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Country living has never been an easy vocation, and that’s 
especially true in a modern era characterized by its fair share 
of unique challenges to family farms and small towns. Here 
at Catholic Rural Life, we’ve been committed to enriching 
country life for over 90 years, through advocacy on behalf 
of rural interests, educational initiatives that raise aware-
ness about the connection between food and faith, and the 
development of essential ministries and training programs in 
small town communities. But our efforts would be in vain if it 
weren’t for the fantastic support of our members, who sus-
tain CRL’s efforts through financial support and involvement 
in its work.

CRL members come from all walks of life. Some work in 
the fields; others in the Church. Additionally, membership 
is made up of people not only from every state, but every 
type of setting, from our country’s largest cities to its quiet-
est rural counties. But what members share in common is a 
commitment to stewardship of God’s creation and a desire 
to preserve and strengthen the values that define rural liv-
ing—and a recognition that CRL is a unique organization that 
works to achieve those goals, informed and inspired by the 
Catholic faith. Here are some of our members’ stories:

By Lisa Weier
Catholic Rural Life Intern
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“The Catholic values 
that are expressed by 
Catholic Rural Life  
apply to all farmers.”

Matt Cato grew up in 
a suburb of Chicago and 
began his working years 
with a job in Training and 
Development at Nike. He 
currently finds himself 
leading a very different life 
as director of the Office of 

Life, Justice, and Peace for the Archdiocese of Portland, 
Oregon. The Archdiocese of Portland is a region charac-
terized by tourism and agriculture, both industries that 
depend on the vitality of the natural environment.

Cato recognizes that the Pacific coast of Oregon is a 
unique agricultural area, different from the Midwest in 
several ways, with its combination of wheat, wines, craft 
beers, apples, pears, and GMO-free food production. 
However, he notes that the primary concern of farmers 
and agricultural workers is the same across the country: 
poverty. And Cato says this issue applies to farmers from 
not only diverse geographical areas, but different faith 
backgrounds as well. “One of the things I’ve heard the 
bishops say is, ‘You don’t have to be Catholic to be poor.’ 
This is why we serve all faiths, not just Catholics. And 
you don’t have to be Catholic to be a farmer. The values 
are the same: the love of land, the love of the food that 
you grow. There might be some differences in the sus-
tainability of your farming practices, how much capital 
do you use versus labor, and how do you treat the guest 
workers. [But] I believe that the Catholic values that are 

expressed by 
CRL apply to 
all farmers.”

Cato 
stressed the 
importance of 
incentivizing 
the agrarian 
life, and sup-
porting those 
who give 
their lives to 
farming. “It’s 
hard to make 

small farming a way of life,” he says. “It was different in 
the past, still a lot of work, but now there’s a lot of capital 
involved. [Small farmers] need the support of the govern-
ment in subsidies to move beyond existence and have a 
hope and a future. And the bishops understand that too, 
that not everyone’s called to this work, but that if you are 
called, you need a chance to succeed.” He appreciates 
CRL’s tireless advocacy on behalf of small-scale farmers.

“We need more public  
advocacy and scholarship, 
and these are all things 
that Catholic Rural Life 
does so well.”

Joanne Welter, a former 
farm kid from Minnesota, 
also finds herself working in 
a vastly different part of the 
country than the one in which 
she grew up. As Director in 
the Office of Human Life and 
Dignity in the Diocese of Tucson, Welter feels the need 
for more attention to challenges facing non-Midwest ag-
ricultural and rural life. 

The Diocese of Tucson consists of the whole southern 
half of Arizona, which shares its southern-most border 
with Mexico. It has a vast range of geographical features, 
including mountains, forests, cities, and deserts, and 
also contains the Yuma area, dubbed by locals as the 
“Salad Bowl of America.” Here, huge fields of fruits and 
vegetables are cultivated, often relying on the work of 
migrant laborers. Migration deaths are a major issue 
in the area, as the walls between Mexico and the U.S. 
force migrants seeking economic opportunities to pass 
through the scorching Sonoran Desert.

While Welter appreciates the attention CRL has given 
to the challenges facing migrant workers in its magazine 
(see Catholic Rural Life Magazine: Winter 2012, Spring 
2012, and Winter 2013 issues), she hopes for further 
outreach: “[It is an] unexplored area in terms of the ap-
proach of CRL. Justice for Immigrants has helped along 
the way [by exploring] the ‘human’ element of the wall 
and border, but much remains to be done to make the 
impact we need for peace and justice for immigrants.” 
Welter says public advocacy and scholarship on this issue 
and others facing the agricultural community are needed, 
and she commends CRL for the work it’s done so far.
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 “I think CRL is awak-
ening a sense in our 
diocese that someone 
in the Church cares 
about their lifestyle 
and is trying to speak 
for them and be an 
advocate for them.”

Father Greg Mastey, 
who serves as pastor for 

five rural Minnesota parishes, has a deep passion for 
Midwestern rural life. He expresses that passion, in part, 
through his work as a member of the Catholic Rural Life 
board of directors. The Diocese of St. Cloud, Fr. Mastey’s 
native area, is still home to many small family farms that 
raise corn, beans, alfalfa, cattle, and poultry. 

While the rural life in this area once flourished, Fr. 
Mastey says it’s declining due to a number of deep-
seated issues: insufficient pricing, large farms buying 
out family farms, a shortage of priests and Church 
personnel, rural youth moving away to cities, the aging 
of remaining community members, and the general in-
creased busyness of people’s technology-saturated lives. 

Fr. Mastey recognizes that country living and Catholic 
values go hand-in-hand. As the former vocations direc-
tor for the diocese, he personally witnessed the connec-
tion between rural life and service to the Church: “We 
never got a vocation for the priesthood out of […] big 
towns or cities; they all came from rural areas. Without 
rural life, we lose leadership in the Church. And, we lose 
a generally stronger work ethic, a sense of service to the 
family, a love of creation and a sense of stewardship 
that rural kids are raised with. We lose all kinds of great 
things which our communities and parish life need to be 
prosperous.”

Fr. Mastey says CRL is helping to revive awareness 

of the organic connection between the Church and the 
countryside. “I go to board meetings and put some of 
CRL’s publications on the front page of my bulletin. 
People talk about it. I think CRL is awakening a sense, 
again, in our diocese that someone in the Church cares 
about their lifestyle and is trying to speak for them and 
be an advocate for them.”

 
Lillian Ritger has been 

a member of CRL for 60 
years, advocating for a 
healthy rural life within 
her native community of 
Allenton, Wis. The small 
town, located 30 minutes 
north of Milwaukee, has 
lost much of its farming 
community due to high-
way development. The 
roads have displaced lo-
cal businesses, as well as farmland. As the mother of 10 
children, grandmother of 25, and great-grandmother of 
20, Ritger is concerned about the pace of change sweep-
ing her community, and the nation at large. She noted, 
“We’ve become a country of agribusiness rather than 
agriculture.” 

However, Ritger does note positive shifts in the com-
munity as well: “There are a lot of good things going on 
in our area and a number of people doing sustainable 
farming and gardening.” In order to encourage healthy 
environmental practices and nourish the rural life, Rit-
ger stressed the need to be involved. “We need help with 
the things we’re constantly fighting for in Congress: to 
give beginning farmers a chance and to give them the big 
bucks that, instead, they’re giving to industrial farmers. 
As members of the Catholic Church, we should be more 
involved in addressing all the issues.” 

Having been a member for six decades, Ritger’s com-
prehensive view of CRL is particularly telling of both 
the organization’s history and its mission: “The focus 
of Catholic Rural Life has changed a lot, but it’s always 
stood for the fact that our vocation is part of our reli-
gious journey, very definitely so.” She also expressed 
appreciation for the education and honesty that comes 
from CRL’s magazine. “There’s been a fear to speak out 
[about the threat of large-scale agricultural industries], 
but I’m very pleased with the publication that comes 
from Catholic Rural Life. It is very enlightening and it 
has a lot to offer.” 

Fr. Greg Mastey

Lillian Ritger
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“Catholic Rural Life fills 
a much needed role in 
the Church: service to 
rural communities.”

Ron Rosmann, a board 
member for CRL, grew up 
outside the small farming 
community of Westphalia, 
Iowa. Now in his early 
sixties, the father and hus-
band is well aware of the 
exodus of young people 
out of the countryside, 

which has greatly decreased the size of the already small 
west-central Iowa town. “Westphalia has never had 
more than 160 people living in it but the surrounding 
farm families that called Westphalia home numbered 
well over a hundred when I was growing up. That has 
changed a great deal today as we have less than half that 
total of farm families now, and the parish count is only 
around a total of 90 households,” he observed.

Rosmann attributes the loss of Westphalia’s young 
people to a lack of well-paying employment opportuni-
ties, as well as the lure of city life that causes some who 
were raised on farms to move away, rather than staying 
to take over the family farm. The majority of farms that 
remain around Westphalia have become large, spanning 
thousands of acres. Coupled with the lack of beginning 
small farmers, the current age of the present farmers 
continues to climb. Rosmann simply stated, “There is 
great concern over who will farm the land when my 
generation retires. We have a great need to recruit new 
families to our parish and to recruit new smaller farmers 
into our area. Catholic Rural Life is the only faith-based 
organization concerned about these issues.”

Join Our Mission

90 years after its founding, the work of CRL on behalf of rural communities is as impor-
tant as ever—as is our dependence upon the generosity and commitment of our mem-
bers. Although CRL is led by individuals who have dedicated their lives to the well-being 
of rural communities, we are an organization that is truly only as strong as our members, 
most of them normal, everyday people like those featured in this article. If you value sus-
tainable farming, desire the revitalization of country living, and wish to see an increase in 
public awareness about the connection between the Catholic faith and rural issues, please 
join our mission today.

Ron Rosmann
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