
“How do you manage everything?”  Steve and I are 
frequently asked this question when people hear that 
we handle the day-to-day activities of Casa Alma from 
meeting guest needs to feeding animals to hosting 

events, all as we raise our three daughters and each 
work part-time. There is more happening at Casa Alma 
than any two people—or five—can manage. 
 
In recent months, one guest family moved on and      
another has arrived. People have come to Casa Alma for 
shared suppers, roundtable discussions, work days, 
prayer and liturgy. We hosted a community immersion 
bike tour for a few days, a supper for folks interested in 
Christian Community Development, and an intimate 
house concert of songs and stories of life on the U.S.-
Mexico border.                           Continued next page 
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cornerstones of casa alma 

At home on Nassau Street  
Casa Alma includes a community 

house and two houses of hospitality. 
We are resident volunteers Steve, 

Laura, Emily, Anna and Ella Brown; 
guests Sheron, Desi, Heidy and    

Linda, and an extended ecumenical  
community which supports our  

houses and urban farm. 

 
 

As we come to know the seriousness of the situation--the war, the racism,  
the poverty in our world, we come to realize that things will not be changed simply by words or 

demonstrations. Rather, it is a question of living one’s life in a drastically different way.    
--Dorothy Day 

 
From among the many who have built and supported Casa Alma from its very first days, at least 
four individuals stand out as cornerstones.  These four, all members of Casa Alma’s initial Adviso-
ry Board, graciously agreed to tell their stories to supply the first pages of Casa Alma’s Book of 
Genesis. Dianne and Ed Murray were inspired six years ago when they heard the Browns speak of 
their vision for what has come to be Casa Alma; Carroll Houle chose Charlottesville as his home 
because of Casa Alma’s advent; and Bridget Davis was drawn into the vision of Casa Alma through 
her work at St. Thomas Aquinas Parish in two of their peace and justice programs. 
 
Dianne and Ed Murray are far from newcomers to the Catholic Worker ideal.  Thirty years ago, 
they were associated with a Catholic Worker house in St. Louis and absorbed its spirit. They re-
tired to Charlottesville six years ago, before Casa Alma had come into being.  As Ed puts it, howev-
er, “the spirit of D[orothy] Day and her compassion for the poor and for justice was alive here [in 
Charlottesville] and that in itself made the area more attractive to us.”                Continued pg. 3... 

After prayer and consultation and more prayer, Casa Alma was launched 
five years ago, in 2009.  In this issue of the Newsletter, we celebrate the 
fifth anniversary of our Catholic Worker house and the labor, sweat, hospi-
tality, discussions, planting, animal husbandry, meals, and Masses that 
are all a part of it.  These are some of the origins, accomplishments and 
hopes of this center of hospitality and simple living.    

More workers needed 
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More Workers, continued... 
 
The holy moments that emerge through the conversations, connections, and meeting of needs real-
ly aren’t managed at all. Instead, we have the sense of being carried along through them by God’s 

grace. This encourages us to be attentive to the movement of the Spirit and grounded in the pre-
sent moment, even when those present moments are filled with activity. 
 
This was easier in the early days of our first five years, when Casa Alma was less well known and 
when we received fewer calls for housing needs. As this ministry has grown, activity at Casa Alma 
has been increasing on every level, so we are calling for more ‘workers’ who will take responsibility 
for or accompany us in the essential tasks.  
 
In February 2015, we will launch three “core circles”. Each circle will include 4-6 people who would 
focus on Casa Alma’s primary areas of ministry: hospitality, food/farming, and faith community/
prayer. Circle members would commit to attending 3-4 gatherings over the course of the year. 
Gatherings of each circle would consist of some time spent in contemplative silence, some time for 
considering key questions, and some time for planning action. Curious? Read more below. 
 

 
Hospitality circle: For those who would like to know our guests 
and join us in the practice of Christian hospitality. Build rela-
tionships with families on the margins by helping us welcome 
new guests, and assist with guest support and transitions. 
Broaden Casa Alma’s hospitality to the neighborhood and wider 
community.  

 
 
Food and farming circle: For those 
interested in food justice, permacul-
ture, and/or sustainability. Explore the ways in which Casa Alma can 
grow food sustainably, provide food to guests and those in need, and 
share food within our community. Some in this circle would help plan 
our planting cycles and prioritize garden projects, consider neighborhood 
and community needs, help to integrate volunteers, and shape our con-
nections with other urban agriculture efforts. 
 
 

 

Faith community and prayer circle: For those who 
come to the work of justice through faith, are seeking 
to connect to Casa Alma in prayer, or find a spiritual 
home in the Catholic Worker movement. People in this 
circle will help Casa Alma connect to and build rela-
tionships with local congregations, plan faith sharing 
events, and/or gather regularly at Casa Alma for    
prayer, reflection, and sharing.  
 
All are welcome to join us! Please contact Laura or 
Steve with questions or for more details. 
 
Interested but not sure if this is the right time for 
you? Let us know and we’ll keep you informed as these ideas develop. 

Photos by John Clem. From top: Welcome table for 
the Cultivate Cville tour; Casa Alma’s chickens; 
Downtown Stations of the Cross. 
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Genesis, continued...  
 
Shortly after the Brown family returned from their service in Chile as 
Maryknoll missioners, the Murrays heard Steve and Laura and their three 

daughters speak at Incarnation. The Browns told the attendees of their 
desire to found a Catholic Worker house. Dianne and Ed were fascinated. 
They found the Browns to be credible, inspiring, and impressive. As they 
spoke of houses of hospitality and sustainable living, their authenticity 
and deep, down-to-earth faith were palpable. The Murrays immediately 
knew this was a ministry they would support.  
 
Ed says that in the past five years, the Browns “have done what they 
came to do--now they are doing it.” In Ed’s words, “They have established 
Casa Alma to be a mission of solidarity with and compassion for poor and 
disenfranchised people. They have created a center for addressing 
their goals and have created a ‘welcoming open door’ for both those in 
need and those who wish to stand with them.” Yet [the Brown’s] efforts may not yet have attained 
their final form. Dianne believes that ‘this is an evolving effort; some of their vision for it has been 

actualized and implemented but I think there may be more they’d like to do.”  
 
Carrol Houle is a former Maryknoll missioner and another cornerstone of Casa Alma. In fact, his 
decision to take up residence in a community depends on the presence of a Catholic Worker 
house. He has spent most of his life in places many of us have only heard of --Tanzania, Kenya, 
Ethiopia, Angola--caring for the sick, cradling hungry and diseased babies, and standing side by 
side with people in whatever their need. In short, he has long lived among people as one of them.  
This last is of utmost importance to him, a man formed by Maryknoll, Vatican II, Liberation The-
ology, and the writings and philosophy of Dorothy Day as well. Upon returning to the U.S. to con-
tinue his work, he looked for spiritual kinship and, like the Murrays, became part of the Casa Al-
ma family. 
 
Carrol currently lives at The Crossings, a residence for the [formerly] 
homeless.  He lives in one room, as do all of the residents. His object 
is to be present to his neighbors. He finds encouragement at Casa 
Alma for continuing on his path. Carrol believes Casa Alma has and 
continues to hew to its original vision: to be a model of simple living, 
sustainability, and ecology.  
 
Invested in the ideals of the Catholic Worker movement, Bridget Da-

vis has been active in the work of the Peace and Justice committee 
and the Just Faith program at St. Thomas Aquinas Parish. As soon 
as Casa Alma was proposed, Bridget held out a helping hand. She 
served as a member of the Advisory Board; she participates annually 
in Casa Alma’s visioning session. She admires the wisdom,          
determination, and practicality with which the Browns have       
pursued their aims.  
 
Bridget sees Casa Alma as a well at which people are refreshed. She believes the vision for creat-
ing a tangible Catholic Worker house has flourished and draws more and more people to its ide-
als. In a time in which so many feel helpless as individuals to do anything about the condition of 
our world, Casa Alma stands as a sign of contradiction, demonstrating that ecology, sustainabil-
ity, and simple living, as well as charity, start at home in your own back yard.  Bridget’s wish is to 
go to the well of Casa Alma as often as possible.   
       
                                                            ~Contributed by MarySue Schriber 

Dianne and Ed Murray 

Bridget Davis and Carroll Houle 
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Dorothy Day insisted that being a Catholic Worker 
meant ‘living in a different way’. What does this look 
like in daily life? To explore this question, our Casa  

Alma extended community engaged in a 9-month 
roundtable discussion series on the Aims and Means 
of the Catholic Worker. What would our lives look like 
if we lived a Catholic Worker personalism–taking      
responsibility for changing conditions around us and 
responding to the needs of our neighbors? Our discus-
sions were inspiring, challenging, and raised many 
questions. 
 
One question that we would like to raise with you, our extended community, is this: what should 
the role of debt be in Casa Alma’s work?  How might the taking on of debt or paying off debt fit 
with our hope to be a thriving Catholic Worker community?  
 

We began this work in 2009 with a debt of $235,000 on the three Nassau Street houses. Our     
intention has been to pay it off as quickly as possible, liberating us from the financial and pro-
grammatic costs of being indebted. We now owe $160,000, which weighs on us as a significant 
burden. Yet, the loan to Casa Alma is a socially responsible investment for our non-profit creditor 
which might be pleased to invest even more in our efforts. Would we want to increase our indebt-
edness to purchase a multi-family house in our neighborhood? To greatly expand our hospitality 
to families in need? There are opportunities to do both. 
 
What direction we should take? We pray and discern, looking to the abundant tradition of the 
Catholic Worker movement to read what Dorothy herself wrote about indebtedness. As she led the 
New York community through the acquisition of numerous houses and farms over the decades, 
her reflections and exhortations can help inform our consideration. 
 
In 1949, Dorothy recorded this reflection in her On Pilgrimage column: “Sow, and you will reap,’ 
Fr. Roy used to say. ‘If you are saving to pay a mortgage on the Church or school, and had only 
five hundred or five thousand in the bank, get rid of it all, sow it all, and you will be rewarded a 
hundred fold. God has promised it. It sounds foolish, but if you need money, sow money. It will 
come back to you. Cast your bread on the waters.’ So we sow all the time, whatever we have, and 
we beg our readers to do the same.” 
 
“There are the quarterly payments on the [two] mortgages, and can anyone take a third one to 
help drag us out of the deep debt which oppresses us?” (Dorothy Day, October 1968, Fall Appeal) 
           Continued next page... 

At left: Our first Community 
celebration, spring 2010.  

A neighbor surprises us by 
riding into the backyard  

on a horse and letting the 
kids take a turn.  

 
At right: In the same spot, at 

the 2014 Community  
celebration, Steve leads a 

tour of the developing  
urban farm. 

Taking on debt for the poor 

Dorothy Day with guest, Getty images 
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Watering the garden 

What does sustainability look like when it comes to water use for a small urban farm? We are ex-
ploring this question at Casa Alma, where we are adjusting the way we plant 
and adding infrastructure, thanks to a grant from the Future Fund and the 
support of the Virginia Conservation Assistance Program. 
 

A 1,500 gallon galvanized steel cistern, similar to the one shown at right, will 
soon be installed at Casa Alma to expand our capacity for irrigating garden 
beds and fruit trees. Along with a system of wood-chip swales, planting on 
contour, and adding native and perennial plantings, we’ll be maintaining more 
water on site to increase the sustainability of our urban farm. 
 
Resources 
Interested in installing water conservation measures in your yard? The Virginia Conservation As-
sistance program helps landowners fund the installation of rainwater harvesting, turf conversion 
to native plants, and more. Visit tjswcd.org/UrbanProgram.html for more information.  
 
The Future Fund is a giving circle for individuals in their 20’s-40’s who pool their charitable gifts 
for greater local impact.  Visit cacfonline.org/futurefund for more details. 

Taking on debt, continued... 
 
“Pope Pius XII said in an address to a group of nuns a few years ago, that one must never be afraid 
to run into debt to help those in need...The best reason for keeping our houses and farms going is 

the picture they present of the love men can have for one another, the help they give one another, 
the camaraderie, the dispelling of loneliness and lovelessness, and above all, the providence of 
God, His loving care of us.” (Dorothy Day, Love Is a Warming Fire, 1954) 
 
“We need to raise more money to make the down payment since...we do not want to mortgage what 
we have and pay interest. Here we are engaged in all the complications which go with real es-
tate ..and the selling and buying of property and it is an onerous job. We remember St. Paul how-
ever and his preaching of detachment, and are trying to hold property ‘as though we held it not,’ if 
you see what I mean. That is, not to worry about these things, as I did last night, lying awake until 
three in the morning, thinking of pros and cons.” (Dorothy Day, On Pilgrimage, March 1964) 
 
Readers, what are your thoughts? Do you think Casa Alma should work to pay down debt as 
quickly as possible or consider taking on more debt as new opportunities arise to expand our 
work? Send your ideas and letters to us via email at cvillecw@gmail.com, to our mailing address, 

or come by to share your prayerful thoughts with us.  Thank you!! 

Casa Alma flourishes because of your generosity. 

Please support our work of hospitality and building 

community by making a tax-deductible  

end-of-year gift or by becoming a  

monthly sponsor for the upcoming year. 

 

Contact us or visit: casa-alma.org/support-casa-alma 

Thank you! 



 
 

Casa Alma, the Charlottesville Catholic Worker 

911 Nassau Street 
Charlottesville, VA 22902 

Giving thanks  
 
Our gratitude for all the extraordinary help we receive at Casa Alma is tremendous. Thank you to 

all who share your prayers, time and financial gifts with us! 
 
We’d like to share with you some of the thank you notes we received after 
bringing one of the Casa Alma goats up to Clark Elementary school for heart
-warming visits with all the classes.  Our visit served as a companion to the 
school’s “Read to Feed”  
fundraiser with Heifer 
International. 
 

 

 

 * Prayers  * More workers for our day-to-day work, see page 3 for details. 
 * Help maintaining our website and sending our email notices. Contact us for details. 

Wish list 


