about 2% of citi zens are farmers. Our experience 
of food is in the super-market where the carrots don’t 
have dirt on them and strawberries are available in Janu-
ary. We are dependent on far-away companies to meet 
our need for food. A distributi st society reorders our 
creati vity, technology, and producti on towards meeti ng 
people’s primary needs, including food. 

So, this is communism, right? Or do you mean so-
cialism?
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Distributi sm only has a few things in common with 
communism and socialism. Generally speaking, social-
ism is an economic system in which the producti on and 
distributi on of goods are controlled by the government 
rather than by private companies. Socialism is not a fi xed 
doctrine and program, but people typically say “social-
ism” when they mean big government programs (Dorothy 
Day called it “Holy Mother State”). Communism is the 
economic and social system envisioned by Karl Marx in 
which private property is replaced by commonly-owned 
property – a classless, stateless, and egalitarian society. 
Socialism was to be the step between capitalism and 
communism, using a strong, central government to plan 
and control the econ-
omy unti l rule by the 
masses is achieved. 
The Soviet-ruled coun-
tries were technically 
socialist, and did not 
reach the Marxist goal 
of communism.

As you can see, 
there are more diff er-
ences than similariti es 
between distributi sm, 
socialism, and commu-
nism. Their critiques 
of capitalism’s failures 
are similar, and peo-
ple oft en turn to one 
of these alternati ves 
when seeking rem-
edies to the problems 
of poverty, and war. 
As opposed to central-
ized or commonly held 
ownership, distribut-
ism promotes mass 
ownership—family-
owned businesses, 
associati ons of mutual 
aid, and decentraliza-
tion in every realm 
possible. Distributism 
also recognizes the inevitability of class, but limits the 
huge gap between these classes. 

How will our society look if it becomes distributi st, 
rather than capitalist?

Our society will look like a network of regional com-
muniti es that are each mainly self-suffi  cient. We will 
work in the home, in the neighborhood, in our town, not 
a 45-minute car commute away. This is what is sustain-
able for our planet, for our relati onships, and for our 
happiness. We might live in one house for most of our 
adult lives, adding space as necessary. Our diets will be 
geared more towards local, seasonal goods. Nati onal or 

even multi -nati onal structures that we depend on for 
computers, health insurance, and food will be replaced 
by worker-owned groups that are based locally and 
regionally. You’re probably seeing the patt ern here: dis-
tributi sm’s primary goal is to augment the common good 
(by de-monopolizing large corporati ons, giving workers 
real parti cipati on in their craft , and fostering relati on-
ships within the act of consuming things). Describing a 
distributi st economy, Dorothy Day said, “We favor the 
establishment of a Distributi st economy wherein those 
who have a vocati on to the land will work on the farms 
surrounding the village, and those who have other voca-
ti ons will work in the village itself.”

It’s ti me to expose 
the myth that capital-
ism works for anyone 
with a strong enough 
will to succeed;  too 
many of us are without 
health insurance, locked 
up in jail, struggling to 
pay our mortgages, and 
living in massive debt. 
These changes might 
seem scary, but so is 
the current reality we 
live in.

What is the role of 
government with a dis-
tributi st economy?

A distributi st econ-
omy can work with 
many types of govern-
ment, but probably 
the most synergistic 
is a democratic gov-
ernment. The Catholic 
Worker promotes a so-
ciety where we live in 
smaller, decentralized 
communities that are 

self-governing. We seek 
to infuse personalism into all of society’s structures – 
both the economy (how we organize our resources) 
and government (how we make decisions and organize 
ourselves as a community). Personalism is a philosophy 
which regards the freedom and dignity of each person 
as the basis, focus and goal of all metaphysics and mor-
als, which guides us away from individualism toward the 
good of the other.2 Our long-range hope is to build small, 
decentralized, self-organized communiti es that have just 
relati onships with each other and the land. 

I know that capitalism has some problems, and that 
many people suff er across the world, but our family tries 
to live within our means, and we’re happy. Why does our 
system have to change so fundamentally?

Jones family urban farm by Alby Headrick
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“Capitalism depends, at its core, upon a rampant 
consumerism that oft en borders on outright hedonism, 
while the producti on of real wealth - our shoes, heaters, 
books, and coff ee tables - is relegated to those in foreign 
lands, who are thus prevented from producing wealth 
for their own.”3 Capitalism is destroying our values, our 
happiness, and our planet. U.S. citi zens need to honestly 
examine the consequences of our upgrading, our diets, 
our cutti  ng edge-technology and our acquisiti ons: our 
fi rst-world lifestyle, no matt er how simply we try to live, 
is directly based on the exploitati on of others. The com-
puter on which I’m typing this arti cle, the coff ee table in 
front of me, and super-market salad I ate for lunch were 
all produced thousands of miles away, in labor conditi ons 
that favor profi t-making over decent working conditi ons 
and fair wages. From health care to the prison system 
to immigrati on policy, a great majority of social justi ce 
issues are rooted in the inherent tendency of capitalism 
to favor profi t-making over meeti ng needs.  It is ti me to 
change. 

You’re ignoring the human nature towards greed 
and power – it’s inherent in us and evident throughout 
history. How does distributi sm address this?

Human history is fi lled with examples of both terrible 
greed and grace-fi lled generosity. We—and the televi-
sion shows, school textbooks, movies and other media 
we consume—oft en overly focus on the outrageous, 
egregious and outlandish behavior of people in power. 
As personalists, though, we choose to believe that all 
humans are created in the image of God with a great 
capacity for love. 

The consumerism and greed of Americans is not in-
herent, but bred by our capitalist economy that depends 
on us to buy things we don’t need. Even in the most 
progressive of circles, there is pressure to marvel at the 
new Iphone, laptop or applicati on that will enable us to 
do our work “faster and bett er.” Our base human needs 
for community, conversati on, purpose in our work, and 
family ti me are ironically usurped by this fi xati on. We 
can communicate in amazing new ways—by text, fax, 
email, instant messaging, and social networking—but 
we are more isolated than ever. Our daily human needs 
conti nue to go unmet, so we focus on the next upgrade, 
computer system, or other new product on amazon.com 
—materialism fi lls the void for us. 

Distributi sm is not a magic pill that will automati -
cally alleviate this tendency that has been insti lled in us. 
Rather, it provides an alternati ve model: profi t-making is 
limited, we are part owners of our work, and businesses 
seek to produce things that actually improve life. Even 
in our Catholic Worker community, which is fi lled with 
fi rm believers of personalism, voluntary poverty, and 
distributi sm, we struggle with the pull of consumerism. 
By surrounding ourselves with people who challenge 
and support us, we strive to move forward in growth 
and love.

What is the role of women, the poor, and the disabled 
in a distributi st economy?

When reading about distributi sm, it is hard to ignore 
the blatant sexism in many author’s writi ngs. This is an 
unfortunate limitati on, and not something we support 
or promote. We think of Catholic Worker distributi sm as 
more inclusive, where all forms of work (doing the dishes, 
childcare, working at the local furniture-making business, 
cooking dinner) are valued equitably, and divided accord-
ing to preference rather than gender. We also believe 
that distributism—which embodies many principles 
developed in Catholic documents—is an economic sys-
tem that should include both Catholic and non-Catholic 
people and communiti es. 

Distributi sm was conceived as a way to decrease 
the gap between rich and poor, its whole basis resti ng 
in the idea that our economic system should promote a 
baseline of dignity for every person. Human society will 
always have people who work at diff erent levels, with 
diff erent abiliti es, whether we are using capitalism or 
distributi sm. Distributi sm values each individual’s talents 
and interests; people are not a cog in the wheel of a multi -
nati onal corporati on, nor are they limited professionally 
to our current cookie-cutt er mold that plugs inner city 
black women into housekeeping and suburban white 
men into professional life. The distributi st economy’s 
primary goal is the common good—to ensure that people 
who can work are able to meet the needs of their family, 
while acknowledging that not everyone in society will be 
a producer. 

Here we see two contrasti ng goals: capitalism en-
courages the producti on of frivolous or useless products, 
using adverti sing to convince people to consume these 
products. Increasing the profi t margin for businesses is 
the primary goal. Distributi sm, on the other hand, shift s 
our producti on to meeti ng our primary needs, which 
includes care for the young, the elderly, those with dis-
abiliti es, etc. 

What can we do now?

“Do anything, however small, that will prevent the 
completi on of the work of capitalist combinati on. Save 
one shop out of a hundred shops. Keep open one door 
out of a hundred doors, for so long as one door is open, 
we are not in prison.” – G. K. Chesterton, The Outline of 
Sanity

Consider further action! Check out our “further 
reading” secti on, visit your local co-op, consider buying             
everything locally this year, and eat one seasonally-
inspired meal a week. Help us clarify our thoughts in our 
January RoundTable discussion on distributi sm. (Please 
see the back page for details.)

For the last word, we turn to Dorothy Day: “What is 
to be done? First of all, we can admit that our so-called 
American way of life has meant great inequaliti es, and 
that there does indeed exist a great mass of poor and 
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Distributi sm in Acti on
St. Louis Home School Network

by Carolyn Griff eth

unemployed people who are in need… We need to study 
ways to change the social order…[to create a balance 
where we] will be closer to the land, where there is a 
possibility of ownership and responsibility, work for young 
and old, and that security which ownership would bring. 
We need to study the idea of credit unions and coopera-
ti ves, and small groups to work out the idea of family 
communiti es, and village communiti es, and decentralized 
living. We need to study as far as we are able, the enti re 
distributi st program… [and] to approach the problem 

directly…”  We need to transform our economy from one 
that values profi t to one that values relati onships—our 
future depends on it. 

1. Distributi sm and the Modern Economy-  Donald 
P. Goodman 

2. Aims and Means of the Catholic Worker
3. Distributi sm and Modern Economics- Donald P. 

Goodman

One of the core principals of distributi sm is that the goods needed for human prosperity are distributed as 
evenly as possible, which ensures both human fl ourishing and freedom.  Educati on is undoubtedly a human good, 
yet in many contexts quality educati on can be hard to access much less take ownership of.  

Nearly thirty years ago, a group of St. Louis families seeking to educate their children according to their own 
values and children’s best interests forged the St. Louis Homeschool Network (SLHN.) The SLHN, which today 
includes about one hundred families, serves as a support group for homeschoolers from very diverse religious, 
politi cal, and economic backgrounds. The group is run enti rely by volunteers and provides support to families 
through social acti viti es and meeti ngs which discuss homeschool related topics or include resource sharing. 

The largest project of the SLHN is a collecti ve learning co-op. Every semester, each family within the co-op of-
fers one or more classes to the rest of the group. All the classes are then compiled into a catalogue and each family 
chooses which classes each of their children would like to parti cipate in. Each child rates their choices in order of 
preference so that they will get a spot in those classes most important to them.  There is a lott ery component if 
more kids sign up for a class than there is space.  Classes off ered, include topics such as physics, carpentry, yoga, 
fi eld trips, book clubs, theater, and American history. There are also classes listed only for parents such as medita-
ti on or Indian cooking. The SLHN is a remarkable example of individuals seeking to distribute educati onal oppor-
tunity amongst all types of people and the personal freedom gained by working in collaborati on. As a homeschool 
parent I am deeply thankful for the support of this amazing group. 

 Carolyn Griff eth has been raising our communal awareness of the wonder of children in our lives.
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In a world newly concerned with “these tough eco-
nomic ti mes,” many mixed messages are given to us 
about the causes of the recent economic shift s and ways 
that they will be avoided next ti me. Conversati ons are 
held over coff ee about sub-prime-mortgages and from 
the pulpit we hear menti on of things “too-big-to-fail.” 

Not surprisingly, my uncle recently commented on 
the Church’s unfailing support of capitalism. While John 
Paul II can be quoted as saying, "It would appear on the 
level of individual nati ons and of internati onal relati ons 
the free market is the most effi  cient instrument for uti liz-
ing resources and eff ecti vely responding to needs,"1 it is 
important not to confuse a free market with capitalism.  
A free market is oft en understood as buying and selling 
without government interventi on, but capitalism enjoys 
much government interventi on to the benefi t of the 
capitalists and their investors. What the Pope was more 
concerned about was meeti ng the needs of the people. 
He even follows this quote by dwelling on the fact that 
many human needs are not met by any markets, free or 
otherwise. That same Pope oft en condemned the evils 
of capitalism—“the franti c search for material posses-
sions… the thirst for power and control over others and 
over things… the illusion of easy success”2 —and invited 
people to a mature spiritual life and a way of living that 
does not enslave us. 

In this insight lies the basic problem the Catholic 
Church holds with capitalism and socialism—they both 
treat the human person as no more valuable than her/
his economic uti lity and both reduce or ignore enti rely 
spiritual and communal needs.  And though the Church 
does not proclaim another specifi c economic system, 
reading the Church Doctors, the Encyclicals and the Gos-
pels, certain values that the Church proclaims for how 
we humans should organize our economic and com-
munal acti vity can easily be seen. These Catholic values 
have been shaped into an economic theory that is called 
distributi sm. Though most American Catholics would 
probably identi fy themselves as capitalists, capitalism 
encourages greed and rugged individualism while pro-
ducing drasti c inequality and injusti ces that the Church 
is fi ercely opposed to, while distributi sm persuades us 
to live out our Catholic values.

If we start with Jesus of Nazareth, (someti mes con-
sidered the spiritual root of the Catholic Church) it be-
comes easy to see that he did not desire the personal 

accumulati on of wealth at a cost to the community.  He 
himself was a carpenter—dignifi ed manual labor—and 
a preacher, and in his parables he oft en spoke against 
the accumulati on of wealth. There was the man who 
saved up all his grain, invested in more grain bins, and 
then died the next day. There was the rich young man 
asked to give up all of his possessions in order to follow 
the way of Jesus. There was praise for the poor widow 
that gave her last two coins. Instead of focusing on our 
own upward mobility, Jesus encouraged a way of form-
ing communiti es and placing our trust in God (like the 
lilies of the fi eld) and our trust in neighbors, rather than 
in our own accumulated wealth.

Then a few hundred years later, within a blossom-
ing Catholic Church, two saints and now Doctors of the 
Church3, St. Basil and St. Anselm wrote oft en about in-
dividual opulence in the face of communal suff ering. St. 
Basil is quoted as saying, “When someone strips a man 
of his clothes we call him a thief. And one who might 
clothe the naked and does not—should he not be given 
the same name? The bread in your board belongs to the 
hungry: the cloak in your wardrobe belongs to the na-
ked, the shoes you let rot belong to the barefoot; the 
money in your vaults belongs to the desti tute.” I would 
also add, the empty room in your house belongs to the 
homeless.  St. Ambrose, a contemporary of St. Basil, 
says in regards to almsgiving, “You are not making a gift  
of what is yours to the poor man, but you are giving him 
back what is his. You have been appropriati ng things that 
are meant to be for the common use of everyone. The 
earth belongs to everyone, not to the rich.”  The beliefs 
that property is to be held by the individual but used for 
the community, and that anything kept to oneself that 
could serve the common good is theft , are moral corner-
stones upon which distributi sm is built.  

Yet the Church has not stopped at parables and in-
sightf ul phrases, but has fl eshed out its views on how 
to organize society for the good of human persons over 
the last 150 years. An arti cle by John C. Médaille on four 
of the principal values helping us understand how to or-
ganize our economic acti vity illustrates this point.4

The Church believes in human labor over capital 
in the same way that it believes that a person is more 
important than an object. Both Popes Leo XIII and Pius 
XI point to the obvious fact that all wealth comes origi-
nally from the labor of human hands before it builds the 

Spiritual Roots of Distributism
by James Meinert

James Meinert has brought joy to our community through guitar playing at Mass, in the band, Firekite, and through 
his personality—7's are so fun!



9

capital of the elite. We may not see this as 
much today because many of us are very 
separated from the labor that produces 
the goods we have, but we can ask our-
selves, "Why are the computer industry 
executi ves and power industry executi ves 
so wealthy while the Chileans that labor 
long days extracti ng copper—necessary 
for electricity and computers—sti ll so 
very poor.?" 

A second principle is just wage, or 
as the Church puts it, a wage that meets 
the ordinary needs of a family with only 
one working parent.  Again we can think 
of many examples, but if a woman works 
40 hours a week at the BP gas stati on, 
she’ll be paid fewer than 15,000 dollars a 
year, which, with a non-working partner 
and just one child puts her well below 
the poverty line. The BP executi ves made 
between 1.5 million and 3 million dollars 
this past year. Are the owners paying a 
just wage?  Sti ll, the Church doesn’t stop 
at simply advocati ng a just wage based on 
living standards, but expects a wage to be 
enough so that a worker can eventually 
own the tools and have the capital to be 
an owner herself.  

The third, and maybe most radical 
principle, is a just distributi on of property.  
John Paul II in Laborem Exercens calls for 
a shift  from individual owners to worker-
ownership of what is produced.  Rather 
than a gradual change in social equality 
due to bett er wages the Pope asks for a 
change in the way businesses are owned, 
and a profi t sharing among all people working to pro-
duce a good—not just profi t for the management.  

A fi nal principle of the Church that leads away from 
capitalism and towards distributi sm is subsidiarity, or 
the belief that the smallest, most local competent agent 
should be the one that is charged with a task—and for 
our ti mes, I would add that the local one is the one that 
should be supported and encouraged by the community. 
If our neighbor can make bread from the fl our she buys 
from the man who grinds wheat which he buys from the 
woman who grows it in the next town over, then that 
should be supported instead of Wonder bread which 
keeps their prices lower, but does so, probably due to 
unjust wages, and centralizati on of wealth and power.  
Subsidiarity as a value guards against the centralizati on 
of power and wealth which leads to those injusti ces.  

These guiding principles of the Catholic Church—
labor over capital, a just wage, just distributi on of prop-
erty and subsidiarity—lead one away from being able to 
submit to the logic of capitalism and also away from the 
logic of socialism.  For this reason, passionate spiritual 
people that truly care about reshaping our world by re-

shaping our communiti es and 
the larger economics look to 
other models that meet our 
values. One that meets the 
values of the Church and was 
shaped to do just that is dis-
tributi sm.

One may sti ll ask though, 
why does the Church involve 
herself in discussions on eco-
nomics when we have a fi eld 
of study and very intelligent 
men and women that should 
bett er point the way? I think 
a quote from the encyclical 
Gaudium et Spes best ex-
plains the Church’s reason-
ing:  “The joys and the hopes, 
the griefs and the anxieti es of 
the people of this age, espe-
cially those who are poor or 
in any way affl  icted, these are 
the joys and hopes, the griefs 
and anxieti es of the followers 
of Christ.”  

By stepping out of our 
comfortable lives, where the 
wealth of the world has been 
concentrated, and seeing the 
places where the wealth of 
the people has been, in the 
words of St. Anselm, stolen—
North St. Louis, Brazil, the 
Ivory Coast, Vietnam, etc.—
we can bett er see what the 
Catholic Church has seen as 

the result of global capitalism—grief and anxiety. 
We must shift  our way of organizing our societi es 

and economies so that they serve to bring communiti es 
and peoples of the world closer rather than separati ng 
us.  All followers of Jesus are called to love and to relate 
to the poor and affl  icted and capitalism has only divided 
the people of God more. We have extremely wealthy 
people, who may be philanthropic, but their charity only 
divides the people more into those who give and those 
who receive; we are called to labor together. We are 
called to reshape our society on the principles of Christ 
so that we live and work together, so that we have ti me 
for each other, and so that we share in each others’ joys, 
hopes, griefs, and anxieti es. 

1. Centesimus Annus, 34
2. Homily, March 1, 1998
3. Doctors of the Church are saints thus recognized 

due to the orthodoxy (right teaching) of their theology.
4. Distributi vism and Catholic Social Teaching, Mé-

daille, John C.  2006,  htt p://www.medaille.com/disuti v-
ismandcst.pdf
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Everything You Always Wanted 
To Know About Distributism...

by Teka Childress

Teka Childress can be seen speeding around town on her moped in her neon jacket.

While sitti  ng around discussing this issue we thought 
it would be helpful to deal with some questi ons that 
people might have about Distributi sm, that is if they 
ever thought about it. We therefore posed the following 
questi ons to several people who have writt en or taught 
on the subject. 

About the authors—

John Medaille, author of numerous works on dis-
tributi sm, including The Vocati on of Business: Social 
Justi ce in the Marketplace and an upcoming book, to be 
published by ISI Books,  Towards a Truly Free Market: A 
Distributi st Perspecti ve on the Role of Government, Taxes, 
Health Care, Defi cits, and More. He is the father of fi ve 
and an adjunct Instructor of Theology at the University 
of Dallas.

Charles (Chuck) K. Wilber, Emeritus Professor of 
Economics at Notre Dame, has published numerous 
arti cles on economics and ethics and recently taught a 
class on Distributi sm at Notre Dame. He has an impres-
sive curriculum vita, and especially impressive to Catholic 
Workers is his years of involvement with the Catholic 
Worker movement.

Kevin A. Carson, author of Studies in Mutualist Politi -
cal Economy is a health care  worker, organic gardener 
and a blog writer on mutualism, “a school of thought 
that calls for decentralizing economic and politi cal power 
through building cooperati ves and community fi nancing 
systems.” www.mutualist.blogspot.com

 Thomas Storck has published several books, The 
Catholic Milieu, Christendom Press, Foundati ons of a 
Catholic Politi cal Order, (1998) and Christendom and 
the West, (2000) both by Four Faces Press. He served as 
contributi ng editor for Caelum et Terra from '91-'96 and 
the New Oxford Review from '96-'06 and is currently on 
the editorial board for the Chesterton Review. He has 
taught history and philosophy.

Questi on #1:  Distributi sm is someti mes called a 
"third way" between capitalism and socialism. Could 
you explain this? 

Chuck: If you reject state socialism on the one hand 
and reject private property (as it is used in capitalism), 
on the other, there have been a variety of middle-way 
opti ons, distributi sm is one of them. Guilds of the Middle 
Ages, while not opposed to private property, emphasized 
local producti on for use and also emphasized the impor-
tance of working communally. Modern guilds in which 
people come together to pool labor to produce goods are 
similar. Distributi sts have a rather dim view of the wage 
system. They believe that the cooperati ve system works 
bett er, where all share in the profi ts and the losses. 

Thomas: The noti on of a "third way" arose because 
most people, at least in the U.S., tend to think that we're 
stuck with either capitalism or some sort of socialism.  
So alternati ves are someti mes adverti sed as a "third" 
system.  But this is not true.  There are more than three 
ways, there are probably six or eight basic ways we could 
organize an economy.  And also the word "between" is 
problemati c.  I would not say distributi sm is "between" 
capitalism and socialism, rather it's one of the several 
alternati ves to capitalism or socialism.

Questi on #2:  Must everyone be a farmer in a dis-
tributi st economy?

John:   Distributi sm is much more than agrarianism, 
and agrarianism is not so much about everybody going 
“back to the farm” as it is about restoring the proper 
relati onship between Town and Country.

Thomas:  None of the mainstream distributi st writ-
ers or theorists ever suggested that everyone had to 
become a farmer.  That is a mistake that some people 
make.  It’s not even necessary for every single person 
to own his own workshop or retail shop.  Some employ-
ment for wages will sti ll exist.  It’s a questi on of what is 
the predominant type of economic acti vity, the capitalist 
system of employer/employee, or the distributi st model 
of single owners.                              
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Questi on #3:  How do people obtain all the necessi-
ti es of life in a distributi st society if they do not produce 
them themselves? What is the method of exchange of 
goods? Is money used? 

Chuck:  I don't think there is a single answer to that. 
Clearly, even in medieval ti mes, there was long-distance 
trade. I don't think [in distributi sm] there is a problem 
with exchange of goods. Local producti on is encouraged. 
[Let's say,] I am a farmer—there are a variety of ways to 
trade. One way is through a labor bazaar. I work so many 
hours for which I get marks or chips or money.  The prob-
lem [with the use of money] is when money becomes 
valued by speculati on in stocks and bonds markets...

[An example of the labor bazaar] was “Forever 
Learning,” an educati on program. In it, a reti red phar-
macist gave a class, a reti red electrician gave one. People 
exchanged labor. In distributi sm, the detailed specifi cs 
are not well worked out. [But,] let's start small and see 
where it goes. 

Thomas: This questi on refl ects a too fundamentalist 
idea of distributi sm.  As noted earlier, it does not mean 
that everyone has to be a primary producer or that noth-
ing can be bought or sold.  

Hilaire Belloc spoke of shops in a distributi st society.  
Best to think of it as a society of small farmers, small 
workshops for producti on, small stores, without deny-
ing that there may be a need for some large enti ti es, as 
I noted before.  And money would certainly be present.  
You'll fi nd, I think, that distributi sts might disagree about 
the form money would take, i.e., some would want a 
gold or other commodity standard, others would want 
the government itself to issue money in response to the 
economy's need for a means of exchange (my prefer-
ence), perhaps a few would support fracti onal reserve 
money created by the private banking system, which is 
what we have now.

 
Questi on #4:  How do distributi sts live in the midst of 

a capitalist society? Do they parti cipate in some way?

Chuck:  Well, fi rst of all, we do live in a capitalist 
system. [It is] diffi  cult to drop out. The best one can do 
is to reduce one's parti cipati on. Try to join a food co-op, 
try to buy locally, try to avoid Wal-Mart, [avoid buying] 
the cheapest, try to patronize the indepen-
dent stores. Try to organize neighbors in 
cooperati ve ventures: lawn maintenance, 
food co-ops; buy everything used and also 
recycle. It can be more eco-friendly. Here we 
have a good recycling system. All I can think 
of is these litt le things to do. 

Some will opt out. Some who have the 
skills and ability might try to distance them-
selves by becoming farmers or craft speople, 
but most of us are doomed to do the best 
we can, trying to patronize small stores and 
farmers' markets, and avoid especially the 

worst features of capitalism… I do not believe a society 
of self-suffi  cient households is viable in this world. We 
need to fi gure out how to produce for use using coopera-
ti ve means. 

Kevin:  It doesn't seem to me that distributi sm re-
quires the destructi on of all forms of economic acti vity 
that can't be organized on a distributi ve basis. Simply 
eliminati ng the subsidies to centralism and allowing 
concentrati on to break up where smaller scale is more 
effi  cient will result in a radical shift  toward localism; but 
some things like microchip foundries will probably require 
large scale [projects] for some ti me to come.

Question #5:  How do we get from a capitalist 
economy to a distributi st system?

Thomas:   That is a diffi  cult questi on.  Various dis-
tributi sts would have diff erent ideas. My own is that unti l 
we reach a criti cal mass of public opinion, the most we 
can probably do is encourage local economies, farmers' 
markets, etc., and promote the idea of distributi sm, and 
see where we go.  Eventually, if distributi sm aft er the 
mind of Belloc and Chesterton is insti tuted, we would 
need laws limiti ng the amassing of property, probably via 
taxati on.  But we are very far from that today… Although 
government support of large corporations certainly 
makes capitalism worse, the free market is not the solu-
ti on, even if all fi rms were small.

Kevin:  I tend to take a prett y triumphal view of things, 
because centralism and large-scale [projects] for the most 
part depend heavily on state subsidies and protecti on for 
inherently ineffi  cient ways of doing things—and given 
Peak Oil, the fi scal crisis, the crisis of over-accumulati on 
and under-consumpti on, etc., the state is reaching the 
limits of its resources for propping up the system.

Editor's Note: For a longer discussion on this questi on 
look for: John Medaille's book due to be published this 
Spring, by ISI Books, Toward a Truly Free Market: A… See 
chapter, XIX, Building the Ownership Society.

Questi on #6:  Is it likely distributi sm will ever be 
adopted widely? Since it relies less on coercion to par-
ti cipate and focuses on building a local economy will it 
ever be the dominant or prevalent economy? Does it 
need to be? How does it come to be?







          Chuck:  If the economy crashed a new one may 
be designed. Not likely to happen soon. Let's just start 
building it right here where we are. Do it here wherever 
possible. All kinds of food co-ops are growing up around 
the country. At Miraculous Metals 
we've organized homeless people 
who collect scrap metal into a group 
with a pickup, which allows them to 
get larger stuff —such as a church's 
left-over refrigerator. Part of the 
money is given to the workers and 
part to the drop-in center. 

Do I think this [type of econo-
my] will be the dominant one in my 
ti me? Right now we are going the 
opposite directi on―globalism―We 
have homogenized apples.  We had 
2000 varieti es and now 90% of all 
apples consumed are just eleven 
varieti es. I think if we are going to 
get counter trends to that we can't 
focus too much on results. Start 
building the local producti on and 
ti me will tell. 

John: Yes, it will be adopted 
widely, because distributi sm is sim-
ply the natural state of property. As 
capitalism and globalism collapse from twin economic 
and environmental crises, people will of necessity re-
connect with the land and the local community. They 
will re-learn how to make useful things and exchange 
them with their neighbors. Capitalism was created by the 
“primiti ve accumulati on” brought about by the seizure 
of the monastery and guild lands, and the enclosure of 
the commons. Its origins are in state violence. 

Thomas:  I’m not sure if this is the right questi on to 
ask:  In this world we have to try to work for what is good 
as much as we can without worrying about our success.  
But in fact there is much we can do to help a distributi st 
economy arise in small ways, e.g., patronizing farmers' 
markets, shopping at small local stores, etc.  G. K. Ches-
terton has an enti re chapter in his Outline of Sanity, called 
“A Misunderstanding about Method,” in which he speaks 
of various small-scale ways to work toward distributi sm. 
It may not be likely that we will have a completely dis-
tributi st economy, but we can make our economy more 
distributi st than it is.  It’s not an either/or questi on.

 
Questi on #7:  What is a guild and how does it work 

in a distributi st society?

Chuck:  In a guild system, an industry is organized 
and sets standards for its products and workers' wages. 
It is a system of cooperati ves, not exactly like a union, but 
like the industry and union combined. A certain kind of 
cloth has to meet certain standards. It is a cooperati ve 
system [of regulati on].

Thomas:   A guild is a democrati cally-controlled or-
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ganizati on of all the producers in a parti cular industry or 
line of work.  The ideal would be for all its members to 
be owners of their own small workshops, businesses or 
farms.  But it is possible for a guild to exist even where the 

employer/employee system remains, if 
both employers and employees seek to 
put the common good as a whole, and 
the good of their parti cular industry, 
ahead of their own demands.

Guilds would handle most of the 
economic and industry regulation 
currently done by the government, 
e.g., product quality standards, safety 
standards, working hours, and prob-
ably prices and wages, as well as 
training programs for apprenti ces or 
new employees.  A guild would also be 
concerned with assuring an adequate 
supply of whatever raw materials the 
industry needs, and so on.  The empha-
sis would be on cooperati on among 
individual micro-fi rms and on coopera-
ti on with other industries, all for the 
good of society as a whole, including of 
course, the legiti mate economic needs 
of the guild members.

Questi on #8:  Can goods or services that are help-
ful if not necessary for life be produced in a distributi st 
society, i.e., a railroad, (infrastructure…) or technologies, 
or do these depend on a concentrati on of wealth to be 
developed? 

Chuck:  I don't see why not. A distributi st society is not 
a subsistence society. Self-reliance is not the sole charac-
teristi c of distributi sm. Producti on for use will sti ll require 
some division of labor. It is one in which community is 
paramount in all phases of life including the economic. 
Thus the producti on of railroad services, etc. should be 
done by a workforce that works cooperati vely, neither 
privately owned nor state-run. The exact forms of control 
can vary, depending on the situati on, the common good 
being the key. This might mean balancing the welfare of 
workers and the community at large. 

John:  Theoreti cal answers are easy, but one should 
only believe what one sees on the ground and working. 
The Mondragon Cooperati ve Corporati on of Spain has 
over 80,000 worker-owners and does about $24 billion/
year in sales. In the cooperati ve economy of Emilia-
Romagna, 40% of the GDP is from cooperati ves and the 
average income is twice the Italian average. These enter-
prises do everything from the simple to the complex, right 
up to building factories to order. There is no parti cular 
reason why the concentrati on of wealth is necessary for 
a venture of any given size.

Thomas:  Hilaire Belloc gave the theoreti cal answer 
already in his 1936 book, The Restorati on of Property.  
Whenever technology or capital accumulati on requires 
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that a large enti ty produce or administer a certain thing 
or process, we have the opti on of having a worker-owned 
cooperati ve in charge.  Distributi sm does not require that 
each and every producti ve process be done by a micro-
business, only that an economy of micro-businesses be 
the norm for an economy.

Questi on #9:  Does a distributi st economy benefi t 
the poor more or less than a capitalist one?

Chuck:  Food co-ops could help the poor. To the ex-
tent that a food co-op, like one near the university—is 
heavily used by the poor, it helps. Working locally one 
can incorporate the poor. Can more people be helped 
by distributi sm than capitalism? This questi on requires 
empirical evidence to answer. In the long run people will 
benefi t materially and spiritually from small-scale produc-
ti on. Yes, capitalism may produce jobs—[but they] may 
come at a high price—some getti  ng ahead, some left  way 
behind.  For every worker who has got a job there are 
two or three others that are barely surviving; traditi onal 
ways destroyed everywhere.

Thomas:  Poverty is a complex issue and has diff erent 
causes in diff erent places and ti mes.  Distributi sm would 
largely eliminate poverty caused by the economic system, 
e.g., wages that are too low, lay-off s, factories picking up 
and moving to cheaper locati ons.  Distributi sm would 
also off er a powerful model and example for individuals 
to work both for their own and their families' needs and 
for the good of society.

Questi on #10:  Won’t the cost of things go up (when 
they are less frequently massed produced) leaving 
people unable to get needed goods?

 
Chuck:  This is an empirical questi on without a theo-

reti cal answer. Hopefully the scale of producti on will be 
smaller but batch processing is possible to produce a large 
quanti ty. It doesn't necessarily require assembly lines. 
Also many things we consume are required because of 
the way we live. For example, because of the auto we built 
suburbs and because we live dispersed we need autos. 
Higher density urban living and scatt ered site rural living 
would reduce the need to consume individual means of 
transportati on.

John:  The price in certain cases MUST go up, but 
not the cost. Distributi sm mass-produces things, where 
that is appropriate. But do not confuse price and cost. 
The modern corporati on is NOT economically effi  cient; it 
is politi cally effi  cient. That is, it is able to obtain for itself 
large subsidies and privileges and to externalize many 
of its costs. Actual cost = price + subsidies + externalized 
costs. Distributi st enterprises lose the ability to obtain 
large privileges from the state, and hence cannot obtain 
subsidies or externalize their costs. 

Kevin:  I would dispute that mass producti on really 
is more effi  cient.  Mass producti on is based on capital-
intensive industry using the largest and most specialized 

forms of machinery (enormously expensive machinery), 
and then running it at full capacity 24/7 to minimize unit 
costs.

The problem is, this "effi  ciency" at the level of the 
individual step of producti on leads to enormous inef-
fi ciencies for the process as a whole.  Because each 
machine, to be run economically, must be run at full 
capacity, it churns out components without regard to 
whether the next machine on the line needs it or not, or 
to whether there's an order for it.  So a factory becomes 
piled up with work-in-process inventory between the 
machines, and the warehouse becomes piled up with 
fi nished goods inventory awaiti ng orders.  Because of 
the large in-process inventories, there is no way of telling 
whether a part has a defect at the ti me of producti on, 
and correcti ng the machine immediately, so there is an 
enormous scrap rate.  

Because of large market areas, shipping costs are 
much, much higher; so you've got not only all the trans-
portation resources being used, but also enormous 
amounts of additi onal inventory in those "warehouses on 
wheels."  And because producti on faciliti es must be run 
24/7, producti on is divorced from consumpti on—which 
means the costs of high-pressure marketi ng, brand-name 
diff erenti ati on, and planned obsolescence to scrap the 
stuff  fast enough to keep the wheels turning.  

The mountains of scrap goods that go into landfi lls, 
aft er a brief detour through our living rooms, mean prob-
ably double or more the industrial capacity that would 
be required to sati sfy our needs if products had modular 
design for easy repair.

Far more effi  cient, in most cases, is producti on with 
small-scale, general purpose machinery, producing for 
local markets on a lean basis as orders come in, and 
switching frequently between diff erent product runs.  
This results in faciliti es scaled to the local market, with 
machinery scaled to the fl ow of incoming orders, short 
distributi on chains, and almost zero inventory.  A good 
example is the kind of networked manufacturing that 
exists in the Emilia-Romagna district of Italy.

Thomas:  Very oft en our cheap goods are produced 
because of low wages.  It's like making use of slaves—
slave labor may be cheaper and thus slave-produced 
goods would be cheap, but this is unjust.  The purpose 
of an economy is to allow everyone, producer and con-
sumer (and most of us are both), to live in a decent and 
reasonable manner.

As to the questi on of mass producti on, the cost of 
some things might rise, but so would the quality.  Many 
of the products of mass producti on are shoddy and need 
to be replaced frequently.  The products of a distributi st 
society would tend to be bett er and last much longer, 
because they are more carefully made and because they 
are produced with a real care about product quality, not 
just about how much the producer can sell and how much 
money he can make.



Distributi sm in Acti on
The Mondragón Corporati on

by James Meinert
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The Mondragón Corporati on in the Basque region of Spain 
is oft en hailed by people searching for alternati ves to either 
capitalism or socialism as a great success.  They point to the 
worker ownership, the democracy within the cooperati ves 
(worker/owners vote on directors and managers), the histori-
cal valuing of labor over profi t, and the benefi ts received by the 
local communiti es.

The founder of the Mondragón cooperati ves, Father Jose 
Maria Arizmediarrieta, was a Catholic priest heavily infl uenced 
by the distributi st doctrines and the Catholic back to the land 
movement of the early 20th century.  He was sent to teach 
in the Basque region and along with technical skills, he taught 
the students some of the Church’s social beliefs for organiz-
ing themselves.  Some of the students began making kerosene 
stoves and eventually formed what today would be recognized 
as a credit union. Supporti ng each other and using profi ts to 

re-invest into further cooperati ve ventures the Mondragón groups began to grow. 
Keeping to many of the values originally learned from Arizmediarrieta, Mondragón has grown to include today 

256 individual companies and bodies, and over 92,000 employees.  Even without large bonuses for owners, with 
required community investment, and some profi t sharing, Mondragón has sti ll managed to stay competi ti ve within 
the larger capitalist world. 

Though Mondragón is not strictly a distributi st organizati on, they do embrace many limits that set them apart 
from other corporati ons: shares are not sold to investors, but workers must contribute to the company capital and 
are thus worker/owners; certain percentages of all profi ts must go into social services, health insurance, and social 
security for the workers; limits are imposed upon wage diff erences within Mondragón. Historically the wage dif-
ferences were set at 3:1, meaning the highest paid person could not make more than three ti mes the lowest paid 
person though today in some companies, they are set at 6:1. Also, the companies are oft en cooperati ve within their 
structure. 

During diffi  cult economic periods those that work and own a cooperati ve have oft en chosen to reduce their 
own wages rather than have any of their co-worker/owners removed from the organizati on.  This solidarity within 
has oft en only strengthened the cooperati ve in the long run. 

However, it doesn’t appear as if Mondragón is moving towards a more distributi st society, but rather has em-
braced many capitalist aspects. Only half of the companies now part of Mondragón are cooperati ves and only one 
third of the workers are members of the cooperati ves. Mondragón has a CEO and while choosing solidarity within, 
its groups sti ll strive for a competi ti ve edge over other companies. Labor is sti ll divided in order to maximize ef-
fi ciency and profi t, and workers are ulti mately renti ng the capital to produce goods but are not moving towards 
owning their own means of producti on.

While Mondragón is a good example of a corporati on taking steps towards a distributi st logic, it shows how 
diffi  cult it is to be sustainable and just when trying to functi on within a global economy that is almost enti rely capi-
talist. 

James Meinert recently picked up Mary Densmore's bicycle, rang the bell, and managed to carry it up the three 
fl ights of Karen House's stairs before the bell stopped sounding.
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Love is an 
Exchange of Gifts

by Megan Heeney

Megan Heeney has been seen taking house on roller blades increasing her eff eciency in answering doors and 
phones this fall.

We live in a world gone mad on mass-producti on 
and mass-distributi on. It has brought about destruc-
ti on and depression in massive volume. At the Catholic 
Worker we advocate for distributi sm, not because we 
want it but because our society desperately needs it. 
We need this model, which is rooted in personalism, to 
save our human dignity because the capitalist economic 
system we currently have is destroying all but the rich. 

Every day women come to Karen House who are 
struggling to get their own place aft er losing homes, jobs, 
family members, and/or security. When we perpetuate 
a society that gives resources to only the few, we can’t 
be surprised that there are so many without homes and 
resources to provide for their families' basic needs. This 
is unacceptable, to have so many struggling for survival 
while many of us have everything we need and want read-
ily available to us. I believe a new economic model, which 
in fact isn’t new but very old, must be part of the soluti on.  

G. K. Chesterton in The Outline of Sanity said of 
distributi sm, "They say it is Utopian; and they are right. 

They say it is idealisti c; and they are right. They say it is 
quixoti c; and they are right. It deserves every name that 
will indicate how completely they have driven justi ce out 
of the world; every name that will measure how remote 
from them and their sort is the standard of honour-
able living; every name that will emphasize and repeat 
the fact that property and liberty are sundered from 
them and theirs, by an abyss between heaven and hell.”

How do we know Distributi sm would be good for 
our personhood?   

Catholic Worker Houses att empt to be models of per-
sonalism in the midst of a society whose economic system 
and philosophy pushes individualism.  We do not see 
the economics of distributi sm in acti on frequently in our 
current society (although some of these distributi st com-
muniti es, guilds, co-ops and businesses are highlighted 
throughout this Roundtable issue.) The places where we 
witness intenti onal personalism present us with an idea 
of what an economic model, based in the ideals of per-
sonalism, would mean for persons and their quality of life.  

At the heart of distributi sm is social justi ce through 
widespread distributi on of property. The guests and com-
munity at Karen House do not receive their own private 
property at Karen House, but we do share responsibility 
for the house and for one another. Each guest has their 
own space for their family and holds responsibility in 
terms of daily chores and meal clean ups; we each feel 
ownership of the house. We practi ce personalism in the 
ways we try to meet each person where they are at.  We 

Wealth- Producing Maniacs

When the bank account 
became the Standard of Values,

People ceased to produce for use,
And began to produce for profi ts.

They become wealth-producing maniacs,
They produced too much wealth.
When people found out that they 
had produced too much wealth

They went on an orgy of wealth destructi on
And destroyed ten million lives besides.

and fi ft een years aft er a world-wide 
orgy of wealth and life destructi on
millions of people fi nd themselves 
victi ms of a world-wide depression

Brought about by a world gone mad 
On mass Producti on and Mass- distributi on

 
  - Peter Maurin
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try to let guests and community members tell us what 
they need, and not prescribe what we think they should 
need or want. When we live with one another for a 
ti me we recognize the gift s in each other, while our own 
gift s are illuminated. Practi cing personalism every day 
allows us to bett er appreciate how each unique person 
is a manifestati on of God amongst us. When people see 
that in me, I can start to see that in myself. As I begin 

to see myself as a manifestati on of the divine, I can 
acknowledge my profound ability to love the people 
around me. We each have the ability to create, but oft en 
we are so busy trying to keep a competi ti ve pace that 
we don’t acknowledge that which is already within us.  

Throughout my ti me at Karen House I have come to 
fi nd out that the human person is creati ve beyond my 
imaginati on. Some of the women who have stayed at 
Karen House have been told they couldn’t create, because 
of abiliti es or how many children they had or their educa-
ti onal background. Many ti mes women have felt like they 
were worthless because no one would hire them. How can 
they provide for themselves and their families if they don’t 
have a job? Capitalism benefi ts those who are highly able, 
whose bodies and minds work in the way ‘owners’ want. 
Those who don’t fi t the mold are thrown to the curb side.  

At Karen House we are all broken, but together we 
are able to create such beauti ful things. We don’t create 

capital but we do create wealth, which is defi ned as the 
useful things required to meet our needs and to enhance 
our lives, or the transformati on of raw resources into 
useful products. We create wealth by making delicious 
meals out of donati ons of food from Trader Joe’s or other 
stores. This food is near expirati on or spoilage but we 
serve so much food each day that using it before it goes 
bad only requires creati vity. We make art for the walls 
out of scraps and donati ons. We build new things out 
of the old (even though someti mes it may take awhile, 
but what is the rush?).  We can bring laughter out of 
silence and joy out of sadness. We are highly gift ed!

When we, human persons, are given ways to cre-
ate in our work, we thrive.  Dorothy Day quoted Ig-
nati us of Loyola in The Long Loneliness saying “Love 
is an exchange of gifts.” I agree with Ignatius’ and 
Dorothy’s insights; I think God’s love radiates when we 
are able to use our gift s for the good of one another.

A woman named Tammy lived with us at Karen 
House for seven months last year. Tammy is one of 
the most gifted individuals I have had the pleasure 
of knowing.  She isn’t gifted in the classroom, she 
doesn’t know how to read or write very well.  Tammy 
has had a hard ti me keeping a job and an even harder 
ti me in the current job market of fi nding a job. Tammy 
brought life to Karen House! She brought dancing, 
laughter and excitement. She created support systems 
amongst the women and opened herself up to guests 
and community alike. Tammy created safe spaces for 
people, she let us cry or laugh without fear of judgment.  

The personalism of Karen House was a space 
where Tammy could flourish and enjoy life, having 
her gift s recognized and appreciated by so many. Cur-
rently Tammy and her four, beautiful, gifted, smiley 
children live in Transiti onal Housing. They are sti ll do-
ing well and fi nding ways to bring out the joy in life, 
even if they are struggling.  Those of us who lived with 
them at Karen House miss their daily presence dearly.  

The capitalist model we live in currently does not 
suit Tammy’s skills. It doesn’t value her life experience. 
It judges her lack of a high-school diploma.  This system 
does not advocate ti me for joy and right relati onships. It 
advocates 40-60 hour work weeks.  It does not appreci-
ate her raising four children on her own and doing a darn 
good job. It appreciates how much capital she creates to 
support those children.  Tammy’s life is full of wealth, even 
if it is not rich in money. Distributi sm as a model would al-
low Tammy resources and property where she could cre-
ate freely and give others what they need. In a distributi st 
model, Tammy could be part of a worker-owned co-op, 
or do something she’s interested in with a small family-
owned business. These are in contrast to the capitalist 
model in which she has her opti ons more oft en limited 
to businesses like Wal-mart or McDonalds. She would be 
able to use her God-given gift s in her work, as opposed 
to having to conform her gift s to what will provide her 
with money in the capitalist system. This model would 
illuminate that fact that “love is an exchange of gift s!”  

Photo by Mev Puleo from Faces of Poverty, Faces of Christ 
by John Kavanaugh
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health coverage, educati on or capital, while others receive 
no access to resources. Those who don’t receive certain 
resources or respect in this system are usually those who 
are considered diff erent based on the color of their skin, 
their class, their gender, their sexual orientati on, or their 
abiliti es.   A system that benefi ts some and not all or even 
most, is not something we should be trying to sustain.  

In a distributi st society we may have similar problems; 
distributi sm will not immediately put an end to our dis-
criminati on. What we do know is that places where dis-
tributi st principles are practi ced have happier, healthier 
people that rely on and need each other.  Scholars have 
shown that prejudice is based oft en ti mes on fear and lack 
of knowledge. When we are able to meet one another in 
our day to day living, the stereotypes which feed prejudice 
can be eliminated.  Distributi sm would force us into one 
another’s lives. I have to know my neighbors, because 
we rely on each other, not the grocery store for survival. 
When we know each other we readily desire understand-
ing, and with understanding we may become more loving.

Another reason negati ve –isms (classism, racism, 
sexism, ageism, etc.) are perpetuated is that those in 
power benefi t from the perpetuati on of these prejudices. 
A white, upper class male is able to acquire more capital 
than a black, lower class female. Why would the privi-
leged be enti ced to overcome prejudice, when it might 
take away their capital or resources?  These are privileges 
that we have grown accustomed to enjoying.  Distribut-
ism would liberate us in many ways.  We could perhaps 
forgo our privileges if we knew we would be provided for. 
If we are fulfi lled by our daily work, we can bett er enjoy 
others fi nding fulfi llment in their daily work. Each person’s 
gift s could be recognized as valuable pieces of the whole.

Distributism would allow more people access to 
resources, bringing fulfi llment to those who are thrown 
to the curb in the current model. Distributi sm also has 
the potenti al to allow us to dismantle our own privileges. 
Hopefully there would not be privileged groups; we 
would just be privileged to know each other more fully. 
              

In a society like ours where the worker and the owner 
don’t co-exist in the same person, we don’t see that love 
in ourselves or in the people around us. People spend 
their whole days creati ng products for someone in a far 
off  place to wear or eat. The fruit of the work is not seen 
by those who farm it, it is enjoyed somewhere else. When 
I eat that fruit I don’t always remember the person, the 
manifestati on of God, in another place who labored for 
my enjoyment, just to have some capital to send her chil-
dren to school or put food on his table. Capitalism has us 
living in disconnected ways. Peter Maurin wrote, “Labor is 
not a commodity to be bought and sold. Labor is a means 
of self-expression, the worker’s gift  to the common good.”

  In practi ce, personalism leaves us feeling intercon-
nected, necessary to the common good.  We see this feel-
ing of interconnectedness at Karen House daily.  Distribut-
ism ensures that we know each other, that we walk down 
the street to get the needed resources, that we create 
what is necessary and that we waste less resources.  I be-
lieve that we all desire connecti vity. We want to be close to 
one another, it is scary to do this because it means we may 
have to give up some of the things that bring us comfort.

Distributi sm Dismantling Privilege
In an interview for Shambala Sun Magazine. bell 

hooks, prominent author on race, class and gender is-
sues said, “When we drop fear, we can draw nearer to 
people, we can draw nearer to the earth, we can draw 
nearer to all the heavenly creatures that surround us.”

When we drop fear of insecurity we can begin to grow 
closer with all those around us. As a society we oft en cling 
to fear, because we are told there is so much to be afraid 
of. In reality our fear is what we should be afraid of. As 
we move beyond fear into loving relati onships we begin 
to leave behind our privileges, to embrace one another.  

 Capitalism puts us in a situati on where we are com-
pelled to hoard our resources to ensure our own survival. 
We perpetuate prejudices and systems that are unjust, to 
assure that we receive the benefi ts of this broken system. 
We receive access to resources, whether that is land, 
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Distributi sm in Acti on
Asset Building Eff orts

by Christy Finsel

In reference to distributi sm, Dorothy Day wrote about how the means of producti on and wealth should be dis-
persed among populati ons. In many ways, asset-building eff orts, facilitated by social and economic development 
specialists and others, have a similar goal of leveling the asset playing fi eld. Here in the U.S. this playing fi eld has 
been made unequal by red-lining, slavery, and broken treati es with Nati ve communiti es who were promised land. 
Many asset buildings programs aim to help individuals and communiti es with lower or moderate incomes to more 
quickly own land and homes as well as to get access to loans and to develop small businesses and human capital.  

Assets can be thought of as what is of value to you.  For the past four years, I have been working with American 
Indian, Alaska Nati ve, and Nati ve Hawaiian communiti es who are looking at how their worldviews and values af-
fect the development of their asset building programs. Some of these communiti es are thinking of assets as being 
natural resources (such as land), spirituality, educati on, health, youth, sovereignty, housing, food security, family, 
culture, and money to survive. Communiti es around the world, and here in St. Louis, such as the Karen House com-
munity, also can think about assets in a similar way, depending on their values, worldviews, and how they frame, 
or understand, assets. Asset building is about uti lizing strategies to build a variety of assets. Social and economic 
development programs, i.e., asset building, can be handy tools to help people get what they need to survive and 
thrive, especially when they are experiencing economic disadvantage. One such tool is the Individual Development 
Account (IDA). These are matched savings accounts. They are used to help people purchase assets such as a home, 
money for educati on, small business development, etc. 

Beyond IDAs, some other asset-building strategies being used by Nati ve and non-Nati ve communiti es are:  
Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) at free tax preparati on sites known as VITA sites (EITC could be used to pay down 
debt, for a down payment on a house, as rent to stabilize a family, etc.);  Loans through Community Development 
Financial Insti tuti ons (for those who may have a harder ti me getti  ng loans through mainstream banking insti tu-
ti ons-repayment on these loans is high); Land trusts (as a way to hold land in common for housing, agriculture, 
parks, recreati on areas, conservati on, etc.); and Youth banks (which can be used to teach youth about ways to 
manage their money and/or as a means of getti  ng loans out to youth for entrepreneurship opportuniti es).

As Nati ve communiti es think about assets beyond economic assets, they oft en build assets in holisti c and 
interconnected ways which promote cultural values. For example, a Nati ve Hawaiian community may be work-
ing with their youth, teaching them Nati ve Hawaiian language, chants, and incorporati ng beliefs about land and 
culture into fi nancial educati on (or asset educati on) classes, mentoring the youth about how to farm organically, 
selling produce to a local farmer’s market, off ering an Individual Development Account (IDA), and fi guring out ways 
to manage a land trust to promote food security and sustainable housing for Nati ve Hawaiians in their area. All of 
these eff orts are seen as integrated asset building tools as they are happening simultaneously and are intercon-
nected. 

When examining the points of connecti on between distributi sm and asset-building initi ati ves, I suggest that 
Karen House, and its extended community, has been engaged in asset building eff orts, whether formally thought 
of this way or not.  They have engaged in asset building in the following ways: 

-By providing shelter to women and children and others; connecti ng guests to educati onal classes, job training 
programs, health services, etc.;

-By farming at New Roots Urban Farm (next door to Karen House) where food security and local producti on of 
land has been a priority; 

-By teaching youth in the Downtown Teens program skills such as tuck-pointi ng and other employment skills; 
and 

-By helping families stabilize aft er leaving Karen House, through eff orts such as the Dorothy Day co-housing 
community

Thus, from these examples, we see that Karen House, along with its immediate and sister communiti es, like 
Nati ve communiti es, is using a variety of asset-building strategies as a way of helping people get the means they 
need to survive. These eff orts dovetail with the ideas of distributi sm, which Dorothy Day promoted.

Christy Finsel and Melissa Brickey (former Karen House community members) are co-coordinati ng an IDA pro-
gram at De La Salle for eighth graders.  This is their 7th year.
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From Teka Childress House
by Robert McGee

When my family and I fi rst met the Karen House Cath-
olic Worker community about four years ago, we were 
transiti oning into Karen House, a women’s shelter. There 
we met Annjie, Jenny, and a bunch of others who would 
eventually play huge roles in our lives. Aft er almost a year 
of living at Karen House, we moved into Gateway Christi an 
Service Center. Living at that shelter did not work out 
well. Eventually we were kicked out because of a rumor 
that was dispersed around the shelter. Fortunately, Annjie 
and Jenny were there to catch our fall. Since that mo-
ment, we have been living at Teka Childress (TC) House. 

TC House means a lot to my family and me. It has 
helped us during a rough period in our lives. My family 
and I have been scarred emoti onally from all of the shel-
ter-hopping and pressure my mom has endured. Jenny, 
Annjie and TC House have shown great hospitality over 
the years. They gave us a home and only asked litt le in 
return. We have had our bumps and ditches in the road, 
but we prospered through it, and we are really grateful.

Living at TC House for the past two and a half years, 
I have grown in maturity, intellect, and spiritually. When 
my family and I fi rst moved into TC House, I had a really 
low maturity level. I took a South Park movie of Annjie 
and Jenny’s that I was not supposed to watch. I left  
the house and on my way out, Annjie and Jenny were 
returning home. I called my cousin to tell him to return 
the movie, not knowing that the answering machine was 
recording our conversati on. I was caught red-handed 
and I disliked Annjie and Jenny for being so hard on 
me. That event has allowed my maturity level to rise.

However, I have also improved intellectually. 
Because my family moved into TC House, I was intro-
duced to De La Salle Middle School. Attending that 
school was one of the best decisions of my life. They 
taught me things like the Pythagorean Theorem and 
polynomials, things I had never heard of before. With 
their help, I was able to score a 91/100 total on the 
ITBS standardized test, and I got accepted to the best 
high school in St. Louis. I am really thankful for that.

Not being a spiritual person, I have developed a 
more spiritual path towards God, and towards becoming 
a man for others. I volunteer at Karen House and help 
cook there occasionally. Other ti mes, I may take out the 
trash, or answer doors if I’m there. I also help out at De 
La Salle. There, I aid students with math work, or help 
out with cooking lunch. Now, I stop and have refl ecti ve 
moments with myself. Prayer falls on me as I think about 
my life. I thank God for Jenny, Annjie, and TC House.

Currently, I am a freshman at St. Louis University High 
School. I take Chinese, and I have a GPA of 3.11. My sis-
ter, Macean, is a seventh grader at De La Salle. She is on 
Student Council, and is doing very well there. Laurence, 
my litt le brother, is a fi ft h grader at Confl uence Academy. 
He loves math and playing basketball. My mom is a great 
chef, both for us, and at the Marriott  Hotel downtown. 
Jenny volunteers at Karen House, and conti nues to get 
my siblings and me to try her butt ernut squash fries. An-
njie is a Nurse Practi ti oner at Grace Hill, and always tells 
us stories about her most interesti ng pati ent of the day.

We have enjoyed each other’s company over the 
past two and a half years. Besides the fact we annoy each 
other, we have become close. We are family. I thank God 
for people like Jenny and Annjie, and all that they have 
done for my family and me. I look forward to the ti me 
ahead that we will be spending together at the TC House.

Robert McGee is currently exploring all the extra-curriculars he can at SLU High, including rugby, the Chinese 
Club, the Aces club, and the Gaming club.



From Karen House
by Tim Pekarek

Tim Pekarek conti nues to inspire us by riding his bike to work each day across town.
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Gone.  Summer and Fall and almost the entire 
year—a year when the country was deep into a re-
cession, many quarters even in a depression of sorts.

Our country is sti ll endlessly at war (multi plicati on is 
needed to sett le on how many.)  This fall my nephew Zach 
left  for Afghanistan, and thus my family joined the thousands 
of other families, friends, and loved ones experiencing the 
nervous stasis of waiti ng… for all of them to come home.

I have to say that it feels like Karen House has passed 
through a rough year and come through in good shape.  
As far as vital signs can be read; our community has 
conti nued to grow, up to an even dozen!  No space here 
to go down the list of names and peg a talent or recent 
achievement onto each.  I guess, if possible, you faithful 
reader will have to stop by Karen House and mix with 
us a bit and delve deeper into the life of Karen House.  

On a personal note, earlier this fall I realized that it has 
been twenty-fi ve years, and half of my life since I fi rst came 
to the Catholic Worker in St. Louis.  I can sti ll recall that 
aft ernoon in October ’84 when Carol, Nodric, and Jeff rey 
picked me up at the bus stati on, and my entry to Cass House 
which was alive, and close by Karen House at the ti me.

Along the back wall that surrounds Karen House’s 
yard there is a row of oak and pine trees, these were 
planted by Katrina Campbell and me.  This was prob-
ably nearly twenty years ago and the trees we planted 
were litt le sti cks, the size of straws.  Every day as I walk 
to and from Karen House I see these trees and always 
consider my own roots.  In these moments I know grace.

Former Karen House community member, Pat Coy, 
has writt en a new book!

Contesti ng Patrioti sm: Culture, Power, and 
Strategy in the Peace Movement  

by Patrick Coy, Lynne Woehrle and Gregory Maney 
(Rowman & Litt lefi eld, 2008)

This is an insightf ul analysis of both the obstacles and growth 
made by the U.S. peace movement in the U.S.  Check it out!



Catholic Worker Thought & Action
       Personalism
by Carolyn Griffeth
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“One does not free a man by detaching him from the 
bonds that paralyze him; one frees a man by att aching him to 
his desti ny.”  -Emmanuel Mounier (1905-1950)

Years ago, when Kabat house was forming as a hospitality 
community for immigrants, a Catholic religious order 
encouraged me to apply for a grant from them, and so, with the 
hope of replacing some dangerous windows, I did. As it turned 
out the grant committ ee did award Kabat house the grant, but 
their treasurer refused to write us the check since Kabat house 
was not a nonprofi t. I wasn’t a bit surprised. I knew from the 
start that they expected nonprofi t status, and I even considered 
“borrowing” a 501c3 number from a friendly nonprofi t. But the 
idea of needing nonprofi t status, which requires an enormous 
amount of paperwork and regulati on, to simply share our 
home with struggling immigrants, fundamentally clashed with 
my understanding of the greatness of the human person. So 
I resisted, sensing that something more dangerous than our 
crashing windows was at stake in this decision. 

This perspecti ve on the greatness of the human person, 
which I had garnished from years within the Catholic Worker, 
is called personalism. Personalism was a favorite philosophical 
starti ng point for Peter Maurin, who gleaned the term from 
the contemporary French philosopher, Emmanuel Mounier 
and his essay The Personalist Manifesto. Being about as 
interested in philosophy as I am life on Mars, I hadn’t actually 
read the Personalist Manifesto unti l preparing for this essay.   
Nonetheless, as I read it the thing that struck me most was 
how effi  caciously the personalist perspecti ve had been handed 
down to me by the structures and practi ces of the Catholic 
Worker movement.   

When I first moved to the Worker, the practice that 
aff ected me most profoundly was living with people of all 
diff erent races, abiliti es, and backgrounds, and becoming fast-
friends. This experience points towards the foundati onal belief 
of personalism: we are each created in the image of God; thus 
we are holy Beings who deserve and desire to be recognized 
as such. Another thing I remember from my early days in the 
CW was how a long-ti me community member asked me all 
about myself, my hopes and dreams, and treated me like “God’s 
gift ” to the community. This too illustrated a basic tenant of 
personalism, that each of us is not only  holy and good, but also 
profoundly gift ed, and therefore all human relati onships should 
inspire, encourage, and free individuals toward their full-
gift edness, which Mounier called one’s desti ny. At the Worker, 
I was surrounded by individuals who embodied personal 

freedom. They spent their days enjoying themselves and doing 
good works, be it learning the banjo or visiti ng homeless friends 
in a mental hospital. Through them I saw that the path towards 
happiness is that of taking personal responsibility beginning 
with ourselves, another tenant of personalism. Their lives told 
me that I too can live out my dreams and create a bett er world: 
my own sense of desti ny was awakened.

Beyond the interpersonal dimension of community life, 
the very structures of the Catholic Worker model speak of 
human greatness. For one thing, community life gives witness 
to the ability of humans to resist social conformity and live 
intelligently. For example, in community we are able to meet 
many of our material needs simply by sharing, and many of our 
social needs by sharing the work of daily life, which is also a lot 
of fun.  Voluntary giving of resources, labor, and caring are other 
basic structures of Catholic Worker communiti es. The circle of 
giving includes not only Catholic Workers, but also volunteers, 
homeless guests, and donors, who since the Catholic Worker is 
not a non-profi t can’t receive a tax write-off .  Not being a non-
profi t is one of the most profoundly aff ecti ng aspects of the 
Catholic Worker model. Essenti ally this says anyone can do this; 
in fact it is perfectly natural to what it is to be human to want 
to draw close to one another, to serve others, and to change 
the world. Not a speck of paperwork is required to engage in 
direct acti on. This empowering perspecti ve, that many Catholic 
Workers call anarchism, has its roots in personalism. 

My response when I was told that we didn’t get the grant 
was, “that’s fine we can do this ourselves,” and about an 
hour’s worth of anecdotes about how well Jesus did without 
governmental sancti on. And so without a lett erhead, or a 
team of lawyers, Kabat house began providing hospitality to a 
handful of homeless individuals, footi ng the bills amongst our 
six community members. By each giving whatever we could, 
we realized that our community’s needs would be provided for, 
even needs like sending a guest to visit his family in Cuba, or 
paying the INS a bundle for a new green card. Although we didn’t 
get the broken windows replaced for a couple of years, I think we 
have gained much from the challenge of taking a more personal 
responsibility for funding our dreams. Today Kabat house is 
surrounded by an extended community of friends synergizing 
in creati ve ways to make new dreams happen. I trust that Kabat 
house has done its part to pass on the personalist perspecti ve: 
the audacity to believe that through personal relati onships we 
can make great things happen.      

Carolyn Griff eth just returned from teaching the "nine spiritual paths" at the  Catholic Worker School's Ennea-
gram gathering, which she says was amazing. She is excited to see the new directi ons Catholic Worker spiritual-
ity is developing.
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Further Reading on Distributi sm
    * distributi st.blogspot.com:  Great site with in-depth writ-
ings on Distributi sm
    * Vocati on of Business: Social Justi ce in the Marketplace - 
John C. Medaille
    * schumachersociety.org: Promotes the building of strong 
local economies
    * justpeace.org: Contains a wide variety of info on Catholic 
Social Teaching and related issues

Distributi sm and the Catholic Worker
    * From the Mark and Louise Zwick at the Houston Catholic 
Worker: cjd.org/paper/roots/rdistrib.html and The Catholic 
Worker Movement: Intellectual and Spiritual Origins 
    * Catholicworker.org – searchable archive of Dorothy Day’s 
writi ngs
    * The Karen House Spring 2008 Round Table: “Electi ng 
a Just Society? …On Electi ons, Responsibility,   
and Resistance” karenhousecw.org/Electi ons.htm
 
 

Check www.KarenHouseCW.org for updates on Karen House, informati on on the Catholic 
Worker, an archive of past Round Tables, and more!

Karen House Needs 
Uti lity assistance, blankets, winter gear, Fair Trade coff ee, 
salad dressing, cereal, diapers, cleaning and hygiene supplies

Karen House has switched to Pure Power! 
AmerenUE purchases renewable energy credits (RECs) equal 
to Pure Power parti cipati on level. The purchase of RECs sup-
ports wind and other renewable resources right here in the 
Midwest.  We are excited that our electricity will now come 
from 100% renewable resources, and encourage everyone to 
join us!  AmerenUE.com/purepower

Kabat House Needs
Volunteers interested in teaching English.  Call 314.621.7099 
for more details.

Roundtable Discussion on Distributi sm
    Join us on Friday, January 22nd at 7:00 pm at Karen 
House to discuss the topic of this Round Table Issue. 


