
Mountaintop removal (MTR) remains 
the most graphic example of exploitation in 
Appalachia, but because some Catholic pa-
rishioners are employed in the coal industry, 
small local parishes publically avoid the is-
sue for pastoral reasons.  CCA represents an 
organization that does rural ministry beyond 
the local parish by addressing justice issues, 
and indeed, even sensitive ones.  

I rely on “Renewal,” a 10-minute DVD that 
reflects the destruction caused by MTR, be-
cause adverse publicity has recently caused 
coal companies to deny access to an active 
strip job.  But, without fanfare local parishes 
still open their facilities to me for audio-
visual purposes and discussions when I bring 
groups on tours. 

A short drive outside Hazard, Ky., two 
reclaimed strip sites sit side by side, one re-
claimed 30 years ago, the other just five years 
ago.  I showed the kids: no real difference.  
The discussion by the side of the cars focused 
on top soil, orphan lands and greed.  

To finish the tour we traveled to a remote 
area near the Red River Gorge in Wolfe 
County, where my friends, Russ and Reenie, 
have lived off the grid for over 30 years.  
Their rows of meticulously-tended vegetables 
with frisky pets running free signaled a sat-
isfying lifestyle of simplicity amidst God’s 
creation.  

To the kids and chaperones, the contrast 
acted like shock therapy: destruction on one 
mountain, harmony on another.  The discus-

sions evoked questions about how to live and 
at what cost.

For me that Saturday epitomized how CCA 
works by teaching through the experience 
of tours and challenging people’s ideas with 
critical thinking.  Who would have thought 
50 years ago that rural ministry could mean 
having teens unplug from electronic devices 
to take a walk in the woods?

Second Tier Organizations
Many rural parishes design social min-

istries to address the individual needs of 
people through direct service.  Food pantries, 
secondhand clothing stores and even used 
furniture depots for families burned-out 
represent familiar ministries in mountain 
parishes.  Habitat for Humanity and monthly 
visits by the parish nursing program offer 
additional ministries close to the local com-
munity.  However, local parishes can only ad-
dress social and economic problems on a cer-
tain scale.  Some issues must be handled on 
the diocesan or even regional levels.  These 
require what are called second tier organi-
zations–structures that can address issues 
beyond the local level, but not necessarily on 
the national level.   

CCA was founded in 1970 as a network of 
people in ministry to serve the region of Ap-
palachia, her poor and the whole web of cre-
ation.  It stands in solidarity with its mem-
bers as they address concerns like poverty, 
MTR, labor issues, private prisons, substance 
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 the Parish Beyond When the youth group 
of St. Paul’s Church 
in Lexington, Ky., 
wanted an experience 

of Appalachia, they called me, 
the director of the Catholic 
Committee of Appalachia (CCA).  
The nine teens and two adults 
live within an hour’s drive of the 
mountains, but in their world 
of technology they seldom raise 
their eyes from iPhones and 
texting.  I had an opportunity one 
Saturday to drive them to a land 
with “no-bars-on-cellphones” 
so they could appreciate a walk 
through God’s Garden.By Father John S. Rausch
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abuse, sustainable lifestyles, health, clean water, rac-
ism and climate change.  Many times CCA acts like a 
support network.  Other times it promotes educational 
experiences, or does direct action.    

In 1975 after over 100 listening sessions with people 
throughout the mountains, CCA issued a pastoral letter, 
“This Land Is Home To Me.”  The statement, adopted 
by the Catholic bishops of 26 Appalachian dioceses, 
emphasized the powerlessness of the people in the face 
of corporate power and exposed the dramatic pattern of 
absentee land ownership.  It prophetically called for a 
dialogue among people of faith to address the inequality 
between rich and poor.

Twenty years later, CCA again conducted listening 
sessions and wrote another pastoral letter, “At Home 
In the Web of Life,” to discuss sustainable communities 
in light of global economics and climate change.  Now, 
after an additional 20 years, CCA is poised to write its 
third pastoral by 2015 from the voices of the people.  Al-
ways seeking the poor and oppressed, CCA will use the 
Scriptures, the best social science and the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit to speak truth to power.  Only a second 
tier group, or higher, can attempt that.    

In the 1970s, Appalachia’s religious climate was dif-
ferent.  With the encouragement of the Commission on 
Religion in Appalachia (CORA), mainline denomina-
tions collaborated together, coordinated social efforts 
and promoted a regional perspective about the thorny 
problems of Appalachia.  Today, unfortunately, de-
nominations seemly have gone their separate ways.  It 
is now more difficult to promote regional or ecumenical 
collaboration in social ministry, and funds are fewer to 
support those efforts.    

Unique Ministries
Still, CCA finds itself offering programs few individual 

parishes can.  Its annual five-day Cherokee spirituality 
retreat allows participants to reflect about care of cre-
ation in light of Native American respect for the land.  A 
few Catholics not familiar with Nostra Aetate, Vatican 
II’s “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-
Christian Religions,” have voiced apprehension about 

a different faith experience, but each day’s theological 
reflection during the program allows participants to ex-
amine their faith for a deeper perspective.

CCA’s annual meetings choose themes that challenge 
the values of the dominant culture, like unplugging 
from overdependence on electronic devices, or creating 
community despite America’s rugged individualism.  
Discussions like these stimulate a spirituality for living 
in a culture controlled by greed and materialism, while 
the gathering itself promotes the fellowship needed for 
living a prophetic edge.

Occasionally, CCA conducts community rituals to 
touch people’s hearts.  One time we conducted a prayer 
service on a MTR site overseeing a town recently flood-
ed.  After song, Scripture and prayer, I gave everyone 
a handful of wildflower seeds as a symbolic gesture to 
plant on the desolate moonscape.  One senior woman, a 
life-long resident, intentionally planted her seeds while 
saying, “I’m planting my community back!” 

In doing rural ministry, CCA helps the faith commu-
nity understand justice issues from the perspective of 
the poor or oppressed, yet critical thinking in light of 
the Gospel does not allow for easy answers.  When Pa-
triot Coal declared Chapter 11 bankruptcy, I, as director 
of CCA, was arrested with 15 others in a protest demon-
stration to retain health benefits for active and retired 
miners.  My cellmate was a strip miner for 35 years, 
now retired.  

Here’s an insight about CCA: in one demonstration 
our prayer service might cry out against MTR, and in 
another demonstration I might console my cellmate 
anxious about his health benefits.  That’s the difference 
between ideology and justice work.  In one instance we 
must address the structural sin of MTR, but in another 
instance we must stand with workers abused by the 
system.  CCA gets the difference while it continually 
struggles to proclaim Gospel justice and do rural minis-
try beyond the parish.             

Father John Rausch is a Glenmary Home Missioner 
and Director of the Catholic Committee of Appalachia. 
He is also a former NCRLC board member. 

Far: Fr. Rausch spoke to attendees 
of the 2006 North American In-
stitute for Catholic Evangelization 
(NAICE) at Xavier University in 
Cincinnati. Part of his presentation 
focused on the newly-released 
Catholic Encyclopedia of Appala-
chia, to which he was a contribu-
tor. Near: Fr. Rausch shows the 
ravages of mountaintop removal 
to participants of a mission trip 
in in 2011 at Kayford Mountain in 
West Virginia.


