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How to Use This Book

This is an encyclopedia of the community commons: a guide to building a shared life in a neighborhood or congregation, with seed libraries, gardens, bees, gleaning, shared meals, tool libraries, and mutual-aid networks. It is built for churches and community groups, and it is built to stay safe for the people who need it most, including neighbors who live on Supplemental Security Income.

The one rule of the strict modelUse every exclusion the law gives you. Report what the law requires. Hide nothing. A loophole you hide is a liability. A loophole you report is a rule.


How the book is organized


	Part	What it holds	Chapters

	The White Lotus Way	The story that starts it all: how the White Lotus communities fed their neighbors, the sacred kinship behind them, mutual aid as a family and not a handout, and how such a community grows without a pyramid. Then the history of the commons and the church that carried the river to us	Roots 1 to 7

	I. The Foundation	The philosophy, spirituality, and first steps of a church-based commons, with a first-year plan, a soup kitchen guide, and a drum circle and potluck	1

	II. The Commons Table	A complete commons model with seven programs, built to stay safe for people on SSI	2 to 8

	III. The Compliance Audit	Every piece of the model tested against SSA rules, with corrections to the source drafts	9 to 11

	IV. The Loophole Map	Open doors, gray zones, false loopholes, questions to ask SSA, and the art of plenty: gifts, heirlooms, silversmithing, and pantry sharing	12 to 16

	V. Growing the Commons	The $6,000 garden exclusion, incorporation, the seed library, the seed bank, bees, orchard, hens, and the site plan	17 to 23

	VI. The Field Kit	Charter, forms, handouts, a twelve-month rollout, numbers and sources	24 to 28

	VII. The Open Commons	Congregationally supported agriculture, the church exchange network, barter and tax, a trade table for barter networks, the church food co-op, benefits beyond SSI, a replication kit, and a risk map	29 to 37

	VIII. Farm, Harvest, and Market	Ten case studies, a town-center farm campus, a gleaning program, cold storage and food safety, the orchard year, and a farmers market guide	38 to 44

	IX. From Yard Sale to Pantry	Hosting yard sales that raise money without touching a member's benefits, and growing a sale into a free, dignified clothing pantry	45 to 46

	Appendices	Glossary, master forms, a directory of organizations, and an index of sections	A to D



Two standards, on purpose

Parts II to VI hold the commons to the strictest rules in public benefits: SSI. Nothing moves but things, nothing is paid, and no member holds money. A commons built this way is open to everyone.

Parts VII and VIII relax that standard. It describes a wider exchange network with lending, volunteering, member-to-member barter, farmer partnerships, and markets. It is open to people who receive SSI, Social Security, and other benefits, but it does not promise that every exchange is benefit-neutral. Chapters 35 and 37 say where the cautions lie. Chapter 33 opens a trade table for members whose benefits allow trading, while neighbors on SSI keep their place at the gift table (chapter 16).

What this book is not

It is information, not legal, tax, or medical advice. SSA decides each case on its facts. Where a rule is unsettled, the book says so and says what to ask. Chapter 15 has a letter for requesting a written answer.

The SSI rules apply to SSI. People who receive Social Security retirement or SSDI alone have no resource cap and no in-kind support rule, so most of Parts II to VI applies to them with less risk. SSDI has its own work rules, covered in chapter 35.

How to read it


	Starting a commons: read chapter 1, then chapter 2, then the part that matches your first project.

	Running a kitchen or a harvest program: chapters 1 and 38 to 43.

	Advising a member or donor on benefits: chapters 7, 12 to 14, 16, 26, and 35.

	Checking the legal footing: Part III, chapter 17, and chapter 28.

	Growing from one circle to many: chapters 29, 31, and 36, and Roots 5.

	Making art or silver, keeping family treasures, sharing jars, or starting a barter circle: chapters 16 and 33.

	Looking something up: the Contents page lists every chapter, and Appendix D indexes every section.



Status key used in Parts III and IV: CLEAR the rule text supports it as designed. CONDITION clear if a stated condition holds. OPEN the rule is silent or unsettled; ask SSA. OUT kept out of the model.



The White Lotus Way
The Roots of Mutual Aid
How the lotus fed its neighbors, how it grew, and how the commons, the church, and the poor carried the river down to us.




Roots 1

Beyond Rebellion: The Lotus That Fed Its Neighbors

The first story of the White Lotus is not a battle. It is a kitchen, a circle, and a promise.

A blessing before we beginMay the hungry be fed, the lonely be gathered, and the stranger find a seat at the table. May every hand that opens this book learn that no one was ever meant to carry a burden alone. Amen.



History remembers the fire. We remember the kitchen.

The White Lotus is a name wrapped in smoke. For centuries the emperors of China called it a heresy, a sedition, a threat to the throne. Histories were written by the people who feared it. Their pages are full of uprisings, arrests, and armies.

But look under the smoke. Look at who stood in those crowds and why they came.

They were farmers who had lost their land. They were migrants in the mountains, mothers watching a granary run low, widows with no family, laborers crushed by taxes. They did not gather first to overthrow a dynasty. They gathered because someone had said to them, "You are not alone. Come in. Sit down. There is food, and there is a place for you."

At its core, the White Lotus was a grassroots movement. It rose to meet the deepest needs of common people. It was a mutual aid network and a vehicle for social justice in an age of terrible hardship. The rebellions that bear its name were a consequence of that mission. They were never its essence.

The heart of itThe rebellions were the desperate, organized cries of people who had found in the White Lotus a way to care for one another, and who dared to demand a more just world.


That is the story this book carries forward. We are the White Lotus Society, a church. We do not take the lotus for its battles. We take it for its table.


The question that opens the door

Do not ask first why they rebelled. Ask why they came.

The answer is community. For people living with poverty, displacement, famine, heavy taxes, and no safety net, religious fellowship gave something more immediate than doctrine. It gave belonging. It gave mutual recognition. It gave practical help. Above all, it gave the conviction that one person's suffering was not that person's private burden.

That conviction is the beginning of every commons. It is the oldest medicine in the world. A household that struggles alone breaks. A household inside a circle that says "your hunger is our hunger" holds.


Who came to the lotus

The appeal ran deepest among the poor Han peasants of North China, pushed off their land by scarcity, famine, and punishing taxation. Later it spread to the unsettled mountain borderlands of Hubei, Sichuan, and Shaanxi, where waves of migrants crowded into hard country with few roots and fewer protectors.

For these people, the lotus offered spiritual solace and also tangible material help. It offered a faith that did not ask them to wait for heaven before their lives mattered. A community of fellow believers could give meaning to hardship and, in the same breath, organize cooperation to survive it. Salvation and supper belonged together.

The sect taught that the Eternal Mother gathers all her children into one family. We know her as Holy Sophia, the Wisdom of God, and as the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, who gathers the scattered children of God into one body. We will walk through that teaching in the next chapter. For now, hold on to what it did: it told the people whom the rigid order of that society had cast aside that they belonged, and that their dignity did not depend on anyone's permission.


Many lotuses, one flower

The lotus was never one thing. At Mount Lu in the early fifth century, the monk Huiyuan gathered a fellowship of monks and laypeople before an image of Amitabha Buddha. Tradition remembers it as the first lotus society, a company of rich and poor bound by a vow to the Pure Land. In the twelfth century, the teacher Mao Ziyuan shaped a lay Pure Land fellowship that his followers called the White Lotus. In later centuries, other communities, among them the congregations of the Eternal Mother, whom we honor as Holy Sophia and the Holy Spirit, took the name or were given it, and officials sometimes used it for any group they distrusted.

Scholars such as Barend ter Haar remind us that the name covered many associations over many ages. That is no weakness in our story. It is its strength. The lotus kept returning because the need kept returning. Wherever people were poor, frightened, and forgotten, some of them rediscovered the same old truth and gave it the same old flower.


A sanctuary, not a fortress

We say the White Lotus was a sanctuary for the marginalized. Be clear about what that means. It did not mean walls and gates. It was not a vault of relief supplies. It was a circle of people within which distress was acknowledged out loud and help was a shared duty.

A sanctuary is a place where you are received. Where an isolated household might fall, a religious network could catch it. Where one family was too small to carry a hard winter, twenty families could. That is what a congregation is for.


What we inherit

The lotus roots in mud and rises clean. That is the sign of people who begin in hard ground and refuse to stay there. We take it as ours.

We do not claim an unbroken line from those old communities to this one. We claim an inheritance and a calling. They showed that ordinary people with almost nothing could build a net strong enough to hold a neighborhood. We mean to do the same. Our tools are seeds and soup, tools and tables, clothing and company. Our enemy is not a dynasty. It is loneliness, hunger, and the lie that one person's trouble is someone else's problem.

A prayer for the roadHoly Wisdom, Holy Spirit, Father of lights, Way of Heaven, Light without measure: gather us. Teach us that no hunger is private, that no door should close on a stranger, and that every gift given in love comes back to feed us all. Open our hands. Let us begin.





Roots 2

Sacred Kinship: The Mother Who Gathers Her Children

How the Eternal Mother, our Holy Sophia and Holy Spirit, told the poor they were family, and changed what they believed they deserved.


The Eternal Mother: Holy Sophia and Holy Spirit

In later White Lotus traditions, believers prayed to the Eternal Venerable Mother, also called the Unborn Mother. In the Abbey we know her as Holy Sophia and as the Holy Spirit. She is the divine source of all human beings. Her children had wandered far from home, lost in a world of suffering and danger. She waited for them. She sent saviors, Maitreya chief among them, to call them back.

Think of what that story did to a famine-struck farmer. It said, "You are not an accident. You are not surplus. You are a child of the Mother of heaven, Holy Wisdom herself, and she is waiting at the door." Salvation was not just an escape for the one person strong enough to climb out. It was a return, a reunion, a family coming home together.


Our own scriptures know her. In the book of Proverbs, Holy Wisdom, whom the Greek calls Sophia, cries out in the streets and the squares. She builds her house, sets her table, and calls the simple to come in and eat. In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells Nicodemus that we are born from above, born of the Spirit, and promises the Comforter who will never leave us orphaned. Early Syriac Christians, whose word for the Spirit is feminine, spoke of the Spirit as a mother. When the White Lotus poor prayed to the Mother who gathers her children, the Church can say with joy: we know whom you mean. Sophia and the Spirit are the one tenderness of God, who calls every child home.

One sacred family

If all people are children of one divine Mother, Holy Sophia and Holy Spirit, then they are brothers and sisters. The poor man and the landlord share a parent. The widow and the magistrate share a parent. A woman at the bottom of the ladder shares a parent with the man at the top.

That was a radical thought in a society built on rank. The rich did not hold it as an ideal. The poor lived on it, because it told them what they were. It did not give them modern equality, and not every community that used the lotus name gave up hierarchy. But it gave marginalized people a new language for who they were. A person the world had decided was insignificant could now say, in all truth: I am a child of the same source as everyone else.

That change inside a person matters more than any law. Social transformation often begins before any institution changes. It begins when people stop accepting another person's definition of their worth.


An ethic of recognition

Spiritual kinship became a way of treating one another. It said:


	Your suffering matters, because you belong to us.

	Your dignity does not depend on your wealth.

	Your hunger is not simply your problem.

	Your future is connected to ours.



That is a social philosophy as well as a creed. Belief created obligation, and obligation created community. A person who believes you are their sister cannot walk past your empty table.

Remember thisBelief creates obligation. Obligation creates community. That is how a religion becomes a commons.



Women who led

The lotus gave women a rare space. In a world that confined them, some White Lotus communities let women act as teachers, organizers, healers, and leaders. In 1420, in Shandong, a woman named Tang Sai'er raised a substantial uprising against imperial authority. She remains the best-known example, and her name is still spoken with respect.

We do not claim every lotus community was equal. History does not say so. We claim something more useful. When a group measures a person by spiritual wisdom, service, courage, and the trust of the community, instead of by money and birth, a woman with nothing can become indispensable. She might be the one who knows how to heal. She might teach the children, mediate a quarrel, organize the harvest, or sit up with the dying. Those gifts earned her place in the circle.

Alternative institutions create alternative forms of authority. That is why the church in your neighborhood matters. It is one of the few places left where the quiet woman who bakes bread for the grieving can carry more weight than the man who can write the biggest check.


Leadership from usefulness

This principle is built into this book. If every contribution is measured in money, those with the least money automatically have the least say. A commons turns that around. The person who brings time, seeds, a truck, a recipe, a repair skill, or a listening ear gives as much as the one who brings cash. Chapter 6 puts this into the rules. Roots 5 shows how leadership multiplies across a whole network without turning into a pyramid.

The old communities understood something we are only now relearning: you cannot build a family on a ledger. You build it on being useful to one another.


Holy Wisdom in our own house

At Golden Flower Abbey we honor the divine feminine under many names. The Eternal Mother of the White Lotus tradition is for us Holy Sophia, the Wisdom of God, and the Holy Spirit: one tenderness in two names. We honor Mary, the Mother of Jesus, who stood at the foot of the cross. We honor Kuan Yin, who hears the cries of the world. These are not competing goddesses. They are faces of the one love that holds the world, and Holy Wisdom is the name the Church gives to that love.

When you welcome a stranger to your commons table, you serve Wisdom, who set the first table. When you pass a coat to a neighbor in the cold, you are in her family. Every act of mutual aid in this book is a way of keeping Wisdom's house.

A prayer to Holy WisdomHoly Sophia, Wisdom of God, Holy Spirit, Comforter of the poor, you have not forgotten one of your children. Teach us to be what you are: patient, generous, and near. Let no one at our door feel like a stranger or a burden. Make us a family. Amen.





Roots 3

Mutual Aid, Not Mere Charity

Why the White Lotus was a family and not a handout, and why that difference is everything.


The difference that changes everything

Charity usually travels in one direction. Someone who has more gives to someone who has less. It can be kind. It can save a life. But it can also leave a wall standing between the giver and the receiver, a wall of pride on one side and shame on the other.

Mutual aid starts somewhere else. It begins with the plain fact that everyone is vulnerable. Everyone gets sick. Everyone hits a hard season. And everyone has something to give. So help is not a gift from the strong to the weak. It is a relationship between members. The community becomes a reservoir that all of them fill and all of them drink from.

That is what the White Lotus communities lived. They taught members to live modestly and cooperatively, to share food and income, to be diligent and thrifty, to do good deeds, and to help fellow believers who were poor or in distress. This was not a distant ideal. It was a daily practice, and for many people it was the difference between going under and getting through.

The question mutual aid asksWhen one member falls into difficulty, the community does not ask only what that person did wrong. It asks what the community can do.



The net the state never wove

The lotus communities spread through bonds between teacher and student, and between neighbors who trusted one another. Master taught disciple. Disciple taught neighbor. Each person who joined was held by someone and made responsible for someone else. Out of those bonds came a social safety net that the government did not provide.

The authorities saw it. Local officials worried about the strength of a social linkage of mutual aid that could rival the pull of the government itself. Think about that. The state feared not weapons first but kindness, organized. A circle of neighbors who feed one another and share what they have is hard to rule by fear, because it no longer needs the ruler for survival.


Help that keeps your dignity

Mutual aid protects the one who receives. Help is far less humiliating when it does not put you under the person who gives it. In a mutual-aid circle you stay a member, a participant, and a future giver. The woman who receives food today may be the one who nurses a neighbor next month. The man who needs shelter this winter may build a shed for someone else in spring.

This is why every program in this book has a front door that says welcome and not a window that says apply. We do not sort people into worthy and unworthy. We ask what we can do together.


Wealth that is not money

A poor household is rarely empty. Someone has seeds. Someone knows herbs. Someone has a strong back, a sewing machine, a car, a gift for comforting children, a memory of how to preserve food. Someone has time. Someone has laughter.

A community's wealth cannot be measured only in currency. A commons makes that hidden wealth visible and moves it to where it is needed. That is the whole secret of a mutual-aid church: it counts everything.


From fellowship to commons

This is where the lotus meets the commons. A community commons is not just a pile of resources in a shared room. It is an agreement that certain things should stay available to the whole community, and not be locked up in private hands or sold to the highest bidder.


	Food becomes a commons through gardens, kitchens, harvest sharing, and community meals.

	Knowledge becomes a commons through libraries, teaching, apprenticeships, and shared publications.

	Seeds become a commons through seed libraries and household cultivation.

	Skills become a commons when members teach one another and do not treat every useful ability as something to buy.

	Care becomes a commons when people organize to look after elders, families, newcomers, and neighbors in a hard season.



The deeper principle is that the community itself becomes an economic resource. You do not have to tear down private property, wages, or business to do this. People have always lived by many systems at once: money, gifts, reciprocity, hospitality, kinship, shared work. A religious community can build an alternative economy without building a separate world.


The economy of enough

The ethic of modest, cooperative living turns the usual idea of success upside down. A community built on mutual aid can define prosperity differently. Prosperity can mean that fewer people go hungry, that children have books, that elders are not alone, that gardens produce, that tools circulate, that a neighbor in a hard season does not fall straight into catastrophe.

This is an economy of sufficiency. Its goal is not poverty. Its goal is resilience.

And it multiplies:


	One garden may feed a household. Ten gardens joined by a harvest exchange can feed a neighborhood.

	One person who knows herbalism holds knowledge. Ten people teaching one another make a living school.

	One empty room is private space. A network of households willing to offer temporary hospitality makes a web of safety.



The multiplication does not come from money. It comes from relationships. That is the miracle at the center of this book, and it is not a metaphor. It is arithmetic that anyone can check.

A prayer for sufficiencyGiver of daily bread, keep us from the hunger to hoard and the fear that there is not enough. Teach us the arithmetic of the loaves: that what is shared is multiplied. Let our tables be wide and our hearts wider. Amen.





Roots 4

When Solidarity Rises

The 1796 uprising, the fear of the powerful, and the deeper legacy of the lotus.


A kitchen is not a conspiracy

A community kitchen is not necessarily a political organization. A seed library is not. A study circle is not. Neighbors helping one another through hard times are not revolutionaries.

And yet each of them does something quietly powerful. It lessens dependence on distant institutions by growing local strength. A community that can feed, teach, organize, and care for itself has a measure of independence. When governments are absent, abusive, corrupt, or hostile, that independence becomes politically significant, whether anyone intended it or not.

That is why mutual aid worries the powerful. The people who trust one another can communicate, share, organize, and endure together. A government may fear that strength even when the people who hold it only want to eat supper in peace.


Hunger in the hills: 1796 to 1804

The great White Lotus Rebellion of 1796 to 1804 shows how far this can go. It broke out in the mountain borderlands of central China, among people crowded together by migration, scarred by famine, and harassed by petty officials. Religious teachers promised the return of the Buddha and the end of suffering. Hardship was real. The promise was real. The two met.

It would be wrong to call it only religious fervor, and wrong to call it only an economic protest. Its force came from the meeting of the two.


	Religious teaching gave suffering a meaning.

	Community networks gave people each other.

	Hunger gave urgency.

	The promise of a savior gave hope.

	Harsh repression gave the fire fuel.



A starving person does not need a political theory to know the world is broken. When the old order stops protecting you, and a community offers you another picture of how people can live, you begin to move toward it. The same networks that could carry food, fellowship, and shelter could, under pressure that extreme, carry a movement.


The fear of the powerful is a kind of testimony

The Qing government answered with armies. The war was long, costly, and brutal. Historian Yingcong Dai has shown how it exposed the weakness of imperial rule, as officials stole from the war funds and profited from the very suppression meant to restore order. Harsh efforts to arrest believers drove more people into resistance. The state made its enemies by treating a population as one.

The lesson stands for all time. A government that sees kindness as a threat has already told you what kind of government it is. And a people who have learned to take care of one another cannot easily be persuaded that they are alone.


The honest ledger

We will not dress this story in false robes. There was armed planning. There was organized revolt. Not every leader was a selfless reformer, and not every uprising was a clean march for universal equality. Hope, hunger, charismatic leadership, ambition, and violence lived in the same houses.

That honesty makes the social gift of the lotus more believable, not less. It shows us what to carry forward and what to leave behind. We carry the table, the circle, the sharing of food and income, the dignity of every person as a child of one family. We leave behind the sword.

The church we are building takes the way of Jesus, who told his followers to love their enemies, put away the blade, and feed the hungry. We take the lotus without the battlefield. Our resistance is a garden, a pantry, a shared meal, a circle that refuses to leave anyone out. We believe it is the stronger power.


The deeper legacy

The lasting lesson of the White Lotus is not that it should be romanticized, or that every claim made about it must be accepted. The lasting lesson is that a spiritual community can be a living body.


	A religion can teach people to pray, and it can also teach them to feed one another.

	It can offer salvation, and it can also offer belonging.

	It can speak of divine equality, and it can build relationships where the poor are treated as members and not burdens.

	It can cultivate personal discipline, and it can turn that discipline toward service.

	It can preserve hope in a time of crisis, and it can turn hope into practical cooperation.



This is what disappears when the lotus is remembered only as a rebellion. The truly important question is not why people rose up. It is how people learned to depend on one another before they ever rose.

Turn your eyes from the battlefield to the village. From the rebel leader to the ordinary household. From the imperial accusation to the neighbor at the door. Ask what happened when people pooled their small resources, shared their food, prayed together, cared for the distressed, saved what they knew, and built networks of trust. You will see ordinary people building security from below.


The lotus is a symbol of community

Here is the principle underneath it all:

The threadA community becomes powerful when people stop experiencing one another's hardship as someone else's problem.


That one idea can produce charity, mutual aid, religious fellowship, economic cooperation, social reform, and, under the most extreme repression, resistance. The forms change. The impulse stays the same: people looking for dignity, belonging, security, and hope by building relationships that let them face hardship together.

The lotus is not merely a symbol of rebellion. It is a symbol of community rising out of difficult conditions without giving up its vision of a better world. It rises from mud into light. So do we.

A benedictionGo out as lotus. Rise from the hard ground. Open to the light, and open your hands to your neighbor. Let your table be a sanctuary and your circle a family. Holy Wisdom, the Holy Spirit, is with you. Amen.


The next chapter asks how such a community grows without turning into a pyramid that feeds on its own members. The answer is a shape the bees discovered first.




Roots 5

The Goodwill Network: Growing a Movement Without Extraction

A multi-level membership movement built on service, trust, and shared purpose. A choreographed guide to membership growth without financial recruitment.

How this chapter fits the bookThe last chapter showed what the White Lotus gave its neighbors. This one asks how that gift spreads: how one church or circle becomes many, how newcomers are welcomed and not just counted, and how leaders multiply without a hierarchy that feeds on the people below it. It is the lotus growing in a form that serves and never takes. Chapter 29 says the Whole Farm model has no downline. Chapter 31 says no one is paid for recruiting. Here is the reasoning, the structure, and the guardrails behind those rules.


Read it beside the rest of the bookThis chapter is about culture and structure, not tax or benefits law. Where it mentions job boards, childcare swaps, barter or hiring directories, a small service business, or a goodwill ledger, apply the cautions you will meet in the chapters ahead: barter and tax (chapter 32), childcare and ride rules (chapter 32), benefits and income (chapters 12 to 15 and 35), and the rule that a ledger of goodwill must never become credits (chapters 31 and 32). The chapter itself says to have a tiered membership structure reviewed by counsel before it operates. Do that.


How the lotus spread: teacher to student, neighbor to neighbor

The White Lotus did not grow by advertising. It grew by relationship. A teacher took a student. The student took a neighbor. Each person who joined was held by someone and made responsible for someone else. Out of those bonds came a safety net that the empire never built, and that the empire's officials feared.

Look closely at what traveled along those lines. Money did not. What flowed from one person to the next was belonging, teaching, food, protection, and hope. A new member did not become a source of income for the person above. A new member became a person to welcome, to feed, to teach, and one day to trust with the same duty.

That is the secret of a movement that lasts. It is also the pattern this chapter teaches. We take the old chain of teacher and student, and we give it a shape worthy of a free people: a honeycomb in place of a pyramid. Every member is a seed of community. Every invitation is a promise to care. Read on, and see how the bees do it.

Introduction: Growth Without Extraction

A membership organization does not have to choose between growth and integrity. It can invite people deliberately, develop leaders, establish local communities, and expand across neighborhoods without making money the reason people participate. The essential change is not to abandon recruitment, but to change what recruitment means.

In a commercial hierarchy, a new participant can become a source of revenue for someone above them. In a goodwill network, a new participant becomes another person to welcome, equip, serve, and eventually empower. Growth is therefore measured not by the accumulation of names beneath a hierarchy, but by the widening of a living culture of service.

The central proposition is simple: do not eliminate the multi-level structure; invert its purpose. Let relationships transmit knowledge, responsibility, belonging, mutual aid, and opportunity rather than commissions. Let advancement mean greater stewardship. Let the person who invites another person assume a duty of care. Let the ultimate product of growth be a community increasingly capable of helping itself and its neighbors.

The Great Inversion: From Downline to Circle of Care

The familiar multi-level model is built around an upward financial flow: people below generate economic value that moves toward people above. A goodwill network reverses that direction. Responsibility flows downward first. Experience and coordination flow across the network. Knowledge moves outward. Resources circulate. Leadership exists to make other people more capable.

The person who introduces a new member does not acquire an income stream. They acquire a responsibility. They become a sponsor, guide, or mentor whose first task is to help the newcomer understand the culture, find a meaningful place to participate, identify a contribution they can make, and build relationships within the community.

The governing principle is: The recruiter serves the recruited.

The old language of "downline" can therefore be reimagined. The people connected through one's invitations are not assets and do not belong to the inviter. They are a circle of people whose capacity the inviter has accepted some responsibility for helping develop.

Success is measured by a different question: How many people have I helped become capable of helping others?

The Principles of a Goodwill Economy

A coherent system needs explicit rules. The model can be condensed into eight operating principles.

	No money motive. No recruitment commissions, profit from a downline, income promises, convertible points, or financial rewards for enrollment.
	Recruitment as covenant. An invitation creates an obligation to welcome and orient the person invited. No orphan recruits.
	Levels as responsibility. Roles describe demonstrated capacity to serve, not human worth or social superiority.
	A visible goodwill record. Members can record offers, needs, service, skills, and contributions without turning those records into money or tradable credits.
	Pay-it-forward reciprocity. Receiving help does not create a private debt. The recipient is encouraged to keep goodwill moving through the network.
	Growth through circles. Small groups preserve trust while allowing the larger movement to expand outward.
	Governance against corruption. Transparency, rotation, accountability, conflict procedures, limits on concentrated power, and freedom to leave are structural necessities.
	Measure what matters. Track service, participation, trust, unmet needs, leadership development, and community impact rather than revenue or raw downline size.


These principles turn goodwill from an aspiration into organizational design.

What Members Actually Exchange

Every durable organization has an exchange. The question is not whether something moves through the network, but what moves through it.

For people living on a tight budget, the most valuable exchange is often not cash but a lower cost of living, stronger earning ability, and fewer emergencies faced alone. The network can help members keep more of what they earn, learn income-producing skills, find trustworthy local opportunities, and build the practical supports that make a paycheck go further.

In a goodwill network, the circulating assets can be time, knowledge, skills, friendship, food, seeds, tools, hospitality, encouragement, education, spiritual practice, volunteer service, introductions, creative work, and practical assistance. A member may teach gardening, host a meal, help organize transportation, share books, mentor a newcomer, maintain a community space, or simply listen when another person needs companionship.

Membership therefore becomes participation rather than purchase. The organization becomes a community of contributors rather than a collection of customers.

The deepest resource is trust. Trust accumulates through repeated experience: someone organizes a meal; another brings vegetables; another teaches cooking; another cleans; another invites a neighbor. The activity becomes self-sustaining because people have learned that participation produces something real.

A goodwill ledger, if used, should remain non-monetary, non-transferable, and oriented toward current needs and contributions rather than permanent claims. Recognition can be attached to service, but it should never become disguised financial compensation.

The Architecture: Members, Circles, and Communities

The network should grow outward rather than downward. The basic unit is the individual member, but the human-scale unit is the circle.

A circle might contain five to fifteen people when close trust is important, while larger activity groups may form around particular projects. Examples include community meal circles, garden circles, study circles, meditation circles, mutual-aid circles, arts circles, youth and life-skills circles, environmental circles, and neighborhood fellowships.

The circle gives a large movement a human face. A person can enter through gardening and later discover mutual aid. Someone may arrive for philosophy and eventually teach. Another may come for a community meal and become a volunteer organizer. There are many doors into the same house.

When a circle becomes too large for genuine participation, it can give birth to another circle. The original group does not lose its purpose; it multiplies its capacity. An experienced member can provide temporary mentoring, starter materials, and organizational support while the new circle develops its own local leadership.

The larger structure is: Member then Circle then Circle Builder then Neighborhood Community then Regional Network then Movement.

Levels of Responsibility

Multi-level structure becomes healthy when levels represent service capacity rather than rank.

	Friend: attends occasionally and becomes familiar with the community.
	Participant: participates regularly and learns the culture.
	Member: identifies with the community and accepts its basic responsibilities.
	Contributor: regularly gives time, knowledge, resources, encouragement, or service.
	Circle Builder: creates and sustains local activities and small groups.
	Mentor or Guide: helps newer participants learn, contribute, and develop responsibility.
	Community Steward: supports multiple circles, protects culture, and develops new leaders.
	Regional Steward: connects communities, coordinates larger projects, and strengthens accountability.


These are not ranks of human value. A steward is not a more important human being than a new member. A steward simply carries a larger duty of care.

The higher the responsibility, the greater the obligation to serve. Advancement should therefore depend on demonstrated service, reliability, peer trust, ability to resolve problems, willingness to share credit, and ability to develop successors. Enrollment numbers alone should never determine advancement.

Recruitment Without the Sales Pitch

There is no reason to pretend that a growing organization does not recruit. It invites people. It introduces people. It opens doors. It creates new circles. What matters is the motive and method.

The basic invitation is not, "Join so that I can advance." It is: "We are doing something meaningful. You are welcome to participate, and if it serves you, there may be a place here for you."

Members should notice people who might genuinely appreciate what the community offers: a neighbor seeking friendship, a gardener looking for a seed exchange, someone who wants to volunteer, a person interested in meditation, a family seeking affordable community activities, or someone who simply wants to do something constructive with others.

The invitation should be truthful and free of manufactured urgency, exaggerated promises, guilt, pressure, or fear of missing out. A member becomes a doorway rather than a salesperson.

The model's "three people" principle works best as discernment rather than quota: consider three people who might genuinely benefit from what is being offered. They may enter through different pathways, participate at different levels, or decide not to join at all.

The Membership Journey: Welcome, Root, Serve, Guide, Extend

Growth becomes sustainable when the newcomer experience is intentional. A person should never be added to a list and then abandoned.

	Welcome: invite the person to an event, service project, class, meal, gathering, or conversation and explain the purpose plainly.
	Root: connect the newcomer with a small circle and a named guide. Give them time to observe and understand the culture.
	Serve: help them find one realistic contribution: bringing food, helping with setup, sharing a skill, joining a project, or checking on another member.
	Guide: once experienced, teach them how to welcome others, host a gathering, mentor a newcomer, or lead a small project.
	Extend: a mature member carries the mission outward by forming a new circle, building a partnership, creating a public project, or opening a new pathway into the community.


This is a cycle rather than a ladder. The person who was welcomed becomes a welcomer. The person who needed guidance becomes a guide. The person who received support becomes capable of extending support.

Make the Activity the Invitation

The strongest growth engine is not a recruitment speech. It is a meaningful activity that people can experience.

A monthly community meal can become a garden. The garden can produce food for the meal. A gardener can teach seed saving. A musician can add music. A new participant can propose a study group. A study group can attract another teacher. Projects begin reinforcing one another.

The goodwill flywheel is: Meaningful activity then relationships then contribution then trust then new projects then new relationships then expanded service.

The organization should continuously create things worth sharing: community meals, gardens, seed libraries, book exchanges, meditation gatherings, educational workshops, spiritual services, music circles, festivals, mutual-aid projects, volunteer days, ecological restoration, free classes, community libraries, cultural events, children's activities, and seasonal celebrations.

Membership becomes a byproduct of meaningful activity. People tell others because something real happened.

Sponsorship and the Three-Person Pod

A direct-support limit can protect the system from superficial mass enrollment. The model proposes that a member actively sponsor no more than three new people at a time. The purpose is depth rather than scarcity.

When a member sponsors someone, the sponsor makes a defined commitment: introduce the person, explain the culture, help them find a contribution, connect them with a circle, and remain available during the initial period. Sponsorship should be capable of being completed rather than becoming permanent ownership.

The principle is graduation over retention. In a commercial downline, success can mean keeping people underneath you because their continuing activity benefits you. In a goodwill network, success means helping people become independent contributors who can eventually support others.

The pathway is: Invitation then Hosted period then Contribution then Full participation then Independent sponsorship.

The best sponsor eventually becomes unnecessary. That is not failure; it is multiplication.

Leadership as a Gift to Be Shared

A movement cannot scale if knowledge and authority remain concentrated in a few personalities. Every experienced member should have a path to learn hosting, mentoring, organizing, communication, conflict resolution, safeguarding, and responsible decision-making.

Experienced leaders should continually ask: Who is ready for meaningful responsibility? Who has an overlooked skill? Who needs encouragement? Who can learn to welcome newcomers? Who is carrying too much? What knowledge has become concentrated in too few hands?

The deepest measure of leadership is succession. Teach people to teach. Organize people who can organize. Welcome people who learn to welcome. A leader who becomes indispensable has built dependency; a leader who develops capable successors has built a movement.

Leadership should also be accountable. Rotate responsibilities where practical. Make decisions transparent. Establish a clear process for complaints and mediation. Give members a genuine ability to leave without shame or retaliation.

Recognition Without Money

Removing financial rewards does not require removing recognition. People need to know that their work has been seen.

Appropriate recognition can include public gratitude, certificates, service records, opportunities to teach, invitations to planning councils, advanced training, retreats, community storytelling, featured publications, symbolic awards, and opportunities to lead meaningful projects.

The purpose is not to create a caste system. Recognition should communicate: your contribution mattered because people were helped. Titles should describe responsibility, not superiority.

The network should never convert recognition into hidden economic leverage. Service badges, points, or records should not become tradable currency. The reward is trust, responsibility, belonging, learning, and the visible flourishing of the community.

What Helps Volunteers Thrive

Volunteers stay when they feel useful, valued, connected, respected, and effective. They are not unpaid staff or a pool of free labor. They are people offering time, energy, experience, and care. The community's responsibility is to make that gift meaningful and sustainable.

Start by learning why each person came. Some people want to serve neighbors directly. Some want friendship and belonging. Some want to practice a skill, gain experience, rebuild confidence, support a spiritual or moral calling, or meet people who share their values. A good role fits the person's real motivation instead of treating every volunteer as interchangeable.

Make impact visible. After a meal, garden day, class, repair session, or outreach effort, show what changed: meals shared, families reached, tools repaired, seedlings planted, rides provided, skills learned, or problems solved. Pair simple numbers with human stories, while protecting people's privacy. Volunteers should be able to see the connection between their effort and a real benefit.

Welcome people into relationships, not just tasks. Introduce newcomers, pair them with a named guide, explain the group's culture, and create moments for people to talk and know one another. A warm team often matters as much as the work itself. No one should feel invisible, isolated, or left to guess how things work.

Be clear and prepared. Explain the purpose of the activity, the time commitment, the task, the safety expectations, the person in charge, and what a successful outcome looks like. Provide basic training, needed supplies, and a reachable person who can answer questions. Confusion, preventable chaos, and missing materials exhaust goodwill quickly.

Offer choice and flexibility. Let people choose roles that use their strengths, and whenever possible provide different ways to contribute: a regular shift, a one-time project, work from home, physical activity, planning, teaching, hospitality, outreach, or behind-the-scenes support. Trust people to do the work without unnecessary micromanagement.

Practice specific appreciation. Say what the person did and why it mattered: "Your setup work made the meal welcoming," or "Your patient explanation helped three new people learn the process." Thank-you notes, public acknowledgments, stories in a newsletter, opportunities to teach, and invitations into planning can all be meaningful. Recognition should be sincere, optional, and never a substitute for respectful treatment or adequate support.

Create room for growth. Offer skill sharing, short trainings, chances to lead a small task, mentoring, and clear paths into deeper responsibility for those who want it. Growth might mean learning facilitation, gardening, cooking, conflict resolution, digital tools, project planning, public speaking, or a job-relevant skill. Participation should strengthen a person's confidence and capacity, not merely consume it.

Keep communication two-way. Check in before, during, and after projects. Invite volunteers to say what is working, what is difficult, and what needs to change. Respond respectfully and visibly when possible. Feedback is not complaining; it is information the community needs in order to improve.

Protect against burnout. Use reasonable shifts, share difficult work, schedule breaks, avoid guilt-based requests, and make it normal to say no or step back. Do not repeatedly rely on the same dependable people while others remain uninvited to help. Sustainable service respects the volunteer's health, work, family, finances, and other commitments.

A simple volunteer check-in can ask four questions: What kind of contribution feels meaningful to you? What skills or interests would you like to use or develop? What support would help you participate well? What should we change to make this experience better? Ask at the beginning, revisit the answers, and act on what you learn.

Governance Against Corruption

Good intentions need practical guardrails. A goodwill network stays healthy when people can see how decisions are made, raise concerns without fear, and leave freely. Rotate responsibilities, share information plainly, and make sure no small group controls the whole community. Good intentions are not sufficient. A goodwill system can still be corrupted by ego, favoritism, manipulation, secrecy, or concentrated authority. Safeguards must therefore be designed into the structure from the beginning.

No one should receive money, commissions, ownership claims, or preferential financial benefit because another person joins. There should be no mandatory purchases, products, trainings, donations, or paid events as conditions of belonging; no advancement based primarily on enrollment numbers; no guilt, harassment, love-bombing, threats of exclusion, or pressure to remain; no hidden financial relationships; no exaggerated promises about wealth, healing, spiritual status, transformation, or access; no exploitation of grief, illness, vulnerability, spiritual longing, or financial hardship; and no permanent founder class or untouchable inner circle.

Keep joining free of pressure. No one should earn money or special financial advantage by bringing in members. Do not require purchases, paid trainings, donations, or expensive events in order to belong. Do not use guilt, constant pressure, flattery, secrecy, or fear of exclusion to keep people involved. Be honest about what the community can—and cannot—offer.

Members must be free to leave. People may step back or leave at any time, without shame, punishment, or being cut off from friends.

When the group needs money for shared costs, explain the need, show the budget, and make giving voluntary. Use low-cost options first: donated space, shared materials, sliding-scale events, tool sharing, and volunteer-led activities. Never connect fundraising to recruiting.

If money is needed for rent, food, supplies, staff, publications, or other legitimate expenses, those funds should be handled transparently and separately from recruitment. No money should be distributed as a reward for bringing people into the network.

Before launching a formal membership program, ask a local nonprofit advisor, community-development organization, or qualified professional to review the plan. The purpose is simple: make sure the structure matches the community's values and local rules.

Because a tiered membership system can raise legal questions depending on its actual structure, the completed organization should have its specific structure reviewed by qualified legal counsel before operation. The model treats the absence of commissions as an important safeguard, but not as a substitute for legal review.

Governance as Shared Service

A goodwill network needs enough structure to coordinate its work, protect people, and handle shared resources—without turning leadership into a permanent power center. The guiding idea is simple: authority begins with the members, and people who coordinate the work are trusted servants of the community, not its owners or rulers.

This approach draws practical lessons from long-lived peer-support fellowships, especially Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon. Their exact traditions belong to those fellowships and should not be copied as if they automatically fit every community. The transferable lesson is their design: local groups retain a real voice; service bodies answer to the groups they serve; leadership rotates; minority concerns receive a hearing; and principles matter more than personalities.

Use a group-conscience process for major decisions. A group conscience is more than a quick majority vote. Give members clear information, enough time for discussion and reflection, a real opportunity to raise concerns, and an effort to find broad agreement. For decisions that substantially affect the whole network—such as changing the mission, taking on major expenses, or adopting a network-wide policy—seek substantial agreement rather than a narrow win. A two-thirds threshold can be a useful benchmark when a formal vote is needed.

Make space for minority voices. Members who disagree should be able to state their view, ask that it be recorded, and request reconsideration when new information or serious concerns arise. A dissenting view may reveal a risk, exclusion, or unintended consequence that the majority has missed. Hearing an appeal does not require adopting it, but it does require treating people with dignity.

Build the network as an inverted service structure. Local circles are the foundation. Each circle chooses a representative or contact person for coordination with the wider community. Circle representatives meet in a neighborhood or regional council when shared projects require it. Those councils may create temporary teams for finance, safety, communications, events, conflict support, or partnerships. Every such team exists to serve the circles and reports back to them in plain language.

Keep local freedom alongside shared responsibility. A circle should be free to choose its activities, meeting style, and local priorities so long as it does not harm people, misuse shared funds, falsely speak for the whole network, or undermine the community's basic commitments to dignity, voluntary participation, and non-exploitation. Wider coordination is needed when a decision affects other circles or the shared commons.

Give people enough room to act. Representatives and working teams should not need a vote for every small decision. Define their task, budget limit, time frame, and reporting duty, then trust them to carry it out. This combines local accountability with practical initiative: people close to the work can solve ordinary problems, while the wider membership retains authority over major direction and shared resources.

Limit the buildup of power. Use clear, limited terms for coordinators, rotate visible responsibilities, share access to records and tools, train successors, and avoid roles that only one person can perform. No founder, donor, teacher, or long-serving organizer should become untouchable. Experience deserves respect, but it should be used to mentor new stewards—not to create a permanent inner circle.

Keep money and prestige in their proper place. No one should receive commissions, ownership claims, or special financial rewards for bringing in members. Do not require purchases, paid trainings, donations, or costly events as a condition of belonging. If the community needs funds for shared costs, explain the purpose, publish a simple budget and regular reports, keep giving voluntary, and separate fundraising from recruitment. Choose low-cost and accessible options whenever possible.

Protect people from pressure and harm. Do not use guilt, harassment, love-bombing, secrecy, threats of exclusion, exaggerated claims, or pressure to remain involved. Do not exploit financial hardship, grief, illness, spiritual longing, or personal vulnerability. Members can reduce their involvement or leave at any time without shame or retaliation. Concerns should have a clear, confidential path for being heard and addressed.

Practice belonging before belief. The doorway into the community should be willingness to participate respectfully, listen, contribute when able, and care for the shared space—not agreement with a political, religious, or ideological test. Shared convictions can deepen through meals, service, learning, honest conversation, and repeated reliability. The community may set firm boundaries around behavior that harms others, but it should not demand sameness of worldview in order to offer belonging.

Belonging requires structure, not merely warm feelings. Use low-barrier entry, hospitality, shared work, mentorship, listening circles, rotating roles, accessible meeting practices, transparent rules, and fair ways to resolve conflict. At the same time, do not allow a friendly culture to hide cliques, favoritism, free riding, or the silencing of hard truths. Trust grows when people see that care and accountability live together.

A practical governance rhythm is: circles discuss needs and proposals; representatives carry shared concerns upward; service teams coordinate the work; teams report back; members review results; roles rotate; and the network revises its practices when experience shows a better way. This is not government over people. It is people governing their shared work through service, transparency, consent, and continuing participation.

Before launching a formal membership program or handling substantial funds, ask a local nonprofit advisor, community-development organization, or qualified professional to review the structure. The purpose is practical: to make sure the community's methods fit its responsibilities and local requirements.

The Commons: Why People Join and Why They Invite

A network needs something worth belonging to. The shared commons is one of the strongest answers.

A prosperity commons should focus on concrete household gains. It can include a job-and-gig board, résumé and interview help, basic digital-skills classes, shared internet or printing access, rides to work or interviews, childcare swaps, a repair café, bulk-buying circles, benefit-navigation help, credit and debt education, a small-business peer circle, and a directory of members who hire or barter fairly. These are not promises of wealth. They are practical ways to reduce costs, remove barriers, and widen access to work and learning.

The commons may include a skills directory, tool library, seed library, shared knowledge platform, community meal program, mutual-aid activities, educational materials, workshops, gardens, service opportunities, or a calendar of gatherings. The larger the network becomes, the more useful its trusted connections can become.

Why join? Because a person gains access to a community of people who know how to help, teach, organize, create, and participate.

Why invite another person? Because a reliable new participant increases the diversity of skills, relationships, ideas, and capacity available to the whole community.

This is a network effect without financial extraction. The new member does not make the old member richer. The new member makes the community richer in capability.

The Replicable Community Method

A movement expands when ordinary members can reproduce its basic pattern without waiting for headquarters.

	Gather five people. Begin small enough for everyone to know one another.
	Choose one shared activity: a meal, garden, study group, meditation gathering, service project, arts activity, or neighborhood project.
	Invite several people who may genuinely appreciate it. Invitation is personal, truthful, and pressure-free.
	Develop one new leader. Teach another person how to organize the activity.
	Help that leader establish another circle. Provide temporary support, then allow the new circle to develop its own local identity and leadership.


The original circle continues. The new circle begins. The process repeats. Growth is built into the organization's educational and community structure rather than purchased through advertising or commissions.

A Practical Prosperity Path

Prosperity should mean more than earning more money. For a low-income household, progress may mean having food through the month, avoiding a payday loan, getting reliable transportation to work, gaining a marketable skill, lowering a utility bill, finding affordable childcare, or having enough trusted people to call before a crisis becomes an eviction or job loss.

The network can create a simple, voluntary prosperity path. Members choose one goal that matters now, name the barrier, and connect with a small circle that can offer knowledge, introductions, accountability, or practical help. The goal belongs to the member; the community supplies support rather than control.

Useful goal areas include: finding steadier work; improving a résumé or online profile; learning a trade, office, caregiving, food-service, or digital skill; starting a small lawful service business; reducing food, transportation, phone, utility, or repair costs; building an emergency cushion; resolving a billing problem; accessing public benefits or local assistance; and finding safe, affordable childcare or housing resources.

A monthly prosperity circle can make this real. Begin with a short skill lesson—such as budgeting, basic bookkeeping, job applications, pricing a service, or avoiding high-cost debt—then offer peer problem-solving. End with one small action each person can take before the next meeting. Small wins create confidence: one repaired bike, one submitted application, one new client, one saved utility deposit, one avoided fee.

The community should protect dignity. Do not require people to disclose income, debt, immigration status, disability, health details, or personal hardship in order to receive help. Offer choices, respect privacy, and avoid presenting hardship as a personal failure.

Measuring a Living Network

Headcount is useful information, but it is a poor definition of health. A goodwill network should ask what its membership makes possible.

How quickly are expressed needs met? How many members both receive and contribute? How many people have learned useful skills? How many service projects are active? How many meals, gardens, classes, gatherings, or exchanges have been created? How many new leaders have been trained? How many circles are healthy and locally capable? Are members able to raise concerns safely? Can people leave freely? Are resources reaching people who need them? Are new communities becoming more autonomous rather than more dependent? Do people leave the organization more capable, connected, and able to help others?

These measures reveal whether growth is increasing actual capacity. A large membership list without active relationships is not a movement. A smaller network that consistently creates meals, gardens, education, friendship, service, and leadership may possess far greater living capacity.

From Membership List to Movement

A membership list is a collection of names. A movement is a collection of people doing something together.

That distinction should shape every organizational decision. Instead of asking only how many members exist, ask how many communities are active, how many people are serving, how many projects have emerged, how many leaders are being mentored, how many useful skills are being shared, and how many people have found meaningful belonging.

The organization should become less dependent on centralized direction as it becomes larger. The central body preserves identity and standards; local communities create experiences; experienced members mentor newer members; contributors become facilitators; facilitators become mentors; mentors develop new facilitators.

That is multiplication through culture.

The Honeycomb Commonwealth: Governance and Community Without a Pyramid

We often imagine organizations as pyramids. At the top sits a founder, a board, a leader, or a small inner circle. Below them are layers of managers, coordinators, and members. Authority flows downward. Money, loyalty, and value flow upward. Even when the language is warm and spiritual, the shape can remain pyramidal: a few people decide, many people comply, and the people at the bottom exist to sustain the people above them.

A different shape is possible. A community can be organized like a honeycomb.

A honeycomb is not shapeless. It is precise. It is made of many small cells, each with its own local life, each sharing walls with its neighbors, each open to the cells around it. No cell sits above another. No single cell contains the whole. The strength of the comb is distributed across the pattern. If one part is damaged, neighboring cells can help carry the load. The comb grows by adding cells, not by building a taller throne.

This is a better metaphor for governance and community than the pyramid. It suggests a structure that is local, connected, resilient, and accountable. It does not eliminate leadership, organization, or shared standards. It changes what leadership is for. It changes what growth means. It changes where authority lives and how resources move.

The Problem With the Pyramid

The pyramid is not evil by nature. It can be efficient in a crisis, a military campaign, or a corporation with a clear product and a clear chain of command. But as a model for community, it has predictable costs.

The pyramid concentrates power. A few people become indispensable. Information pools at the top. Decisions are made far from the people who must live with them. Members become spectators. Leaders become managers. The community begins to depend on personalities rather than practices.

The pyramid also tends to turn people into tiers. Some are important; others are replaceable. Some speak; others listen. Some are served; others serve. Even without money, this culture can persist. A spiritual group can have a guru at the top. A volunteer network can have a founder who cannot be questioned. A membership movement can have an inner circle that rotates only among friends.

The pyramid measures the wrong things. It counts names, levels, titles, and obedience. It asks how many people are beneath a leader. It does not ask how many people have become capable, connected, and free.

The Geometry of the Honeycomb

The honeycomb begins with a different basic unit. Not the isolated individual. Not the mass crowd. The cell.

In human community, the cell is the circle. A circle is small enough for face-to-face trust: perhaps five to fifteen people. It can gather around a meal, a garden, a study group, a meditation practice, a repair project, a mutual-aid effort, an arts practice, a youth program, or a neighborhood concern. Each circle has a local life. Each has its own rhythm, its own gifts, its own way of doing things.

But a circle is not a closed room. It shares walls with other circles. A person may enter through gardening and later discover mutual aid. Someone may come for philosophy and eventually teach cooking. Another may arrive for a community meal and become a volunteer organizer. There are many doors into the same house.

When a circle becomes too large for genuine participation, it does not become a hierarchy. It gives birth. An experienced member helps a new circle form, provides temporary mentoring and starter support, and then steps back. The original circle continues. The new circle begins. The comb grows outward.

This is the larger architecture: member, circle, circle builder, neighborhood community, regional network, movement. It is not a ladder. It is a living pattern.

Shared Walls: Governance as Common Agreement

In a honeycomb, the walls are shared. In a community, the shared walls are agreements.

These agreements are not imposed from the top. They are maintained by everyone. They include dignity, voluntary participation, non-exploitation, transparency, freedom to leave, and a clear process for handling conflict. They include the refusal to make money the motive for recruitment. They include the refusal to let any person or group become untouchable.

Governance in a honeycomb is not government over people. It is people governing their shared work. Major decisions use a group-conscience process. That is more than a quick majority vote. Members receive clear information. They have time for discussion and reflection. They can raise concerns. The group seeks broad agreement, not a narrow win. For decisions that affect the whole network—changing the mission, taking on major expenses, adopting a network-wide policy—a two-thirds threshold can be a useful benchmark when a formal vote is needed.

Minority voices must be heard. A person who disagrees should be able to state their view, ask that it be recorded, and request reconsideration when new information arises. A dissenting view may reveal a risk, an exclusion, or an unintended consequence that the majority has missed. Hearing an appeal does not require adopting it, but it does require treating people with dignity.

Local freedom is essential. A circle should be free to choose its activities, meeting style, and local priorities, so long as it does not harm people, misuse shared funds, falsely speak for the whole network, or undermine the community's basic commitments. Wider coordination is needed only when a decision affects other circles or the shared commons.

This is an inverted service structure. Local circles are the foundation. Each circle chooses a representative or contact person. Representatives meet in a neighborhood or regional council when shared projects require it. Those councils may create temporary teams for finance, safety, communications, events, conflict support, or partnerships. Every team exists to serve the circles and reports back in plain language. Representatives and teams do not need a vote for every small decision. Define the task, the budget limit, the time frame, and the reporting duty. Then trust them to carry it out.

No Queen, Only Stewards

A beehive has a queen, but she is not a governor. She is a source of continuity, not an apex of authority. The honeycomb commonwealth has no political queen. It has stewards.

Stewardship is responsibility, not rank. A steward is not a more important human being than a new member. A steward simply carries a larger duty of care. The levels of responsibility might look like this: friend, participant, member, contributor, circle builder, mentor or guide, community steward, regional steward. Advancement depends on demonstrated service, reliability, peer trust, the ability to resolve problems, the willingness to share credit, and the ability to develop successors. Enrollment numbers alone should never determine advancement.

Power must not accumulate. Use clear, limited terms for coordinators. Rotate visible responsibilities. Share access to records and tools. Train successors. Avoid roles that only one person can perform. No founder, donor, teacher, or long-serving organizer should become untouchable. Experience deserves respect, but it should be used to mentor new stewards, not to create a permanent inner circle.

The deepest measure of leadership is succession. Teach people to teach. Organize people who can organize. Welcome people who learn to welcome. A leader who becomes indispensable has built dependency. A leader who develops capable successors has built a movement.

The Nectar Economy: What Circulates

In a pyramid, money and commands tend to move up and down. In a honeycomb, value circulates laterally. The circulating assets are time, knowledge, skills, friendship, food, seeds, tools, hospitality, encouragement, education, spiritual practice, volunteer service, introductions, creative work, and practical assistance.

A member may teach gardening, host a meal, help organize transportation, share books, mentor a newcomer, maintain a community space, or simply listen when another person needs companionship. Membership becomes participation rather than purchase. The organization becomes a community of contributors rather than a collection of customers.

The deepest resource is trust. Trust accumulates through repeated experience: someone organizes a meal; another brings vegetables; another teaches cooking; another cleans; another invites a neighbor. The activity becomes self-sustaining because people have learned that participation produces something real.

A goodwill ledger, if used, should remain non-monetary, non-transferable, and oriented toward current needs and contributions rather than permanent claims. Recognition can be attached to service, but it should never become disguised financial compensation. Appropriate recognition can include public gratitude, certificates, service records, opportunities to teach, invitations to planning councils, advanced training, retreats, community storytelling, symbolic awards, and opportunities to lead meaningful projects. The reward is trust, responsibility, belonging, learning, and the visible flourishing of the community.

The Commons: Why People Join and Why They Invite

A network needs something worth belonging to. The shared commons is one of the strongest answers.

A prosperity commons focuses on concrete household gains. It can include a job-and-gig board, résumé and interview help, basic digital-skills classes, shared internet or printing access, rides to work or interviews, childcare swaps, a repair café, bulk-buying circles, benefit-navigation help, credit and debt education, a small-business peer circle, and a directory of members who hire or barter fairly. These are not promises of wealth. They are practical ways to reduce costs, remove barriers, and widen access to work and learning.

The commons may also include a skills directory, tool library, seed library, shared knowledge platform, community meal program, mutual-aid activities, educational materials, workshops, gardens, service opportunities, or a calendar of gatherings. The larger the network becomes, the more useful its trusted connections can become.

Why join? Because a person gains access to a community of people who know how to help, teach, organize, create, and participate. Why invite another person? Because a reliable new participant increases the diversity of skills, relationships, ideas, and capacity available to the whole community. The new member does not make the old member richer. The new member makes the community richer in capability.

A Practical Prosperity Path

Prosperity should mean more than earning more money. For a low-income household, progress may mean having food through the month, avoiding a payday loan, getting reliable transportation to work, gaining a marketable skill, lowering a utility bill, finding affordable childcare, or having enough trusted people to call before a crisis becomes an eviction or job loss.

The network can create a simple, voluntary prosperity path. Members choose one goal that matters now, name the barrier, and connect with a small circle that can offer knowledge, introductions, accountability, or practical help. The goal belongs to the member; the community supplies support rather than control.

Useful goal areas include finding steadier work, improving a résumé or online profile, learning a trade or digital skill, starting a small lawful service business, reducing food or transportation costs, building an emergency cushion, resolving a billing problem, accessing public benefits, and finding safe, affordable childcare or housing resources.

A monthly prosperity circle can make this real. Begin with a short skill lesson—budgeting, basic bookkeeping, job applications, pricing a service, avoiding high-cost debt. Then offer peer problem-solving. End with one small action each person can take before the next meeting. Small wins create confidence: one repaired bike, one submitted application, one new client, one saved utility deposit, one avoided fee.

The community must protect dignity. Do not require people to disclose income, debt, immigration status, disability, health details, or personal hardship in order to receive help. Offer choices, respect privacy, and avoid presenting hardship as a personal failure.

What Helps Volunteers Thrive

Volunteers are not unpaid staff or a pool of free labor. They are people offering time, energy, experience, and care. They stay when they feel useful, valued, connected, respected, and effective.

Start by learning why each person came. Some want to serve neighbors directly. Some want friendship and belonging. Some want to practice a skill, gain experience, rebuild confidence, or meet people who share their values. A good role fits the person's real motivation instead of treating every volunteer as interchangeable.

Make impact visible. After a meal, garden day, class, repair session, or outreach effort, show what changed: meals shared, families reached, tools repaired, seedlings planted, rides provided, skills learned, problems solved. Pair simple numbers with human stories, while protecting privacy.

Welcome people into relationships, not just tasks. Introduce newcomers, pair them with a named guide, explain the group's culture, and create moments for people to talk and know one another. Be clear and prepared. Explain the purpose, time commitment, task, safety expectations, person in charge, and what a successful outcome looks like. Offer choice and flexibility. Practice specific appreciation. Create room for growth. Keep communication two-way. Protect against burnout.

A simple volunteer check-in can ask four questions: What kind of contribution feels meaningful to you? What skills or interests would you like to use or develop? What support would help you participate well? What should we change to make this experience better? Ask at the beginning, revisit the answers, and act on what you learn.

Replication and Scale: How the Comb Grows

A pyramid scales by adding levels and widening the base. A honeycomb scales by adding cells and connecting them.

A movement expands when ordinary members can reproduce its basic pattern without waiting for headquarters. The replicable method is simple. Gather five people. Choose one shared activity. Invite several people who may genuinely appreciate it. Develop one new leader. Help that leader establish another circle. Provide temporary support, then allow the new circle to develop its own local identity and leadership.

The original circle continues. The new circle begins. The process repeats. Growth is built into the organization's educational and community structure rather than purchased through advertising or commissions.

The central body, if one exists, preserves identity and standards. Local communities create experiences. Experienced members mentor newer members. Contributors become facilitators. Facilitators become mentors. Mentors develop new facilitators. That is multiplication through culture.

The goodwill flywheel turns: people participate, they experience something meaningful, they form relationships, they contribute, they become more capable, they invite others, new people participate, new circles form, new leaders emerge, more activities become possible, the community becomes more valuable, more people discover it, and the cycle repeats. Its fuel is not money. Its fuel is human connection, meaningful activity, trust, learning, service, and the desire to pass something good forward.

Guardrails Against Corruption

A honeycomb can rot. Good intentions are not enough. A goodwill system can be corrupted by ego, favoritism, manipulation, secrecy, or concentrated authority. Safeguards must be designed into the structure from the beginning.

No one should receive money, commissions, ownership claims, or preferential financial benefit because another person joins. There should be no mandatory purchases, products, trainings, donations, or paid events as conditions of belonging. There should be no advancement based primarily on enrollment numbers. There should be no guilt, harassment, love-bombing, threats of exclusion, or pressure to remain. There should be no hidden financial relationships. There should be no exaggerated promises about wealth, healing, spiritual status, transformation, or access. There should be no exploitation of grief, illness, vulnerability, spiritual longing, or financial hardship. There should be no permanent founder class or untouchable inner circle.

Members must be free to leave. People may step back or leave at any time, without shame, punishment, or being cut off from friends. When the group needs money for shared costs, explain the need, show the budget, and make giving voluntary. Use low-cost options first: donated space, shared materials, sliding-scale events, tool sharing, and volunteer-led activities. Never connect fundraising to recruiting.

Practice belonging before belief. The doorway into the community should be willingness to participate respectfully, listen, contribute when able, and care for the shared space—not agreement with a political, religious, or ideological test. The community may set firm boundaries around behavior that harms others, but it should not demand sameness of worldview in order to offer belonging.

Belonging requires structure, not merely warm feelings. Use low-barrier entry, hospitality, shared work, mentorship, listening circles, rotating roles, accessible meeting practices, transparent rules, and fair ways to resolve conflict. Do not allow a friendly culture to hide cliques, favoritism, free riding, or the silencing of hard truths. Trust grows when people see that care and accountability live together.

Before launching a formal membership program or handling substantial funds, ask a local nonprofit advisor, community-development organization, or qualified professional to review the structure. Because a tiered membership system can raise legal questions depending on its actual structure, the completed organization should have its specific structure reviewed by qualified legal counsel before operation. The absence of commissions is an important safeguard, but it is not a substitute for legal review.

Measuring a Living Network

Headcount is useful information, but it is a poor definition of health. A honeycomb network should ask what its membership makes possible.

How quickly are expressed needs met? How many members both receive and contribute? How many people have learned useful skills? How many service projects are active? How many meals, gardens, classes, gatherings, or exchanges have been created? How many new leaders have been trained? How many circles are healthy and locally capable? Are members able to raise concerns safely? Can people leave freely? Are resources reaching people who need them? Are new communities becoming more autonomous rather than more dependent? Do people leave the organization more capable, connected, and able to help others?

A large membership list without active relationships is not a movement. A smaller network that consistently creates meals, gardens, education, friendship, service, and leadership may possess far greater living capacity. The health of the honeycomb is not in the number of cells. It is in the wax, the honey, the open passages, and the life that moves through them.

Conclusion: Every Member a Seed of Community

There is no reason a multi-level structure must belong exclusively to commerce. One person connecting another person to a larger network is simply a form of social organization. The decisive question is what moves through the connections and what the levels are for.

A honeycomb commonwealth can have mentors, local leaders, regional organizers, circles, chapters, councils, and deliberate systems for multiplication. It can actively invite new members. It can seek growth. It can teach people how to create new communities. What it rejects is the assumption that the person at the next level exists primarily to generate value for the person above them.

Instead, each person becomes a seed of community. One person welcomes another. A few people form a circle. Circles become neighborhoods. Neighborhoods become communities. Communities become a movement. Throughout the process, what is multiplied is not money but goodwill.

The ultimate measure is not, "How much did I make from the people I brought into the organization?" It is: "How many people became more capable of making life better for other people because they became part of this community?"

That is membership growth with a soul. It does not hide recruitment behind euphemisms, and it does not need commissions or financial dependency. It openly invites people into something worth sharing, gives them a real place to contribute, teaches them to teach, and equips them to build communities of their own.

The network grows because participation creates capacity, capacity creates service, service creates trust, trust creates belonging, and belonging gives people something they genuinely want to share.

The greatest success is not building a larger pyramid. It is building a wider field of people who know how to care for one another and carry that capacity outward.

Goodness grows when it is shared.

The Goodwill Flywheel

A mature network develops a self-reinforcing cycle:

	People participate.
	They experience something meaningful.
	They form relationships.
	They contribute.
	They become more capable.
	They invite others.
	New people participate.
	New circles form.
	New leaders emerge.
	More activities become possible.
	The community becomes more valuable.
	More people discover it.
	The cycle repeats.


This is the goodwill equivalent of a growth engine. Its fuel is not money. Its fuel is human connection, meaningful activity, trust, learning, service, and the desire to pass something good forward.

The Spiritual Principle: Goodness Multiplies by Being Shared

At the deepest level, the model rests on a simple principle: goodness grows when it is shared.

A candle does not become poorer when it lights another candle. A teacher does not lose knowledge by teaching. A gardener does not diminish a seed by giving it away. A meal becomes more meaningful when it is shared. A song becomes more powerful when others learn it. A community becomes stronger when its members help other people find belonging.

This principle gives the organization a different answer to the question of growth. Expansion is not the enlargement of an institution for its own sake. Expansion is the multiplication of people's capacity to care, create, learn, serve, and belong.

The organization exists not to extract value from its members but to multiply value among its members and throughout the surrounding community.

Every Member Becomes a Seed of Community

There is no reason that a multi-level structure must belong exclusively to commerce. One person connecting another person to a larger network is simply a form of social organization. The decisive question is what moves through the connections and what the levels are for.

A goodwill network can have mentors, local leaders, regional organizers, circles, chapters, councils, and deliberate systems for multiplication. It can actively invite new members. It can seek growth. It can teach people how to create new communities. What it rejects is the assumption that the person at the next level exists primarily to generate value for the person above them.

Instead, each person becomes a seed of community. One person welcomes another. A few people form a circle. Circles become neighborhoods. Neighborhoods become communities. Communities become a movement. Throughout the process, what is multiplied is not money but goodwill.

The ultimate measure is not, "How much did I make from the people I brought into the organization?" It is: "How many people became more capable of making life better for other people because they became part of this community?"

That is membership growth with a soul. It does not hide recruitment behind euphemisms, and it does not need commissions or financial dependency. It openly invites people into something worth sharing, gives them a real place to contribute, teaches them to teach, and equips them to build communities of their own.

The network grows because participation creates capacity, capacity creates service, service creates trust, trust creates belonging, and belonging gives people something they genuinely want to share.

The greatest success is not building a larger pyramid. It is building a wider field of people who know how to care for one another and carry that capacity outward.


Goodness grows when it is shared.



Roots 6

The Commons Before Kings

Shared land, shared water, and the long, stubborn work of keeping them open for everyone.


The earth as a common table

For most of human history, no one owned the whole world. A family tended a plot, but the pasture, the forest, the river, and the hunting ground belonged to everyone who lived beside them and depended on them. Each person had a claim. Each person had a duty. A commons was not a free-for-all. It was a promise: this belongs to us together, and we will see that it lasts.

Every great tradition says it in its own tongue. The Hebrew scriptures put it on the lips of God: the land is mine, and you are strangers and guests with me. The Church Fathers said the earth was made for all, and that the bread a rich man hoards belongs to the hungry. The Tao says the Way of Heaven takes from what has too much and gives to what has too little. A commons is what those words look like when you lay them on a map.


Commons that outlived empires

People have kept commons alive for centuries, and some are still running.


	Commons	Where	The lesson

	The Water Tribunal	Valencia, Spain	Farmers who share irrigation canals elect their own judges. The court meets in public, Thursdays at noon, at the cathedral door. It has settled water disputes for centuries.

	The alpine meadows	Torbel, Switzerland	Villagers have governed their mountain pastures together for generations, with rules they wrote and kept themselves.

	The ahupua'a	Hawaii	Native Hawaiian communities shared the land in strips from mountain to sea, so every community had forest, field, fishpond, and shore.

	The Dish With One Spoon	Great Lakes	The Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe pictured a shared hunting ground as one dish with one spoon and no knife. Everyone eats. No one cuts another off.



None of them was perfect. All of them prove one great thing. Ordinary people can care for shared resources, over long ages, without a king and without a corporation, if they love the thing they share and write good rules together.


The poor man's living

Medieval England shows us how a commons fed the poor. A cottager with no land could still graze a cow on the common pasture, gather firewood and turf, glean the fields after harvest, cut reeds for his roof, and forage for nuts and berries. That was the margin between a hard winter and a hungry one.

In 1217, two years after Magna Carta, England issued a second charter, the Charter of the Forest, protecting ordinary people's right to pasture, wood, and forage. For generations the two were read together. One protected the barons. The other protected the poor.


The fences go up

Then came the fences. From the sixteenth century, and in a great wave from the eighteenth, landlords enclosed the commons. Open fields became private pasture. Cottagers lost their cow, their fire, and their gleaning. They were pushed into the wage, the poorhouse, or the road.

The poor did not go quietly. In April 1649, a small band led by Gerrard Winstanley marched up St. George's Hill in Surrey, dug the waste ground, and planted beans, parsnips, and carrots. They called themselves True Levellers. History calls them the Diggers. Winstanley was a Christian and a failed cloth merchant who believed the earth was made a common treasury for all. The landowners burned their huts and trampled their crops, and the colony was broken up within a year.

They lost the hillside. They won something larger. They left behind a picture no army could burn: ordinary people on common ground, planting food for one another in the name of God.


The scholar who saw what everyone missed

In 1968 a biologist named Garrett Hardin published an essay called "The Tragedy of the Commons." He pictured a pasture open to all, where every herder adds one more cow until the grass is gone. Many readers decided that commons must always fail.

Elinor Ostrom went to see for herself. She spent decades studying real commons: irrigation systems, forests, fisheries, and meadows around the world. What she found was a revelation. The commons that last are not free-for-alls. They have members, boundaries, and rules, and neighbors who look after each other. In 1990 she published Governing the Commons. In 2009 she became the first woman to win the Nobel Prize in Economics, for showing how communities govern what they share.

The commons that endured tended to share eight design principles. This book builds every one of them into the work.


	What lasting commons do	Where you will find it here

	Know who the members are and what the commons is	The Charter (chapter 24)

	Fit the rules to the real place and people	The weekly and yearly rhythm (chapter 8)

	Let those affected help make the rules	The circle and decisions by consent (chapter 6)

	Watch the commons together	The Goods Log and the forms (chapter 25)

	Respond to small breaches with small, fair steps	The Charter and the Risk Map (chapters 24 and 37)

	Settle conflicts quickly and close to home	The circle and the Clerk (chapter 6)

	Have the right to organize recognized	Incorporation (chapter 18)

	Nest small groups inside larger networks	The exchange network and the replication kit (chapters 30 and 36)



Hear what that means. A commons is no miracle. It is a craft, and it can be learned by anyone, in any neighborhood, starting with a handful of friends.


What this means for a church

A congregation already holds the raw materials: a building, a membership, a calendar, a table, and a tradition of giving. It needs only what the old commons had: a promise that some things belong to all of us together, and rules we write ourselves to keep that promise.

The next chapter shows that the church was born with that promise in its hands.

A prayer for the commonsLord of the field and the river, keep us from the fence that shuts out the hungry. Make us gleaners and sharers. Teach us to write good rules and keep them kindly. Hold the land, the water, and the bread in trust for every child. Amen.





Roots 7

The Common Table: From the Upper Room to Your Neighborhood

How the church, the lodges and granaries of China, and the mutual-aid halls of America carried the river down to us.


The edge of the field

The story of Christian sharing begins before Christ. The law of Israel told farmers to leave the corners of the field unharvested and to leave the fallen grain for the poor and the stranger. Every seventh year the land rested so the hungry could eat what grew on its own. In the book of Ruth, a foreign widow gleans behind the reapers and finds food, a family, and a place in the line of David.

That is the first mutual aid in our scripture: a field with an open edge. It is why this book has a gleaning program and a harvest table. We are only keeping the corners of the field.


The upper room

When the Spirit fell at Pentecost, the believers gathered into something that astonished the city. They broke bread in their homes, held their goods in common, and sold property to meet each other's needs. The book of Acts says there was not a needy person among them.

It was not always smooth. The same book records a quarrel over whether widows were receiving their fair share of the daily distribution. The apostles did not dismiss the complaint. They appointed seven trusted people to serve the tables. The first office the church created was an office of food.

When famine struck Judea, Paul gathered a collection from the churches of Greece and Asia Minor for the believers in Jerusalem. He gave them the old story of the manna for a rule: those who gathered much had nothing left over, and those who gathered little lacked nothing. Fairness, he said, is the point.


The fathers and the poor

The early church kept going. The Didache, one of the oldest Christian writings outside the Bible, tells believers to turn no one away who is in need, and to share everything with a brother and call nothing their own. Justin Martyr, writing around the middle of the second century, describes a Sunday collection kept for orphans, widows, the sick, prisoners, and strangers. Tertullian, near the end of that century, says the church's voluntary monthly gifts fed the poor, buried the dead, and looked after children and the aged. Around the year 251, the church in Rome supported some fifteen hundred widows and people in distress. A century later the pagan emperor Julian complained that the Christians fed not only their own poor but his.

The church grew in the Roman world because it did something the empire did not. It took care of people.


The desert and the cell

When the empire turned friendly to the church and wealth poured in, some believers walked into the Egyptian desert to recover the old way. Pachomius, around the year 320, gathered monks into communities of shared life. He called it koinonia, the Greek word for fellowship and common life. Basil of Caesarea built outside his city a great complex of hospice, hospital, and shelter for the poor and the sick. Benedict wrote in his Rule that all things should be common to all, and that every guest should be received as Christ.

The monasteries became the commons of the Middle Ages. They fed travelers, healed the sick, copied the books, tended gardens, and kept learning alive. Beguines in the Low Countries and Franciscans in Italy carried the same fire into the towns.

The Lord's own test has never changed. I was hungry and you fed me. I was a stranger and you took me in. I was naked and you clothed me. Whatever you did for the least of these, you did for me.


The lodges, the granaries, and the vow

The same river ran through China. In the second century, the Celestial Masters, a Taoist movement, set up lodges of righteousness along the roads where travelers could take food freely. The Taoist vision of Great Peace taught that the earth's goods were meant to be shared. Chinese Buddhist temples ran fields of compassion that fed the poor and healed the sick, and kept the Inexhaustible Treasury, which took in gifts and gave out relief. In the early fifth century, Huiyuan and his companions made their vow at Mount Lu.

In the eleventh century, the statesman Fan Zhongyan set aside land near Suzhou whose harvest supported his poorer relatives with grain, clothing, and help for weddings and funerals. In 1076 the Lu family wrote a community compact that bound neighbors to encourage virtue, correct faults, honor one another, and help in misfortune. In the twelfth century, the great teacher Zhu Xi promoted community granaries that stored grain in good years to lend in bad ones.

When the White Lotus communities shared food and income, they were walking a road that Taoists, Buddhists, and village elders had already laid. The East and the West came to the same table.


The river reaches America

In 1787, in Philadelphia, two Black Christians, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, founded the Free African Society, a mutual-aid association that collected dues and cared for widows, orphans, the sick, and the dead. When yellow fever swept Philadelphia in 1793 and the wealthy fled, its members stayed and nursed the sick and buried the dead. From that fellowship came the Black church, which for generations was the bank, the school, the burial society, and the safety net of its people.

Chinese immigrants brought benevolent associations and rotating credit circles across the Pacific, so that no laborer on a distant shore would be left to die alone. In 1844, twenty-eight weavers opened a small cooperative shop in Rochdale, England, and gave the world the modern cooperative. In 1902 the geographer Peter Kropotkin published Mutual Aid, arguing that cooperation is as natural to living things as competition. In 1933 Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin began the Catholic Worker, opening houses of hospitality in the midst of the Depression.

In 1935 the nation passed Social Security. In 1972 it created Supplemental Security Income, which began paying benefits in 1974. These were great steps. But millions of people still live on a check that does not cover a month, and the safety net still has holes. That is where this book begins its work. We stand where Allen and Jones, Pachomius and Basil, the Celestial Masters and the lotus fellowships stood: in the gap between what a person needs and what the system gives.


The charge

Seven lessons come out of this history. Each one is built into the rest of the book.


	The lesson	Where you will find it

	Leave the corner of the field open	Gleaning and the Harvest Table (chapters 4 and 40)

	Hold what we can in common	Seeds, goods, and tools (chapters 3 and 5)

	Store in the good years for the lean ones	Cold storage and the pantry (chapters 42 and 46)

	Receive every stranger as Christ	Meals and hospitality (chapter 4)

	Make mutual aid a family and not a handout	The circle and the exchange network (chapters 5 and 30)

	Write good rules together	The Charter and governance (chapters 6 and 24)

	Grow by service, not by taking	The Goodwill Network (Roots 5)



You are not starting something new. You are picking up something very old, carried by many hands, and you are not carrying it alone.

For further reading


	Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons (1990).

	Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1902).

	Barend J. ter Haar, The White Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History (1992).

	Yingcong Dai, The White Lotus War: Rebellion and Suppression in Qing China (2019).

	Susan Naquin, Millenarian Rebellion in China: The Eight Trigrams Uprising of 1813 (1976).

	Peter Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto (2008).

	Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell (2009).

	Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness (1952).

	The Didache, the Rule of Benedict, and the book of Acts.



A closing blessingYou come from a long line of people who set a place at the table for someone they did not have to feed. Go and do likewise. The river is behind you and the harvest is ahead. Amen.





Part I
The Foundation
Why a commons, and how a small church begins.




Chapter 1

The Neighborhood Commons: Philosophy, Practice, and First Steps

A church, a neighborhood, and the shared life between them.

A community commons is a shared set of places, relationships, and practical resources that local people use, care for, and shape together. For a small church, creating one does not mean building a new hall or launching expensive programs. It means opening what you already have, listening to your neighbors, and steadily making the church's assets available for the common good.

This chapter gives the foundation for everything else in the book. It says what a commons is, why it matters, what it does to the people who build it, and how a small congregation can begin with a table, a pot of coffee, and a weekly open door. The later chapters supply the machinery: seed libraries, bees, gleaning, legal forms, benefit rules. This one supplies the reason.


The Bench at the Edge of the World

There is a bench in a small neighborhood park. It is weathered wood with iron arms and a plaque too faded to read. On any afternoon someone is sitting on it. An old man reads a newspaper. A mother nurses an infant while her toddler digs in the dirt. Two teenagers share earbuds. A woman in a hijab sits beside a man in a veteran's cap. They say nothing to each other for an hour, and the silence is a kind of conversation.

The bench is not a product. Nobody pays to sit on it. It is not a service delivered by the state, though the state maintains the park. It is not a private living room, though the same faces return day after day. It is a commons: a shared place, held in common, governed by unwritten rules of civility, belonging to everyone and so to no one in particular. In its quiet way it is one of the most spiritually significant places in the neighborhood.

A park bench, a community garden, a tool library, a shared kitchen, a patch of wild land: each is an ancient idea that has become countercultural. To build one is to make a claim about human nature, about the good life, and about what neighbors owe each other. It is also a spiritual practice. It is a way of meeting the sacred through ordinary things, of building the conditions for love, and of resisting the isolation that defines so much of modern life.


The Enclosure of Everything

For most of human history the commons was a material fact, not a nostalgic ideal. In medieval England, common land was open to villagers for grazing, foraging, and gathering wood. In many Indigenous cultures land was held collectively, as a web of relationships and duties rather than as property. The village green, the town square, the market, and the church steps were places where people met as neighbors, not as buyers and sellers.

Then came enclosure. From the fifteenth century, and faster through the eighteenth and nineteenth, common lands in England were fenced, privatized, and absorbed into large estates. The costs were economic: dispossession, migration, a landless working class. They were also spiritual. Historians such as E. P. Thompson showed that enclosure destroyed more than land use. It broke up a way of life organized around mutual obligation and shared place.

We live now in an age of enclosure of a new kind. Gated communities. Privatized public space. Platforms that monetize every interaction. A "sharing economy" that is often only an app-based rental market. Even attention is fenced, packaged by algorithms, and sold. The result is a deep loneliness. Sociologist Robert Putnam named it the collapse of social capital. Philosopher Byung-Chul Han calls ours a burnout society. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, writing from a Nazi prison, described a "world come of age" in which God is pushed to the margins, and the neighbor with him.

The neighborhood commons answers enclosure. It refuses to let every space be commodified, every relationship monetized, every moment optimized. It claims that some things must be held in common, not because private property is evil, but because human flourishing needs a third space between the market and the state, between the individual and the collective, between the home and the stranger.


What a Commons Is

A commons is not simply public space. Public space belongs to the state and is open to all, but it is often impersonal and watched. A commons is not simply community either. Communities can be closed, insular, and wary of outsiders. A commons is more specific: a shared resource, governed by shared norms, sustained by shared practice, and open to those who commit to its care.

The word historically meant land or resources shared by a community and not controlled for private profit: a pasture, a water source, a meeting ground, a forest. A modern community commons applies the idea more widely. It can take five forms, and a healthy one usually has several at once.


	Kind of commons	What it is	Examples

	Physical	Places people can use together	A welcoming room, kitchen, lawn, garden, playground, library corner

	Social	Relationships of trust among neighbors	People who know one another, exchange help, and share responsibility

	Material	Things made available through sharing rather than ownership alone	Food, tools, books, clothing, seeds, technology, meeting space

	Knowledge	Skills and wisdom that circulate	Tutoring, repair know-how, gardening experience, job-search help, local memory

	Spiritual and moral	Shared practices of care	Hospitality, prayer, mourning, celebration, reconciliation, service



The essential feature is not that everything is free or that no rules apply. A commons needs stewardship. It depends on people agreeing that certain goods should be protected from neglect, hoarding, exclusion, and purely commercial treatment. It is neither plain charity nor a facility-rental program. It is a shared field of life where people contribute what they can and receive what they need with dignity.

The political economist Elinor Ostrom, who won the Nobel Prize for her work on shared resources, spent a career studying fisheries, forests, irrigation systems, and grazing lands. She found that commons are not doomed to the "tragedy" that Garrett Hardin predicted. When communities have clear boundaries, shared rules, graduated responses to rule-breaking, and accessible ways to settle disputes, they manage shared resources well for generations. Her work rebukes the idea that people are only self-interested maximizers and that privatization or state control are the only options.

But a commons is more than an economic arrangement. It is a philosophy of personhood. It assumes we are not isolated individuals who happen to live near each other, but social creatures whose identities form in relation to others. It assumes freedom is not the absence of constraint but the presence of meaningful relationship. It assumes care is not a burden but a vocation. Hannah Arendt wrote of a "space of appearance," the public realm where people see and are seen, speak and are heard, and become fully human. A neighborhood commons is that space on a small scale: the retiree and the teenager, the immigrant and the native-born, the homeowner and the renter, meeting as persons and not as categories. The writer Wendell Berry describes community as the mental and spiritual condition of knowing that a place is shared, and that the people who share it define and limit each other's lives.


Ostrom's Design Principles, Applied to a Church Commons

Ostrom identified features shared by long-lasting commons. They give a congregation a practical test for its own design.


	Principle	In a church commons

	Clear boundaries: who may use the resource, and what the resource is	Say what the commons includes (the hall on Tuesdays, the back lot, the tool shed) and who is welcome (everyone, under a short code of conduct)

	Rules fit local conditions	Let neighbors help write the rules. A rule for a garden in a dry climate is not a rule for a basement tool library

	People affected by the rules help make them	Monthly circle; rotating leadership; decisions by consent

	Monitoring by people who belong to the community	Volunteers who use the space also check it: the fridge, the shed, the logs

	Graduated responses to rule-breaking	A kind word first, then a conversation, then a pause, and only last a ban

	Cheap, quick ways to settle disputes	A three-step process: the two people, then the coordinator, then a small committee (chapter 31)

	Outside authorities respect the community's right to organize	Keep the church board, insurer, landlord, and city informed and on side

	Larger commons nested inside smaller ones	A neighborhood commons inside a congregation inside a regional network (Part VII)




The Spiritual Value of the Commons

If the philosophy of the commons is about how we live together, its spirituality is about how we meet the sacred together. Every tradition has its own language for this. The Hebrew Bible speaks of the sabbath, a shared day of rest when land and people are released from productive labor. The New Testament speaks of koinonia: fellowship, sharing, communion. Islam speaks of the ummah, the community bound by faith and mutual care. Buddhism speaks of the sangha, the community of practice and the refuge of shared awakening. Indigenous traditions speak of a web of kinship that includes land, water, animals, and ancestors.

All of them hold that the sacred is met in community more than in solitude, that the spiritual life is a shared practice, and that nobody saves themselves alone. A neighborhood commons can be secular in form and still not be spiritually empty. The sacred can show up unannounced. It cultivates six values in particular.


	Hospitality. The commons says to the stranger: you belong here. You are not an interruption but a gift. This is the spirituality of Abraham, who welcomed three strangers by the oaks of Mamre and found he was entertaining angels, and of the Benedictine rule, which tells monks to receive every guest as Christ. A commons trains hospitality because it asks us to share space with people we did not choose.

	Presence. No screen, no algorithm, no curated profile: only another person in the flesh. Simone Weil called attention "the rarest and purest form of generosity." The commons is a school of attention.

	Mutual care. We practice noticing. We notice when the elderly neighbor has not come to the garden, when the child is crying, when the bench needs repair. This is the spirituality of the Good Samaritan, who saw the wounded man and did not pass by, and of the bodhisattva, who vows to postpone rest until all beings are free.

	Patience. A commons is not efficient. It needs meetings, negotiations, compromises. It asks us to listen to people who are wrong or tedious or irritating, and to forgive and be forgiven. This is the mustard seed, which grows slowly into a tree where the birds of the air nest.

	Joy. The commons is where we gather for potlucks and festivals, mark births and deaths, sing, dance, and tell stories. This is the banquet, the feast, the wedding at Cana: abundance, grace, the plain goodness of being alive together.

	Justice. The commons shares power and distributes resources. The poor are not pushed to the margins. The disabled are not left out. The voices of the marginalized are amplified. This is the spirituality of the prophets and of the Magnificat, which says the lowly are lifted up and the hungry filled with good things.




Beyond Charity: Participants, Not Consumers

Modern economic life teaches us to see ourselves as consumers. If something is needed, buy it. If it breaks, replace it. If someone needs help, hire someone. If we are lonely, buy an experience. The commons offers another model: participation instead of consumption.

A person does not just receive from the commons. They become part of it. Someone contributes tomatoes. Someone preserves them. Someone distributes them. Someone cooks a community meal. Someone washes the dishes. Someone teaches children how tomatoes grow. No contribution has to equal another. A community grows poor when everything is measured only in dollars. Time has value. Attention has value. Care, knowledge, presence, hospitality, and wisdom have value. A neighbor who spends an afternoon mending another's fence has given something real even if no money moves. So has a grandmother teaching children to preserve vegetables, a gardener saving seed, a person who sits with a lonely neighbor.

Mutual aid as a spiritual practice

Mutual aid is usually described in practical terms: people helping each other meet needs. It also has a spiritual side. It challenges the illusion of radical individualism. We enter the world dependent on others. We receive language, knowledge, and food from others, and from countless people whose names we will never know: farmers, builders, teachers, caregivers, sanitation workers, doctors, cooks. Human life is already a commons. The community only makes that fact conscious.

To help another person is then not only charity. It is recognition: your life is connected to mine, your dignity does not depend on your productivity, you are not merely a customer, employee, or taxpayer, you are my neighbor. Compassion becomes organized.

A web, not a ladder

Charity can set up a relationship between giver and recipient, with one person above the other. There is nothing wrong with generosity. But a commons can go further. The person who receives today may give tomorrow. The gardener may need help with a roof. The mechanic may need vegetables. The elderly neighbor may need a ride. The young family may have little money and plenty of time and strength. The person with tools may lack garden knowledge, and the person with garden knowledge may lack tools. The community becomes a web, not a ladder. Nobody stands permanently above or below anyone else. That preserves reciprocal dignity.

An extended household

A household shares a kitchen, tools, food, books, furniture, perhaps a garden. The commons extends that outward without asking anyone to give up private property or independence. Private homes stay private. Families stay families. But a garden is tended together, a tool library lends equipment, a seed library circulates seed, a kitchen supports shared meals, a pantry redistributes surplus, and a meeting space holds classes, celebrations, and decisions. This is neither communal ownership of everything nor total individualism. It is a middle path between isolation and collectivization, and it asks only that we see private life as part of a larger social ecology.


Food, Gardens, and Seeds as Spiritual Institutions

The meal. Food has a place in every spiritual tradition. People gather around meals. Religions bless bread. Families celebrate at tables. Hospitality is a sacred duty in many cultures. A community meal is not only a nutrition program. It is fellowship. The table says what words cannot: there is room for you here. The rich and the poor sit together. The old and young talk. New residents meet old ones. People of different faiths meet without needing to agree on theology. The meal becomes a small sacrament of community.

The garden. Gardening reconnects people with cycles larger than themselves. Seed becomes plant, flower, fruit, and seed again. Leaves become compost, compost becomes soil, soil makes new life. The garden teaches that nothing exists alone: plants depend on soil, water, sunlight, microbes, insects, fungi, birds, and human care, and humans depend on plants. A child who plants a seed learns what no lecture can say. Growth takes time. Life needs care. Not everything can be forced. Some things must be tended, some pruned, some allowed to rest, some replanted. Some harvests fail and some unexpectedly flourish.

The seed library. A seed is an inheritance. It holds possibility. The person who saves a seed joins a chain that runs back to earlier generations and forward to ones not yet born. When a community saves and swaps seed it preserves memory as well as biology. A tomato seed may carry a garden from another generation. A bean may come from a family tradition. A flower may carry the memory of a place. The seed library teaches a rule that applies to knowledge, culture, and community: not everything valuable should be consumed. Some things must be kept so they can become the start of something else.


Ecology, Wealth, and Enough

The commons as an ecosystem. An ecosystem has no single organism at its center. It is a web of relationships: plants produce, animals consume, fungi decompose, pollinators connect species, microbes transform matter. No one does everything. A neighborhood works the same way. The gardener grows, the cook prepares, the carpenter repairs, the teacher teaches, the elder remembers, the young person brings energy, the mechanic fixes, the organizer coordinates, the artist makes beauty, the caregiver gives attention, the person with a truck hauls, and the person with a tiny yard grows herbs. The person with almost no material resources may hold extraordinary wisdom, kindness, or time. The community is resilient because its members have different kinds of abundance.

Redefining wealth. A rich neighborhood, in this view, is one where people know one another, children have safe places to play, elders are not forgotten, food can be shared, tools can be borrowed, seeds circulate, skills are taught, neighbors can ask for help without humiliation, gardens flourish, and people feel they belong somewhere. A person with ten thousand dollars and no community may be materially wealthy and socially poor. A person with modest means in a caring neighborhood holds wealth money cannot easily buy. The commons makes those forms of wealth visible.

The principle of enough. Consumer culture depends on endless expansion: more products, more upgrades, more storage. The commons asks: how much is enough? If ten households each need a specialized tool twice a year, perhaps they do not need ten tools. If five families have surplus produce, they need not each buy as much. If the neighborhood has a community kitchen, equipment can be shared. This does not abolish commerce. It makes room for cooperation to replace needless duplication. The result is not deprivation. It is sufficiency through sharing.

A sacred economy of relationship. The deepest economic question is not how much wealth we can produce, but what kind of relationships our economy produces. An economy can create abundance and loneliness together. It can add convenience and destroy skills. The commons does not abolish markets. It makes sure markets are not the only way people meet one another's needs. Commerce has its place. So do gifts, sharing, barter, volunteering, and shared stewardship. A healthy neighborhood holds all of them inside a larger moral ecology.


Trust Is the Real Currency

Money buys many things. It cannot buy community. A commons runs on social capital: the belief that others will mostly act in good faith, that shared resources will be respected, that disagreements can be settled, that personal property and community property are different things, that expectations are clear, and that nobody will be humiliated for taking part. It also needs a hard-headed truth: generosity is not the same as allowing exploitation. A commons needs both compassion and boundaries. Healthy community is not unlimited access to everything. It is shared stewardship governed by trust, transparency, responsibility, and consent.

The physical parts of a commons (garden, seed library, pantry, kitchen, tool library, book library, repair shop, meeting room, greenhouse, outdoor gathering place, free-exchange shelf, bulletin board) are secondary. The essential infrastructure is trust. The rest of this book spends many pages on gardens and ledgers. Do not mistake them for the point.


Why a Commons Matters Now

Many neighborhoods hold people who live near one another and do not know one another. They face isolation, rising costs, unstable work, food insecurity, gaps in child care, loneliness, a lack of affordable meeting space, and the erosion of informal support. At the same time, many churches own or lease buildings that sit unused outside worship times.

A community commons brings these facts together. It treats church property not only as an institutional asset but as a possible neighborhood resource. A fellowship hall can become a weekly meal site, a study room, a repair cafe, a parent gathering place, a small-business worktable, a tutoring site, or a home for recovery groups and local nonprofits. A lawn can become a garden, picnic area, free market, prayer garden, or event site.

The loneliness problem

The U.S. Surgeon General's 2023 advisory called loneliness an epidemic and reported that about half of American adults experience it. Loneliness is tied to heart disease, depression, dementia, and early death. It is a public health problem, not only a personal one. A commons is not a cure-all, but it is an antidote. Research keeps finding that social connection is among the strongest predictors of well-being, and that the quality of relationships matters more than their number. A commons makes room for what psychologist Sherry Turkle calls the conversation: slow, unscripted, face to face, and impossible to reproduce online.

Picture a community garden in a low-income neighborhood. It began as a vacant lot, a patch of blight. A group of neighbors, mostly older women, decided to plant collards, tomatoes, and sunflowers. They built raised beds, hauled water, pulled weeds, shared tools, seed, and stories. Over time the garden became a place where children learned to garden, teenagers found summer work, elders passed on what they knew, the officer on the beat stopped to talk, and the pastor held an Easter sunrise service. It did not end poverty or racism or violence. It created what those things cannot destroy: a web of relationships, a sense of belonging, a place where people knew each other's names. As one gardener said, we are not just growing vegetables, we are growing community.

A third place

Sociologists call a setting outside home and work, where people gather informally and belong without buying anything, a third place. Cafes, libraries, parks, and community centers often serve that role. A church can too, when it becomes visibly welcoming, accessible, and useful during the week and not only on Sunday.

A commons also differs from a one-time outreach event. Events can be good, but a commons becomes part of the neighborhood's rhythm. The same parents meet at a playgroup. The same gardeners tend beds. The same neighbors share meals, trade skills, borrow tools, and learn each other's names. Repeated contact builds the trust that makes mutual aid possible.

Small congregations should not see their size as a defect. A small church may lack money, staff, or polish. It often has something rarer: a building, a kitchen, continuity, roots, and people who know how to show up faithfully. A church with a dozen active members can convene neighbors, share a meal, hear local concerns, and become the place where people find common interests and gifts. One Presbyterian congregation with only twelve active members began by inviting neighbors to a meal and conversation, and the gathering helped residents name concerns and hopes they shared.


The Church's Role: Host, Steward, Convener

A church should not try to be the sole provider of every local need. That drains volunteers, breeds dependency, and turns a congregation into an overwhelmed social agency. The sustainable role is host, steward, and convener.

Host. The church gives people a place to gather safely at low cost. It offers clean bathrooms, tables, coffee or water, clear signs, and a warm welcome. Hospitality does not need expensive decor. It needs intention. A room with secondhand chairs, a coffee urn, a children's table, a bulletin board, good lighting, and regular open hours beats a lovely room that stays locked all week.

Steward. The church cares well for what it has received: property, volunteer energy, money, local relationships, and spiritual witness. Good stewardship means setting realistic limits, cleaning up after events, keeping spaces safe, protecting children and vulnerable adults, writing clear policies, and not promising what the church cannot sustain. It also means recognizing that the church's assets belong, in a moral sense, to a larger neighborhood purpose.

Convener. The church brings together people who would otherwise stay apart. It introduces the retired handyman to the single parent who needs a shelf fixed, the experienced gardener to the family that wants to grow food, the local teacher to children who need tutoring, and the neighborhood nonprofit to a congregation with spare space. This often does more than handing out goods. A healthy commons does not split people into helpers and the helped. It assumes everyone has gifts, knowledge, experience, and dignity. Someone who comes for a free meal may later cook. A person who borrows a tool may help run the shed. A parent at a clothing swap may become the one who keeps the children's corner welcoming.

The goal is not to make the church look generous. It is to create conditions in which neighbors practice mutual care. Asking only "How can we attract people to our services?" gives way to asking "What gifts, space, relationships, and resources has God placed in our care for the sake of this neighborhood?"


Begin With Listening, Not Programs

The most common mistake is deciding in advance what the neighborhood needs. A church may assume people need a food pantry, then learn that the urgent need is affordable meeting space, English practice, after-school tutoring, ride coordination, or a safe place for older adults to gather. Before beginning, spend several weeks listening.

Ask simple, open questions

Visit nearby homes. Introduce yourselves at local businesses. Talk with school staff. Attend neighborhood association meetings. Hold a casual listening meal. Ask:


	What do you value most about this neighborhood?

	What makes daily life hard here?

	What gifts and resources do people here already have?

	What is missing that would make this neighborhood stronger?

	What would make it easier for neighbors to know and help one another?

	How could this church building or property be useful to you?

	What would make you feel genuinely welcome here?



Tone matters. "What can we do for you?" can cast neighbors as passive recipients. Better questions invite people to name both needs and strengths. A neighborhood may already have skilled cooks, musicians, gardeners, grandparents, artists, repair workers, translators, teachers, and organizers. A commons makes those gifts visible and connects them.

Map what exists

After listening, make a simple asset map on paper or a wall chart.


	Area	Question	Examples

	Church assets	What space, equipment, skills, and time do we already have?	Kitchen, tables, lawn, printer, Wi-Fi, volunteers, parking

	Neighborhood gifts	Who has knowledge, skills, and relationships?	Teachers, gardeners, mechanics, artists, retirees, youth leaders

	Local partners	Who is already doing useful work?	Schools, libraries, food banks, clinics, nonprofits, neighborhood associations

	Immediate needs	What problem is repeated, local, and realistic to address?	Isolation, food cost, child care gaps, lack of meeting space, digital access

	Barriers	What would keep people away?	Transportation, language, disability access, distrust, schedules, child care



Choose one or two needs that are meaningful and manageable. A modest project kept up faithfully beats an ambitious program that collapses in three months. Small churches do better with a few sustainable practices than with many events that wear out the volunteers.


Low-Budget Commons Models

A small church does not need to build a community center. It can start with what it has. The best first project is simple, visible, recurring, and relational.

1. The weekly commons table

Set up an open gathering each week in the fellowship hall, entry area, or a shaded outdoor spot. Offer coffee, tea, water, simple snacks, tables, and a few posted community resources. Call it something plain: Neighborhood Table, Open Door Hour, Community Coffee, Tuesday Commons. The aim is not a lecture or recruitment into worship. It is a dependable place where people can talk, ask for help, share local news, and meet others.


	Use donated or existing coffee supplies.

	Ask members to bring simple snacks.

	Put up a free community bulletin board.

	Set a children's coloring table.

	Invite one or two volunteers to host each week.

	Keep a notebook titled "What our neighbors are asking for."



Consistency matters more than size. Two hours every Tuesday for six months builds more trust than a large, irregular event.

2. Shared meals and potlucks

Food creates connection without complex programming. Host a monthly low-cost or free neighborhood meal with the church kitchen, donated ingredients, and volunteer cooks: a potluck, soup supper, pancake breakfast, community barbecue, or "bring what you can" meal. Do not make the meal a transaction. Do not require proof of need, worship attendance, a sermon, or personal information. A brief welcome, an optional grace, and clear hospitality are right. Pressure is not. A meal can also be a listening forum: put cards on tables asking "What is one thing you love about this neighborhood?" or "What would you like to see happen here?" and collect the themes afterward.

3. A free pantry, little library, or sharing shelf

A simple outdoor or indoor sharing station gives immediate value. It might hold shelf-stable food, hygiene items, diapers, school supplies, socks, books, seeds, or seasonal clothing. Models include a "take what you need, leave what you can" pantry, a little free library, a seed library, a bulletin board for jobs, housing leads, rides, and events, a coat rack or children's clothing exchange, and a "blessing box" that adds a note of encouragement. Start modestly. Keep it clean and reliably stocked. A tidy, well-kept shelf says "we care" better than a big neglected pile.

4. A tool library and repair cafe

Many people need a ladder, drill, socket set, sewing machine, extension cord, or hedge trimmer too rarely to justify buying one. A church can collect donated tools, label them, and lend them on a sign-out sheet.


	Collect 10 to 20 durable, common tools.

	Use one locked closet or cabinet.

	Write a one-page borrowing agreement.

	Set fixed pickup and return hours.

	Ask borrowers to return tools clean and report damage.

	Invite handy members to inspect and maintain the collection.



A monthly repair cafe pairs well with it. Volunteers help fix small appliances, bicycles, clothing, toys, lamps, and furniture. The aim is to teach skills and cut waste as much as to save money. The person whose lamp is mended may learn to replace a cord, and the repairer becomes known as a neighbor, not a service provider.

5. A garden and outdoor commons

If the church has even a small patch of usable land, a garden can be a powerful commons. Raised beds can be built from donated lumber, recycled containers, or cheap materials. It can grow vegetables, herbs, pollinator flowers, or plants meaningful to neighbors. A garden gives food, gives adults and children a shared project, gives people a reason to visit regularly, beautifies an unused corner, makes church property feel alive during the week, and supports classes in gardening, composting, cooking, and seed saving. Do not begin with a garden that needs more labor than you have. Start with several beds, a water plan, a simple schedule, and a clear harvest agreement. Let neighbors help write the rules. One bed may be open for shared harvest, another tended by a family, another grown for community meals. Outdoor space can be opened in other cheap ways too: picnic tables, shade, a walking path, a small prayer garden, a play area.

6. Skill-sharing and practical learning

A commons treats knowledge as something that circulates. Host short, practical workshops taught by members and neighbors. Teachers do not need credentials for every topic. They need enough experience to share responsibly. Topics: basic home repair, bicycle maintenance, sewing and mending, budget cooking, gardening and composting, resumes and job applications, digital literacy, English conversation, basic financial organization, kitchen herbs and safe herbal gardening, parenting support, grief support and end-of-life planning, music, art, storytelling, local history. Use a "neighbors teaching neighbors" model. Offer the room, chairs, simple publicity, and donated supplies. Ask each participant what they could teach next time.

7. Affordable meeting space

Small nonprofits, recovery meetings, parent groups, youth clubs, mutual-aid networks, tutoring groups, and neighborhood associations often struggle to find an affordable room. A church can offer one free or cheaply. This may be among the most effective forms of support because the church does not have to run every program. It makes space for people already doing good work. Set clear policies on scheduling, access, safety, alcohol and substance use, cleanup, building security, fees if any, and insurance. If a group cannot pay, ask for labor, cleanup, garden help, or some other shared stewardship instead of money.


The Drum Circle and the Potluck

Some of the oldest ways of building community are also the simplest: make music together and share food. A drum circle and potluck need no big budget and no special equipment. Nobody has to share a religion, a politics, an age, or a culture. A person can bring a homemade dish, a store-bought one, a bowl of fruit, or only themselves. Someone brings a drum. Someone brings a shaker. Someone claps. Someone who has never played simply listens. The meal becomes a commons of food, the circle a commons of rhythm, and together they make a commons of belonging.

The ancient habit of gathering

Long before modern entertainment people gathered around fire, food, song, movement, and rhythm. They sang while working, drummed at celebrations, danced at weddings, shared meals, told stories, marked seasons, celebrated births, and mourned deaths. The modern neighborhood can recover some of that simplicity without copying anyone else's sacred traditions. The point is a universal human capacity: people come together through rhythm and food. A drum circle and potluck are two doors into one experience. One opens through sound, the other through taste.

The potluck as generosity

A potluck is one of the simplest forms of community economics. Instead of one person providing everything, each brings something: chili, cornbread, salad, fruit, dessert, tea, paper plates. Someone brings nothing because they could not, and that person is still welcome. The potluck must never become a test of economic capacity. Its philosophy is not "everyone must bring something of equal value." It is "everyone is invited to take part in whatever way they reasonably can." Someone has money but little time. Someone has time but little money. Someone has a garden. Someone cooks well. Someone cannot cook but can set up tables. Someone can only bring conversation and friendship. A real community makes room for all of it.

Food is a language of hospitality. Many households bring their traditions to one table: a casserole, rice and beans, a dish from a cultural heritage, a vegetarian recipe, something learned from a grandmother. The table becomes a living map of the neighborhood. Every dish has a history. Share food traditions with respect, offered by people who wish to share them, not treated as entertainment or curiosities. The message is: this means something to me, and I am glad to share it with you.

The drum circle

The circle is democratic. Nobody needs to be a musician. A hand drum works. A bucket works. Clapping works. Shakers work. Hands tapping knees work. The circle needs listening, not perfection. A drum circle works because people hear each other. If everyone plays as loud as possible without listening, the rhythm turns to noise. When people listen, patterns emerge. Someone sets a pulse. Another answers. Someone leaves space. Someone adds a variation. The group finds a beat. It is a picture of community: not everyone making the same sound, but different people learning to listen.

The shape matters. Rows put people behind one another. A stage puts performers in front of an audience. A circle puts people beside one another. There is no front, and no one has to be the center. A facilitator can set the first rhythm, explain a few guidelines, and keep the space welcoming, but the music belongs to the group. A circle says: we are taking part together. It also gently undoes status. There is no VIP table. The expert drummer need not dominate. The fine cook is no more important than the person who brought napkins. The wealthy neighbor does not become the leader by default. The quiet person is not invisible.

Making it work


	Invite plainly. "Bring a drum, shaker, percussion instrument, or simply yourself. No musical experience necessary. Come listen, play, share food, and meet your neighbors."

	Choose an order. Food first lets conversation warm the room before the music. Rhythm first breaks the stiffness of strangers meeting. Both work.

	Keep it regular. A monthly rhythm builds trust: for example, first Saturday at 4:00 setup, 4:30 potluck, 5:30 drum circle, 6:15 open conversation and cleanup, 6:30 close. Reliability creates trust.

	Keep cost low. Folding tables, chairs, cheap percussion, serving utensils, reusable dishes, water, trash and recycling bins, and a covered space are enough. Borrow what you can. The first gathering can be food, drums, blankets, and neighbors.

	Start a drum library. Hand drums, frame drums, shakers, tambourines, bells, wood blocks, and rhythm sticks, donated or lent, so no one must buy an instrument to join.

	Facilitate lightly. Listen to the group, do not overpower others, leave space, welcome beginners, honor requests for quiet, allow different styles, remember the purpose is taking part.

	Include everyone. People who cannot play a drum can clap, shake, tap a table, or listen. Some find loud sound hard, so build in quiet stretches and seats away from the center. The aim is not identical participation but meaningful inclusion.

	Be a good neighbor. Outdoors, check local noise rules and hours, parking, weather, lighting, restrooms, sanitation, child supervision, and safe food handling.



Silence is part of the music

A steady sound with no space is tiring. The pause gives the next sound meaning. Community is the same: people need conversation and listening, celebration and quiet, activity and rest. A facilitator can invite the group to soften the rhythm until everyone is silent, then begin again. That turns the circle from entertainment into a shared contemplative practice. A Christian may feel joyful fellowship. A Buddhist may value the attentiveness. A Taoist may notice the movement between sound and silence. A secular guest may simply enjoy the music. One activity holds many meanings.

A short opening and a moment of gratitude

A gathering tied to a spiritual community can open briefly: "May everyone who enters this circle be welcomed. May the food before us nourish our bodies. May the rhythm unite our attention. May we listen to one another. May friendship grow among us. May this gathering contribute to peace in our neighborhood." Before eating, pause to thank everyone who contributed: those who set up tables, brought chairs and drums, cooked, washed dishes, welcomed newcomers, or simply came. Gratitude teaches a community to see invisible work.

Children and elders

Children are members, not an audience. They can decorate tables, make simple instruments, arrange chairs, play in the rhythm, bring simple foods, and serve. Older people are contributors, not only guests. They may know songs, recipes, neighborhood history, and stories of earlier gatherings. A neighborhood should not keep throwing its history away. The elder who tells a story at the table becomes part of the community's living archive.

From celebration to mutual aid

A potluck and drum circle may start as a party. But the relationships they build become the base for mutual aid. Once people know each other it is easier to say: does anyone have a ladder I can borrow? Does anyone know how to repair this? Does anyone have spare tomato seedlings? Can someone help me move something? Is there an elderly neighbor who needs help? Celebration makes relationships, relationships make trust, and trust makes mutual aid possible. Joy itself is infrastructure. Community work can exhaust people if it only faces problems: hunger, poverty, isolation, housing, aging. A commons also needs reasons to gather when nothing is wrong, such as that it is Saturday, the weather is good, there is music, and the neighbors are there.


The Soup Kitchen: A Sacred Practice and a Practical Guide

There is a pot of soup simmering in a church basement in nearly every city. Lentil, vegetable barley, or a minestrone made of whatever the grocery donated that week. Volunteers rotate through on Tuesday evenings. It may have fed tens of thousands: the unhoused, the recently evicted, elders on fixed incomes, parents who skipped dinner so their children could eat, the lonely, the lost, and people who only needed a warm bowl and a place to sit.

That pot is not a business and not a government program, and it is not charity in the condescending sense. It is a commons: a shared resource, kept up by shared labor, governed by shared norms, open to all. Starting a soup kitchen is a logistical task with a kitchen, a food supply, volunteers, permits, insurance, and money. Beneath the logistics is a claim about human dignity, a practice of hospitality, and a refusal of the isolation and inequality of modern life.

What a soup kitchen is

A food pantry gives out uncooked food that recipients prepare at home. It serves people with kitchens, storage, and the ability to cook. A soup kitchen serves ready-to-eat meals. It reaches people with no cooking facilities: people who are homeless, living in single-room hotels, or without utilities, and people too tired or ill to cook. But it is more than a meal. It is a place where someone ignored all day is greeted by name, handed a bowl, and invited to sit with others. The isolation of poverty is broken, if only for an hour.

The philosophy rests on the conviction that food is not a privilege, that every person deserves to eat, that a community owes care to its most vulnerable members, and that feeding someone is an act of love. The roots are old. Isaiah says the fast God chooses is to share bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house. The Gospel of Matthew has Jesus say, "I was hungry and you gave me food." The Qur'an tells believers to feed the hungry and care for the orphan. The Buddha taught that generosity is the first of the perfections. Every tradition knows feeding the hungry is not optional.

Plan before you buy a pot

A kitchen that lasts forty years was planned. One that burns out in six months ran on enthusiasm alone. Answer these first:


	Will you serve hot meals only, or also clothing, hygiene kits, or information on other services?

	Will you serve anyone who comes, or focus on families, veterans, or people who are homeless?

	Will you open daily or weekly? How many people can you serve?

	What do you already have: a kitchen, volunteers, a van for pickups, dry storage, relationships with businesses and congregations?



Be realistic. One meal a week kept up for years beats five meals a week for two months and a collapse. The most important resource is people. With five committed volunteers you can start. With fifty you can grow. You need a core who will show up week after week and recruit others.

Legal home

Most soup kitchens are 501(c)(3) nonprofits. That makes them eligible for tax-deductible gifts, grants, and partnerships with regional food banks. Forming one takes time and money: articles of incorporation, bylaws, a board, and an application to the IRS on Form 1023 or the shorter 1023-EZ. Filing fees have been published at $275 for the short form and $600 for the full form; check the current amounts, and expect review to take weeks to months. To start serving at once, operate under an existing nonprofit or church as fiscal sponsor. Many churches and community centers will provide legal and financial cover while you build capacity. It is the fastest and cheapest start. (Chapter 18 covers incorporation in detail.)

Location matters. Choose a spot near public transit and near people who need the meals, in a space already set up for food. The cheapest option is to share a licensed kitchen that sits idle part of the week at a church, school, or community center. You still carry your own insurance and follow health codes, but you avoid the largest start-up cost. If no space is available, a mobile operation can cook in a licensed commissary kitchen and serve at several sites, though it costs more to start.

Permits, certification, and insurance


	Health department permit. Expect a floor plan, a fee, and an inspection of storage temperatures, handwashing, clean surfaces, and cross-contamination controls. Some places have simpler categories for charitable feeding, such as an application, proof of exemption, and an inspection-frequency form. Some require a permit for serving meals outdoors. Ask your local department what applies.

	Food handler certification. Most places require at least one certified person on site during preparation. ServSafe is the best-known program. Many health departments offer free or cheap training to charities. Send one person to the course and have them present at every service.

	Insurance. General liability, product liability for the food, and volunteer accident cover. A fiscal sponsor or host may cover you under its policy. Confirm it in writing. Independent basic coverage has been quoted at roughly $500 to $2,000 a year depending on scale and place.

	The Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act (42 U.S.C. 1791). This federal law protects donors and nonprofit recipients from most liability when food is donated and distributed in good faith. It does not cover gross negligence or intentional misconduct, so keep basic records and handle food safely.



Spiritual intention does not replace practical duty. If we say we care for people, we must care enough to prepare food safely.

Getting food for almost nothing

Food is the biggest expense for most kitchens, and most of it can be sourced free or cheap. USDA estimates that 30 to 40 percent of the U.S. food supply goes uneaten. Much is edible: surplus, near its date, or cosmetically imperfect.


	Food rescue. Introduce yourself to produce and bakery managers at grocery stores. Ask whether you can collect what they would discard. Set a regular pickup, show up when you say, bring your own boxes, and be gracious. These relationships become the backbone of supply. Apps such as Olio and Too Good To Go connect surplus to takers, and regional food banks (the Feeding America network) supply bulk food to meal programs.

	Gleaning and gardens. A kitchen joined to a garden and a gleaning program has a living supply. Chapters 39 to 43 cover this.

	Cook what comes. Plan menus around what is available, not what you wish you had.



Vegetarian meals are almost always cheaper. A lentil soup or vegetable stew scales from ten servings to a hundred at little extra cost. Beans, rice, pasta, potatoes, seasonal vegetables, and donated bread carry a menu. Soup is ideal: many cheap ingredients become one nourishing dish, each keeps its character and adds to the whole, a fit symbol for a diverse neighborhood. Published guidance puts a workable per-serving cost between $1 and $2 with donated food and bulk staples. A pot of soup, a batch of rice, and a tray of cornbread can feed a hundred people for under $100 if the ingredients are donated. Treat those figures as estimates and test them in your own market.

The kitchen

If you share a church kitchen you may have most of what you need. To equip a basic kitchen for 100 to 200 meals a session you need: large stock pots (20 gallons or more), sheet and roasting pans, a range or several portable burners, reach-in refrigerators and freezers plus dry shelving, cutting boards, knives, bowls, measuring tools, chafing dishes or steam tables, ladles, serviceware, a three-compartment sink or access to one, dish supplies, and handwashing stations. Used equipment from restaurant auctions and liquidations cuts costs sharply. Published estimates put smallwares at $1,000 to $3,000 and a new commercial range at $2,000 to $10,000.

Any shared-kitchen agreement should be in writing and should state which days and hours you have access, what equipment you may use, who cleans and maintains, how utilities and supplies are handled, what insurance each party carries, and how the agreement can end. Have a lawyer review it before you sign.

Volunteers: the heart of the operation

Even with one or two paid staff, a soup kitchen runs on volunteers. Recruit from congregations, neighborhood associations, colleges, corporate volunteer programs, service clubs, social media, and word of mouth. Personal invitation works best: "We are starting a soup kitchen. Will you help?" Be clear about the ask. A shift runs two to four hours. Some volunteers come monthly, some weekly. Some cook, serve, clean, greet, or pick up food. There is a role for everyone, including people who cannot stand long.

Train every volunteer in handwashing, safe food handling (temperature, cross-contamination, storage), hygienic serving, treating guests with dignity, and what to do in an emergency (fire, medical, conflict). A short volunteer manual with job descriptions and safety rules is worth the time.

Retention is harder than recruitment. Keep shifts to two to four hours. Build community with volunteer gatherings and shared meals. Thank people sincerely and often. Give them ownership and leadership. Offer flexible roles: one-time, seasonal, drop-in. Even a part-time volunteer coordinator makes a large difference.

The meal: a culture of hospitality

A soup kitchen is not a feeding trough. It is a table. Create a warm space: tables with chairs, tablecloths if possible, flowers or a centerpiece, soft music. Sit with your guests and eat with them. Serve restaurant style where you can: volunteers bring plates to the table instead of making guests line up cafeteria style. It says you are a guest, not a number. Greet everyone with a smile. Learn names and preferences. Ask how people are, and wait for the answer. Many guests are lonely and unseen. Your table may be the only place someone is asked how they are and listened to.

Offer choices. Let guests choose what they eat, take seconds, and take food home if they have somewhere to keep it. The experience of poverty is often the experience of having no choices. The kitchen can restore choice. Do not force guests to explain themselves in public. Accommodate dietary needs when you realistically can. A community table does not ask whether someone has contributed enough to deserve a seat. For one meal, the table exists because the community decided people should be fed and welcomed. Eating the same basic meal also creates a quiet equality. Economic status matters less at the table.

Do not turn the meal into a counseling center unless you have trained people for that. But attention is one of the scarcest things a community can give. Being recognized by name can mean a great deal to someone who is isolated. Avoid a culture where volunteers see themselves as superior to guests. Someone may eat this week and volunteer next week. Someone with no money may give conversation. Invite contributions without making them conditions of the meal. Nobody ranks the cook above the dishwasher. Love often shows up in tasks no one applauds.

Money

Published estimates say a soup kitchen using an existing church hall and donated food can start for roughly $15,000, and a larger one with a commercial kitchen and staff may cost $50,000 or more. Treat these as ballparks.


	Start-up item	Typical range in the source guidance

	Kitchen equipment (used)	$1,000 to $5,000

	Smallwares and serviceware	$1,000 to $3,000

	Permits and licenses	$100 to $500

	Insurance (per year)	$500 to $2,000

	Initial food stock	$500 to $2,000

	Outreach and printing	$200 to $1,000



Ongoing costs: food at about $1 to $2 a meal with donated and bulk food, utilities of $100 to $500 a month, insurance, supplies of $200 to $500 a month, and part-time staff if any. A kitchen serving 100 meals a week might run on $10,000 to $20,000 a year; one serving 500 meals a week may need $50,000 to $100,000.

Funding comes from individual donors (the base of most budgets), grants (community foundations, United Way chapters, faith-based funds, and programs aimed at community kitchens and food security), local business sponsorships, benefit meals and concerts, in-kind gifts of food and professional services, and a fiscal sponsor who can receive gifts on your behalf from day one. Named programs in the source research include the Jacques Pepin Foundation's community kitchen grants and the Grubhub Community Fund's Full Plate microgrants. Programs open and close, so verify before you plan on them.

The spiritual practice of feeding

Feeding people teaches patience: not everyone will say thank you, some guests will be difficult, and you cannot fix everyone's problems. It teaches that faithfulness matters more than results. We show up, cook, serve, and do it again next week, and in that repetition something holy happens. It teaches humility: we are not saviors, and we are one bad break from being the guest. It teaches joy, the particular joy of cooking for someone hungry and sitting with people who have nothing and discovering they have what matters. It teaches hope: that the hungry will be fed, the lonely befriended, and the stranger welcomed home.

Soup also describes how a commons runs. Seeds become garden, garden becomes harvest, harvest goes to the kitchen, the kitchen feeds the community, scraps become compost, compost becomes soil, and soil grows seed. Donate, prepare, share, connect, grow, harvest, donate. A kitchen tied to a garden, a seed library, and a gleaning program circulates resources instead of letting them sit alone.

The kitchen becomes the doorway to a larger community. A meal can also be good ground for interfaith fellowship. Different traditions have different teachings on food, hospitality, fasting, and feasting. Christians, Buddhists, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Taoists, Pagans, humanists, and others can cook together without giving up their beliefs. People find that cooperation does not need uniformity. Build the meal you can sustain, and do not promise the meal you cannot. A modest meal served faithfully can become a trusted institution.


A Practical First-Year Plan

This plan assumes a small congregation with limited funds, mostly volunteers, and an existing building or outdoor space.

Months 1 and 2: listen and discern


	Form a commons team of three to six dependable people.

	Walk the neighborhood and introduce yourselves to residents and businesses.

	Hold one listening meal or open house.

	Have 20 to 40 informal conversations.

	List the church's spaces, equipment, skills, and hours.

	Identify local partners: schools, libraries, nonprofits, neighborhood groups.

	Choose one first project based on what people name as useful.



Resist launching several projects. The church is learning how to be present.

Months 3 and 4: prepare a pilot


	Pick a predictable day and time, and one room or outdoor area.

	Make it safe, clean, and welcoming.

	Make simple signs and a one-page description.

	Set basic safety, child-protection, and building-use procedures.

	Recruit a small, rotating volunteer team.

	Set a modest budget and list in-kind gifts.



For example: a Tuesday evening Neighborhood Table with coffee, soup, children's activities, a bulletin board, and one conversation prompt. The budget covers coffee, tea, paper goods, soup ingredients, cleaning supplies, and flyers. Tables, chairs, kitchen, and space may already be available.

Months 5 to 8: run steadily and learn


	Keep the same schedule every week or month.

	Welcome people by name.

	Track attendance lightly, without prying.

	Record recurring needs and ideas.

	Ask participants what should change.

	Invite regulars into small ownership roles.

	Build relationships with at least two outside partners.



Success is not only attendance. Look for signs of trust: people return, neighbors bring friends, someone volunteers, people begin helping one another, a new group asks to use the space.

Months 9 to 12: deepen one practice


	Decide whether to continue, adapt, expand, or end the pilot.

	Add one complementary project only if the first is stable.

	Celebrate volunteers and participants.

	Publish a short report to the congregation and neighborhood.

	Review costs, volunteer capacity, safety, and partnerships.

	Plan year two around what proved sustainable.



A natural progression: a weekly community table, then a monthly shared meal, then a pantry shelf or little library, then a garden, tool library, or skill series once relationships and volunteer capacity have grown.


Budgeting Without Losing the Vision

Low budget does not mean careless. Count the real costs: utilities, cleaning supplies, food, insurance, maintenance, accessibility, volunteer training, and wear on the building. The aim is not to spend nothing. It is to spend wisely and build something that lasts.


	Item	Low-cost approach

	Refreshments	Coffee, tea, water, donated snacks, simple shared meals

	Furniture	Use existing tables and chairs; accept clean secondhand donations

	Supplies	Ask local businesses for in-kind gifts; buy in bulk when needed

	Publicity	Flyers, community boards, local social media, word of mouth

	Storage	Reuse cabinets, shelves, labeled bins, donated containers

	Garden materials	A few raised beds or containers; donated soil and tools

	Safety	First aid, smoke detectors, locks, cleaning supplies, required inspections

	Accessibility	Clear paths, readable signs, seating, accessible bathrooms



Skip expensive branding, complicated software, elaborate catering, and polished promotion at the start. People judge a commons by whether it is reliable, respectful, and useful, not by whether it looks professional. Ask for specific things, not broad appeals: "We need three folding tables, two working coffee pots, a locking tool cabinet, children's books, garden hoses, and shelf-stable soup ingredients." Specific requests are easier to fill. Partnerships multiply a small church's reach. A library may supply literacy materials. A grocery may give day-old bread. A hardware store may give garden supplies. A school may refer families to tutoring. A nonprofit may bring trained staff to a workshop. A neighborhood association may spread the word.


Boundaries, Safety, and Sustainability

A commons should be open-hearted and well managed. Ignoring boundaries can hurt participants and the congregation.

Clear, humane rules

Post a short code of conduct in plain language, stressing respect, nonviolence, care for property, and inclusion. Avoid rules that shame people for poverty, disability, language, or unfamiliarity with church culture. Examples:


	Everyone is welcome. Treat others with dignity.

	No harassment, threats, discrimination, or violence.

	Children are supervised according to church policy.

	Please return shared materials and leave the space clean.

	Ask before taking photographs or sharing another person's story.

	The commons is not a place for aggressive solicitation or coercion.



Protect volunteers from burnout

A small church cannot sustain a commons if the same two people do everything. Build rotating teams. Keep roles small and specific: one shift, one pot of soup, unlocking the room, restocking, tending the garden, posting notices. Do not mistake faithfulness for overextension. If you cannot staff a weekly program, start monthly. If you cannot run a full pantry, start with a small shelf. If a project grows too large, partner with an established organization instead of carrying it alone.

Dignity and consent

Do not use people's hardship as publicity. Do not photograph participants or tell their stories without clear permission. Do not make help depend on worship attendance, membership, political agreement, or religious conformity. A church's faith should show in its character: prayerfulness, honesty, generosity, welcome, patience, and hope. It need not be imposed as the price of help.

Law and insurance

Before opening the building widely, talk with the church's insurer, its governing body, and local authorities. Consider liability coverage, building access, food safety, child and vulnerable-adult protection, background checks where appropriate, emergency procedures, zoning, and accessibility. Requirements differ by place and activity. Get local guidance. Do not assume one policy fits every program. (Chapter 38 gathers what ten real churches did.)


Obstacles and Temptations

Four obstacles and three temptations are common.


	Problem	What it looks like	The response

	Exclusion	The commons becomes a clique and shuts out the poor, the unhoused, the mentally ill, the immigrant, or the outsider	Intentional hospitality, shared power, honest look at our own biases

	Free-riding	Some use the commons without helping care for it	Invitation, not punishment: many ways to take part, different gifts recognized, contribution made joyful

	Burnout	The people who care most do the most and wear out	Shared leadership, rotating roles, a culture of thanks

	Gentrification	A good commons raises property values and displaces the people who built it	Affordability protections: community land trusts, cooperative ownership, support for rent stabilization

	Romanticism	Treating the commons as a lost Eden	Remember it is a creation of the future: hard work, conflict, compromise

	Nostalgia	Mourning the loss of the commons without building a new one	A commons is a living practice, not a museum piece

	Perfectionism	Waiting for the perfect neighborhood, people, and plan	A commons is always imperfect and always in need of repair




Measuring Faithful Impact

The deepest effects of a commons are hard to count. Simple measures still help a church learn and stay accountable. Track a few:


	Open hours or gatherings held.

	Returning participants.

	Volunteers and volunteer hours.

	Local partners.

	Meals shared, books circulated, tools borrowed, garden beds tended.

	Workshops offered and skills shared.

	New relationships or mutual-aid connections.

	Participant feedback on whether the space feels safe and welcoming.

	Cost compared with the church's real capacity.



Then listen for stories. Did an isolated elder find company? Did two families begin sharing rides? Did a teenager find a mentor? Did a local group finally find a place to meet? Did someone offer a skill they had not known was valuable? These are signs a commons is becoming more than a program. It is becoming part of the neighborhood's social fabric.


The Commons as a Foretaste of the Kingdom

Every religious tradition has a vision of the end: the kingdom of God, the Pure Land, the messianic age, the beloved community. These are not escapes. They invite us to live now as if the end were already here, and to practice the values of the future in the present. A neighborhood commons is a foretaste. It is not the kingdom, but it is a sign of it. It is not the banquet, but it is a potluck. It is not the resurrection, but it is a bench where two strangers sit in silence and become, for a moment, companions on the way.

The prophet Jeremiah wrote to a people in exile: build houses and live in them, plant gardens and eat what they produce, seek the welfare of the city where you have been sent, and pray for it, because in its welfare you will find your own. The commons is a way of seeking the welfare of the city, of planting gardens in exile, and of building a home in a world that is not yet home. It is a way of praying for the neighborhood and becoming the answer to that prayer.

The deepest purpose is not the garden, the pantry, the kitchen, the library, the tool shed, the exchange network, or the meeting hall. Those are instruments. The purpose is a culture of belonging. A commons says a neighborhood is not only real estate but a living network of people. It says prosperity can include relationships, resources can circulate, knowledge can be shared, and food can bring people together. It says elders hold wisdom, children belong to the community, people contribute in different ways, receiving help does not shrink human dignity, generosity does not need wealth, and cooperation does not need uniformity. It begins when one person says, "What do you need?" and another says, "What can I contribute?" and the question grows into "What can we create together that none of us could create alone?"

So build benches. Plant gardens. Share tools and meals and stories. Welcome the stranger. Seek the welfare of the city. Plant trees whose shade you will not sit in.


How the Rest of This Book Fits

This chapter gave the reason and the first steps. The rest gives the machinery.


	Part	What it covers

	II to VI	A complete commons model built to be safe for people on SSI: seven programs, a rule-by-rule audit, a loophole map, how to grow and incorporate it, and a field kit of forms and handouts

	VII	The open commons: congregationally supported agriculture, a church-based exchange and mutual-aid network, barter and tax, the church food co-op, benefits beyond SSI, a replication kit, and a risk map

	VIII	The working farm, harvest, and market: ten church-hosted case studies, a town-center farm campus, a gleaning program with safety and cold-chain rules, orchard care, and selling at a farmers market

	IX	The goodwill network: how a commons spreads through circles, mentors, and stewards, with no downline, no commissions, and governance against corruption

	Appendices	A glossary, master forms, a directory of organizations, and an index of sections



If you are starting from nothing, finish this chapter, read chapter 2 for the overview of the model, and then pick the program that matches the one need your neighbors named.



Part II
The Commons Table
A complete commons model with seven programs, one rule, and one wall.



Chapter 2

The Design in One Page

The commons owns. Households use. Nothing a member gives creates a claim. Nothing a member takes is pay.

[image: Diagram. The commons organization at top owns seed, land, tools, goods and kitchen and holds all money. Seven programs sit below it: seed library, garden plots, harvest table, meals and pantry, goods library, tool and materials library, craft and repair circle. Households use them. A red wall at the bottom marks shelter as outside the commons.]Figure 1. The commons at a glance.


The six laws of the commons


	Things, not money. The commons moves seed, food, goods, tools, and time. It never moves cash, checks, gift cards, points, or credits.

	No claims. Giving ten jars earns no right to ten items. A failed garden owes no seed. Nobody has an account.

	Food is food. Shelter stays out. Food flows freely. Rent, utilities, and housing never run through the commons.

	Households grow for themselves first. Gardens exist to feed the household. Surplus is shared in small amounts.

	Volunteer means unpaid. No stipends, no honoraria, no meals or plots as payment for work.

	Keep a plain record. Inventory and event logs, never member money.



Why this shape

SSI asks one question of everything a person receives: can it be used for food or shelter, and is it cash? Since September 30, 2024, food is out of the in-kind count. That leaves cash, shelter, and pay for work as the three things that bite. The model keeps the commons away from all three.

It has a second design feature that matters in practice: the rules are the same for everyone. The commons never needs to know who is on SSI. No one is singled out. No file records a member's benefits.

The seven programs at a glance


	Program	What moves	SSI category

	1 Seed Library and Bank	Seed packets, free	Noncash item, not food or shelter

	2 Garden Plots	Use of org-owned land; food grown	Home produce, excluded

	3 Harvest Table	Small household surplus, shared	Home produce; small trades assumed no income

	4 Meals and Pantry	Groceries, meals	Food, outside income and ISM

	5 Household Goods Library	Furniture, dishes, clothing, books	Excluded household goods and personal effects

	6 Tool and Materials Library	Loans of tools and supplies	Org property lent; no transfer

	7 Craft and Repair Circle	Unpaid time and skill	Personal services, not wages



The three tiers of trust

Tier 1, commons-owned. Seed bank, land, tools, goods stock, kitchen. Safest. Everything here is the organization's property.

Tier 2, household use. Plots, seed packets, borrowed tools, goods taken home. The member uses what the commons holds.

Tier 3, the open table. Harvest Table and shared meals. Person to person, small, informal. This tier rests on the one SSA policy that speaks directly to it, so it carries conditions (chapter 4).



Chapter 3

Programs 1 and 2: Seeds and Plots

Program 1: Seed Library and Bank

What it is

A shelf of free seed owned by the commons. Members take packets for home gardens. A seed bank behind the shelf stores bulk and long-term seed in cool, dry jars.

How it runs


	Intake. Seed arrives by donation, by saving from commons rows, and by commons purchase. The commons keeps it all as its own inventory.

	Sort and label. Every packet carries variety, year, source, and packing date. Prefer open-pollinated and heirloom varieties, since they come true from saved seed.

	Checkout. A member takes a modest number of packets. No limit on how often. No return required.

	Saved seed. Members may offer saved seed back. The commons decides whether to accept it. Accepting earns nothing.

	Seed swaps. Two free events a year, spring and fall. Free entry, free seed.



The seed law layer

This sits outside SSI but can close a library. Many states regulate seed sales with labeling, testing, and permit rules. Since 2016 the model state seed law has carried an exemption for noncommercial seed sharing. Under it, no money changes hands for seed and containers stay small (the model text caps them at 8 ounces of agricultural seed or 4 ounces of vegetable or flower seed). Several states have adopted exemptions. Others have not.

CheckWrite to your state seed control official. Ask for a letter saying the state seed law does not apply to your noncommercial library. File the letter. Label every packet anyway, as Draft B advised from Colorado's guidance. A label costs nothing and answers most questions.


Records

Two logs. A Seed Inventory (variety, quantity, source, date received, packing date, location). A Distribution Log (date, household code, packets taken). No dollar values appear on anything a member sees.

Red lines


	No price on seed. The moment the commons sells seed, state seed law treats it as a seed dealer.

	No seed credits, no "return twice what you took."



Member script

"I'd like a few tomato and bean packets for my plot."


Program 2: Garden Plots

What it is

Plots on land the commons owns, leases, or holds by written permission. Each household gets a plot. Raised beds of about 4 by 8 feet suit most beginners and make a good starting unit. A commons row grows food for the Pantry and Harvest Table, tended by volunteers.

How it runs


	Plot agreement. One page. The household uses the plot to grow food for itself and to share. The commons keeps ownership of the bed, tools, water, and compost.

	Fees. The commons may charge a small fee. Waive it for anyone who asks. Waive by need, never by labor. A plot traded for work hours is in-kind pay.

	Shared infrastructure. Water, compost, tool shed, a seed-starting bench with grow lights for windowsill-poor households.

	Seasonal plan. Month 1 visit. Month 2 start seed indoors. Month 3 plant out cool crops. Then summer harvest, fall seed saving, winter planning. Chapter 8 sets the calendar.

	Liability. Carry general liability insurance for the commons. Members sign a simple participation notice.



Why it holds under SSI


	Food a household raises and consumes is excluded from income (20 CFR 416.1124(c)(4); POMS SI 00830.700).

	An org-owned plot is not the member's resource at all.

	If a member owns land used only to grow household food, equity up to $6,000 is excluded as property essential to self-support (20 CFR 416.1224). Chapter 17 covers this rule in full. Land under the home is excluded as part of the home.



Red lines


	Plot holders do not sell produce through the commons. If a member later wants to sell, that is a separate choice with a benefits counselor first (chapter 13).

	No pay for tending commons rows.



Member script

"Could I have a plot this spring? I'd like to grow beans, lettuce, and herbs."



Chapter 4

Programs 3 and 4: Harvest Table and Meals

Program 3: Harvest Table

What it is

A weekly table. Households bring extras from their plots and take what they need. There is no ledger, no matching, no scale.

The rule underneath it

SSA's policy on home produce (POMS SI 00830.700) says three things that matter here:


	Home produce is excluded from income if the individual or household consumes it.

	If produce is basically raised for home consumption rather than as a business, and the amount traded or sold is small, SSA assumes the production cost equals the value received. No income results from the trade or sale. The policy's own examples are extra eggs and home-canned beans.

	Staff are told to accept the individual's allegation about raising and consuming the produce unless there is reason to doubt it, and to document only the allegation.



Separately, since September 30, 2024, food is outside the SSI income and ISM calculations altogether (20 CFR 416.1102). A tomato for a handful of beans is not an income event under either rule.

ConditionThe policy says "small" and gives no number. The commons supplies its own boundary: what fits in one grocery basket, per household, per week. Anything past that goes to the Pantry as a gift to the commons, not a trade. Draft B cut this program out of caution. The policy text does not require the cut. It does require the produce to be raised for home use and not run as a business.


How it runs


	Sign-in by household count only. The sheet records the date and how many households attended. It does not record who brought what.

	No prices, no tally, no donation jar on the table. Nothing at the table looks like a market.

	Food safety. Whole fresh produce, eggs kept cold, labeled preserved goods. No home-canned low-acid foods unless the maker follows a tested recipe. Check your health department's rules for shared food.

	Gleaning. Volunteers pick surplus from farms and orchards by agreement. The food goes to the Pantry and the table.

	Free fridge. A fridge or shelf outside the building, open to all.



Red lines


	No stand, no market booth, no sale to the public.

	No "bring five pounds, take five pounds."

	No growing in volume to trade. That makes a business.



Member script

"I have extra zucchini. Would anyone like some?"


Program 4: Meals and Pantry

What it is

A weekly shared supper, a standing pantry shelf, and the free fridge. Food comes from donations, gleaning, commons rows, and commons purchases.

How it runs


	Open to all. Anyone may eat. No sign-up, no member test.

	Free. No price, no tally. Volunteers eat the same table as everyone, and no meal is reserved for them.

	Kitchen lead. One rotating volunteer owns food safety for the night. A second person washes.

	Permits. Check local rules. Many places exempt nonprofit potlucks and limit commercial-style service.

	Pantry. Shelf-stable food, a produce basket, a toiletries shelf. Take what you need.



Why it holds under SSI


	Food is not counted as in-kind support and maintenance (20 CFR 416.1102 exception; final rule effective September 30, 2024).

	SNAP benefits do not reduce SSI.

	Gifts of food from friends, congregations, and community networks were the stated target of the 2024 change.



Red lines


	Never bundle meals with lodging. A "room and board" arrangement turns free food back into part of a shelter question.

	No meals as pay. A volunteer meal perk is in-kind remuneration. POMS SI 00820.010 treats in-kind food or shelter given for employment as earned income. That section predates the 2024 rule and SSA has not said how it reads now (chapter 15). Open to all removes the question.



Member script

"Can I bring a dish Thursday?" And: "I'd like to take home some of the soup."



Chapter 5

Programs 5, 6, and 7: Goods, Tools, and the Circle

Program 5: Household Goods Library

What it is

A stock of donated household goods and personal effects, sorted and shelved, open for households to take. Part of the stock is lent instead of given (see Program 6).

What goes on the shelves


	Shelf	Examples

	Kitchen	Dishes, pots, pans, utensils, mixing bowls, canning jars, storage containers

	Home	Furniture, lamps, blankets, shelves, small appliances, electronics for household use

	Personal	Clothing, books, hobby supplies, musical instruments, personal-care items

	Garden	Hand tools, pots, trays, baskets, reusable containers



Why it holds under SSI


	Household goods and personal effects are excluded resources (20 CFR 416.1216; POMS SI 01130.430). Household goods include furniture, appliances, electronic equipment, cooking and eating utensils, and dishes. Personal effects include things worn or carried and items with an intimate relation to the person, such as books and musical instruments.

	A noncash item other than shelter that would become an excluded nonliquid resource if kept is not income when received (20 CFR 416.1103(j)).

	Clothing is not income at all. SSA removed it from the income definition in 2005.



Intake rules


	Accept clean, working items for ordinary use.

	Hold list, not shelf: bullion, coins, collectibles, jewelry bought as an investment, business inventory, anything held for resale. The exclusion covers ordinary personal use. Items held for their value or as an investment can be countable.

	Decline cash, checks, gift cards, and prepaid cards. Send the donor to the Donor Card (chapter 26).

	Vehicles are not goods-library items. One automobile used for transportation is an excluded resource, but a second counts. A donor offering a car needs the Donor Card and a counselor conversation first.



Records

A Goods Log: item, condition, date received, date taken or lent, category. Item records stay with the object, not the person. A canning-jar line reads "15 jars received; 6 taken." It never reads "Maria earned six."

Red lines


	No credits for donating. No "give a chair, take three items."

	No buyback. A member who takes an item does not sell it back to the commons.



Member script

"Do you have a desk? I need a place to write."


Program 6: Tool and Materials Library

What it is

The commons owns hand tools, a wheelbarrow, canning gear, a sewing machine, a ladder, and craft materials (fabric, yarn, thread, paper, buttons, jars). Members borrow tools and take materials for personal projects.

How it runs


	Checkout card. Tool number, date out, date due. A name or household code.

	No deposits. A cash deposit held by the commons is money held for a member. Use a checkout card only.

	Late items. A friendly reminder. No fees. A lost item is the commons's loss.

	Materials. Sorted by type, free to take for personal use.



Why it holds under SSI

A loan transfers nothing. The tool stays the commons's property. Materials taken for personal projects are noncash items, not food or shelter.

Red lines


	No tool rental fee.

	No lending of tools to run a member's business without a separate review.




Program 7: Craft and Repair Circle

What it is

A standing volunteer session. People sew seed pouches and produce bags, make garden labels, repair chairs and bicycles, bind books, mend clothing, and teach each other.

How it runs


	Voluntary and unpaid. Anyone may join. Nobody must.

	Finished pieces belong to the commons (pouches, bags, labels, book covers) unless a member makes something for personal use from their own materials.

	Teaching is volunteer. A class taught for free is a personal service, not wages.

	Repair and reuse. Old shirts become produce bags. Broken boxes become seed storage. Mended goods go back to the Goods Library.



Why it holds under SSI

The value of personal services is not income (POMS SI 00815.150). That holds because no remuneration changes hands. No hours are banked. No credits accrue.

Red lines


	No labor-for-goods. No "sew three bags, take a basket of vegetables." No "volunteer five hours, take household goods." That is barter pay.

	No selling circle output. A commons that sells crafts is a different project with a different legal structure (chapter 6).

	No stipend to a member who leads the circle. A paid role goes through the Paid Roles Policy.




The yard sale: where it fits

Program 5 gives goods away. A yard sale sells the surplus. The two work together. The commons gives first, and sells what is left. The sale raises money for the commons. It never turns into pay for a member, and it never replaces the shelves. Chapter 45 shows how to run the sale. Chapter 46 shows how a sale grows into a clothing pantry.

A yard sale is also the easiest way to start. One Saturday, a few tables, a free table at the edge. Out of that Saturday a clothing pantry can grow. The next sections cover the sale, then the road from sale to pantry.

The rule of the saleGive first. Sell the surplus. Keep the money in the commons's account, handled by two people who do not rely on SSI.



Before the sale: the three-pile sort

Everything donated for the sale is sorted into three piles at intake. The Goods Sorter runs it.


	Pile	What goes in it	Where it goes

	Give	Clean, wearable, in-season clothing. Household goods the Goods Library needs. Tools for the Tool Library. Books for the shelves.	The shelves and the clothing rack, free to take

	Sell	Surplus: second and third copies, extra dishes, toys, decor, furniture beyond what the library can store, clothing beyond what the rack can hold	The yard sale

	Hold or out	Jewelry, coins, collectibles, and anything valuable (the hold list, above). Torn, stained, or broken items.	Hold: call a counselor and the donor first. Out: textile recycling or the trash



The order matters. Neighbors who need a coat get the coat. The yard sale never sells the thing a neighbor came in to ask for.


Date, site, and permits


	Pick a date. A Saturday morning, early in the warm season, with a rain date. Avoid holiday weekends and the days the county fair or a big game fills the neighborhood.

	Pick the site. The church lot, a hall, a gym, or the garden's edge. A covered space saves the day when it rains. Keep aisles wide enough for a wheelchair or walker.

	Check the rules. Many cities require a permit or limit how many sales a site can hold in a year. Many states exempt occasional or charity sales from sales tax, and many do not. The rules differ by city and state. Ask the city clerk and the state revenue office before the first sale, and keep their answers in writing.

	Check the insurance. Ask the church's insurer whether the policy covers a public sale on the property. Ask about volunteers lifting furniture.

	Tell the neighborhood. Signs at corners, the church bulletin, community boards, local online groups, and the commons newsletter. Put the free table in the announcement: "Free clothing and household items. No questions."




Setup, pricing, and the cash box

Set up the night before. Sort by type: clothing by size, kitchenware together, books together, toys together. Tables at waist height. Hang clothing on racks where you can. Clear price signs, large and plain.


	Price low and round. The goal is a clear table, not top dollar. Use a few price tiers: for example, clothing at one price, small items at another, furniture marked individually.

	Bag deals. In the last hours, fill a bag for a flat price.

	Free table. A table at the edge, in plain sight. Anyone may take from it. Nothing is asked.

	Pay what you can. Allow it on any item. Never let price be a barrier.



The cash box


	Two people handle it. Neither relies on SSI. This follows the commons's rule on money (chapter 6): funds a person can reach can look like funds that person owns.

	Start with a float of small bills from the commons's account. Count it before the sale and after.

	Two people count at the end. Write the total. Both initial. Deposit the full amount in the commons's account within a day or two.

	Record the total, not the shoppers. No names and no itemized receipts for sales.

	Gifts at the sale. A shopper who adds a donation gives it to the commons. Keep it separate in the count.




Volunteers and neighbor tables under SSI

Many of the people who run a sale are neighbors who live on SSI. The sale can use their hands, and the rules below keep it safe for them.


	Volunteering is unpaid. No wages, no commission, no stipend. Chapter 35 has the policy language.

	No goods for labor. No "work the sale, take first pick." Volunteers shop at the same time and the same prices as everyone else, or take from the free table. Labor for goods is barter pay.

	Neighbor tables. A neighbor may sell their own household items at a table at the sale. The table is free. Selling your own property is an exchange. What comes in is not income. It becomes a resource (chapter 12, door 6).

	Cash is a resource. Cash a neighbor takes home counts toward the resource limit as of the first moment of the next month. Remind sellers that cash they keep counts toward the limit from the first of the next month.

	One sale is not a business. A neighbor selling a lamp and a coat once is clearing a closet. A neighbor who buys things to resell is running a business (chapter 13, item 7). The neighbor-table sign says: "Your own things only."

	Countable items need a counselor. A countable resource, such as an investment-grade collectible, sold for less than it is worth can raise the transfer-of-resources question (chapter 13). Excluded household goods and clothing do not carry that problem.




The last hour and the leftovers


	Cut prices in the last hour. Then open the whole sale as free.

	Pull the good clothing back. Clean, wearable clothing that did not sell goes to the pantry shelf, not the trash.

	Send the rest on. Textile recyclers take worn cloth. Partner thrift shops and clothing closets take usable goods. Books go to the library sale or free box.

	Clean up as a group. Return tables, sweep, post thanks. Leave the lot cleaner than it was.

	Hold a short debrief. What sold, what the free table moved, how many people came, what to change. Write down the total and three lessons.




From yard sale to clothing pantry: five stages

Every sale shows what the neighborhood needs. The free table shows it first. If coats and children's clothes vanish in the first hour, the neighborhood is telling the commons what to build. Move up one stage at a time, and move up when the shelf empties faster than it is restocked.


	Stage	What it is	What you need

	1. Sale day with a free table	One Saturday. A few tables. A free table in plain view.	Volunteers, tables, a few hours, the three-pile sort

	2. A standing rack	Clean clothing hangs on the Personal shelf of the Goods Library (above) at regular commons hours. Free to take.	A garment rack, hangers, a shelf for shoes

	3. A monthly clothing day	One open day a month for clothing. People take what they need. Anyone may bring clothes to share. Taking never depends on bringing.	Space for the day, more racks, sizing signs, a fitting corner

	4. A standing pantry	Weekly hours, a room or corner set aside, racks sorted by size and type, seasonal stock, fitting space.	A room, storage bins, a Goods Sorter on a regular schedule, volunteers

	5. A pantry with partners	Specialty drives for coats, work and interview clothes, school clothes, and new socks and underwear. Referral partners send people in.	A partner list, drive calendar, and a way to restock new items (see below)



Many commons stop at stage 3 and are well served. Stage 4 and 5 need a room, a steady crew, and storage. Do not build more than the volunteers can keep open.


The pantry in practice: space, racks, and sizes


	Space. A dry, clean room with good light. Ground floor if possible, with a door wide enough for a wheelchair. A church classroom, a fellowship hall corner, or a donated storefront works.

	Racks and shelves. Garment racks, shelves for folded clothes, a shoe rack, bins for accessories. Racks on wheels move for events.

	Sort by size, then type. Women's, men's, children's, and infant, with each size range marked plainly. Within each, coats, pants, shirts, dresses, and shoes.

	A fitting corner. A curtain or screen and a mirror. People should be able to try things on.

	Seasonal rotation. Coats and boots out in fall. Light clothing out in spring. Store the out-of-season stock in sealed, labeled bins.

	Good display. Hang clothing on hangers. Fold the rest. Keep it tidy. A pantry that looks like a small shop is a pantry people can use with their heads up.




Hours, rules, and dignity at the door


	Open to everyone. No application, no proof of income, no ID, no questions about need. The commons does not test people. Privacy by design (chapter 6) means no names kept.

	Choose your own. People pick what fits and what they like. Self-selection is a form of respect.

	A fair limit when stock is thin. Set a generous per-visit limit, such as one bag, and welcome people back as often as they need. The limit exists only to keep the shelf from emptying in an hour.

	Hours that fit the neighborhood. Include an evening or Saturday slot. Post the hours at the door and online.

	Welcome at the door. A greeter says hello and nothing else. No lecture, no sermon, no paperwork.

	Count households, not people. A tally mark per visit tells the Clerk how many households came. No names.




Stocking, sorting, and cleaning


	Intake. Accept clean clothing in good repair. Check pockets. Check zippers, buttons, and seams.

	Reject. Stained, torn, moldy, or broken pieces go to textile recycling. A pantry is not a dumping ground, and neighbors deserve what a donor would give a friend.

	New underwear and socks. Most pantries ask for these new. They are among the most-needed items and the least often donated used. A wish-list drive (chapter 12) can stock them, along with hangers, racks, and bins.

	Wash when needed. Wash donated clothing in hot water where the fabric allows. A volunteer team with a washer and dryer can keep the stock fresh.

	Pests. Inspect bags at intake. Bag questionable donations and set them aside. Keep the storeroom dry and closed.

	Hold list. Fur, designer pieces, and vintage garments that might be valuable go to the hold list. The Goods Sorter calls the donor and a counselor.

	Roles. The Goods Sorter runs intake and the racks. The Steward opens and closes. Roles rotate (chapter 6).




Why it holds under SSI


	Piece	Rule	Status

	Clothing given free from the pantry	Clothing is not income. SSA removed it from the income definition in 2005. Clothing is also a personal effect, an excluded resource.	CLEAR

	Household goods given free from the shelves	Excluded resources. A noncash item that is not shelter and would be an excluded resource if kept is not income (20 CFR 416.1103(j)).	CLEAR

	Yard sale proceeds	The commons's money in the commons's account. No member holds it. Not a member's income.	CLEAR

	A neighbor selling their own things at a free table	An exchange of the neighbor's own property. Not income. Cash that remains is a resource.	CONDITION

	A neighbor buying to resell	Starts to look like a trade or business. See a counselor.	OUT

	Volunteering at the sale or the pantry	Unpaid personal service is not income, as long as nothing is paid in cash or goods.	CLEAR




Red lines


	No points, tokens, scrip, or credits at the pantry or the sale. A credit is a balance, and a balance is a member account. Taking never depends on giving.

	No labor for clothing and no first pick for volunteers. That is barter pay.

	No buyback. A neighbor who takes an item does not sell it back to the commons.

	No resale of pantry stock. Take what you will use. A steward may ask a person who takes a great deal to take a bag at a time.

	No deposits and no cash from members. Not at the pantry, not at the sale.

	No paid roles from sale proceeds without the Paid Roles Policy (chapter 6).

	No sale of the thing a neighbor needs. If the pantry runs short of coats, coats are not sold.




A first-year path


	Months	Task

	1 to 2	Pick the date. Ask the city and state about permits and sales tax. Check insurance. Start the three-pile sort at intake.

	3	Hold the first sale with a free table. Count the total and write three lessons.

	4	Set up a standing rack on the Personal shelf. Add hangers and a shoe rack.

	5 to 6	Hold a monthly clothing day. Add a fitting corner and size signs.

	7 to 9	If the shelf empties faster than it fills, open weekly pantry hours in a room set aside.

	10 to 12	Review. Add a coat drive or a work-clothes drive. Open a wish-list drive for new socks and underwear. Decide whether to hold a second sale.




The yard sale and pantry checklist


	City permit and state sales-tax rules checked and written down.

	Insurance asked.

	Three-pile sort running at intake: give, sell, hold or out.

	A free table at every sale.

	Two cash handlers, neither relying on SSI. Two-person count. Deposit within two days.

	No goods for labor. No first pick for volunteers.

	Neighbor tables: free, their own things only.

	Clothing pantry open to all, no questions, no names, no credits.

	Good clothing from the sale goes to the pantry, not the trash.

	Worn cloth goes to textile recycling.





Chapter 6

Governance, Roles, and Money

Legal home

The commons needs to be an organization, not a group of friends sharing a checking account. Three workable forms: a church or ministry, an independent nonprofit with 501(c)(3) status, or a project under a fiscal sponsor. The form decides who owns the seed, tools, and goods. Ask an attorney or nonprofit advisor in your state. Choose one before the first donation.

The commons's money


	One account, in the commons's name. Two signers.

	No member who relies on SSI signs on it, and none holds it. Funds a person can reach can look like funds that person owns. Keeping signature authority with other people removes the question. Draft A said the same: let someone else hold it.

	No member accounts, ever. No balances, deposits, dues credits, or "banked" donations.

	Funding. Donations, grants, gleaning partnerships, and event proceeds. The commons may run a plant sale or seed sale as an organization, but then it is a commercial seller under state seed and sales-tax law, and volunteers who work it stay unpaid. Many commons skip this and run on gifts.

	Reimbursement. A volunteer who spends their own money on commons supplies is repaid the exact documented amount from a receipt. No markup, no round-up, no flat "supply allowance." A payment over actual expense starts to look like pay.



Roles


	Role	Job	Term

	Steward	Opens, closes, makes the day's calls	Rotating

	Clerk	Keeps the four logs; files them	One year

	Seed Keeper	Runs Program 1	One year

	Garden Lead	Plots, water, compost, commons rows	One year

	Goods Sorter	Intake, hold list, shelves	Rotating

	Tool Keeper	Checkout card, repairs	One year

	Kitchen Lead	Food safety, supper	Rotating

	Benefits Liaison	Keeps the counselor list; hands out cards; never advises on individual cases	One year



All roles are volunteer. No role carries a stipend.

The Paid Roles Policy

Earned income is not forbidden on SSI. It reduces the check slowly. A commons that wants to employ a coordinator may do so, and for an SSI recipient it can be a real step up. The policy:


	The role is a real job with a written description, hours, and a payroll record.

	The commons offers the person a session with a benefits counselor before hiring and pays for it.

	The person reports the wages to SSA. The commons gives pay stubs on request.

	The commons never pays in food, plots, goods, or credits. Pay is wages.



For scale, 2026: SSA excludes $20 a month (the general exclusion) and $65 of earned income, then counts half of what remains. A person earning $500 a month in wages and nothing else keeps $786.50 in SSI ($994 less $207.50 countable income). A person earning $200 keeps $936.50.

Decisions

A monthly circle of anyone who participates. Decisions by consent. Anyone may raise a concern. The Charter (chapter 24) is the standing law; amendments need a written proposal and one month's notice.

Privacy by design

The commons does not ask who is on SSI. It keeps no benefit status, case numbers, or Social Security numbers. It uses household codes on logs. If a member wants help with SSA, the Benefits Liaison hands over the counselor list and stops there.



Chapter 7

The Shelter Wall

Shelter is the one place SSI still counts help from other people. The commons stays out of it. This chapter says why, and what to point people toward.

What counts as shelter

SSA's list: room, rent, mortgage payments, real property taxes, heating fuel, gas, electricity, water, sewer, and garbage collection. If someone else pays any of these for you, SSA may count it as in-kind support and maintenance (ISM).

The list is closed. Phone, internet, cable, home furnishings, tools, clothing, groceries, and medical bills are not on it. A neighbor may pay a phone bill or buy a bed. A third party paying for something that is neither food nor shelter is not providing income. SSA's own regulation example: a brother pays a lawn service to mow your grass, and that is not income to you.

The two valuation rules, 2026


	Rule	When	Reduction

	Presumed Maximum Value (PMV)	Someone pays shelter and the one-third rule does not apply	Up to $351.33, less the $20 general exclusion: up to $331.33

	Value of the One-Third Reduction (VTR)	You live a full month in another person's household, get shelter from the household, and the household provides all your meals	$331.33; check falls from $994 to $662.67



The Federal Register text of the 2024 rule requires both shelter and all meals for the VTR. Some summaries online say shelter alone. Use the rule text.

The doors that exist


	Situation	What to do	Status

	A friend offers to pay rent	Stop. Ask first. A real lease at your fair share, or an ABLE account, works. Direct payment does not.	CONDITION

	Living with family or friends	Pay your pro rata share of the household's shelter costs. Put it in writing. Pay it for real.	CONDITION

	The help is small	SSA presumes the PMV but lets you show the actual value. $100 of utilities counts as $100, less $20.	CLEAR

	ABLE account	Donors give to the account. Qualified housing spending from it is not income. First $100,000 excluded from resources. Disability onset before age 46 as of 2026 (it was 26).	CONDITION

	Subsidized housing	HUD housing subsidies are not counted as income. The commons may help people apply.	CLEAR

	Third-party special needs trust	May pay for food, phone, medical care and more. Shelter paid by a trust is ISM.	CLEAR

	Aid from a nonprofit based on need	May be excluded, but only when the state has certified the agency or program as need-based. Ask. Do not assume.	CONDITION



What the commons does


	Housing Desk. A binder, not a counselor: local housing authority, tenant union, legal aid, Area Agency on Aging, protection and advocacy agency, and benefits counselors.

	Never collects rent, pays a landlord, or runs a lodging.

	Never bundles a meal program with a room.



StopIf the commons ever houses members, it enters a different rulebook: the "Church amendment" exclusion for private nonprofit residential care institutions (POMS SI 00835.710), which turns on whether the institution has an express obligation to give full support and maintenance. That is a project for its own lawyer and a written determination from SSA. It is not part of this model.




Chapter 8

The Weekly and Yearly Rhythm

The week


	Day	Program	Who runs it

	Tuesday evening	Tool and Materials Library; Craft and Repair Circle	Tool Keeper

	Thursday evening	Shared supper	Kitchen Lead

	Saturday morning	Harvest Table, Seed Library, Goods Day	Steward of the day

	Anytime	Free fridge, pantry shelf, plots	Garden Lead



Start with Saturday alone. Add evenings when the volunteer base is steady.

The year


	Season	Work

	Winter	Seed inventory and germination tests. Plot sign-up. Classes. Review the year's logs. Renew the Charter.

	Early spring	Free seed swap. Windowsill starts. Build beds. State seed-law check.

	Late spring	Plant out. Plant-start exchange (seedlings for seedlings, never for money). Open Harvest Table.

	Summer	Harvest, preserve, share. Mark the best plants for seed. Water schedule.

	Fall	Save seed. Label it. Offer half to the library. Fall swap. Gleaning.



Sizing

Start with 10 to 20 households and one location. A commons that runs one Saturday well is worth more than one that runs seven programs badly. Add a program only when the last one has run for a full season on volunteer power alone.

What it costs

Budget lines, not prices, since prices move: land or lease, water, raised-bed lumber and soil, a tool shed and basic tools, shelving, a kitchen refrigerator and food-safety supplies, jars and storage for seed, liability insurance, printing, and a small reserve. Most of the stock arrives as donations. The largest recurring costs are insurance, water, and space.



Part III
The Compliance Audit
Every piece of the model, tested against the rule.



Chapter 9

The Compliance Matrix

Method

For each element of the model: what SSI category is it, what rule governs it, and does the rule text support the design as written? Rules were checked on October 1, 2026 against SSA's regulations, the Program Operations Manual System (POMS), and the 2024 final rule on food. Chapter 28 lists which authorities were read directly and which are stated from standing law.

Verdicts: CLEAR the text supports it. CONDITION clear if the condition holds. OPEN unsettled; ask SSA. OUT not in the model.

2026 numbers the matrix uses


	Item	Amount

	Federal benefit rate, individual / couple	$994 / $1,491 a month

	Resource limit, individual / couple	$2,000 / $3,000

	General income exclusion	$20 a month

	Earned income exclusion	$65, then half the rest

	PMV (shelter paid by others)	$351.33

	One-third reduction	$331.33



The matrix


	Element	Rule	Verdict

	Free seed packets	Not food or shelter, so not income (20 CFR 416.1102, 416.1103)	CLEAR

	Plot on org-owned land	Member owns nothing, so no resource. Use of a plot is not food or shelter.	CLEAR

	Plot fee waived for labor	In-kind remuneration for work (POMS SI 00820.010)	OUT

	Produce a household eats	Excluded income (20 CFR 416.1124(c)(4); POMS SI 00830.700 B.1)	CLEAR

	Small harvest trades	No income; cost assumed equal to value (POMS SI 00830.700 C.2)	CONDITION raised for home use, small, not a business

	Produce sold	Unearned income if not a trade or business; net earnings from self-employment if one (POMS SI 00830.700 B.2)	OUT

	Groceries, meals, pantry, free fridge	Food outside income and ISM (20 CFR 416.1102; 2024 final rule)	CLEAR

	SNAP	Not SSI income (Food and Nutrition Act, 7 U.S.C. 2017(b))	CLEAR

	Household goods, personal effects given	Excluded resources (20 CFR 416.1216); noncash item rule (416.1103(j))	CLEAR for ordinary use

	Investment items in the goods stock	Not covered by the exclusion	OUT

	Clothing	Not income (removed from the definition in 2005)	CLEAR

	Tool loans	No transfer; org keeps title	CLEAR

	Tool deposits	Cash held for a member	OUT

	Materials for personal projects	Noncash item, not food or shelter	CLEAR

	Unpaid volunteer sessions	Personal services are not income (POMS SI 00815.150)	CLEAR if nothing is paid

	Meals reserved for volunteers	In-kind remuneration (SI 00820.010; status after 2024 unsettled)	OPEN avoided by open-to-all

	Time banks, hour credits, points	Barter pay; creates a claim	OUT

	Receipt reimbursement	Repaying exact expense is not pay; payment beyond expense can be (compare POMS SI 00820.450 on honoraria and expenses)	CONDITION exact receipts only

	Org-held funds	Org property	CONDITION no SSI member holds or signs

	Cash gifts to a member	Income when received; $20 general exclusion absorbs the first $20 (416.1124(c)(12))	OUT

	Food-only gift card	Food	OPEN mixed-use cards unclear

	Gift of one vehicle	Not income; one automobile used for transportation is excluded (416.1103(j), 416.1218)	CONDITION a second vehicle counts

	Rent or utilities paid for a member	ISM (416.1130 to 416.1148)	OUT referral only

	Paid commons job for a member	Wages: $20 plus $65 excluded, then half counted (416.1112)	CONDITION Paid Roles Policy

	Need-based nonprofit shelter aid	Support and maintenance assistance exclusion (416.1157)	CONDITION state certification

	Plant or seed sales by the commons	Org income; not the member's. Triggers state seed and tax law.	CONDITION volunteers unpaid

	State seed law	Outside SSI	CONDITION get a state letter

	Member-owned garden lot, equipment, hives, hens	Excluded up to $6,000 total equity if used solely for household food (20 CFR 416.1224; POMS SI 01130.500)	CONDITION equity at or under $6,000; statement of use; chapter 17

	Commons-owned seed bank, apiary, orchard, hens	Org property; the member owns nothing to count	CLEAR

	Honey and eggs given free	Food (20 CFR 416.1102 exception)	CLEAR

	Hives for household honey owned by a member	Household-food class by analogy; bees not named in the regulation	OPEN ask in writing

	Honey, egg, or plant sales	Income; may change the property class	OUT

	Member's own cash savings	Counts toward $2,000 / $3,000	CONDITION the member's own job



Result

All seven programs pass as designed. The two places that need ongoing care are the Harvest Table (the word "small") and volunteer perks (the open question on in-kind food for work). Both are managed by the design: a basket cap, and meals open to all.



Chapter 10

Corrections to the Source Drafts

Both uploaded drafts contain errors. Some overstate protection. Some understate it. Each is listed with the fix.


	#	Draft says	The rule says

	1	B: self-support property is excluded "regardless of value" for household food gardening.	Nonbusiness property used for household food is excluded up to $6,000 equity (20 CFR 416.1224; POMS SI 01130.500; chapter 17). Land under the home is excluded through the home exclusion, with no cap. Org-owned plots are not the member's property at all.

	2	B: harvest trading should be dropped because SSA's rule is limited to personal consumption.	POMS SI 00830.700 C.2 expressly says a small trade or sale of home produce raised for home use produces no income. B over-corrected. The Harvest Table returns with a cap.

	3	B cites the deeming policy (SI 01320.130) for home produce.	That section covers deeming from a spouse or parent. The governing text for the recipient is 20 CFR 416.1124(c)(4) and POMS SI 00830.700.

	4	A: need-based help from nonprofits and religious agencies "often falls outside countable income."	The exclusion for support and maintenance assistance (20 CFR 416.1157; POMS SI 00830.605) applies when the appropriate state agency has certified the assistance as need-based. Food no longer needs it. For shelter aid, ask first.

	5	A: "Service exchanges: trade skills directly rather than cash."	Personal services received are not income. But food or shelter given as remuneration for work is earned income (POMS SI 00820.010). Tit-for-tat labor trades are where this line blurs. The model removes them.

	6	A: avoid a "paper trail."	Already corrected in the Seeds guide. Silence about reportable income causes overpayments. A short dated note ends them.

	7	A: sales of seeds, plant starts, or produce are self-employment.	Sale proceeds are unearned income if the activity is not a trade or business, which means dollar for dollar after the $20 exclusion. They are earned (net earnings from self-employment) only when it is a business (POMS SI 00830.700 B.2). Small trades and sales of extras are assumed to produce no income.

	8	A: a formal lease "prevents automatic ISM reductions."	It does only if rent or a pro rata share is actually paid. A paper lease with no payment is a sham (chapter 14).

	9	A: special needs trusts may pay only for "non-shelter goods."	Since September 30, 2024 a trust may also pay for food. Shelter paid by a trust is still ISM.

	10	A: cash and "Venmo or Zelle" count.	Correct. Add: the first $20 a month of unearned income is excluded. Small cash gifts that stay under $20 do not reduce the check.

	11	A: ISM "can reduce monthly payments by up to the PMV."	Correct. Add that the recipient may show a lower actual value and be charged only that.

	12	Both: "SSI and Social Security" treated as one set of rules.	Social Security retirement and SSDI have no resource cap and no ISM rule. These limits are SSI limits.



What both drafts got right


	Food left the ISM count on September 30, 2024.

	Clothing is not income. Household goods and personal effects are excluded resources.

	Cash counts. Shelter counts.

	Keep food and shelter separate.

	The org should own the stock, and no member should hold group money.

	Keep four plain records. Ask before accepting vehicles, property, or recurring shelter help.





Chapter 11

Where the Model Can Still Break

A sound design fails in operation. These are the twelve failures that show up in real commons, with the repair.


	Failure	How it happens	Repair

	1 Credits creep in	A well-meaning volunteer starts a "thank-you" tally	The Charter bans balances. The Clerk deletes tallies. Say it at every orientation.

	2 Labor-for-goods	"Help us paint and take what you need"	Goods Day is open to all. Painting day is separate and open to all.

	3 The honorarium	A grant pays a "stipend" to a coordinator who receives SSI	Paid Roles Policy: wages, stub, counselor session first.

	4 Meals bundled with a room	A member sleeps over regularly and eats supper	Housing Desk referral. Pay a fair share or move to a lease.

	5 Gift cards that act as cash	A donor gives an all-purpose prepaid card	Donor Card: food-only cards or the item itself.

	6 Member signs on the account	A trusted volunteer on SSI becomes treasurer	Non-SSI signers only. Say it kindly and say it early.

	7 "Small" grows	One gardener brings 40 pounds a week to trade	The basket cap. Extra goes to the Pantry as a gift.

	8 A market forms	Prices appear on cards; a jar appears	No prices, no jar, no scale at the table.

	9 Valuable donations	Gold coins, a rare violin, a second car	Hold list. Donor Card. Decline or route to a counselor.

	10 Deposits	A tool library asks $20 against loss	Checkout card only.

	11 Members sell craft output	Circle goods end up at a craft fair	Circle output belongs to the commons. A member who wants to sell goes to a counselor first.

	12 Stale paperwork	Logs lapse; nobody can answer an inquiry	Clerk files monthly. Keep logs at least three years.





Part IV
The Loophole Map
Open doors, gray rooms, and traps.



Chapter 12

Open Doors

What a loophole is

A loophole here is a place where the written rule gives more room than people assume. There are three kinds.


	Open doors. The rule text grants it. Use it, openly.

	Gray rooms. The rule is silent or old. Use with a note in the file and a counselor's eye (chapter 13).

	False loopholes. They look like doors and are traps. Some are fraud (chapter 14).



The test that separates them is simple. An open door survives being reported. A trap does not.

The open doors


	Door	Rule	How the commons uses it

	1. All food is outside the count. A donor can pay for a household's whole grocery bill, every month, with no cap.	20 CFR 416.1102 exception; 2024 final rule	Meals, pantry, free fridge, trust-paid groceries

	2. Home produce. Eaten, it is excluded. Traded in small amounts, it is assumed to produce no income.	20 CFR 416.1124(c)(4); POMS SI 00830.700	Plots and Harvest Table

	3. Noncash items that would be excluded resources. This is the widest door. A gift that is not shelter and would be an excluded resource if kept is not income. SSA's regulation example is a gift of a van that becomes the person's excluded vehicle.	20 CFR 416.1103(j)	Goods library, tools, one vehicle with a counselor's okay, and wish-list drives (see "The wish-list door" below)

	4. Third-party payment for things that are neither food nor shelter. Phone, internet, bus pass, medical bills, legal fees, a lawn service. SSA's example: a brother pays a lawn service and that is not income to you.	20 CFR 416.1102, 416.1103	Donor Card list of what to pay for

	5. Personal services. Rides, cleaning, repairs, help with paperwork.	POMS SI 00815.150	Circle, rides, neighbor help

	6. Swapping your own property. What you get from the sale or exchange of your own property is not income. It remains a resource.	20 CFR 416.1103	Goods swaps among excluded household items

	7. The $20 general exclusion. The first $20 of unearned income a month is excluded if nothing else uses it.	20 CFR 416.1124(c)(12)	A donor may give up to $20 in cash once a month with no effect

	8. Lawful spend-down. Resources are counted as of the first moment of the month. Buying needed excluded things (household goods, a vehicle for transportation, repairs to the home you live in), paying debts, and funding an ABLE account are all allowed.	20 CFR 416.1207; 416.1216; 416.1218; ABLE Act	Counselor referral for members near $2,000

	9. ABLE accounts. Donors give to the account. Qualified housing spending is not income. The first $100,000 does not count toward the resource limit. The age of onset rose to 46 in 2026.	26 U.S.C. 529A; SSA ABLE rules	Housing Desk handout

	10. Third-party special needs trust. May pay food, phone, medical, and most other bills. Shelter paid by it is ISM.	2024 final rule; trust rules	Donor Card

	11. The actual-value rebuttal. If shelter help is smaller than the PMV, show the actual value and be charged only that.	20 CFR 416.1140	Housing Desk handout

	12. Fair share. Pay your pro rata share of household shelter costs, or a real rent, and there is no ISM.	20 CFR 416.1130 to 416.1148; POMS SI 00835	Housing Desk handout

	13. Housing subsidies. HUD housing subsidies are not counted as income.	SSA rules on HUD housing assistance; confirm the program	Housing Desk helps with applications

	14. Work is allowed. $20 and $65 excluded, then half. A Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS) can set income aside for a work goal, such as a garden business, if SSA approves it.	20 CFR 416.1112; PASS rules	Paid Roles Policy; counselor referral

	15. The $6,000 garden exclusion. A person who owns garden land, equipment, hens, or hives for household food keeps up to $6,000 of equity out of the resource count.	20 CFR 416.1224; POMS SI 01130.500	Chapter 17; Statement of Use (chapter 25)

	16. Unpaid volunteering. Free to do. Free to organize.	No remuneration, so no earned income	The whole Circle



The widest door, in plain words

Door 3 is the one most people miss. They hear "gifts count" and refuse a bookshelf, a computer, or a van. The regulation says the opposite for any non-shelter item that would be an excluded resource if kept. Cash is the thing that counts. Things mostly do not.

Using all of it together

A donor who wants to help a neighbor can do all of this in the same month: pay the grocery bill, pay the phone bill, give a used laptop, drive the neighbor to appointments, and give $20 in cash. None of it reduces SSI. The one thing the donor should not do is pay the rent. Chapter 26's Donor Card puts this on one page. The same list can live on a web page that ships the items; the sections below show how.


The wish-list door: donated goods by platform

Door 3 says a gift that is not shelter, and would be an excluded resource if kept, is not income. A wish-list platform turns that rule into a working tool. The member lists what they need. Supporters pick one item and pay for it. The item ships to the member's door. No cash reaches the member at any point.

This part of the chapter uses GiftDrive as the worked example, because its Terms of Use were read directly for this edition. The method works on any platform that ships specific goods instead of moving money. The commons does not endorse a platform. It teaches the method.

Three things make the method safe and useful:


	The gift stays a thing. A $35 blanket shipped to a member is not $35 in cash. The rule treats them differently.

	The member names the need. No duplicates, no oversized or unusable donations, no guessing by well-meaning neighbors.

	The page leaves a record. Every item has a description, a donor confirmation, and a delivery date. That paper is the member's protection if SSA ever asks.



The one ruleGoods, yes. Cash and shelter, no. Everything else in this part is how to keep to that line.



What GiftDrive is and is not

GiftDrive is an online wish-list and donation-drive platform. It is an intermediary. A person or organization it approves, called a Page Creator, builds a public page listing specific physical items. A donor picks an item and pays on the site. GiftDrive passes the order to a third-party fulfillment partner, who picks, packs, and ships it to the Page Creator's verified address.


	GiftDrive is	GiftDrive is not

	A public wish list of physical items	A cash fundraising site

	A payment processor for the donor who buys one listed item	A store, warehouse, or shipper. Its Terms say it does not own, stock, handle, or ship the goods.

	A way to show needs by name, quantity, and photo	A promise that any item will be bought, arrive on time, or arrive in good condition

	Advertised as free to create a drive	A source of tax receipts for the people who receive the goods



Read that last row twice. The platform's Terms say it issues no tax receipts for items a Page Creator receives, and that deductibility for donors depends on the Page Creator's tax-exempt status and the donor's own situation.


How a drive works, step by step


	Open the account and apply. The Page Creator registers, gives accurate information, and goes through any verification GiftDrive asks for.

	List the items. Each item gets a description, its specifications (make, model, condition where it matters), a quantity, and a photograph. The Terms hold the Page Creator responsible for the truth of all of it.

	Share the link. Every drive gets its own web address. Send it by email, text, newsletter, church bulletin, a neighborhood group, or a mutual-aid list.

	A donor buys one item. Payment is taken on GiftDrive's site. The donor is paying for a specific item to be gifted, not buying it for themselves. Sales are final, with narrow exceptions when an item cannot be fulfilled.

	The item ships. GiftDrive sends the order to its fulfillment partner. The partner ships to the verified address.

	The Page Creator confirms receipt. Delivery problems go to GiftDrive support. Items already received come off the page promptly, so no one buys what is no longer needed.



A dashboard lets the Page Creator track orders and manage the drive.


Who can open a drive

The Terms define a Page Creator as a verified nonprofit organization or an individual in need. GiftDrive sets the eligibility criteria. They may include proof of nonprofit status or demonstrated individual need. GiftDrive may ask for documents, hold an interview, or use a third-party verification service. The Terms do not promise that any individual will be approved.


	Route	How it works	Watch for

	The member applies directly	The member applies as an individual in need, supplies identification, an honest statement of need, and a valid shipping address, and answers verification questions.	Approval is not guaranteed. Confirm directly with GiftDrive that individual drives are open and what proof is required.

	The commons or church opens the drive	A verified nonprofit runs a drive for a defined purpose: furnishing a member's new apartment, replacing belongings lost to a fire, stocking a goods library.	Say plainly who receives the goods and how they are used. See the section on running a drive below.

	A partner organization opens it	A disability organization, social worker, case manager, mutual-aid group, or another congregation runs the drive for the member.	Use the partner's address only if the partner agrees and can pass the goods along reliably.



Whichever route is used, no one claims a nonprofit connection or a charitable purpose that does not exist. The Terms prohibit misrepresentation of identity or needs, and a false claim can end the account.


The SSI rules that decide it

Four rules do all the work. Each is already in this book. They are gathered here so a member can see the whole picture on one page.


	Household goods and personal effects are excluded resources. SSA does not count them toward the $2,000 limit for one person or $3,000 for a couple. Furniture, clothing, dishes, bedding, a small kitchen appliance, and personal belongings all fit (20 CFR 416.1216).

	A gift of a thing is not income when it is not shelter and would be an excluded resource if kept. This is Door 3 (20 CFR 416.1103(j)).

	Food is outside the in-kind count. Since September 30, 2024, the value of food no longer reduces SSI.

	Shelter is the wall. Rent, mortgage, property taxes, heating fuel, gas, electricity, water, sewer, and garbage collection are the closed list in chapter 7. When someone else pays for them, SSI can drop by as much as $351.33 a month in 2026.



Cash is a separate matter. SSA's 2026 booklet says cash or a gift card given to pay for food is unearned income, even though food itself no longer counts. Chapter 13 treats food-only gift cards as a gray zone. On a wish list the question never comes up. List the item, not a card.


	What arrives	Example	Effect on SSI	Status

	Household goods and personal effects	Sheets, blankets, towels, dishes, cookware, a lamp, a microwave, a fan, a coat	Not income. Excluded resource.	CLEAR

	Food	Shelf-stable groceries	Outside the in-kind count since 9/30/2024	CLEAR

	A high-value item that looks like an investment or a business asset	A pricey electronic device, a tool kit that could be resold	Usually still a household good. Keep a record of what it is for.	CONDITION

	A payment toward shelter	Rent, a mortgage payment, a hotel room, an electric or water bill, heating fuel	In-kind support and maintenance. Up to $351.33 off the check in 2026.	OUT

	Cash or something that works like cash	Cash, a general gift card, a prepaid card	Unearned income, countable after the first $20 a month	OUT




What to list

List real needs, one item at a time, at ordinary prices. A well-built list has a clear title, an honest sentence about the need, specific items instead of vague requests, a quantity for each, and a priority: most urgent, helpful, longer term.


	Category	Examples of appropriate requests

	Hygiene and health	Soap, shampoo, toothpaste, feminine hygiene products, towels, first-aid supplies

	Clothing	Socks, underwear, seasonal clothing, shoes, a coat, gloves

	Household basics	Sheets, blankets, pillows, dishes, cookware, trash cans, storage bins

	Cleaning and laundry	Detergent, cleaning products, a laundry basket, a mop, a broom

	Communication and daily living	A phone charger, basic headphones, a desk lamp, an organizer, a calendar

	Disability-related needs	Nonprescription adaptive tools, comfort items, sensory supports, accessible household tools

	Food and kitchen	Shelf-stable food, kitchen utensils, a small appliance, meal-preparation supplies



Two platform rules shape the food row. The Terms bar perishable items, so ask for shelf-stable food only. They also bar live animals, hazardous goods, and anything intended for resale. A member who needs fresh food gets it from the Harvest Table and the meals program (chapter 4), which sit outside the platform entirely.


What never to list


	Rent, mortgage payments, or a hotel or motel stay.

	Utility bills, heating fuel, or anything that pays a shelter bill. A heater is a household good. A load of heating oil is shelter. If it feeds the meter, it is shelter.

	Property taxes or homeowners insurance.

	Cash, gift cards, prepaid cards, or vouchers that act like money.

	Anything meant to be sold for cash, whether once or as a habit.

	Anything perishable, illegal, hazardous, or on the platform's prohibited list.



StopIf a member wants shelter help, the wish list is the wrong tool. Send them to the Housing Desk (chapter 7). The ABLE account, the fair-share lease, and HUD subsidies are the open routes.



Writing the page

A plain title and an honest paragraph do most of the work. A good title names the purpose: "Essential Household and Personal Items for Independent Living." A good description says what the items are for, that they are practical, and that they ship as goods, not as money.

Sample descriptionI am building a stable household on a very limited income. This list has only practical personal and household items I will use directly: bedding, hygiene supplies, clothing, kitchen basics, cleaning supplies, and other everyday necessities. Every gift is a specific item shipped to me. Nothing is sent as cash.


Four habits keep the page honest and safe.


	Say only what is true, and only what you choose to share. The page does not have to mention SSI, a diagnosis, or any private detail. The platform's verification process is where proof of need goes, and that stays between the member and GiftDrive.

	Keep the address off the page. The shipping address is given through the platform, not posted. It must be accurate and secure, since GiftDrive is not responsible for goods sent to a wrong or outdated address.

	Remember the page is public. The Terms give GiftDrive a broad license to use what is posted, including for marketing. Write nothing, and post no photo, that you would not want repeated.

	Keep the list current. Take items off when they arrive or when the need passes. The Terms require it, and it keeps donors from buying what is no longer needed.




When the commons runs the drive

A congregation or commons that is a verified nonprofit can open a drive in two ways, and the two are different.


	Kind of drive	Who owns what arrives	How it fits the model

	For the commons's own libraries	The commons owns the goods and lends them out.	Stocks the Household Goods Library and the Tool and Materials Library (chapter 5). Cleanest case. Members borrow. Nothing is given as income.

	For a named member or household	The goods pass to the member in the form they arrived.	Door 3 applies. The member is the recipient, and the page says so.



Rules for the second kind:


	Define the purpose. "Furnish a member's new apartment" is a purpose. "Help our people" is not.

	Name the receiver in the commons's own records. The Clerk logs what arrives and who takes it. Public pages use no names without the member's consent (privacy by design, chapter 6).

	Pass goods along as goods. The commons never sells a donated item to turn it into cash for the member, takes a cut, or pays a volunteer from the proceeds.

	Hand over promptly. Goods sitting in the church basement for months look like something other than a gift.

	Ask GiftDrive in writing first. The Terms require that listed items reflect the Page Creator's real needs and bar resale outside the stated purpose. Confirm that an organization drive whose goods pass to members fits those terms, and keep the answer.



If the commons is incorporated as a tax-exempt nonprofit (chapter 18), its drive may be more attractive to donors who care about deductions. That depends on the donor, not on GiftDrive.


Records and reporting

Items that are clearly household goods rarely need to be reported. Records still matter, especially for a costly item or one that could be mistaken for cash, a business asset, or shelter help.


	Save a copy or screenshot of the wish-list entry before anyone buys it.

	Keep delivery emails, packing slips, and the item description.

	Note what kind of thing each item is: household good, personal effect, food, or something touching shelter.

	Report shelter help, cash, gift cards, or an unclear high-value gift promptly.

	If unsure, call SSA and ask how that item should be treated. Write down the date, the name of the person you spoke to, and the answer.

	If the situation is complicated, see a benefits counselor, a legal aid office, or a disability rights advocate.



SSA's rule is to report any change that may affect SSI as soon as possible, and no later than 10 days after the end of the month in which the change happened. Accurate reporting prevents overpayment letters, repayment demands, and interrupted benefits.


	One line per item

	Date listed · Item · Kind (household good / personal effect / food / shelter-related) · Donor confirmation saved? · Date delivered · What it is used for




Taxes and donor receipts

A member should not assume donors get a tax deduction. GiftDrive does not guarantee one. It depends on whether the Page Creator is a recognized tax-exempt organization, and on the donor's own tax situation. GiftDrive does not give tax advice and issues no receipts for items a Page Creator receives.

A drive run by a registered 501(c)(3) can be materially different from one run by an individual. If receipts matter to supporters, partnering with a real nonprofit is worth considering. The partner must truly support the effort and describe it accurately.


The limits of the platform


	No guarantee. GiftDrive does not promise any item will be bought, in stock, delivered on time, or in good condition. Fulfillment belongs to third parties, and the Terms disclaim responsibility for delays, losses, and condition.

	Sales are final. Donors cannot get refunds except in narrow cases where an item cannot be filled.

	Stay on the platform. The Terms bar arranging purchases or gifts with other users outside GiftDrive to avoid its payment process. A member who meets a donor through the page and then asks for money directly risks the account, and the cash raises the SSI problem as well.

	Never resell. Selling donated goods as a routine way to turn them into cash breaks the Terms. It can also turn a gift of goods into income.

	The Terms can change. GiftDrive may revise them at any time by posting the new version, and may suspend an account at its discretion. Reread them before opening a drive, and again each year.




A worked example: one member's drive

This example is invented to show the method. Dana receives SSI. After two years in shared housing, Dana has been offered a subsidized one-bedroom. The unit is empty. Dana owns a few clothes and nothing else.

The member circle helps Dana apply to GiftDrive as an individual in need. While waiting for approval, the commons offers to open the drive itself for one defined purpose: furnishing Dana's apartment. The commons asks GiftDrive in writing whether that fits its terms, and saves the reply.


	On the list	Kind	Status

	Two sheet sets and two blankets	Household goods	CLEAR

	Towel set and shower curtain	Household goods	CLEAR

	Dish set, cookware, utensils	Household goods	CLEAR

	Microwave and a fan	Small appliances	CLEAR

	Laundry basket, detergent, cleaning supplies	Household goods	CLEAR

	Winter coat, gloves, socks	Personal effects	CLEAR

	Shelf-stable pantry staples	Food	CLEAR

	A basic laptop for appointments and benefits paperwork	High-value household item	CONDITION



Dana did not list first month's rent, the electric deposit, or a grocery gift card. Those are shelter or cash-like, so they stay off. A sibling who wants to help with them is pointed to the Housing Desk instead.

The month the goods arrive, Dana does three things. The Clerk logs each delivery. Dana saves the page, the confirmations, and a short note on what the laptop is for. Nothing on the list is shelter or cash, so there is nothing to report. If a donor were to send a check by mistake, Dana would report it and send it back or ask the counselor how to handle it.


Other places to post a need: a map

GiftDrive is one tool. Several others can carry a need list. They differ in what they ship, what they show the public, and whether they offer cash. The cash features are the danger. Check each tool against the table before a member signs up.


	Tool	What it is	Gift stays goods?	SSI notes	Status

	GiftDrive	Item-by-item drives that ship goods to a verified address	Yes	Earlier in this chapter	CLEAR

	Amazon Lists	A wish list anyone can make and share. Donors buy an item, and it ships to the list's address.	Yes, if no gift card is listed	Mind the address rules below	CLEAR

	Store registries (Target, Walmart, and similar)	Retail registries built for weddings and babies. Some are open to any occasion.	Yes, for item lines	Skip gift-card and cash lines	CLEAR

	Universal registries (MyRegistry, Babylist, GiftList, and similar)	One list that pulls items from any store	Item lines, yes. Cash funds, no.	Turn off or never create a cash fund	CONDITION

	Craigslist	Local classifieds. It has no wish-list feature. It does have "wanted" listings and a "free" category.	Yes, when the thing is handed over in person	Safety rules below	CONDITION

	Freecycle and Buy Nothing groups	Local giving groups where neighbors post gifts and requests	Yes	Same safety rules as Craigslist	CLEAR

	Cash crowdfunding and payment apps (GoFundMe, Venmo, Cash App, Zelle)	Money sent to a person	No	Cash is unearned income after the first $20 a month	OUT



Pick by need. A member who needs a dozen household items and wants them shipped uses GiftDrive or an Amazon list. A member who needs one heavy piece of furniture and has a way to move it uses a "wanted" listing or a Buy Nothing group. A member who wants a stranger to send cash uses none of these.


Amazon lists and store registries

Amazon's list feature is the most widely used way to ask for goods. It is free, it takes minutes, and most donors already have an account. It has one safety issue the others do not, and the commons has to teach it.

Setting one up


	Make a wish list, not a shopping list. Give it a plain title and a short, honest description.

	Choose who can see it. A private list is seen by no one. A shared list is seen by anyone with the link. A public list can be searched. For asking strangers, use shared and post the link yourself.

	Set the shipping address with care. See below.

	Add items. Choose ordinary goods, one line each, with a quantity.

	Keep purchased items on the list. Donors can then see what has already been bought.

	Never add an Amazon gift card or an add-money line. Those are cash-like.



The address problem

Amazon has long told buyers only the list owner's name, city, and state. In March 2026, Amazon said it would stop letting list owners block purchases from third-party sellers, and that it would share the list owner's delivery address with those sellers and delivery partners to fill orders from shared or public lists. Amazon's own advice was to use a non-residential address or a P.O. box on any list shared with the public.

The rule for a member's listDo not put a home address on a public or shared list. Use the commons's address, a trusted organization's address, or a P.O. box. Goods then arrive somewhere safe, and a stranger who buys a blanket never learns where the member lives.


Store registries

Target, Walmart, and similar stores run registries meant for weddings and babies. Some accept any occasion, and some are open to general needs. Most ship from the store or its partners and show buyers only a name and city. They work for a defined, one-time need such as furnishing an apartment. Read each registry's rules before opening one. Do not list gift cards or store credit.


Universal registries and the cash-fund trap

A universal registry lets one list pull items from any store, usually with a browser button or a phone app. That is useful. The same services also sell a feature called a cash fund, which lets friends send money toward a goal such as a concert, a trip, or "a new home." On SSI, that feature turns a gift of goods into a gift of cash.


	Feature	On a member's list?	Why

	Item lines linked to a store	Yes	The donor buys a thing. Door 3.

	Items with no link, such as a class or a repair	Yes, with care	A third party paying for something that is neither food nor shelter is not income. Keep it to real, named costs.

	Cash fund or contribution line	No	Cash is unearned income after $20 a month. It is also a resource if kept past the month.

	Gift cards or store credit	No	Cash-like. See chapter 13.

	A link to Venmo, Cash App, or a crowdfunding page	No	Direct money

	Rent, utility, or "housing fund" lines	No	Shelter. See chapter 7.



If a registry opens with a cash fund already switched on, turn it off. If it cannot be turned off, use a different tool. A well-meaning donor may still try to send money through a side door. The member's answer is on the Donor Card: "Thank you. Could I check on that first?" and a pointer to an item on the list.


Craigslist: wanted and free listings

Craigslist has no wish list or registry. It is a local classified site. Two parts of it work for a need: the "wanted" listings, where a person posts what they are looking for, and the "free" category, where neighbors give things away. Both are best for heavy or local items, such as a bed frame, a dresser, a table, or a bicycle.

Writing a "wanted" listing


	Name one thing. "Wanted: twin bed frame, in good shape." One listing, one item. A list of fifteen reads as a plea, and nobody has all fifteen.

	Say you can pick it up. Most free items move fast to whoever can haul them.

	Post no phone number, no home address, and no benefit status. Use the site's own reply system.

	Say "free or low cost only." This filters out sales pitches.

	Re-post every week or two, and take the listing down the day the item is found.



Safety, from Craigslist's own advice


	Deal locally, face to face. Craigslist says this one rule avoids most scam attempts.

	Meet in a public place such as a cafe. Do not invite strangers into the home, and do not go to a secluded place.

	Bring a friend, tell someone where you are, and take a phone.

	Never wire money. Craigslist says anyone who asks for it is a scammer.

	Fake cashier's checks and money orders are common. Banks cash them and then hold you responsible.

	Craigslist offers no buyer protection. Avoid shipping and escrow deals.

	Never give out financial information, and never pay with gift cards.



StopIf a stranger offers to send money, a check, or a gift card for any reason, the answer is no and the conversation is over. A "wanted" listing that turns into a cash offer is a scam, and cash is a problem for SSI even when the offer is real.


The commons helps here. Two volunteers, not the member alone, pick up the furniture. The ride and the lifting are personal services, which are not income (chapter 12, Door 5). The first meeting happens in a public lot or at the church.


Free groups: Freecycle and Buy Nothing

Freecycle and Buy Nothing are local giving groups. Neighbors post things they are giving away, and people post requests. A request is called an "ask" or a "wanted" post, depending on the group. Everything is free. Nothing is sold.


	Join the group for your own neighborhood. Read the rules first, since each group sets its own.

	Post one specific ask at a time, in plain words. "Looking for a small fan for a one-room apartment."

	Offer to pick up. Be on time. Say thanks.

	Give back when you can. A member who passes on what they no longer need keeps the circle turning. This is a habit, not a payment, and no one keeps score.

	Use the same safety steps as for Craigslist: public meeting place, a friend along, no money moving.



These groups are also a good place for the commons to find clothing for the pantry (chapter 46) and surplus for the yard sale (chapter 45).


Choosing the right tool


	The need	Best first tool	Why

	A dozen or more household basics, shipped	GiftDrive or an Amazon list	Item by item, delivered, with a record

	One heavy piece of furniture, and a way to move it	Buy Nothing or a Craigslist "wanted" listing	Local and fast. Costs nothing.

	A set of store-specific items for one move-in	A store registry	One store, one pickup or delivery

	Clothing	The pantry (chapter 46) first, then a list for new basics	The pantry is free and local. New underwear and socks come from a list.

	Help with rent, utilities, or heating fuel	None of these. The Housing Desk.	Shelter is the wall (chapter 7).

	"Just send me money"	None of these	Cash is income




More worked examples

These cases are invented to show the method. The names are made up. Each one shows a different tool, a different mistake, or a different fix.

Marcus: an Amazon list for a first job

Marcus receives SSI and has a part-time job lined up at a warehouse. He needs a few things to start. A volunteer helps him make an Amazon wish list, set to shared, with the commons's address as the delivery address.


	On the list	Kind	Status

	Steel-toe work boots	Personal effect	CLEAR

	Three work shirts, two pairs of work pants	Clothing	CLEAR

	A lunch box and a water bottle	Household goods	CLEAR

	A basic alarm clock	Household goods	CLEAR

	A bus-pass holder, no bus pass	Personal effect	CLEAR



A friend offers to send Marcus $100 through Venmo. Marcus says, "Thank you. Could I check on that first?" He sends the friend the list link and suggests the boots. The friend buys the boots. Marcus saves the list screenshot and the delivery email.

What went right: a shared list, a safe address, no gift card, and a gentle redirect from cash to an item. Marcus also tells SSA when he starts the job, because work must be reported (chapter 35).


Rosa: a Craigslist "wanted" listing

Rosa is moving into a one-room apartment and needs a bed frame and a dresser. She posts one listing: "Wanted: twin bed frame, free or low cost, can pick up this week." She uses the site's reply system and posts no phone number.


	A neighbor replies with a frame. The commons sends two volunteers with a borrowed truck. They meet the neighbor in a public parking lot, then move the frame together.

	A second message says, "I will mail you a cashier's check and you send me back the difference." Rosa does not answer. She reports it to the site.

	A third person offers a used mattress for free. Rosa says no. A used mattress can carry pests. She puts a new mattress and a mattress cover on a GiftDrive list instead.

	Rosa takes the listing down the day the frame arrives.



What went right: one item, a public meeting place, helpers along, a fake check ignored, and a mattress sent to a safer channel.


Eli and June: a Buy Nothing ask

Eli and June are a couple on SSI. June has trouble standing for long in the shower. They post one ask in the neighborhood Buy Nothing group: "Looking for a shower chair, any condition that is safe and sturdy."

A neighbor offers one the same day. The volunteer who picks it up checks that the legs are sound and the rubber feet are intact. Eli and June later pass on a set of dishes they no longer use.

What went right: a small, specific ask for a disability-related item, a safety check, and a gift passed on. A shower chair is a household good. It is not income, and it does not count as a resource.


Priya: the cash-fund mistake

Priya sets up a universal registry to furnish her apartment. The site's default setup includes a "home fund." She does not notice. A cousin sends $150 to the fund. The Clerk, who is helping Priya review the page, spots the fund.


	Priya turns the cash fund off.

	She tells the Benefits Liaison, who hands her the counselor list.

	She reports the $150 to SSA. Cash is unearned income after the first $20 for the month, so the check may drop. A counselor helps her work out the effect.

	She replaces the fund with five item lines: a table, two chairs, a lamp, and a rug.

	She thanks her cousin and sends the link to the item list.



What went right: the mistake was caught fast, it was reported, and the page was fixed. It also shows why the commons checks a list's settings before it goes public.


St. Brigid's circle: a drive for the pantry

The circle at St. Brigid's has started a monthly clothing closet (chapter 46). It needs new socks and underwear, hangers, and laundry supplies. The congregation is a registered nonprofit, so it opens a GiftDrive page. The Clerk asks GiftDrive in writing whether the page may serve the pantry, and saves the reply.


	On the list	Who owns it	Status

	New socks, adult sizes, 60 pairs	The commons, for the pantry shelves	CLEAR

	New underwear, mixed sizes, 40 packs	The commons, for the pantry shelves	CLEAR

	200 hangers and four garment bins	The commons	CLEAR

	Laundry detergent and dryer sheets	The commons	CLEAR

	A fitting-corner curtain and a mirror	The commons	CLEAR



The goods go to the church. Two volunteers receive and log them. Nothing is sold, and nothing is paid to any member. A donor asks if she can send a check to the pantry fund. The treasurer, who does not rely on SSI, handles it, since the commons's account belongs to the commons.

What went right: the drive was for the commons's own shelves, the Terms were checked in writing, and the money stayed with the commons.



The wish-list checklist


	Every item is a thing, not money, a card, or a payment.

	No cash fund, crowdfunding link, or payment-app link is attached to any list.

	A shared list uses the commons's address or a P.O. box, never a home address.

	Nothing on the list pays rent, utilities, heating fuel, a mortgage, taxes, or a hotel.

	Food is shelf-stable only.

	The page is truthful and says only what the member chooses to share.

	The address is given through the platform, not posted.

	Screenshots and delivery records are saved.

	Each item is labeled by kind in the records.

	Received items are taken off the page.

	Nothing donated is sold for cash.

	Any doubt goes to SSA or a benefits counselor, in writing, before the item is accepted.





Chapter 13

Gray Zones

These are places where the rule is silent, old, or fact-bound. Use them with a plain note in the file. For a member, ask a benefits counselor first.

1. How small is "small"?

POMS SI 00830.700 C.2 gives no number. The commons's basket cap supplies a practical one. A member who regularly moves more than a basket a week is no longer in the examples SSA gave (extra eggs, home-canned beans).

2. Food as pay

POMS SI 00820.010 says in-kind food or shelter given as remuneration for employment is earned income. The section is dated May 2024. The final rule on food took effect that September and says food is outside the ISM calculation. SSA has not published how the two fit together for food paid as wages. The model avoids it. Meals and plots are never pay.

3. Gift cards

A card that works only at a grocery store or restaurant buys food. A card that works anywhere, or a general-purpose prepaid card, acts like cash and could be used for shelter. SSA has no standing rule for mixed-use cards that this review found. The model says: food-only cards, or give the item itself. SSA's 2026 booklet states that a gift card given to pay for food is unearned income. The item itself is the safest gift. A wish-list page that ships the item is the cleanest way to give it (chapter 12).

4. Seedlings

A seedling is not food, so it is not "home produce" in the strict sense. It is also not food or shelter, so receiving one is not income, and swapping your own plants is an exchange of your own property. This is likely fine. No SSA text speaks to seedlings specifically. Trade seedlings for seedlings, never for money.

5. Selling a little

If a member sells produce or crafts, SSA looks at whether it is a trade or business. If not, proceeds are unearned income, dollar for dollar after $20. If it is a business, they are earned income with the $65 and half exclusions, plus self-employment rules. Small sales of extras are assumed to produce no income. The line between hobby and business turns on regularity, volume, and profit motive. Go to a counselor before the first sale.

6. Loans

A true loan, with a written promise to repay and real repayment, is not income. Money kept past the month of receipt is a resource. A "loan" with no repayment is a gift. The trap version appears in chapter 14.

7. Repeated swaps

A one-off swap of a mixing bowl for a lamp is an exchange of excluded household goods. A person who swaps goods weekly for a margin starts to look like a reseller. Keep swaps ordinary.

8. Shared living

If the commons grows into shared housing, two rules govern: pro rata share of shelter costs, and the "Church amendment" exclusion for private nonprofit residential institutions (POMS SI 00835.710 and .712). Both turn on facts. Neither belongs in this model without SSA's written answer first.

9. Taxes

SSI and tax law define income differently. A plant sale, paid staff, or a time bank can create tax questions the commons's no-credit design otherwise avoids. Ask a tax preparer before adding any of them.

10. Reimbursements

Repaying exact, receipted expense is not pay. Anything beyond receipts begins to look like pay. See SI 00820.450 for how SSA treats payments above expenses.



Chapter 14

False Loopholes

Each of these looks like a way around the rules. Each fails, and the worst are fraud. They are listed so no one in the commons mistakes them for doors.


	The trap	Why it fails

	Cash under the table. "Nobody needs to know."	Cash is income whether reported or not. Unreported cash becomes an overpayment, and knowingly false or omitted statements to SSA are fraud.

	The sham lease. A lease on paper, rent never paid, or rent refunded.	SSA looks at what happens, not what is signed. Rent that is not actually paid is not rent.

	Rent disguised as groceries. A "food contribution" that really covers the room.	Substance beats label. Food is outside the count. Shelter is not. Bundling does not move the shelter portion.

	"I'm just holding it." Cash kept in a friend's account, or the commons holding a member's money.	Money a person can reach and use is theirs for SSI. It counts as a resource.

	Giving away resources before applying.	Transfers for less than fair value within 36 months can bar eligibility for up to 36 months (20 CFR 416.1246).

	Take-and-sell-back. A member takes an item from the goods library and the commons or a friend buys it back.	It turns goods into cash. It is a sale, not mutual aid.

	A business called "mutual aid."	The label decides nothing. Regular paid work or sales is wages or self-employment.

	All-purpose gift cards as "food."	If it can pay rent, it behaves like cash.

	Staying quiet. Not reporting a change.	SSA expects reports on time. Overpayments are collected, sometimes for years. Silence causes the trouble. Documentation ends it.



StopIf a commons volunteer is ever asked to hide something from SSA, the answer is no. The commons's strongest legal position is an open one with clean notes. Draft A's "avoid the paper trail" is wrong advice, and this book retires it.


If an overpayment letter arrives


	Do not ignore it. Deadlines are short.

	Ask for a waiver or appeal.

	Call legal aid or a protection and advocacy agency.

	Bring the logs.





Chapter 15

Questions for SSA

Some answers belong to SSA, not to this book. Ask them in writing. SSA's field offices and benefits counselors can answer, and the POMS is public. A written answer protects the commons and every member.

The open questions


	How does SSA read POMS SI 00820.010 (in-kind food as remuneration for work) after the food rule took effect on September 30, 2024?

	Does "small" in POMS SI 00830.700 C.2 have a working limit for trades of home produce?

	How does SSA treat a prepaid card usable for both food and shelter?

	Has our state certified our organization, or organizations like it, as providing need-based assistance under 20 CFR 416.1157?

	Does a volunteer who tends commons rows and takes home produce from the Harvest Table receive remuneration?

	For a member who takes a paid commons role: how are wages reported when the person also volunteers other hours?



A letter you can adapt

[Date]

To: [Local Social Security office or benefits counselor]

From: [Organization name and address]

Re: Request for written policy guidance on a community food, seed, and goods commons

We operate a nonprofit community commons that gives seed, garden plots, shared meals, household goods, and tool loans to neighbors. We give no cash, gift cards, or credits. Volunteers are unpaid. We do not pay rent or utilities for anyone.

We are asking for written answers to the following. For each, please cite the regulation or POMS section:

1. [Insert the question or questions from this chapter]

Our written charter is enclosed. Please reply to the address above. Thank you.

[Name, title, signature]


Keeping the answer


	File the letter and the reply together in the Clerk's binder.

	If the answer is spoken, write down the name, office, date, and the POMS section the person cited. Ask them to confirm in writing.

	Re-ask after any major rule change.





Chapter 16

The Art of Plenty

Creativity, gifts, heirlooms, and a life rich in sharing.

How this chapter fits the bookChapters 12 to 15 map the doors the rules leave open and how to ask. This chapter walks through one of the widest: the creative, generous life. It is for the maker, the silversmith, the gardener, and the keeper of family treasures, and it shows how art, gifts, heirlooms, and jars fit together under SSI. Chapters 5 and 45 show the programs where these gifts change hands.



You are richer than you have been told

Somewhere along the way, many of us were taught that being poor means having nothing to give, nothing to make, and nothing to share. Beloved friends, that is not true. You carry gifts in your hands. Your attic holds years of your own work. Your neighbor's garden is overflowing. Your friend has a drawer of tools that would make your craft sing. The wealth of a community was never only money. It is skill, beauty, food, time, and the willingness to give.

This chapter is about living in that wealth. It is about making art, sharing what you grow and put up, keeping what your family has handed down, and receiving what others offer, all with a clear and peaceful mind. The good news is simple. Most of what makes a creative, generous life is allowed under SSI. You can keep it, give it, and receive it. Let us walk through it together.


What you made is yours

Art you created for the love of it, and keep because it matters to you, is a personal belonging. It is yours the way your favorite chair and your family photographs are yours. An attic full of paintings does not become a problem because there are many of them. What matters is why you keep them: for meaning, for joy, for the story they tell about your life.

That means you are free to give them away. Handing a painting to a neighbor who admires it creates no income for you and costs you nothing at all. A gift of your own belongings is simply a gift.

One thing to hold clearly: work you make mainly to sell, or keep as stock for a business, is a different kind of thing. It has its own road, and chapter 44 walks it. Art made from the heart and kept from the heart is safe at home.


The open hand

What makes a gift a gift? It is given freely. No one is owed it. It is not payment for anything. It does not need a contract, a receipt, or a witness. It only needs an open hand.

When you give your neighbor a painting with no strings, and your neighbor gives you a set of garden tools with no strings, you have each given an independent gift. Kindness flowing both ways does not turn it into a trade. It would become a trade only if one gift were required for the other, if either of you said, "I will give you this, but only if you give me that." Keep your hands open and the circle stays what it is: love moving between neighbors.

Worked example: Marisol's open handMarisol is an invented member, but her story belongs to many of us. She has painted for thirty years, and her apartment closet is stacked with canvases. Her neighbor Tomas, who gardens, sees one on her wall and says it makes him smile. Marisol gives it to him that afternoon. A week later Tomas brings over a spade and a good pair of pruning shears he no longer uses, because he thought she might like them for her window planters. Nobody asked for anything. Nobody keeps score. Two friends gave what they had, and both went home richer.



What flows to you freely

Here the road opens wide. Many of the things a creative, growing life needs can come to you as gifts without a worry.


	Art and craft supplies. Paints, brushes, canvases, clay, paper, pencils, and the tools and materials of the silversmith are hobby materials. When you keep them for your own making, they do not count as income when they arrive, and they do not count against your resource limit while you hold them. There is no dollar ceiling. A neighbor can hand you three hundred dollars' worth of paints and canvases, and the gift stays a gift.

	Garden tools and household goods. Ordinary tools for your garden or your home are personal belongings too. Receive them gladly.

	Food. Since September 30, 2024, food that others give you no longer lowers your SSI payment. Groceries, shared meals, and the tomatoes and squash from a neighbor's garden are free to nourish you. This is one of the greatest openings for community care in years, and it was made for exactly the kind of sharing we do.




Where to take a little care

A wise gardener knows which beds need extra attention. A few kinds of giving work differently, and knowing them keeps your garden green.


	Cash is different from things. A cash gift, even from a dear friend, counts as income. That is true even if it is meant for art supplies. A box of canvases and money for canvases are not the same, so if friends want to help your art, gently invite them to give the actual supplies.

	Help with housing is different from help with food. Help paying rent or other shelter costs can still affect your payment. The food rule changed. The shelter rule did not (chapter 7).

	Trades are different from gifts. If food or tools come to you as payment for your art or your work, that is pay, not a gift. Keep your giving unconditional and you stay on the open road. Chapter 33 is for neighbors who want to trade.




Silversmithing: a craft worth keeping

The silversmith's bench is one of the oldest workshops in the world, and it is a fine place for a person of modest means. A few hand tools, a small flame, and a bit of metal can become a ring, a pendant, a cross, a bowl, or a bell. Hands that learn this craft are making beauty out of almost nothing.

Good news for the bench: silversmithing is a hobby craft like any other. The things you need can come to you as gifts, and the things you make are yours to keep or give.

What can be given to you for the bench


	Silver sheet, wire, and solder for your pieces.

	Stones, findings, clasps, chain, and other small parts.

	Pliers, files, saws, hammers, mandrels, and a bench pin.

	Flux, a small torch, polishing cloths, and other shop supplies.

	A retired jeweler's whole bench, if a friend is closing a shop and wants it used.



Kept for your own making, these are hobby materials, like paints and canvases. They are not income when they arrive and they do not count against your limit while you hold them. The silver does not become a problem because silver has a price. A craft material stays a craft material.

Keep a workbench, not a vault

The line to hold is purpose. A drawer of sheet and wire that you are working through is a workbench. A stack of silver bars you hold because you expect the price to rise is savings, and savings are counted. So keep a working stock. Label the bag "for making." Use it. When it runs low, ask your circle for more, and let it go back out into the world as rings and crosses and gifts.

What you make

A ring you make and wear is a personal effect, like any jewelry you wear. A pendant you make for your sister is a gift. A cross you make for the church is a gift. You may give pieces away as freely as you make them.

When someone pays you for a piece, or brings you silver and asks you to make something in return, that is work for pay, and it has its own road. Chapter 44 and chapter 15 show where to start. Many silversmiths on SSI simply give their work, teach what they know, and let the joy of it be the pay.

Worked example: Ellis at the benchEllis is an invented member. A retired jeweler in the congregation closes her shop and gives Ellis her bench pin, files, saws, and a coffee can of sheet scraps. Ellis learns to make plain rings. His first goes to his sister, his second to the church for a wedding blessing, and his third to a neighbor whose husband just died. He keeps a small bag of wire marked "for making" and uses it up. When it runs out, a friend who inherited a box of old silver findings brings him a handful. No one has paid anyone. Ellis has a trade, a purpose, and a circle that is glad to see him.


The Craft and Repair Circle (chapter 5) is a good home for a silversmith. A shared tool shelf with a bench, a flame, and a patient teacher can start a dozen new makers.


Heirlooms: treasures that carry a family

Almost every family has a few things that matter more than any price: a grandmother's ring, a father's pocket watch, a christening cup, a family Bible, a rosary, a quilt, a set of tea cups used every Easter. These carry a family's story from one hand to the next.

The rules honor that. Jewelry you wear, and jewelry you keep because it is part of your family's story, counts as a personal belonging, and so do wedding and engagement rings. Things that hold cultural or religious meaning for you are personal belongings too, from an icon or a prayer bead string to a family altar cloth. Things in your home that you use, or keep for the memory of someone you loved, belong on the same side of the line.

The line falls in the same place it always does. Pieces you keep because of who they belong to are safe. Gems, coins, and collectibles that you hold because of what they are worth are not.

Passing it on

Giving an heirloom to a child, a grandchild, or a friend is a gift of a personal belonging. It does not create income for you, and nobody has to pay anything for it. Hand it on while you are here to tell its story.

A card for every treasure

Many families keep a simple heirloom card with each piece: who owned it, where it came from, why it is kept, and who it is meant for. Add a photograph. It is a lovely family record, and it also says plainly why you hold the thing. If an item is truly valuable and you are not sure which side of the line it sits on, ask a benefits counselor before you decide anything.

Worked example: the christening cupRosa is an invented member. Her family has a small silver christening cup that has held the baby's first drink for four generations. She keeps it in a drawer wrapped in a cloth. When her granddaughter is born, Rosa fills out a card with the cup's story, takes a photo, and gives the cup to her daughter at the baptism. She owes no one anything for it, and no one owes her. A family story moved forward by one hand.



From your pantry to the circle: jars, loaves, and dried herbs

Many of us put up food: tomatoes in jars, jam from the summer berries, pickles, dried herbs, a loaf of bread on Sunday, a jar of honey from a friend's hive. These are some of the oldest gifts there are, and the circle is a good home for them.

Food given to you as a gift no longer lowers your SSI payment, so a jar of peach jam from a neighbor is just a jar of peach jam. And what you put up from your own garden and give away is a gift from your own hands. Some ideas for the circle:


	A shelf in the commons for put-up foods, next to the Harvest Table (chapter 4). Anyone may add a jar. Anyone may take one.

	A swap of jars at the end of the harvest, with no one keeping count.

	Loaves, dried herbs, tea blends, and seed packets on the free table.

	A basket of jars for a family with a new baby or a recent loss.



Keep it good and keep it kind


	Label each jar with what it is and the date it was made.

	Use tested canning recipes from your county extension office, so what you give is safe to eat.

	Offer a way to return jars if you like, and say it is only a courtesy, never a condition.

	Give it away. Selling jars is a different road, with its own home-food rules in many states. Chapter 44 begins there. If you are on SSI, speak with a counselor before the first sale.




The circle of gifts

Imagine a circle of friends who share freely and often: a painting here, a basket of vegetables there, a box of silversmithing supplies from someone who has moved on to another craft, a handmade ring for someone who needed cheering up, a shelf of jars. This is the Commons at its most beautiful, and it is allowed. Giving often does not turn gifts into trades. What keeps a circle a circle is the spirit in which it moves:


	People give without asking for something specific in return.

	People receive without taking on a debt.

	Anyone may rest, say no, or step away, and owe nothing.

	People share from what they have and what they feel moved to give, not to settle accounts.



The ordinary expectation of kindness between friends is not a payment agreement. But a true trade should never wear a gift's clothing. If you ever find yourself keeping a ledger of who owes whom, you have wandered into trading. Loosen your grip and return to giving, or move the exchange to the trade table in chapter 33. A circle of gifts has no ledger. It has trust.


Let your art live

You do not have to stop being an artist because you receive SSI. The Social Security Administration publishes guidance for artists who receive benefits, and chapter 15 shows how to ask. But not every blessing of art has to be a sale. Here are ways to let your stored work come alive:


	Rotate your pieces into your home, so you live among your own beauty.

	Photograph your favorites and build a portfolio, a retrospective of your creative life.

	Hold a small show at the library, the community room, or a neighborhood gathering.

	Give pieces to people who will treasure them.

	Let older work inspire new pieces, an illustrated memoir, or stories about how you create.



A lifelong creative practice does not need to become a business to be meaningful. Sometimes its greatest purpose is the joy it brings to you and the people you love.


Collecting as a sacred art

There is an art in collecting, too. To collect well is to choose with care, to learn the story of each thing, to preserve it, and to arrange it so that the pieces speak to one another. A collection can follow one maker, one era, one material, or one memory. It does not need rare or costly treasures. A button collection can be a poem. A shelf of river stones can be a prayer.

Artists have known this for more than a century. In the early 1900s, Picasso pressed newspaper into his collages, and Duchamp set an ordinary wheel and an ordinary fountain before the world and called them art. Kurt Schwitters built whole works from scraps others threw away. Joseph Cornell filled small boxes with marbles, shells, toys, and figurines until they became what the Art Institute of Chicago calls "miniature museums." Later, Rauschenberg and Johns blended found objects into painting, and Betye Saar used them to explore memory, identity, and spirit. None of it depended on what the objects cost. The beauty lived in what the artist saw between them.

This is a gift for people of modest means: the materials of art are all around you. Collecting gathers the materials. Composition gives them new life. Keep your collection for its meaning and it stays a personal belonging.


Peace of mind and the dignity of privacy

You should not have to feel that every act of creativity, generosity, or neighborliness invites scrutiny. Wanting privacy is reasonable, and it is dignified. There is a difference between meeting the reporting rules that truly apply to your situation and feeling that you must report your whole life. Do the first with a steady heart. You owe nothing for the second.

It would be too much to say that nothing ever needs reporting. When something feels unclear, such as a cash gift, shelter help, or income from selling your work, ask before you assume. A quick question to a benefits counselor is an act of care for yourself, and it keeps your path clear.


Walk on in plenty

Let us gather the harvest of this chapter:


	Your artwork and your collections, kept from the heart, are yours to enjoy and to give.

	Paints, canvases, silver, tools, and every material of your craft can come to you as gifts and stay with you for your making.

	Family treasures kept for their story are yours to keep and yours to hand on.

	Food given freely, including jars from your own pantry, is a blessing that does not lower your payment.

	Cash, help with housing, and payment for work follow their own paths, so give those a little extra care.

	A circle of friends who share often is a beautiful thing, as long as every gift stands on its own and no one is owed.



You were never meant to live small. You can make, give, grow, gather, and receive, and in doing so build a life rich in beauty and a community rich in love. Open your hands. There is more than enough.



Part V
Growing the Commons
The $6,000 garden, the legal body, the seed library, the seed bank, the bees.



Chapter 17

The $6,000 Food Garden Exclusion

This is the rule that lets a person on SSI own garden property. It is narrow, it has a cap, and it has one word that decides everything: solely. This chapter takes it apart.

The rule in one paragraph

SSI counts what you own against a $2,000 limit ($3,000 for a couple). Some property is excluded. One excluded class is nonbusiness property used to produce goods or services essential to daily activities. SSA's regulation names land used to grow vegetables or livestock only for personal consumption in the household, with corn, tomatoes, chicken, and cattle as examples. Up to $6,000 of your equity in that property is excluded. Equity above $6,000 counts as a resource. (20 CFR 416.1224; POMS SI 01130.500 and SI 01130.502.)

The regulation's own exampleBill owns a small unimproved lot several blocks from his home. It is worth $4,800. He uses it to grow vegetables and fruit only for his own consumption. His equity is under $6,000, so the lot is excluded.


The four tests


	Test	What it asks

	1. Nonbusiness	Is this a household activity, not a business? You are not trying to make a living or a profit from it.

	2. Goods for daily life	Does the property produce something needed for daily living? Food is the clearest case. Firewood for your own stove is another.

	3. Solely for the household	Is the output consumed by you and the people you live with? Sharing small extras fits SSA's home-produce policy (chapter 4). Regular sales do not.

	4. Equity at or under $6,000	Current market value minus what you owe on it. Equity above $6,000 counts.



What equity means

Equity is what the property would sell for today, less any loan or lien on it. It is not what you paid. A tiller bought for $900 that would sell for $250 has $250 of equity. A lot worth $9,000 with a $4,000 loan has $5,000 of equity.

What the exclusion covers


	Land. A vacant lot, a field, a second plot you grow on. Not the land under and around your home, which falls under the home exclusion (below).

	Equipment. Tillers, hand tools, a greenhouse or hoop house, irrigation gear, a root cellar, canning equipment used to preserve your own harvest.

	Living things. Fruit trees on the lot, a berry patch, hens raised for household eggs and meat, bee hives for household honey.

	Related property. A shed, a fence, a rain-catchment tank.



What it does not cover


	Passenger cars, trucks, boats, and special vehicles. The regulation carves these out of this class. One automobile used for transportation has its own exclusion (20 CFR 416.1218). Some state manuals that follow SSA policy treat a garden tractor used for subsistence growing as covered. Ask SSA before buying one.

	Money. Cash and bank balances are always countable. A garden fund is a bank account.

	Business property. Hives, greenhouses, and tools used to run a business sit in a different class (see the table below).

	Income. The exclusion protects what you own, not what you earn.



Where it sits in the order of exclusions

Before you reach the $6,000 cap, three bigger exclusions do their work.


	The home. The house, the land it sits on, and related outbuildings are excluded with no dollar cap (20 CFR 416.1212). A backyard garden on your own lot is part of the home. It never touches the $6,000.

	Household goods and personal effects. Excluded regardless of value (20 CFR 416.1216). Hand tools and garden gear that fit the definition sit here.

	One automobile used for transportation. Excluded regardless of value (20 CFR 416.1218).



The $6,000 exclusion is for what is left: land that is not your home, plus larger equipment and structures. Everything past it counts toward $2,000.

Three classes of garden property, side by side


		Household food (this chapter)	Nonbusiness income-producing	Trade or business

	Example	Your vegetable lot for your own table	A rented-out plot, a hobby flock whose eggs you sell for a steady return	A market garden or honey business

	Cap	$6,000 equity	$6,000 equity	No cap while in current use

	Return test	None	Must earn at least 6% a year on the excluded equity	None

	What the output does	Eaten and shared in small amounts; no income	Income counts	Income counts (earned, with the $65 and half exclusions)

	Reporting	Describe the property and its use	Report income and expenses	Report net earnings from self-employment



The right-hand column looks like a loophole: unlimited property. It is a trade. The income from the business counts against the check, and the property is excluded only while it is actually in use in the business. A hobby does not qualify by calling itself a business.

The word "solely"

SSA's policy uses the word solely for this class: land used to produce vegetables or livestock solely for household consumption. That word does two jobs.


	It sorts you into the right class. A lot that grows a few extra tomatoes you give a neighbor is a household-food lot. A lot that grows 40 pounds a week for a market stall is a business lot.

	It makes mixed use a question. No SSA text this review found says how much sale, or how much sharing, moves a lot from one class to another. SSA's home-produce policy says a small trade or sale of produce raised for home use produces no income (chapter 4). That is about income. It does not tell you the property stays in the household-food class forever. If the lot starts to sell, ask a counselor which class it now sits in.



ConditionFor safe use: grow for the household, share small extras, never sell, and write down how the lot is used. If that ever changes, stop and re-classify before the next month starts.


Worked examples

Example 1: Under the cap

Maria owns a vacant lot worth $4,800 with no loan. She grows beans, tomatoes, and herbs. She also owns a $250 tiller and a $300 hoop house. Her total equity in household-food property is $5,350. All of it is excluded.

Example 2: A loan helps

Lee owns a lot worth $9,000 with a $4,000 loan. Equity is $5,000. All excluded. If he pays the loan off with a gift, his equity rises to $9,000 and $3,000 becomes countable. Pay-downs change the math.

Example 3: Over the cap

Jordan inherits 5 acres worth $22,000, free and clear. Equity is $22,000. If used only for household food, $6,000 is excluded and $16,000 counts. That is far over $2,000 and benefits stop. Options, all to be taken to a counselor first: sell the land at fair value and spend the proceeds on excluded things, put the land to a different use that fits another exclusion, or ask SSA about a conditional-benefits arrangement, which gives a period to sell property that cannot be excluded.

Example 4: The bees

Sarah keeps two hives for honey for her household. Hives, bees, and gear would sell for $700. Add her $400 of garden equipment and a $3,500 lot. Total household-food equity is $4,600. All excluded. If she starts a honey business, the hives move to a business class and her honey income counts.

Example 5: The shared garden

Sam has no land. He grows on a plot owned by the commons. He owns nothing the exclusion needs to reach. His resources are unchanged. This is the model's default (chapter 3).

How the cap is counted across items

The regulation's examples add up the equity in the property and compare the total to $6,000. Plan on one cap for all your household-food property combined: land, equipment, structures, trees, hens, hives. SSA's text speaks of "the property," and no passage this review found sets a separate cap for each item. Treat it as one cap and ask if you want it read otherwise.

Own it, or use it?


	If you...	Then...

	Rent, or have no land	Use commons land. Nothing to count.

	Own a home with a yard	Garden the yard. It is excluded with the home.

	Own a separate lot worth $6,000 or less in equity	The exclusion fits. Keep a statement of use.

	Own a separate lot worth more	The excess counts. Talk to a counselor before the next resource check.

	Are offered land as a gift	Ask first. A gift of land changes your resources the day you own it.

	Want to give your land to the commons	Ask first. A transfer for less than fair value can trigger a penalty period (20 CFR 416.1246; chapter 14). A sale at fair value is a sale, and the cash counts.



For most people the commons route is stronger. The commons owns the land. The member owns only seed, a few tools, and what grows.

Proof: what SSA asks for

When a person says they own property used to produce goods necessary for daily activities, SSA's procedure is to take a statement describing the property and how it is used. That is a low bar. Meet it with a one-page statement of use (chapter 25) and keep a few simple records:


	A short description: location, size, what grows or lives there.

	A dated note on how the harvest is used: eaten, preserved, shared.

	An estimate of current market value and any loan balance.

	Receipts for equipment over about $100.



The cliffs and traps


	Trap	What happens

	A gift pays off the loan	Equity jumps. The excess counts.

	Equipment gifts stack up	A donated greenhouse, tiller, and shed can cross $6,000 in total.

	Land appreciates	Market value rises; equity rises with it. Re-check each year.

	A cash garden fund	Money is countable even when the lot is not.

	Selling more than "small"	May change the class of the property and creates income.

	Hens and hives start paying	Same: the exclusion is for household use.

	Forgetting the $2,000 limit	The $6,000 is on top of nothing. It only removes qualifying property from the count.



What the exclusion does not change


	It does not raise the $2,000 limit.

	It does not make any income exempt.

	It does not cover the commons's property. That belongs to the commons and was never the member's.

	It does not bind SSA on a particular case. Ask for a written decision on anything over about $3,000 of equity.



Checklist


	Is the property excluded under the home exclusion? If yes, stop. No cap applies.

	Is it household goods or personal effects? If yes, stop.

	Is it used solely to produce food for the household?

	Total equity in all such property: $6,000 or less?

	Statement of use on file?

	No sales beyond small shared extras?

	Own cash plus other countable resources still under $2,000?





Chapter 18

Incorporating the Commons

The commons must be a legal body that can own seed, tools, land rights, and a bank account, sign a lease, carry insurance, and say "this property is the organization's, not any member's." This chapter walks from first idea to a legal commons.

CheckLaws vary by state. Use this chapter as a map. Have a nonprofit attorney or your state's nonprofit assistance center review the filings before you submit them.


Choose the form


	Form	Good for	Costs and limits

	Church or ministry	A group already acting as a congregation or ministry. Churches are automatically treated as tax-exempt under 501(c)(3) and need not apply, though many seek a recognition letter for donors and banks.	Must actually function as a church. Church status brings its own recordkeeping and activity rules. Ask counsel.

	Independent nonprofit corporation with 501(c)(3) status	A stand-alone commons that will seek grants and tax-deductible gifts.	State filing, IRS application, annual reports, a board of at least three unrelated people in most states.

	Project of a fiscal sponsor	A pilot year. The sponsor holds the money and takes a fee.	You are not the legal owner. Make sure the sponsor agreement says the sponsor owns the seed, tools, and funds as organization property.

	Nonprofit corporation without IRS recognition	A very small commons with no grants and few gifts.	Gifts are not tax-deductible. May still need state registration.

	Unincorporated group	Not recommended.	No clear owner of property. Members could be personally liable. SSI members could be seen as owners.



For a commons that wants SSI members to take part without risk, the organization form is not optional. It is the thing that makes the property the organization's.

The steps


	Name it. Check the state business registry and domain names. Do not use a name that suggests a commercial seed dealer.

	Gather a founding circle. At least three adults. Most states require three directors. Choose people willing to keep the Charter.

	Write the purpose clause. Charitable and educational: share seed, food, goods, tools, and knowledge; teach gardening; support food security. No dues-for-benefits model.

	File articles of incorporation with the state. Include the purpose clause and a dissolution clause (assets go to another exempt organization, not to members).

	Adopt bylaws. Use the SSI clauses below.

	Hold the first board meeting. Adopt the Charter, name officers, authorize a bank account, adopt a conflict-of-interest policy, and record it all in minutes.

	Get an EIN from the IRS. It is free.

	Open the bank account in the organization's name with two signers who are not SSI recipients (chapter 6).

	Apply for exemption. Small organizations may qualify for the short Form 1023-EZ; check the IRS eligibility worksheet and current fee. A church may skip the application.

	Register with the state. Many states require charitable solicitation registration before you ask the public for money. Many also give exemption from sales and property tax by separate application.

	Buy insurance. General liability and, if you serve food or keep bees, confirm the policy covers them. Add volunteer accident cover if available.

	Write the land agreement (below).



Bylaw clauses the commons needs


	Clause	Plain wording

	Ownership	The corporation owns all seed, tools, goods, equipment, and funds. No member has an ownership share in any of them.

	No member accounts	The corporation keeps no balances, deposits, or credits for members.

	No claims	No contribution creates a right to a distribution.

	Signing authority	Only directors or officers who are not recipients of means-tested benefits may sign checks or access funds.

	Volunteers	Volunteers are unpaid. The corporation reimburses documented expenses only.

	Paid roles	Paid roles follow the Paid Roles Policy and are real jobs with payroll.

	Privacy	The corporation does not record benefits status.

	Dissolution	On dissolution, assets pass to an exempt organization with a similar purpose.

	Conflict of interest	A director with a personal interest in a decision does not vote on it.



The "signing authority" clause is not a statement about anyone's worth. It protects them. Funds a person controls can read as funds that person owns. The same clause lets members on SSI serve on committees and even on the board as non-signing directors, without touching the money.

Land agreements


	Own it. Cleanest. Gifts of land to an organization are a separate legal task; use an attorney.

	Lease it. A written lease from a church, a school, a city, a land trust, or a private owner. Ask for at least three years so soil work pays off. Nominal rent is common.

	License it. A written permission to use land, revocable on notice. Easier to get than a lease; less secure.

	Public land. Cities and counties often run community garden programs. Ask the parks department.

	Utilities. Settle who pays water. Agree in writing.

	Liability. Ask the landlord to name the organization on its policy or require the organization's own. Many states have recreational-use and volunteer-protection laws. A lawyer should say how they apply to you.



Seed law letter

Write to your state seed control official before the first packet leaves the shelf. Ask in writing whether the state's seed law applies to a free, noncommercial seed library, and what labeling or exemption applies. File the reply with the Charter. (Chapter 19 gives the detail.)

Tax and sales


	Gifts to the commons from members and donors are charitable gifts. Give receipts to donors who ask. Do not give a receipt that states a dollar value for goods the donor gave. Donors value their own gifts.

	Selling plants or seed makes the commons a seller. It needs a state seller's permit in many places and may owe sales tax. Many commons stay free and avoid this.

	Annual IRS filing: most small exempt organizations file a short annual return. Churches generally do not. Ask your preparer.



Timeline


	Weeks	Task

	1 to 2	Circle meets. Name, purpose, Charter draft.

	3 to 6	Articles and bylaws filed. EIN. Bank account.

	6 to 12	Exemption application. State registrations. Insurance quote.

	8 to 16	Land agreement. State seed official letter. Counselor meeting.

	16 on	First Saturday. Begin Seed Library.



Exemption processing can take months. The commons can run its first season while it waits. Keep every gift documented.

If you want a faster start

Find a fiscal sponsor for the first year. Use the Charter as the project's operating rules. Sign an agreement stating that the sponsor owns the property and that the project may use the sponsor's tax-exempt status. Convert to your own organization when you are steady.



Chapter 19

Building the Seed Library

A seed library works like a book library. Seed goes out. People grow it. A few plants go to seed, and some of that seed comes back. This chapter takes a library from empty shelf to circulating collection.

Decide the shape


	Model	What it looks like	Best for

	In a public library	A card catalog or cabinet at a branch. Librarians host; volunteers stock.	Getting started. Gives you space and traffic.

	Stand-alone	Your own cabinet or shelf at the commons site.	A commons with its own building or shed.

	Mobile	A cart or box brought to events and markets.	Outreach. Not a replacement for a fixed shelf.

	Hybrid	A seed bank at the commons plus a front shelf at a partner library.	Most commons, once steady.



Start with a hybrid. A public library branch gives you the audience. Your own site holds the bulk collection.

Furniture and space


	A cabinet with shallow drawers or a repurposed card catalog. Shallow drawers hold packets upright by crop.

	Dividers by crop type: beans and peas, brassicas, greens, roots, tomatoes and peppers, squash and cucumbers, herbs, flowers, grains.

	A clear sign: "Free. Take what you will grow. Return seed if you can. No charge, no credit."

	Pencils, labels, small envelopes, a bin for returns.

	A dry, cool, shaded spot. Heat and damp ruin seed.



Sourcing the first collection


	Donations from gardeners, seed companies that give seed to libraries, and seed swaps.

	Purchases by the commons from open-pollinated seed suppliers. Buy variety, not volume.

	Saved seed from the commons rows (chapter 20).

	Regional adapted seed. Ask local old-timers, farms, and heritage groups. Locally grown seed often outperforms seed from a catalog.



What to accept


	Accept	Decline

	Open-pollinated and heirloom varieties	Seed treated with fungicide or insecticide

	Seed with known year and source	Unlabeled seed of unknown age

	Seed from healthy plants	Seed from diseased or infested plants

	Native wildflowers suited to your region	Noxious or invasive species listed by your state

	Hybrids, clearly labeled as hybrids, in small numbers	Patented or contract-restricted seed. A utility-patented variety cannot be legally saved and replanted.



Sorting by ease of saving

Label each packet with a difficulty tier so beginners know where to start.


	Tier	Crops	Why

	Easy	Beans, peas, lettuce, tomatoes, peppers, many herbs, flowers like marigold and calendula	Self-pollinating or low crossing. Seed is easy to collect and dry.

	Moderate	Squash, cucumbers, melons, corn, spinach, beets, chard	Cross readily. Need isolation, hand-pollination, or one variety at a time.

	Advanced	Carrots, onions, cabbage family, parsnips, leeks	Biennials. Need two years, overwintering, and large populations.



Packets


	Small. Many state laws and the model noncommercial exemption cap container size, so a packet holds a few dozen seeds, or a teaspoon or so. Check the state limit and stay well under it.

	Label every packet: crop and variety, source and year, packing date, difficulty tier, one line of growing notes, and the words "noncommercial, share freely."

	Do not state a germination guarantee. Say "tested" only if you test.

	Use paper envelopes. Plastic traps moisture.



Circulation


	No sign-in is required. A tally sheet by household code is enough, kept by the Clerk (Distribution Log, chapter 25).

	Limit: a few packets per visit, no limit on visits. The goal is use, not hoarding.

	Return is a request, not a debt.

	Offer a "bring seed" bin. Review what comes in before shelving.



Intake workflow


	Receive seed. Record variety, quantity, source, date.

	Inspect for mold, insects, damage.

	Dry and clean as needed.

	Test germination on a sample (chapter 20).

	Pack, label, shelve.

	Log it in the Seed Inventory.



Teaching

A library with no teaching becomes a seed dump. Add:


	A short how-to card in each drawer.

	Spring and fall classes on starting seeds and saving seed.

	A mentor list of members who can answer questions.

	A library of gardening books in the Goods Library.



Seed law, in practice


	Get the state letter (chapter 18).

	Do not sell seed. Selling places you under commercial rules.

	Do not ask for "suggested donations" at the shelf.

	If a state official sends a warning letter, do not panic. Answer in writing, politely, and ask for the specific provision. Contact a seed-freedom group or legal aid.

	Where the state exempts noncommercial libraries, keep a copy of the exemption near the shelf.



Roles


	Role	Job

	Seed Keeper	Runs the library; reviews intake; keeps the Inventory

	Seed Teachers	Run classes and answer questions

	Seed Testers	Run germination tests

	Library Liaison	Works with the host branch



All volunteer. No stipend.

Opening day


	50 to 100 varieties if you can. Fewer, better, beats more, worse.

	A table at a market or library event with a free seed swap.

	A short opening talk: what the library is, how to use it, how to return seed.

	A photo of the cabinet for the commons's records.



Measure what matters


	Packets out and packets back, per season. There is no standard return target. Watch the trend.

	Number of households taking seed.

	Varieties saved from the commons rows.

	Survival: do the varieties grow well here?





Chapter 20

Seed Saving and the Seed Bank

The library lends seed this season. The bank keeps seed for the decades. This chapter covers how to save good seed, store it, test it, record it, and keep a collection alive.

Library and bank: two collections


		Working collection (the library)	Base collection (the bank)

	Purpose	Circulate now	Preserve for years

	Storage	Cool, dry cabinet	Sealed jars with desiccant, cold or frozen

	Access	Open to all	Keeper and Clerk only

	Quantity	Packets	A reserve of each variety

	Refresh	Every season	On a schedule



Saving seed: the principles


	Save from the best plants. Healthy, vigorous, true to type. Mark them early in the season.

	Save from many. More plants keep more genetic variety. A tomato variety can be saved from a few plants. Corn and squash need far more.

	Save only open-pollinated seed. Hybrids do not breed true.

	Let the seed ripen. Most seed must mature on the plant.

	Keep varieties apart when they cross (below).

	Label at once. A packet with no label is a mystery.



Crossing and isolation

These distances are rough guides from seed-saving practice. A standard reference such as Seed to Seed by Suzanne Ashworth gives crop-by-crop detail. Use it.


	Group	Crops	Method

	Mostly self-pollinating	Beans, peas, lettuce, tomatoes (most), peppers (some crossing)	Separate varieties by several feet. Farther for peppers and some tomatoes. Bag blossoms for purity.

	Insect-crossing	Squash, cucumbers, melons, brassicas, beets, chard, spinach	One variety per species per year; or hand-pollinate and bag; or separate by hundreds of feet.

	Wind-crossing	Corn, spinach, beets	Large distances or staggered planting times. Corn needs a big stand.

	Biennials	Carrots, onions, cabbage, beets, parsnips	Overwinter roots or plants; replant; seed the second year.



Processing

Dry seed

Beans, peas, lettuce, grains, herbs, flowers. Let pods dry on the plant. Harvest on a dry day. Finish drying indoors on screens or paper in shade. Thresh by hand. Winnow with a fan or the wind.

Wet seed

Tomatoes, cucumbers, melons, squash, peppers. Scoop seed with pulp. Ferment tomato and cucumber seed in water for a few days to remove the gel coat; rinse; drain. Dry on screens or ceramic plates, not paper. Stir daily.

Drying

Seed that is not dry enough molds or dies in storage. A rough test: a bean should shatter when hit with a hammer, not dent. A small seed should snap when bent. Dry for one to two weeks at room temperature in low humidity, or longer if the air is damp.

Storage


	Cool, dry, dark. Light, heat, and humidity are the enemies.

	A common rule of thumb: temperature in degrees Fahrenheit plus percent relative humidity should add up to 100 or less.

	Jars with tight lids. Add a desiccant packet or a spoonful of dry powdered milk wrapped in tissue. Replace it yearly.

	Freezer for the base collection. Dry seed well first. Seal in jars or foil pouches with desiccant. Let a jar warm to room temperature before opening to avoid condensation.

	Pest control. Bean weevils live in dry beans. Freeze bean seed for a few days after drying to kill eggs.

	Label inside and outside.



How long seed lasts

Typical life in cool, dry storage. These are broad ranges, not promises. Test old seed.


	Short (1 to 3 years)	Medium (3 to 5 years)	Long (5 or more)

	Onion, leek, parsnip, spinach, corn, peppers (often 2 to 3)	Beans, peas, carrots, beets, broccoli, cabbage, radish, tomatoes	Lettuce, cucumber, squash, melons, many flowers; seed frozen at low moisture can last far longer



Germination testing


	Count out 10 seeds (or 20 for small seed).

	Lay them on a damp paper towel. Fold. Slip into a bag or container.

	Keep warm and out of direct sun.

	Check daily. Count sprouts at the typical germination time for that crop.

	Rate: 8 of 10 is 80 percent germination. Above 70 percent is usually fine for a library. Below 50 percent, replace or sow thick.

	Record the date, count, and percent in the Germination Record (chapter 25).



Test every variety at intake and once every one to two years afterward. Test seed you plan to rely on.

Accession numbers and records

Give each lot a number. Example: TOM-2026-007, crop, year, sequence. The number goes on the jar, the packet, and the record.

The record holds:


	Accession number

	Crop, variety, and any local name

	Source: who gave it, or which row grew it

	Year grown or received

	Number of plants saved from

	Amount on hand

	Germination test dates and results

	Storage location

	Notes: traits, flavor, performance, stories

	Regeneration due date



Regeneration

Seed ages. When viability falls or stock runs low, grow out the variety and save fresh seed. Set a schedule.


	Trigger	Action

	Germination below 70 percent	Schedule regrow this season

	Fewer than 50 seeds left	Regrow

	Short-lived crop 2 years old	Regrow

	Any variety with no frozen backup	Make one



Safety duplicates

Never keep all of a variety in one place. Fire, flood, a failed freezer, or one bad summer could erase it. Keep a duplicate sample at a second site, such as a partner commons or a friendly seed organization. Agree in writing about how the duplicate may be used.

Local adaptation

The point of a community seed bank is local seed. Over seasons, plants saved in your soil, water, and climate adapt. Select for what your region needs: heat tolerance, drought tolerance, early maturity, flavor, resistance to local pests. Record the selections.

Seed-borne disease

Some diseases ride on seed: bean anthracnose, bacterial tomato diseases, and others. Save only from healthy plants. Ferment tomato seed. Rotate crops. Remove diseased plants. Do not distribute seed from sick stands.

Open source ethics

Keep the bank free of patents and contracts that block sharing. Some seed groups use an Open Source Seed Initiative pledge, a promise that seed and its descendants stay free to share and breed. Consider adopting a similar policy. Patented varieties carry legal limits on saving and replanting (Bowman v. Monsanto, 2013). Do not accept them.

Bank governance


	Written access policy: who may enter the bank, who may withdraw, when.

	Two-person rule for freezer access.

	Annual inventory and a report to the monthly circle.

	No sale or loan of bank seed outside the commons without a circle decision.

	A simple succession plan: if the Seed Keeper leaves, the Clerk and a second keeper know where everything is.



Start-up kit for the bank


	Item	Use

	Glass jars with gasket lids	Storage

	Desiccant or powdered milk	Moisture control

	A chest freezer or dedicated freezer shelf	Base collection

	A thermometer and humidity gauge	Monitoring

	Screens, trays, paper envelopes	Drying and packing

	Sieves or screens in several mesh sizes	Cleaning

	A small scale	Weighing lots

	Labels, pencils, waterproof markers	Labeling

	A binder or spreadsheet	Records



SSI notes


	The seed bank is organization property. A member who volunteers as Seed Keeper owns nothing in it.

	Seed a member saves at home and keeps is a noncash item of trivial value. Seed offered to the commons becomes commons property.

	The freezer and equipment belong to the commons.

	No pay for seed saving. No credits for seed returned.





Chapter 21

Bees

Bees pollinate the plots, feed the Harvest Table with honey, and give the commons a living classroom. They also bring stings, laws, neighbors, and a steep learning curve. This chapter shows how to add them well.

The SSI picture


	Question	Answer

	Is honey for the household income?	Honey is food. Food is outside SSI income and ISM since September 30, 2024 (20 CFR 416.1102). Home-raised food eaten by the household was already excluded (20 CFR 416.1124(c)(4)).

	Are hives and gear a resource?	If a member owns them and uses them solely for household honey, they sit in the household-food class: up to $6,000 total equity excluded (chapter 17). SSA's text names vegetables and livestock; bees are not named. Ask for a written answer if a member plans to own hives.

	What if the commons owns them?	No member resource at all. This is the model's default.

	What if honey is sold?	Sales are income, and regular sales may make the hives business property. Not in the model (chapter 4).

	Beeswax candles, salves?	Not food. Gifts of finished goods are noncash items. Sales are income.



ConditionThe commons owns the apiary. Members learn and help. Honey is shared free at the Harvest Table. No honey as payment for work.


Before the first hive


	Check the law. Ask your state department of agriculture or apiary inspector about registration. Many states require registering hives; some require an inspection or a permit. Ask the city or county about zoning, setbacks, and hive limits. Ask the landlord or land trust about permission.

	Check the insurance. Ask your insurer whether the liability policy covers bees. Add a sting rider if one exists.

	Talk to neighbors. Tell nearby residents what you are doing and why. Offer honey. Fix concerns early.

	Find a mentor. Contact the local beekeeping association. Most have mentor programs and classes. A mentor cuts first-year losses.

	Screen the volunteers. Ask who is allergic to stings. Anyone with a known severe allergy should not work the hives. Keep a first-aid kit on site and know the nearest emergency room.



Siting


	Morning sun, afternoon shade where summers are hot.

	Wind break on the north or west.

	Water source within a few dozen yards, a shallow dish with stones so bees can land. Bees that cannot find water will find a neighbor's pool.

	Flight path aimed away from paths and neighbors. A fence or hedge about six feet high lifts bees above head height.

	Level, stable, off the ground on stands.

	Access for a wheelbarrow and a person with limited mobility.

	Signage warning visitors.

	Away from play areas, plots with heavy foot traffic, and the kitchen door.



Start small

Two hives, not one. If one fails, the other can lend a frame of brood or help diagnose what went wrong. Add hives only after the first has survived a winter.

Equipment


	Item	Notes

	Hive bodies and frames	Langstroth boxes are standard; top-bar and Warré hives suit some sites. Pick the style your mentor uses.

	Bottom board, inner cover, outer cover	Screened bottom boards help with mite monitoring.

	Stands	Keep hives off damp ground.

	Smoker and fuel	Burlap, pine needles, untreated cardboard.

	Hive tool	A flat pry bar.

	Protective gear	Veil, jacket or suit, gloves. Keep spares for helpers.

	Feeder	For new colonies and lean times.

	Extraction gear	Uncapping knife, extractor or crush-and-strain buckets, strainers, food-safe buckets. Keep these in the Tool Library.



Equipment is commons property. It lives in the shed.

Getting bees


	Nucleus colony (nuc). A small, established colony. Strong first-year choice if you can find local ones.

	Package. Loose bees and a queen. Cheaper; slower to build.

	Swarm capture. Free bees, with risk. Do it with a mentor.

	Local stock. Bees raised near you often cope better with local weather.



Order early; spring supply sells out.

The beekeeping year


	Season	Work

	Late winter	Check food stores without opening the hive in cold. Order bees. Assemble equipment.

	Spring	Install bees. Feed if forage is thin. Inspect brood. Add space before the colony crowds. Plan swarm prevention.

	Early summer	Add honey supers. Watch for swarm cells. Monitor mites.

	Summer	Monitor mites regularly. Keep water full. Harvest only surplus honey.

	Late summer and fall	Harvest. Treat mites if counts call for it. Feed if stores are low. Reduce entrances against robbing.

	Winter	Leave the colony alone. Wrap or ventilate per your climate. Clear the entrance of dead bees.



Pests and disease


	Varroa mites are the main threat. Count them on a schedule using an alcohol wash or sugar roll. Treat when counts pass the threshold your mentor or state extension recommends.

	Foulbrood diseases and some pests are reportable in many states. Learn to recognize the signs. Report suspected cases.

	Wax moths, small hive beetles, ants, wasps. Strong colonies resist them.

	Pesticides. Ask neighbors, farms, and the city to avoid spraying blooming plants. Put a sign on the fence that says "Bee habitat. Please do not spray."

	Expect to lose colonies sometimes. Winter loss is common, even for experienced keepers. Plan to replace.



Honey


	Take only the surplus. Leave enough for winter. Your mentor will tell you how much your climate needs.

	Harvest capped honey. Capped cells mean it is ripe. Honey with moisture above about 18.6 percent may ferment.

	Extract with a borrowed extractor or crush and strain.

	Strain, settle, bottle. Use clean food-safe jars with lids.

	Share free at the Harvest Table or the shared supper. Label it "Raw honey, [year], [commons name]. Not for infants under one year." That warning is standard for honey.

	Do not sell. If the commons ever sells honey, it enters state honey, food, and labeling law and the member-volunteer question gets sharper. Ask counsel and SSA before any sale.

	Wax. Save it. Teach candle-making at the Circle. Give the finished candles away.



Feed the bees: the forage plan

Bees need flowers across the season. Plant or ask neighbors to plant:


	Early: willow, crocus, fruit tree blossom, dandelion left alone.

	Mid: clover, borage, herbs such as thyme, oregano, mint, and lavender.

	Late: sunflower, aster, goldenrod, native late bloomers.

	Native plants suited to your region support native bees too.



Leave some bare ground and rotted wood for solitary native bees. Add nesting blocks for mason bees. Native bees outnumber honey bees in the wild and need protection.

Roles


	Role	Job

	Apiary Lead	Experienced beekeeper or mentor. Decides when to open hives and treat. Volunteer.

	Apprentices	Learn beside the Lead. Work hives under supervision.

	Forage Planter	Plans and plants bee forage across the site.

	Safety Officer	Keeps the first-aid kit; knows who is allergic; handles visitors.



Records

A Hive Inspection Log (chapter 25): date, hive number, queen seen, brood, stores, mite count, disease signs, actions, next check. Keep it with the Seed and Goods logs.

Red lines


	No honey sales.

	No honey, hive, or bee as pay for work.

	No member-owned hives at the commons site without a counselor's review.

	No untrained volunteers opening hives alone.

	No bees without a state and local check.





Chapter 22

The Living Commons: Orchard, Hens, Mushrooms, Herbs, and Water

Seeds and bees are the core. Five more living programs fit the model and the rules. Each is listed with what it is, how to start, and the SSI note. Add them one at a time, after the first has run a full season on volunteers.

Orchard and perennials

What

Fruit and nut trees, berry canes, grapes, asparagus, rhubarb, and perennial herbs. Plant once; harvest for years.

How


	Choose varieties suited to your hardiness zone and chill hours. Ask a local nursery or extension.

	Plant in late winter or fall. Water well the first two summers.

	Prune and train in winter. A volunteer pruning day teaches skills.

	Hold a scion exchange in late winter: members swap cuttings of fruit varieties for grafting. Cuttings are free. No credits.

	Plant a guild around each tree: groundcover, flowers for pollinators, and nitrogen-fixing plants.



SSI

Trees on commons land belong to the commons. Fruit goes to the Harvest Table and Pantry. Fruit a member picks and eats is food. Gleaning rules apply to surplus fruit from other owners.

Hens

What

A small flock for eggs. Eggs are the example SSA gives for small trades of home produce (chapter 4).

How


	Check local ordinances: number of hens, rooster rules, coop setbacks, permits.

	Build a secure coop with a covered run. Protect from raccoons, hawks, dogs, and rodents.

	Provide shade, water, dry bedding, and a roost.

	Follow biosecurity: wash hands, limit visitors to the flock, clean waterers, watch for illness, and follow state guidance on avian influenza. Report sudden flock deaths.

	Collect eggs daily, store cold, and give them away free. Clean and cool them properly.

	Compost the manure for the plots.

	A named Hen Keeper with a backup for vacations.



SSI

Commons-owned hens are commons property. A member who owns hens for the household is in the household-food class under chapter 17. Selling eggs is a business question. The commons gives eggs away.

Red lines


	No egg sales.

	No slaughter at the site without local permission and trained hands.

	No hens before the coop is ready.



Mushrooms

What

Shiitake on hardwood logs, oyster mushrooms on straw or logs, wine caps in wood chips. Low cost, shade-tolerant, and a good fit for small sites.

How


	Buy spawn from a reputable supplier. Inoculate freshly cut hardwood logs.

	Stack in shade and keep moist.

	Expect the first fruiting in about a year for logs; faster for straw and chips.

	Eat only mushrooms you grew and know. Do not offer foraged wild mushrooms at the Harvest Table without an expert identification program.



SSI

Food, free. Same as produce.

Herbs and the apothecary garden

What

Culinary and tea herbs: mint, lemon balm, thyme, sage, calendula, chamomile, tulsi, echinacea. A teaching bed for herbal traditions.

How


	Grow, dry, and share herbs for tea and cooking. Teach identification, harvesting, and drying.

	Label each plant with its common and botanical name.

	Keep teaching and sharing in the realm of food and education. Do not diagnose, treat, or dispense medicinal preparations as health care. State and federal law regulate that.



SSI

Dried herbs for tea are food. Gifts of finished goods are noncash items. Sales are income.

Compost and water

Compost


	A three-bin system, a hot pile, and a simple log of inputs.

	Take food scraps from the shared supper. Add carbon (leaves, straw, wood chips).

	A finished-compost pile feeds the plots.



Water


	Rain barrels or a catchment tank off a shed roof. Check state rules on rainwater harvesting.

	Drip lines and mulch cut water use and work.

	Agree in writing with the landowner on who pays the water bill.



SSI

Commons property. If a member owns a rain-catchment tank at their own garden lot, it counts toward the household-food total in chapter 17.

Seedlings and the nursery bench


	A seed-starting bench with grow lights and shelving in the shed or a hoop house.

	Volunteers start flats of tomatoes, peppers, brassicas, herbs, and flowers in late winter.

	Seedlings go free to plot holders. A plant-start exchange lets members trade seedlings for seedlings, never for money.



The grow-to-give rows

Plant extra rows of high-yield crops: beans, squash, kale, tomatoes, potatoes. The harvest goes to the Pantry and shared supper. Volunteers tend them unpaid.

Adding living programs: the sequence


	Year	Add

	1	Seed Library, plots, compost, rain barrels, seedling bench

	2	Seed Bank, orchard planting, herb beds, grow-to-give rows

	3	Two hives with a mentor

	3 or 4	Hens, mushrooms



Do not rush. A commons that holds seven programs poorly serves no one.



Chapter 23

Site Plan and Build Order

This chapter puts everything on one piece of ground and tells you what to build first.

Zones

Place things by how often people visit them.


	Zone	Visits	What goes there

	0. Gathering	Every session	Shed or room: seed library, goods shelves, tool library, kitchen, restroom access, first-aid kit

	1. Daily	Several times a week	Household plots, seedling bench, herb beds, compost bins, rain barrels, free fridge

	2. Weekly	Weekly	Grow-to-give rows, berry canes, hen coop, Harvest Table

	3. Seasonal	A few times a year	Orchard, mushroom logs, pollinator meadow

	4. Edge	Rarely	Apiary, set back from paths, with a flight-path screen



Layout rules


	Water first. Plan hose reach and tank locations before beds.

	Paths at least 36 inches wide and firm, so wheelchairs and wheelbarrows pass.

	Raised beds at several heights. Some at about 24 to 30 inches for people who cannot kneel.

	Seating and shade at the gathering zone. A bench in each zone.

	Restroom and hand-wash station within reach.

	Fence and gate with a lock. Signs at every entrance: "Community commons. Free seed. Please take what you will grow."

	Bees at the far edge, hens in the middle distance, food areas upwind of both.

	Night lighting only where needed. Dark skies help pollinators.



Programs 8 to 10

The living programs extend the seven in Part I.


	Program	What	SSI category

	8 Seed Bank	Base collection behind the library (chapter 20)	Org property

	9 Apiary	Commons-owned hives (chapter 21)	Org property; honey is food

	10 Orchard, Hens, Mushrooms, Herbs	Perennials and small livestock (chapter 22)	Org property; produce is food



Build order


	Step	Build	Why first

	1	Legal body, bank account, insurance, land agreement	Everything else sits on it

	2	Gathering zone: shed or room, shelves, seed cabinet	Sets the front door

	3	Water: hose bib, barrels, a few spigots	Plots fail without it

	4	Compost bins and tool rack	Cheap, immediate use

	5	Raised beds, paths, soil	Plots open in spring

	6	Seedling bench and lights	Starts feed the plots

	7	Herb bed, grow-to-give rows	First harvests for the table

	8	Fence, signs, seating	Protection and welcome

	9	Orchard planting (fall)	Long lead time

	10	Bees, hens, mushrooms in the order of chapter 22	After a steady base



Budget lines for the build


	Land or lease and utilities

	Soil, compost, lumber for beds, mulch

	Fencing and gates

	Shed or storage room, shelving, a seed cabinet

	Water: hose, barrels, drip line, spigots

	Tools and wheelbarrow (much arrives as donation)

	Seed purchases for gaps

	Jars, desiccant, a freezer

	Kitchen refrigerator and food-safety supplies

	Hives, bees, protective gear, extraction gear (year 3)

	Fruit trees and berries

	Coop and hens (year 3 or 4)

	Insurance, printing, signs, first-aid kit

	A reserve of about three months of fixed costs



Accessibility


	At least one entrance without steps.

	Seating every 30 or 40 feet.

	Large-print labels and photos on signs.

	Tools with padded or oversized handles in the Tool Library.

	Rides organized by the volunteer circle, unpaid.



The minimum viable commons

If funds and volunteers are thin, the smallest working commons is:


	A legal body and a bank account.

	A seed cabinet in a library or shed.

	Ten raised beds.

	A Harvest Table on Saturday.

	The Charter, the four logs, and the Donor Card.



That is enough to start. Everything else is addition.



Part VI
The Field Kit
Charter, forms, handouts, rollout, sources.
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The Charter

Adopt this by consent at the founding circle. Print it. Post it where the seed shelf stands.

Charter of the Commons
Purpose. We share seed, food, goods, tools, and time so that neighbors can live with more security and more company.

Ownership. The commons, as an organization, owns the seed, land rights, tools, goods stock, and kitchen. Members use them.


	Things, not money. We give no cash, checks, gift cards, prepaid cards, points, tokens, or credits.

	No accounts. We keep no balances, deposits, or banked contributions for any member.

	No claims. A gift to the commons creates no right to a gift from it. A failed crop creates no debt.

	Households first. Gardens feed the household that grows them. We share small surpluses. We do not run a market.

	The basket rule. At the Harvest Table a household brings and takes what fits in one grocery basket a week. Beyond that, gifts go to the Pantry.

	Meals open to all. No meal, plot, or good is reserved for volunteers or given as pay.

	Volunteers are unpaid. We reimburse exact, receipted expense and nothing more.

	Paid roles. A paid role is a real job under the Paid Roles Policy.

	Ordinary goods. The goods library takes ordinary household and personal items. Investment, resale, and business items go to the hold list.

	Money. The commons's funds sit in its own account. Members who receive SSI hold no signing authority.

	The Shelter Wall. We do not pay, collect, or arrange rent, utilities, or lodging. We keep a Housing Desk binder.

	Living things. Seed bank, apiary, orchard, hens, and mushroom logs are commons property. Their produce is given free. No sale of honey, eggs, seed, plants, or crafts.

	Records. We keep the Seed Inventory, Distribution Log, Goods Log, and Event Sheets. We keep them at least three years.

	Privacy. We do not record anyone's benefits status.

	No guarantees. The commons gives no benefits advice and promises no result with SSA. Each member's case depends on that member's facts.

	Review. We review the Charter and the compliance matrix every winter.
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Forms and Logs

Four logs and a few one-page papers. All record things, never member money.

Seed Inventory


	Variety	Type	Qty	Received	Source	Packed	Shelf

	Roma	Tomato	12 pkts	Mar 1	Member gift	Feb	A2

							

							



Distribution Log (seed, tools, goods)


	Date	Item	Qty	Household code	Out / loan

	Mar 9	Bean seed	3 pkts	H-14	Out

					

					



Goods Log


	Item	Condition	Received	Taken / lent	Category	Hold list?

	Canning jars	Good	15	6 taken	Kitchen	No

						



Harvest Table Event Sheet


	Date	Households present	Steward	Notes

				

				



The sheet counts households. It does not record who brought what.

Tool Checkout Card


	Tool #	Tool	Date out	Due	Household code	Returned

	17	Cultivator	Apr 2	Apr 9	H-03	

						



Plot Agreement (one page)

The commons lends plot ___ to household ___ for one growing year. The household grows food for itself and may share extras. The commons keeps ownership of the bed, tools, water, and compost. No produce is sold through the commons. The commons holds no money for the household. Fees, if any, are waived for anyone who asks, and are never waived for work. Either side may end the agreement with two weeks' notice. The commons gives no benefits advice.

Household signature ______ Steward ______ Date ______


Volunteer Notice (one page)

Volunteering at the commons is unpaid. We do not give stipends, honoraria, meals, plots, goods, or credits in exchange for work. We repay exact, receipted expenses. If you are offered pay for any commons work, say no and talk to a benefits counselor first. Paid commons jobs, when they exist, follow the Paid Roles Policy.


Accession Record (seed bank)


	Accession	Crop and variety	Source	Year	Plants saved from	Amount	Storage	Regrow due

	TOM-2026-007	Roma tomato	Commons row 3	2026	12	2 jars	Freezer A	2030

								



Germination Record


	Accession	Date tested	Seeds tested	Sprouted	Percent	Action

	TOM-2026-007	Nov 3	20	18	90	Shelve

						



Hive Inspection Log


	Date	Hive	Queen seen	Brood	Stores	Mite count	Disease signs	Action and next check

								

								



Statement of Use (for a member who owns garden property)

I own [describe: lot, size, location; or equipment]. I use it only to grow food for myself and the people I live with. I may share small extras with neighbors. I do not sell the produce. Current market value: $____. Loan or lien balance: $____. Equity: $____. This statement is true to the best of my knowledge.

Signature ______ Date ______


The commons keeps no copy for itself unless the member asks. This is the member's own paper, for SSA if asked. Chapter 17 explains the rule.

Land Use Agreement (outline)


	Parties: the landowner and the commons (the organization, not any member).

	Land: address, boundaries, a map.

	Term: at least three years; renewal terms.

	Rent: none or nominal; who pays water and utilities.

	Uses allowed: gardens, structures, compost, tools, bees, hens (as agreed and as local law permits).

	Insurance: who carries it and who is named.

	Improvements: who owns beds, trees, sheds; what happens at the end of the term.

	Termination notice: written, with time to harvest and move.



Monthly Review Checklist (Clerk)


	All four logs filed for the month.

	No cash, cards, or credits found anywhere in the commons.

	Hold list items resolved.

	No stipends or perks reported by volunteers.

	Any request for housing help sent to the Housing Desk.

	Any odd case written down and brought to the monthly circle.

	Seed germination tests and accession entries up to date.

	Hive log current and the state registration valid (if bees).

	No sales of seed, honey, eggs, plants, or crafts through the commons.





Chapter 26

Handouts

Donor Card: How to Help a Neighbor on SSI

Yes. Give freely.

	Groceries, meals, restaurant meals, a seat at your table.

	Food-only gift cards.

	Clothing, shoes, coats.

	Furniture, dishes, tools, a computer, books, hobby supplies.

	Rides, errands, cleaning, repairs, help with paperwork, tech help.

	Paying a phone, internet, or bus-pass bill, or a medical bill, directly.

	Seeds, plants, a garden plot, a share of your harvest.

	One specific item from a neighbor's wish-list page, where the platform ships the item and no money reaches the neighbor.

	Up to $20 a month in cash, if you wish.




Check first. Ask a benefits counselor.

	Any cash gift larger than $20.

	A car, truck, or second vehicle.

	Land or a house.

	Anything valuable held as an investment: gold, coins, collectibles.

	Regular payments of any kind.

	Paying someone for work, or paying in goods or food for work.




Do not

	Pay the rent, mortgage, or utilities directly.

	Send money by Venmo, Zelle, or Cash App.

	Give through a registry "cash fund," a crowdfunding page, or a gift card on a wish list. Buy the item instead.

	Give an all-purpose prepaid or debit card.

	Let your neighbor live with you free of charge without a plan. Call the Housing Desk.




The commons gives no benefits advice and promises nothing about any one person's case.

Member Card: Yes, Ask First, No


	Yes	Ask first	No

	Food, rides, clothing, books, tools, furniture, seed, a plot, a meal	Cash, rent help, a car, land, any regular payment, any pay for work	Hiding anything from SSA



Say it this way: "Thank you. Could I check on that first?"

The Category Check

When something unusual arrives, ask these four questions. The Benefits Liaison keeps them on a card.


	What is it? Food, a personal service, a household item, cash, or shelter?

	Why is it coming? A gift, a favor, community service, pay for work, a loan, a business deal?

	Is money moving? If yes: compensation, reimbursement, gift, sale, or payment toward housing?

	One time or ongoing? A one-time favor is not a recurring arrangement.



If the answers land on cash, shelter, work, or business, stop and call a counselor.

The Housing Desk Binder


	Local housing authority and application deadlines.

	Tenant union or tenant rights group.

	Legal aid office.

	Protection and advocacy agency for people with disabilities.

	Area Agency on Aging.

	Benefits counselors in your state.

	One-page guide: fair share, ABLE, actual-value rebuttal.
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The Twelve-Month Rollout


	Months	Work

	0 to 1	Ground. Pick the legal form. Open the account with non-SSI signers. Buy liability insurance. Meet a benefits counselor and a state seed official. Adopt the Charter by consent.

	2 to 3	Saturday alone. Goods Day and the Seed Library shelf. Start the Goods Log and Seed Inventory. Print the Donor Card and Member Card.

	4 to 5	Plots and Harvest Table. Build beds. Sign plot agreements. Open the Harvest Table once plants bear. Record households present.

	5 to 6	Seed Bank begins. Jars, desiccant, a freezer shelf, accession numbers. Germination tests.

	6	Tool library. Checkout cards. No deposits.

	7 to 8	Shared supper. Kitchen Lead. Permit check. Pantry shelf and free fridge.

	9	Craft and Repair Circle. Seed pouches, produce bags, mending.

	10 to 11	Seed saving and fall swap. Label saved seed. Offer half to the library. Gleaning.

	After year 1	Living programs, one at a time (chapter 22): orchard, herbs, then bees with a mentor, then hens and mushrooms.

	12	Audit. Re-run the compliance matrix against the logs. Re-ask any open question to SSA. Amend the Charter. Plan year two.



Test of a healthy commons


	A neighbor on SSI can eat well, grow food, furnish a room, and borrow a ladder, with no cash changing hands and nothing hidden.

	Nobody can tell from the commons who is on SSI.

	If SSA asked, the logs would answer in ten minutes.

	Volunteers say "I do it because I want to."





Chapter 28

Numbers and Sources

Dated

Checked October 1, 2026. Rules and amounts change. After each January cost-of-living adjustment, update the numbers in chapter 9 and re-run the matrix.

Read directly in preparing this edition


	Omitting Food From In-Kind Support and Maintenance Calculations, final rule, Federal Register, March 27, 2024, effective September 30, 2024 (89 FR, document 2024-06464). The one-third rule text, the PMV rule, and the actual-value option come from here.

	20 CFR 416.1102 (what is income; food exception), 416.1103 (what is not income; noncash items, third-party payments), 416.1112 (earned income exclusions), 416.1124 (unearned income exclusions, including home-raised food and the $20 general exclusion), 416.1157 (support and maintenance assistance), 416.1224 (nonbusiness property essential to self-support).

	POMS SI 00830.700 (home produce for personal consumption), SI 00830.099 (guide to unearned income exclusions, listing personal services and the noncash-item rule), SI 00820.001 and .010 and .450 (earned income, in-kind remuneration, royalties and honoraria), SI 00835.710 and .712 (private nonprofit residential care institutions), SI 01130.500 (property essential to self-support).

	2026 SSI amounts ($994, $1,491, $2,000, $3,000, PMV $351.33, VTR $331.33) as published by SSA and widely reproduced.

	SSA, Understanding Supplemental Security Income, 2026 Edition (publication EN-17-008): household goods and personal effects as excluded resources, the $351.33 maximum in-kind reduction, cash or a gift card for food as unearned income, and the 10-day reporting rule. Used for chapter 12's wish-list sections.

	GiftDrive Terms of Use (giftdrive.org/terms), read October 2026: Page Creator eligibility and verification, prohibited items, third-party fulfillment, tax disclaimers, the non-circumvention clause, and the license on posted content. Platform terms change; reread before opening a drive.



Stated from standing law or secondary sources; confirm before relying


	POMS SI 01130.500 and the state manuals that mirror SI 01130.502 for the $6,000 household-food class; 20 CFR 416.1224 with its Bill example; 20 CFR 416.1220 on valuing property essential to self-support.

	20 CFR 416.1216 (household goods and personal effects) and 416.1218 (automobile): standing law, supported by the 416.1103 examples.

	20 CFR 416.1207 (resources counted as of the first moment of the month).

	ABLE rules: first $100,000 excluded; housing spending not income; annual contribution limit near $20,000; onset age rising to 46 in 2026. The age is stated in both uploaded drafts.

	20 CFR 416.1212 (home exclusion, including land and outbuildings); conditional benefits for property that must be sold.

	Beekeeping, seed saving, and hen-keeping practice in chapters 19 to 22 comes from standard practice and published references (for example Seed to Seed). It is not SSA material. State and local law on seed, bees, hens, and food sharing varies; verify locally.

	20 CFR 416.1246 (transfer of resources, 36-month look-back).

	Chapter 12, other registries: Amazon's March 2026 change to shared and public Amazon Lists (third-party sellers and delivery partners receive the list owner's address; Amazon advises a non-residential address or P.O. box), as reported in the press and on Amazon's help pages. Craigslist safety advice as published by Craigslist. Registry cash-fund features as described by the registries and app stores. Features and policies of all these services change; confirm before relying.

	Chapters 45 and 46: the federal bar on selling recalled consumer products and CPSC guidance on drawstrings in children's upper garments (cpsc.gov, recall notices and the resale information center), read October 2026. The treatment of donated-goods sales by tax-exempt organizations (IRC 513(a)(3); IRS Publication 598) is stated from standing law; confirm with a tax adviser. State sales-tax and occasional-sale rules vary.

	Yard sale permits, sales-tax rules, and event insurance (chapter 5) vary by city and state. Pantry layout, sizing, and cleaning practice in chapter 5 is standard practice, not SSA material. Verify locally.

	PASS (Plan to Achieve Self-Support); burial space and fund exclusions; SNAP exclusion at 7 U.S.C. 2017(b).

	Seed law: the 2016 model-law exemption for noncommercial seed sharing and the container limits come from published seed-library research; state laws differ. Colorado's seed labeling guidance is as cited in Draft B.

	Sources on the VTR conflict: the Federal Register rule text requires shelter and all meals. Some secondary summaries say shelter alone.



Where to ask


	Your local Social Security office. Ask for answers in writing.

	A benefits counselor (SSA's Work Incentives Planning and Assistance programs, or a legal aid benefits unit).

	Your state's protection and advocacy agency for people with disabilities.

	Your state seed control official, for the seed library letter.



Sources for Parts I, VII, and VIII

These parts draw on research documents gathered for this edition, not on SSA text. Treat their figures as reported, not verified.

Taken from the research documents; confirm before relying


	The history and philosophy in chapter 2 (enclosure, Ostrom's design principles, the Surgeon General's 2023 advisory on loneliness) is general scholarship, stated as the sources give it.

	Soup kitchen start-up ranges, grant programs, and insurance quotes in chapter 2 are ballparks from the source guidance. Programs open and close, and prices move.

	The Whole Farm Cooperative account in chapter 30 comes from project reports and related stories. Its counts are of church delivery sites, customers, and producers, not of recruited church members.

	The ten case studies in chapter 39 come from public church and news pages. None could be verified as costing $500 or less to start.

	The farm campus, gleaning, cold-storage, and orchard chapters (37 to 41) adapt one Colorado Front Range operating plan. Its seasonal dates, temperatures, spray timing, and targets are examples. Confirm them with your extension office and health department.

	The farmers market chapter (42) paraphrases extension-service and market guidance on vendor practice.

	Roots 5 adapts the White Lotus Society manuscript The Goodwill Network. It is a design for culture and governance, not a legal opinion. The manuscript itself says a tiered membership structure should be reviewed by qualified counsel before it operates, and that borrowed ideas from peer-support fellowships such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon are lessons in design and not rules to copy.



Federal rules named in Part VII


	IRS Topic 420 and Publication 525 on barter income, barter exchanges, and the informal exchange of similar services. Stated in outline. A preparer should apply them to your network.

	SSA rules on SSDI work activity, volunteering, and the federal volunteer programs, as summarized in the research. The 2026 figures given in chapter 36 (SGA of $1,690 a month, $2,830 if blind, trial work period month at $1,210) must be confirmed on SSA's site, since they change each year.

	The Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act, 42 U.S.C. 1791.

	Unrelated business income tax, cooperative law, and securities exemptions for membership shares: stated from standing practice. Ask counsel.





Part VII
The Open Commons
A church-based exchange and mutual-aid network, built beyond the strict limits of SSI.
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Congregationally Supported Agriculture: The Whole Farm Model

About Part VIIParts II to VI build a commons that stays inside the strict rules of SSI. Parts VII and VIII relax that standard on purpose. It describes a wider church-based mutual-aid network that includes lending, volunteering, member-to-member barter, farmer partnerships, markets, and a regional web of congregations. It is open to people who receive SSI, Social Security, and other benefits, but it does not promise that every exchange is benefit-neutral. Chapter 35 says exactly where the cautions lie. Anyone on SSI should read chapters 12 to 15 beside this part.


The strongest precedent for a church-based food and exchange network is an agricultural one. A farmer-directed project set out to build a marketing and education network of producers who use sustainable practices and consumers who care how, and by whom, their food is raised. The consumers included church congregations but were not limited to them. This chapter describes how that model worked, why it held together, and what it teaches about building a network congregation by congregation.

The basic model

The model is simple: church, then ministry or small-group leader, then founding co-op members, then new member households. Each person has a clear invitation to pass along, and each new church group repeats the same setup.

The project focused on church congregations and similar interest groups as points for education and marketing. It established relationships with nine churches and one convent. Its leaders learned that it takes hard work and patience on both sides to make the relationship worthwhile. It is not always convenient for customers to buy food this way. They must be motivated to treat it as a partnership with the people who raise their food.

The Minnesota precedent

The closest historical match is the Whole Farm Cooperative in Minnesota. It was established in 1997 to market its farmer-members' products. It called its church work Congregationally Supported Agriculture. A farmer-owned co-op built relationships with churches. Each participating congregation became a place to introduce families to the farmers and to organize food orders.


	Begin with a receptive congregation. The model grew from an existing relationship with a Baptist church in Minneapolis whose members were interested in sustainable farming and social justice.

	Use church-to-church connections. A co-op farmer and partner groups contacted other congregations. A staff member of the Catholic archdiocese in St. Paul helped connect the project to Catholic parishes. Farmers also attended church meetings and events.

	Present the idea in person. When invited, the co-op explained its farms and purpose to the congregation. If the group wished to take part, it named a church coordinator to work out details and begin deliveries.

	Collect orders and deliver to a group pickup point. Customers ordered from a product and price list. The co-op delivered to churches, where customers picked up. Farmer profiles, names on products, and visits helped buyers know who had produced the food.

	Keep cultivating the relationship. The co-op used church presentations, festivals, a newsletter, farm visits, and shared meals. Its report says orders fell off when the co-op stopped working closely with a church's coordinator.



Its project report records deliveries to eleven churches, roughly 400 customers across its broader network, and growth from 25 to 64 producers marketing through the co-op. Those are church delivery sites, customers, and producers. They are not a count of recruited church members, and they should not be read as one. The historical account does not describe a multilevel marketing structure or recruitment commissions. The "growth" in the model is organizational: members develop leaders who start the next group.

What the farmers did: stories, visits, partnership

Every church that ordered food also received a personal visit or two from a co-op member. Members spoke from pulpits and gave presentations to peace and justice committees. They told the story of the cooperative: how they protect the land, how they care for the animals, how they diversify farms to mirror natural systems, how they try to make their farms safe for their children. Potlucks, bazaars, Bible studies, and church festivals were all places to spread the word.

The message in different words was always the same: customers and farmers are equal partners in agriculture. Urban customers responded warmly and said what they needed. They needed to know that what they ate was good for the earth and that what came from the earth was good for them. Customers shaped product standards. The co-op reported changing how some processed meats were made after customers asked. It also sold to restaurants, neighborhood grocers, neighborhood groups, and nonprofit staffs, and it credited part of its success to the support of active non-governmental organizations.

Four layers


	Layer	Job in the network

	Co-op center	Enroll members, arrange with farmers, publish products and prices, take orders, coordinate fulfillment

	Sponsoring church	Give the program a home, introduce it through appropriate church activities, name the first coordinator

	Congregational coordinator	Welcome interested households, explain ordering, organize pickup, keep in touch with the co-op

	Member households	Buy food, introduce other households, and identify people willing to help start another congregation's group



The growth sequence is one church, then a dependable group of ordering households, then a trained coordinator, then a second church with its own coordinator. The co-op stays the common supplier and membership organization. Churches become local relationship and distribution nodes. The same "group plus coordinator plus drop site" method also worked for customers outside churches.

How to build it


	Start with a church sponsor. Ask church leadership to endorse the project, offer a place for sign-ups or pickups, and name one coordinator. Decide at the start whether the church is running the food program or hosting a separate member-owned co-op.

	Recruit a founding circle. Gather members who will place first orders, explain the co-op to others, and help at the market table. Give them a concrete invitation: "Join with other households to buy food from participating local farmers through our church pickup."

	Give every member a simple recruiting path. A member invites a household to a tasting or market day. The household gets the price list and membership terms. It places an order or joins. It then gets the same invitation materials to share. Track who introduced whom so you can see which relationships and church groups are growing.

	Replicate through existing church groups. A Bible study, outreach ministry, or neighboring congregation can each appoint a coordinator, gather orders, and use the same pickup and onboarding process.

	Build a leadership ladder. A participating member can become a group contact, then a pickup coordinator, then a trainer for another congregation. Give each role a short checklist so growth does not depend on the founder alone.

	Run several cycles first. Hold a farmer-and-food presentation at the first church, enroll a founding group, run several ordering and pickup cycles, and document exactly what the coordinator does. Only then invite a neighboring church. The second group gets a working system to copy, not just an appeal.



What makes it hold together

The clearest lesson is that opening a drop site does not secure lasting participation. Orders fall unless the co-op keeps a close partnership with the church coordinator and stays visible through presentations or harvest festivals. The coordinator's job is not only to recruit. It is to keep the circle active: remind households about orders, welcome first-time buyers, pass questions to farmers, and notice when participation drops. Farmer visits and shared meals make the food relationship real. The ordering and pickup system makes it useful week after week. Farmers and customers are partners, not vendors and outlets.

Keep the roles distinct

The church can supply trust, space, communications, and volunteers. The co-op handles membership, farmer relationships, prices, orders, and member decisions. That division matters if the organization is to stay a real cooperative. USDA describes a cooperative as owned and democratically controlled by the people who use it, with benefits tied to use, and it names helping to bring in new members as a member responsibility. If the network ever becomes a true cooperative it should actually be governed as one, not only borrow the word.

Three separate things

Fix one distinction in your design now: church participation, food-co-op membership, and church membership are three different things. A household can buy through a church pickup point without joining the church. Someone can join the food co-op and later become a coordinator. Defining these paths clearly lets you measure the growth you want: active food-co-op members, active church groups, or both.

No downline

This model is not a pyramid. No one earns money because someone they introduced joined. Members invite others because they find the community useful. A coordinator who is paid a commission on recruits has turned a congregation into a sales channel and the network into something else. Chapter 31 turns this into a standing rule.



Chapter 30

The Church Community Exchange Network

The agricultural model grows naturally into something wider. Food becomes one exchange category inside a larger mutual-aid system. The church is the umbrella and trusted infrastructure. The actual exchanges between members are organized as a distinct network with clear rules. This chapter gives the architecture and the seven divisions. Chapter 31 gives the operating rules.

The design principleThe church provides the community umbrella and infrastructure. Members voluntarily share and exchange resources. Specialized cooperative or commercial activities stay structurally separate from ordinary church mutual aid.


The mission

The network exists to help participating households:


	share surplus;

	get locally produced food;

	exchange seeds and gardening resources;

	share tools and equipment;

	exchange practical skills;

	volunteer for one another;

	cut unnecessary purchases;

	strengthen relationships between households;

	support local farmers and producers;

	develop community gardens;

	keep useful goods out of the trash;

	help one another through ordinary hardship;

	connect participating congregations.



The aim is community resilience, not profit. A good one-sentence description: a voluntary church-supported community exchange and mutual-aid network through which participating households share resources, exchange permitted goods and services, cultivate gardens, support local producers, and assist one another.

The five layers


	Layer	What it provides

	1. Church umbrella	Community identity, meeting space, educational programs, communications, volunteer coordination, appropriate storage, community events, coordinator support, spiritual formation. The church does not automatically own every item members exchange.

	2. Network administration	A separate function that keeps the member directory, exchange categories, policies, the coordinator handbook, the event calendar, a directory of participating congregations, safety procedures, and the records the network needs. At scale it can be an internal church ministry, a separately organized nonprofit program, or a member-owned cooperative.

	3. Congregational coordinators	One for each participating congregation. They welcome members, explain the system, organize exchange days, announce what is available, arrange pickups, connect people who need help, stay in touch with the central network, and help with ordinary logistical problems.

	4. Member households	The real providers and recipients. A member can be a gardener, a food recipient, a seed saver, a volunteer, a teacher, a tool lender, a person asking for help, and a person giving it, all at once. Nobody has to contribute the same thing.

	5. Partner producers	Farmers, gardeners, artisans, and other local makers where appropriate. This keeps the agricultural relationship of chapter 29 and gives it wider community functions.



Why the church should not own everything

This is probably the most important structural lesson. The church and the exchange network have different jobs, and keeping them distinct stops the church from becoming a giant store, employer, marketplace, or clearinghouse.


	The church provides	The exchange network handles	Members provide

	The umbrella; community identity; meeting space; communications; volunteers; educational programs; coordinators; the spiritual and community framework	The member directory; exchange listings; exchange rules; participating households; documentation; coordination; dispute procedures	Goods, food, seeds, tools, skills, labor, knowledge, volunteer help



The seven exchange divisions

Do not treat the network as one giant barter market. Divide it into seven distinct categories, each with its own rules. A member who understands which division an activity belongs to rarely goes wrong.

Division A: food sharing

Members share permitted surplus: garden vegetables, fruit, herbs, seeds, seedlings, and other foods where the law allows. A posting might read: "Available: 15 pounds of tomatoes. Location: church garden table. Exchange: free community surplus." Or: "Available: extra zucchini. Seeking: nothing, community surplus." This is sharing, not necessarily barter, and the difference matters.

Division B: the seed library

The seed library becomes a permanent institution: library, member receives seed, member plants and harvests, member saves seed and returns some, another household receives it. It can hold vegetable, herb, flower, native, pollinator, and locally adapted seed. Each packet carries plant name, variety, year saved, approximate source, growing notes, whether the seed is open-pollinated, and special notes. The library has its own rules about restricted seed and does not accept unidentified material. (Chapters 19 and 20 give the full build.)

Division C: the tool library

The church or network lends shovels, rakes, hoes, hand tools, wheelbarrows, garden carts, pruning tools, canning equipment, ladders, camping gear, books, and educational equipment. This is different from barter. The network simply lends: a member checks out a tiller on Friday and returns it Sunday with no payment or exchange. That is far simpler than inventing a barter value for every use.

Division D: the household goods exchange

Members offer unwanted but usable items: clothing, books, furniture, kitchenware, garden supplies, toys, household equipment, decorations, bicycles, religious materials. The principle: give what you no longer need to someone who can use it. A monthly Free Table works well. What remains afterward is returned to the owner, donated, recycled, or disposed of responsibly.

Division E: skills exchange

Members list skills they will share: gardening, sewing, cooking, computer help, website help, photography, bookkeeping, tutoring, language and music teaching, bicycle repair, household repairs, food preservation, seed saving, landscaping, woodworking, crafts. A structural line has to be kept clear:


	Community assistance	Commercial service

	"I can help you plant your garden."	"I operate a landscaping business and will do a $500 landscaping project."



The network should not blur the two. A member who runs a business should be able to see the difference between voluntary community help and business activity.

Division F: volunteer labor

A separate Community Work Exchange lists church garden work, community cleanups, harvesting, moving donated furniture, setting up exchange events, maintaining the seed library, preparing community meals, helping elderly or disabled members where appropriate, and maintaining shared spaces. The emphasis is voluntary service, not employment. The network never presents ordinary volunteering as wages.

Division G: direct barter

Real barter can exist, but it is the most carefully administered category. Member A has surplus tools. Member B has surplus produce. They agree to swap. Or Member A repairs a bicycle and Member B gives something of agreed value in return. The IRS treats exchanges of property or services as barter and generally says the fair market value received is income when the barter is taxable. Chapter 31 explains how to keep this category separate and why the network does not create credits.

The community exchange table

One or twice a month the church holds a Community Exchange Day with five sections.


	Section	What goes there

	Food	Garden produce, fruit, permitted homemade foods, surplus crops

	Garden	Seeds, seedlings, pots, gardening books, tools

	Household	Clothing, books, furniture, kitchen equipment, household goods

	Skills	Computer help, gardening, sewing, repairs, tutoring, administrative help

	Volunteering	Yard work, moving help, event setup, rides, community projects



The exchange does not need to be another isolated church program. It can fold into the normal rhythm of congregational life: potlucks, bazaars, Bible studies, and festivals are all useful venues.

The resource cycles

The network works by circulation, not distribution once and done.


	Seed: library, member receives seed, grows a garden, eats some, shares permitted surplus, saves seed, returns it, another household begins.

	Tools: library, household uses tool, tool returns, another household uses it.

	Knowledge: member teaches gardening, new gardener learns, new gardener teaches someone else.

	Labor: member helps household A, household A contributes elsewhere, network capacity grows.



Put together: church, members, gardens, harvest, food sharing, seed saving, seed library, new gardens, tools, tool library, skills, teaching, volunteer projects, household help, new relationships, new members, new church groups, a regional network, and back to the church community.

Three examples

One household

Maria joins. She gets tomato seed from the seed library, borrows a shovel, and learns from another member. She grows tomatoes, keeps some, saves seed, and puts surplus tomatoes on the community table. She returns the shovel. Later she teaches another household. She becomes the garden coordinator. She helps a second church start a seed library. Nothing makes her a salesperson. Nothing asks her to recruit a downline. The network grows because participation adds capacity.

A farmer

A local farmer joins as a participating producer. The church gives a place for presentations and, where appropriate, food pickup. The farmer introduces the farm, explains production practices, provides permitted food through properly structured transactions, joins a harvest event, and teaches gardening. Members may buy food from the farmer in a separate transaction. The church does not have to own the farm.

Two churches

Church A has 25 households, a seed library, a garden, a monthly exchange, and a coordinator. It trains a coordinator from Church B. Church B starts with 10 households, a small seed collection, and a monthly exchange table. Church A supplies training and a template, not people. Church B becomes independent. The two share educational events, farmers, seed varieties, tool resources, and volunteer opportunities.

The network at a glance


	Level	Who

	Umbrella	Church, with a network office, education, and volunteer coordination

	Hubs	Church A, Church B, and others, each with a coordinator

	Divisions	Food, seeds, tools, skills, goods

	People	Member households

	Four ways to act	Share, lend, volunteer, and (separately classified) barter



From one church to a region

The model's replication is its strongest feature. One church starts an exchange. It trains a coordinator and builds 20 participating households. The coordinator helps a neighboring church. That church starts its own group. The groups connect. A regional exchange network appears, with churches, a community garden, farmers, a seed library, a tool library, a household exchange, and a volunteer network. No central warehouse is needed. The network connects people who already have something to offer with people who need it. A gardener at Church A with 30 spare tomato plants posts them. A member at Church C needs plants. They arrange an exchange, and Church C's member may offer seed, a tool, homemade bread, computer help, or volunteer hours in return, or nothing at all.



Chapter 31

Running the Network: Transactions, Coordinators, and Rules

An exchange network works or fails on its rules. This chapter sets them out: how to classify every activity, who does what, how members join and leave, how disputes are settled, what to ban, how to keep records, and how to handle money and tax.

Four kinds of transaction

Every network activity falls into one of four boxes. This keeps the whole network from turning into one undifferentiated "barter economy."


	Type	Example	Note

	A. Gift or sharing	"I have extra tomatoes. Anyone may have them."	No reciprocal requirement

	B. Loan	"You may use my wheelbarrow for the weekend."	Returned afterward

	C. Volunteer service	"I'll help you plant your garden."	No predetermined economic compensation

	D. Barter	"I'll give you X in exchange for Y."	A real exchange, and treated as one



A fifth label, commercial, marks anything that is a business: regular paid work, sales, or service for a fee. The coordinator's three-word test is share, lend, volunteer, barter, or commercial. Anything that is the last two gets extra care.

No debt, optional reciprocity

Membership does not create a debt. A member who receives five bags of vegetables does not owe five bags of something else. Someone who receives help does not accumulate a debt to the network. That is what separates a mutual-aid network from a marketplace. Members contribute according to ability and circumstances.

The network can encourage reciprocity without making it an account. "Members are encouraged to contribute when they are able" is right. "You owe two hours because someone helped you" is not. The first keeps the community character. The second turns it into a ledger.

The exchange bulletin

Keep one central bulletin. Every listing has the same fields: offering or request, category, location, date available, contact, and exchange type. Examples:


	Field	Listing 1	Listing 2	Listing 3

	Offering or request	20 tomato seedlings	Basic computer help	Used wheelbarrow

	Category	Garden	Skills	Household and garden

	Type	Community sharing	Volunteer assistance	Direct exchange

	Location	Church exchange table	Online	Church lot

	Cost or request	None	Saturday afternoon	Comparable garden item



The public bulletin never publishes more personal information than needed. Use first names and a contact route through the coordinator.

The monthly Community Exchange Day

The physical heart of the program is a recurring event.


	Time	What happens

	9:00	Setup. Seed library and tool library open. Free table and produce table set. Exchange bulletin updated.

	10:00	Community exchange. Members bring produce, seeds, household goods, tools, books, crafts, and other permitted items.

	11:00	Skill demonstration: seed saving, composting, gardening, food preservation, cooking.

	12:00	Community meal, where appropriate and legally permitted.

	1:00	Volunteer projects: church garden, community garden, grounds, a neighborhood project.



This makes the network a social institution, not an online classifieds page.

Coordinators

Every participating church gets a simple coordinator handbook. The original agricultural model found that a pickup site alone was not enough: continuing coordinator contact kept participation alive. That principle carries over directly.


	Role	Responsible for

	Congregational coordinator	Welcoming members, explaining rules, keeping local listings, organizing exchange events, communicating with the network, reporting problems, protecting member privacy

	Garden coordinator	Gardens, seeds, seedlings, gardening education, harvest sharing

	Exchange coordinator	Household goods, tools, exchange days, listings

	Volunteer coordinator	Volunteer opportunities, community projects, matching volunteers with suitable requests

	Network coordinator	Church-to-church relationships, coordinator training, shared policies, the network calendar



Coordinator training: five lessons


	What the network is. A voluntary community-sharing and exchange system.

	What it is not. It is not automatically an employer, a bank, a government benefit program, a general marketplace, an unregulated food business, or a tax shelter.

	How to classify. Every activity is share, lend, volunteer, barter, or commercial.

	When to stop and ask. If it involves substantial money, professional services, employment, regulated goods, housing, paid transportation, medical services, child care, food sales, or business activity, refer it for legal or professional review. Do not improvise.

	Protect privacy. The public bulletin never shows unnecessary personal information.



Membership

Keep it simple. A member agrees to:


	respect other participants;

	give accurate descriptions;

	honor agreed exchanges;

	return borrowed property;

	follow applicable laws;

	avoid prohibited items;

	not present volunteer activity as employment;

	not use the network to evade taxes or benefit rules;

	settle disputes respectfully;

	protect other members' privacy.



No dues should be tied to benefit income. If the network charges anything (a sliding-scale tool membership, for example), anyone who cannot pay must have a way to take part without paying.

No downline, ever

The agricultural model is explicitly not a multilevel recruitment scheme, and the network keeps that line. A coordinator receives no money because a person they brought in joins. Members invite others because they think the community is useful. Growth runs: participation, trust, a good experience, an invitation, a new group.

Making the network visible

The Minnesota project spread through church meetings, presentations, festivals, newsletters, farm visits, shared meals, bazaars, and Bible studies. The exchange network can use the same channels: Sunday announcements, educational workshops, garden tours, seed exchanges, harvest festivals, community meals, repair days, clothing exchanges, volunteer days, and farmer presentations.

Local farmer partnership

Farmers stay a central part. A farmer might supply a church food pickup, attend educational events, give farm tours, sell food through a separate, properly structured transaction, donate surplus, provide seed, teach farming, and take part in garden education. The original model stressed that customers and farmers are partners, not that churches are only sales outlets. The network keeps that partnership.

Records: five simple ones


	Record	Contents

	Member directory	Name, contact information, participating congregation, categories of participation

	Exchange listings	Item or service, date, category, available or claimed

	Tool library	Item, owner, borrower, checkout date, return date

	Seed library	Seed, source, year, quantity, notes

	Community projects	Project, coordinator, volunteers, date, outcome



Do not build a financial ledger that gives a dollar value to every act of kindness.

The three-ledgers principle

For a larger network keep three entirely separate records.


	Ledger	Tracks

	Community record	Volunteers, shared items, garden projects, seeds, loans

	Cooperative or commercial record	Actual purchases, sales, fees, farmer transactions, business activity

	Participant record	Whatever each member keeps for their own taxes, SSI, other benefits, and business reporting



This separation stops the volunteer program from becoming indistinguishable from a commercial barter exchange.

Money, barter, and tax

There is a legal difference between informal mutual aid and a formal barter exchange. The IRS defines barter as exchanging property or services and generally requires the fair market value of taxable barter income to be included in income. Formal barter exchanges can also have information-reporting duties. So the network must not set up a dollar-denominated "barter bank" and assume that calling credits "points" makes them non-taxable.


	No credits at launch. Do not start with points, tokens, scrip, dollars, or an internal currency. The IRS discusses barter clubs where members earn credit units that buy goods and services, and notes that the value of credits can create reporting issues. Consider an internal currency only after legal and tax advice.

	Start with four things: sharing, lending, volunteering, and direct member-to-member barter.

	Keep barter separate. A member who barters regularly or as a business has tax questions that belong to that member.

	Never promise tax or benefit results. The network gives no guarantee that any exchange, gift, barter, volunteer arrangement, or other benefit has no effect on a person's SSI, Medicaid, SNAP, tax, or other status. Participants report and get their own advice.



Settling disputes

Use three steps.


	Direct resolution. The two members try to settle it themselves.

	Coordinator assistance. The local coordinator helps clarify what was agreed.

	Network review. A small committee reviews what remains.



Possible outcomes: return the item, complete the exchange, cancel it, restrict participation, suspend a member, or permanently remove a member for serious misconduct. The network does not try to decide matters that need courts, licensing boards, or the police.

Safety rules and what to exclude

Ban exchanges the network cannot safely administer: controlled substances, weapons, hazardous materials, prescription drugs, unsafe food, regulated professional services, illegal goods, stolen property, sexually explicit materials, and dangerous equipment. Also ban any deal of the kind "I'll trade you this if you agree to do something illegal." A church must never become a way around ordinary law. Child care, transportation for pay, medical help, and housing need special rules and usually a referral, not an exchange listing.

The common garden

The network can run a common garden as its demonstration project. Members give labor, seed, compost, tools, and knowledge. The harvest is divided among participating gardeners, community meals, mutual-aid distribution, seed production, and community events.

The launch sequence

Do not launch everything at once.


	Phase	Add

	1. Foundation	Church sponsor, coordinator, membership list, monthly exchange day, free table, seed library

	2. Garden	Community garden, seedlings, gardening classes, harvest sharing

	3. Tools	Tool library, equipment lending, repair days

	4. Skills	Skills directory, volunteer projects, workshops

	5. Neighboring church	Train another coordinator and establish a second congregation

	6. Regional network	Connect participating congregations

	7. Structured barter	Only after the simpler systems work, consider expanded direct barter or any exchange-credit system, with legal and tax advice



The golden rule of the network

Give freely where you can, receive gratefully when you need, exchange honestly when you barter, return what you borrow, and never make another person's participation a debt.

The finished model in one sentence: a decentralized community system in which the church provides the trusted umbrella, participating congregations provide local hubs, coordinators connect households, and members share food, seeds, tools, goods, knowledge, and volunteer labor, and, where appropriate and properly treated, goods or services through direct barter. The stronger design is sharing plus lending plus volunteering plus gardening plus cooperative purchasing plus mutual aid plus limited direct barter, and not the weaker one where everything has a monetary value, everyone earns credits, and credits buy everything.

Limit of this modelThis is an operating architecture. It is not a certificate that every transaction is compliant with tax, SSI, food, employment, or nonprofit law. Keep the ordinary mutual-aid functions and any commercial or formal barter functions separate and documented, and get local advice.




Chapter 32

Barter, Time, and Credits

Barter is where the open commons gives up the safety of the strict model. This chapter says what barter costs, how to keep it small, and how to decide whether to go further.

What the IRS says


	Bartering is the exchange of goods or services. The fair market value of what you receive is generally income, in the year you receive it. Both sides of a trade can have income.

	Business barter is reported where the business income is reported (for a sole proprietor, Schedule C), and may carry self-employment tax. Other barter income generally goes on Schedule 1.

	Barter exchanges are organizations whose members contract with each other, or with the exchange, to trade property or services. They must file Form 1099-B for transactions unless an exception applies. Backup withholding can apply if members do not give a taxpayer ID.

	Credit-unit clubs. When a club adds credit units to an account for goods or services a member provides, the member can owe tax when the credits are added, not when they are spent.

	An exception. The IRS says a barter exchange does not include arrangements that provide solely for the informal exchange of similar services on a noncommercial basis. Its example is a babysitting cooperative run by neighborhood parents.

	Informal trades outside an exchange need no Form 1099-B. A person may still have a 1099-MISC question if the value passes the reporting threshold.



CheckThese are federal tax rules in broad outline. A preparer or tax attorney can tell you how they apply to your network. State sales tax and state income tax can also reach barter. Ask before you grow past simple swaps.


What this means for the design


	Design choice	Result

	Free sharing, loans, volunteering	No exchange, no barter income. This is where most of the network lives.

	Direct member-to-member trades	Barter. Private deals. The network does not run a "barter exchange" if it only posts listings and does not contract trades, assign credits, or hold accounts.

	Like-for-like service swaps (rides for rides, child-watching for child-watching)	Closest to the IRS's informal noncommercial exception. Keep them truly similar, informal, and noncommercial.

	Hour banks across different services (an hour of gardening for an hour of tutoring)	Gray. Credits across different services look like a barter exchange. Get tax advice before using them.

	Dollar-valued credits ("1 credit = $10")	A barter club in the IRS's sense. Reporting duties follow.



The barter ladder


	Rung	What	When

	0	Gift, loan, volunteer service	Day one

	1	Free Table swaps: take what you need, leave what you do not	Day one

	2	Private member trades of goods, posted as box B	After the first exchange days run well

	3	Like-for-like service swaps	After a coordinator trains the group

	4	Trades of different services or business goods	Only with a tax preparer's guidance

	5	Any internal credit, token, or currency	Only with a tax attorney's written advice and a real accounting system



Most networks never need rungs 4 and 5. Gifts, loans, and volunteering solve most needs.

Other law that follows barter


	Employment. Paying people in goods or credits for work can create an employment or contractor relationship, with wage law, payroll tax, and workers' compensation questions. Volunteers are unpaid.

	Licensed work. Trades, health care, legal services, accounting, and child care carry licensing rules. Do not list services that need a license unless the provider holds it.

	Child care. Many states license child care above a small number of children or hours. Do not trade paid or bartered child care through the network. Use background-checked volunteers for care at church events.

	Rides. Rides for pay or credit can create commercial transportation issues and insurance gaps. Keep rides unpaid. Check each driver's insurance.

	Food. Sale, trade, or distribution of regulated foods follows state food law. Sharing home-grown produce is different from selling prepared food.

	Sales tax. Some states tax barter or trade.



Time banks

A time bank counts hours. It is attractive: an hour is an hour. It is also a credit system. If members earn hours doing one thing and spend them on another, the IRS may view the arrangement as a barter exchange. If hours are tracked only to match like services, the babysitting-co-op exception is closer. Do not start a time bank at launch. If you want one later, get written tax advice and decide how hours are recorded, valued, and reported.

The rule to keep

Keep thisCalling something "mutual aid," "sharing," or "points" does not decide how tax law or benefits law treats it. The facts decide. Start with the three free boxes. Add barter slowly. Add credits last, if ever.




Chapter 33

The Trade Table: Barter and Barter Networks

Where hands, skills, and goods trade freely, for neighbors outside the SSI rules.

Who this chapter is forParts II to VI keep the commons to the strictest standard, so that a neighbor on SSI can sit at every table. This chapter opens one more table, the trade table. It is for members whose benefits do not stop them from trading: people who receive Social Security retirement or SSDI alone, working neighbors, families, retirees, and anyone else the SSI rules do not reach. A neighbor on SSI is always welcome in the gift circle (chapter 16). Trades count as income under SSI, so for now they stay at the gift table. Chapters 12 to 15 and 35 say more. Chapter 32 sets out what barter costs, with the tax outline and the barter ladder. This chapter is the working guide to doing it well.



People traded before there was money

Long before coins, people traded. A shepherd gave wool for grain. A potter gave bowls for a roof. A midwife was paid in eggs, and a scribe in bread. Trade is the oldest handshake in the world, and it needs no bank. It needs two people, each with something the other can use.

A church or a neighborhood can bring that handshake home. When members trade with one another, money stays in the community, skills get used, and nobody has to feel poor in a room full of talent. The carpenter has hands. The baker has an oven. The retired nurse has a steady eye. The teenager has strong legs and a free Saturday. Put them in the same room and half the needs in the neighborhood are already met.


Two tables, side by side

The commons now has two tables, and both are good.


		The gift table	The trade table

	The spirit	"Take what you need. Give what you can."	"I have this. You have that. Shall we trade?"

	Who is owed what	No one owes anyone anything.	Both sides agree before they start, and both keep their word.

	Who may sit	Everyone, including neighbors on SSI.	Members whose benefits allow trading.

	Where it lives	The Free Table, the circle, the pantry, the Harvest Table.	The trade board, the trade day, and private trades between members.



Keep the two tables apart in your mind and on your walls. A sign for each will do. This is what lets a neighbor on SSI and a neighbor who trades freely share one church, one garden, and one meal without confusion.


Who sits at the trade table

Almost anyone can, but each person should choose with open eyes.


	Neighbors who receive Social Security retirement or SSDI alone. The SSI resource limit and in-kind rule do not apply to them. SSDI has its own work limits (chapter 35), so an SSDI member who trades often should ask first.

	Working neighbors, families, and retirees. Trades are an easy way to stretch a budget and meet people.

	Small makers and growers. A trade is often a better start than a sale.

	Neighbors on SSI. You are welcome in everything the gift circle does. Hold the trading for later, until you have asked a counselor.




A good trade: five simple habits


	Say it out loud first. "I will fix your gate. You will give me two jars of tomatoes." Agree before you start, so no one is guessing afterward.

	Both say yes. A trade is fair when both people think it is fair. It does not have to be equal on paper.

	Keep your word, and finish. Do the job. Hand over the goods. Be on time.

	Stay friends. If it goes badly, say so kindly, make it right, and part well.

	Leave a little extra. A loaf thrown in, a weed pulled on the way out. Small kindnesses are how a trade becomes a friendship.



Worked example: Walter and InezWalter and Inez are invented members. Walter is a retired carpenter whose hands are still sure. Inez bakes bread every Saturday and her kitchen smells like heaven. Walter fixes the sagging door on Inez's pantry. They agree on a loaf of bread a week for a month. Both think it is fair. By the third week Inez has added a jar of peach jam, and Walter has stayed for tea. The trade ended in four weeks and the friendship did not.


Worked example: Priya's ridesPriya is an invented member. She works days and has no time to shop for a bad-weather week. Her neighbor Daniel is retired and likes to drive. They agree that Daniel will take her to the grocery store on Saturday mornings, and Priya will help Daniel with his tax papers each spring. Both are glad. The trade fits their lives, and neither has to ask a stranger for help.



Barter networks: the shapes they take

A barter network is just many people trading under shared habits. They come in a few shapes, and each suits a different community.


	The trade board. A bulletin board at church, or a shared online page, where people post what they offer and what they need. The simplest network there is.

	The trade day. One day a month when members bring goods and skills and trade face to face, like a swap meet with a prayer at the start.

	The skill circle. A list of members and what they can do: plumbing, sewing, tutoring, tax help, haircuts, car repair, grant writing. Anyone can ask, and trades are arranged one to one.

	The time bank. Members earn an hour by giving an hour and spend it by getting an hour, whatever the work. An hour of gardening can become an hour of tutoring. Time banks have their own software and handbooks (hOurworld and TimeBanks USA are two known names), so ask around or search for a local one before building your own.

	Online trade groups. Neighborhood pages and community boards often have a section for trades. Craigslist has long had a barter section. The Buy Nothing groups and Freecycle are for gifts, not trades, and make a good companion to the gift table.

	Business trade exchanges. Some regions have exchanges where small businesses trade with one another using an account balance. They suit people running a small business more than a church circle. Look into current ones locally.



Most church circles are happiest with the first three. They are easy to start, easy to understand, and need no accounts.


Starting a church barter circle


	Gather six to ten people who like the idea. Share a meal. Ask each to name two things they can offer and one thing they need.

	Make a simple list of offers and needs, with names and a way to reach each person. Keep it on paper or in a shared document that members can edit.

	Choose a coordinator to keep the list tidy, welcome newcomers, and help people find matches. Pick someone patient. Rotate the job every year.

	Post three house rules where everyone can see them: say it first, keep your word, stay kind.

	Try a first trade day after a month or two. Keep it small. Hold it on a day the hall is free.

	Review after three months. What worked? What felt unfair? What did people ask for that nobody offered? Adjust.



Keep the whole thing light. A barter circle that feels like a chore will not last. One that feels like a potluck will.


The monthly trade day

A trade day is the heart of a barter network, and it is joyful. A few simple habits make it work.


	Open with a short blessing and a reminder of the three house rules.

	Set out tables by kind: tools, plants, jars and baked goods, clothing, books, handmade things, and a "skills" corner with a sign-up sheet.

	Let people trade at their own pace. The coordinator stays free to help.

	Keep a Free Table at one end for anything people just want to give, and say so aloud. This keeps the gift table alive beside the trade table, and it is where neighbors on SSI feel at home.

	Close with thanks, a simple meal, and a list of what people still need for next time.




Hours and credits, kept simple

As a network grows, people often want a way to trade across different kinds of work, such as an hour of tutoring for an hour of repairs. That is what a time bank does. A few habits keep it healthy.


	Count hours, not dollars. An hour is an hour, whatever the work.

	Keep one plain record: who gave an hour, who received it, and the date.

	Do not let the balances become a source of pride or shame. Some give more than they take. Some take more than they give for a season. Both are welcome.

	Start small and grow slowly. Begin with direct swaps, add the hour record later.

	If you add any kind of credit, token, or currency, keep it simple and ask a tax preparer first (chapter 32).




Fairness, trust, and mending disagreements

Nearly every trade goes well. A few go sideways, and a healthy network knows what to do.


	Talk first, directly and kindly. Most problems are misunderstandings.

	If it cannot be settled, ask the coordinator and one other trusted member to listen to both sides and suggest a way forward.

	Do not publicly shame anyone. Quiet repair keeps the network safe for everyone.

	If someone repeatedly takes without giving, or breaks their word, the coordinator may gently ask them to step back from trading, while keeping them welcome at the gift table and every other part of the commons.




Safety and good sense


	Meet in public places or in pairs when trading with someone new.

	Keep skilled work inside a person's skill. A friend who "knows a little about wiring" should not rewire a house. Electrical, gas, roofing, and medical work belong to licensed people.

	Look after children carefully. Do not trade child care through the network. Use background-checked volunteers for care at church events.

	Keep rides unpaid or carefully arranged, and ask each driver about insurance.

	Handle food with care. Share home-grown produce freely. Prepared food for sale follows its own local rules.




A word about money and taxes

A trade has a value, even when no money changes hands. The tax office treats what you receive in a trade as income, the same as if you had been paid in cash. For small neighborly swaps the amounts are usually tiny, and the simplest habit is to jot down what you traded and roughly what it was worth. If trading grows into a real source of income for you, or if you run a business, talk to a tax preparer once and set it up properly. Chapter 32 has the outline.

That is all. Do not let it frighten you. Neighbors have traded for ten thousand years.


For artists, growers, and makers

The trade table is a natural home for makers.


	An artist trades a portrait for a season of firewood.

	A silversmith makes a ring for a friend's jar-filled pantry shelf.

	A grower trades a bushel of tomatoes for a haircut.

	A beekeeper trades honey for a fence repair.



If you are on SSI, the same pieces can be given as gifts at the gift table, where they stay gifts (chapter 16). If you are free to trade, bring them here. Either way, the work has a home.


Walk on in trade


	Trade is the oldest handshake in the world, and a church can bring it home.

	Keep the gift table and the trade table side by side, each with its own sign and its own spirit.

	Say it first, keep your word, stay kind.

	Start with a board or a monthly trade day. Add the rest slowly.

	Neighbors on SSI keep their place at the gift table, and the whole commons stays one table in spirit.



When we trade with open hands and honest words, nobody is poor in a room full of talent. Bring what you have. Take what you need. Leave a little extra.



Chapter 34

The Church Food Co-op and the Farmer Partnership

Whole Farm's heart was food. The network keeps it. A farmer-supplied co-op runs beside the free lanes, with its own ledger, its own rules, and its own members.

What it is

A buying group. Households order from a price list of local farmers' products. The co-op delivers to the church. Households pick up on a set day. The church lends space and trust. The co-op does the ordering.

Why it stays separate


	It involves money, prices, and sales. The free lanes do not.

	It carries food law, tax, and insurance duties the free lanes avoid.

	It can become a true cooperative: member-owned, democratically controlled, benefits by use, and members help bring in new members.

	The church should not become a store.



Models


	Model	How it works	Fit

	Order-and-pickup club	Weekly or biweekly price list; members order; farmers deliver to the church; members pick up.	Simplest start. Whole Farm's model.

	Congregationally Supported Agriculture (CSA)	Households pledge to a farm for a season; the farm delivers shares to the church.	Shared-risk model. One farm or a few.

	Producer co-op	Farmers own the co-op and market through congregations (Whole Farm).	When many farmers join.

	Consumer co-op	Households own the co-op and buy from farmers.	When members want control of what is sold.



Start the ordering cycle


	Recruit two or three farmers whose practices match the community's values. Visit their farms.

	Publish a price list. Product, unit, price, farmer, a short farmer profile. Names on products help.

	Open ordering for a set window. A week works well.

	Farmers deliver to the church on a set day. A Co-op Manager checks quantities.

	Pickup window. Volunteers hand out orders. Members sign off.

	Payment. Through the co-op, per its own accounting. Cash never mixes with the commons account.

	Feedback. Customers tell farmers what they want. Whole Farm even changed how some processed meats were made after customers spoke up.



Roles inside the co-op


	Role	Job

	Co-op Manager	Price list, farmer relations, orders, deliveries, books

	Pickup Lead	Runs the pickup table; keeps the cold chain

	Congregational Coordinator	Recruits and welcomes buyers; keeps contact; notices drop-off

	Treasurer	Accounts, farmer payments, taxes



The co-op may pay a small stipend or wage to a manager if it has the revenue. That is a real job with payroll, not a recruiting commission.

The farmer agreement


	Farmer holds all permits their products require (state licenses, inspection for meat, dairy rules, egg rules).

	Farmer carries product liability coverage if the co-op requires it.

	Farmer states growing practices truthfully.

	Prices, delivery days, minimums, and quality standards in writing.

	Cold chain: farmers deliver cold food cold, and the co-op keeps it cold.

	Recalls and complaints: who is told, how fast.

	Payment terms.

	No exclusivity.



Farmers as partners

Whole Farm treated farmers and customers as equal partners, not sellers and buyers. Do likewise.


	Invite farmers to speak at the church: how they protect land, care for animals, diversify their farms, keep them safe for children.

	Hold a farm tour each season.

	Share a meal at least twice a year.

	Print a farmer profile on every price list.

	Farmers may also donate surplus to the free lanes, teach classes, and supply seed.



Money and law


	Separate account and ledger for the co-op.

	Entity. A co-op needs a legal form under your state's cooperative or nonprofit law. Ask counsel.

	Membership shares or fees. May count as securities in some states unless an exemption fits. Ask counsel before selling shares.

	Church tax status. A church that runs a regular trade or business unrelated to its exempt purpose may owe unrelated business income tax. A separate co-op avoids the question.

	Sales tax. Food rules vary by state.

	Insurance. Product liability and general liability for the pickup.

	Food safety. Training for pickup volunteers; temperature logs; clean handling.

	Affordability. Offer a sliding scale or a solidarity fund, paid by donors, so lower-income households can buy. Gifts go to the co-op or the church, never as cash to a member.



Where the free food and the co-op meet


	The Pantry can receive donated co-op overage and farmer gifts.

	The Harvest Table stays free. No co-op product is sold there.

	A household that cannot pay can still eat at the shared supper and take from the Pantry. The co-op never replaces them.





Chapter 35

Benefits Beyond SSI: SSDI, Volunteering, and Reporting

The network is not a certified SSI-compliant system, and no private body can certify one. It can be built so that people who receive SSI, Social Security retirement, SSDI, or survivors benefits can take part in its ordinary mutual-aid functions without food help itself reducing their payments. This chapter says what is low risk, what needs care, and how volunteering looks under the disability rules.

The SSI baseline

Since September 30, 2024, SSA no longer counts food in its SSI in-kind support and maintenance (ISM) calculation. Donated groceries, garden produce, meals, and food from a church or community network generally do not reduce SSI merely because they are food help. SSA said the change was meant to remove the barrier that informal food help from friends, family, and community networks had created. SSA also treats household-grown food eaten by the household as excluded.

That does not make every transaction harmless. SSA's general definition of income still reaches cash and some in-kind items, and help with shelter still counts. Chapters 2 through 15 apply that law in detail.

Low risk for an SSI participant


	Receiving free garden produce, pantry food, meals, or surplus harvests.

	Receiving seeds, seedlings, gardening instruction, or a community garden plot.

	Borrowing and returning tools.

	Receiving donated household goods, books, clothing, and similar items.

	Genuinely voluntary work that is not disguised paid employment.

	Giving away surplus produce or helping neighbors without a repayment system.

	Classes, potlucks, seed swaps, repair days, and ordinary community activities.



Needs care


	Activity	SSI concern

	Cash gifts or gift cards	Usually unearned income; may reduce SSI

	Help with rent, mortgage, or utilities	Shelter ISM; can reduce SSI

	Paid work for the network	Earned income; must be reported

	Selling produce, crafts, services, or goods	May be self-employment or business income

	Structured barter for goods or services	May create countable income and tax consequences

	Internal credits, points, tokens, scrip	May begin to look like a formal exchange system; do not presume harmless

	Free food or informal food sharing	Food no longer reduces SSI through ISM



Not everyone is on SSI

"Social Security" is not one program. SSI is needs-based. Social Security retirement, survivors, and SSDI benefits are mostly affected by earnings from work, not by ordinary food help. So the network is best described as open to Social Security and SSI recipients, with SSI-specific cautions made plain.

Volunteering and SSDI

Occasional, unpaid mutual-aid volunteering will usually not reduce SSDI. Helping at a food table or sharing produce is not the same as earning wages. But unpaid does not mean irrelevant. SSA may look at what a person does on a regular basis when it weighs capacity for work. SSA defines gainful work as work done for pay or profit, and calls work gainful if it is the kind usually done for pay or profit, whether or not a profit is made. Unpaid work can therefore count if it is the kind people normally get paid to do.


	Pattern	Likely treatment

	Occasional, flexible help	Unlikely to cause an SSDI problem alone

	Regular, demanding duties (running pickups, managing orders, providing services on a work-like schedule)	Could raise questions about work capacity even without pay

	A stipend or any compensation	Needs separate review. SSA's special volunteer exclusion covers only certain federal programs, not an arbitrary church network



SSA's regulations list activities that generally are not substantial gainful activity: caring for yourself, household tasks, hobbies, therapy, school, club activities, and social programs. Cooking for a neighborhood potluck, watching a friend's children informally, or organizing a clothing swap likely fits that exception. Regularly providing child care, repair work, transportation, or professional services through a network looks more like market work. SSA could then test whether the work is comparable in time, energy, skill, and responsibility to what unimpaired people do for a living, and whether it is clearly worth more than the SGA amount at community pay scales.

Barter or in-kind exchange for services can be treated as pay. If you receive room and board as regular compensation for work, SSA counts its value as earnings. If housing, meals, or uniforms are provided for the organization's convenience and not as compensation, they are not counted as wages.

Federal volunteer programs

Volunteers in programs set up under the Domestic Volunteer Service Act and the Small Business Act get a complete exclusion from the SSDI work tests: neither the services nor the payments are evaluated. Examples: AmeriCorps VISTA, the Retired Senior Volunteer Program, the Foster Grandparent Program, SCORE, and a few others. Stipends, housing, supplies, and expense allowances in those programs are excluded. Other AmeriCorps programs are different: a stipend in AmeriCorps NCCC, for example, counts as earnings for SSDI. For SSI payment amounts, AmeriCorps stipends are excluded from countable income. Informal mutual aid has no such exclusion. SSA looks at what the activity actually is.

In-kind support and maintenance

For SSI, ISM is a separate issue from the work tests. Food no longer counts. Shelter does. If someone else provides shelter, or you live in someone's home and do not pay your share, your SSI can drop. Cash or gift cards for food count as unearned income, not as ISM. If the network gives free meals, SSI is not reduced. If it covers rent, it could be.

Work reviews


	Review	What it checks	Triggered by

	Work review	Whether earnings or work show substantial gainful activity	A work report or other earnings information

	Medical review	Whether you still meet the medical definition of disability	A scheduled diary, reported medical improvement, or, if unprotected, work activity



After 24 months of SSDI, work activity alone cannot trigger a medical review, though scheduled medical reviews continue. Participation in the Ticket to Work program adds protection. A work review can still be screened when work is reported, but if benefits are not affected, for example during a trial work period or when the work is excluded, SSA takes no further action. For SSI, SGA is judged only at initial application. After that, countable income, resources, and living arrangements drive the payment.

Reporting

People who receive disability benefits must report when they start or stop work, change employers, or change duties, hours, or pay. The 2026 figures reported in the source research are: SGA of $1,690 a month (non-blind) and $2,830 (blind), and a trial work period service month at earnings over $1,210. Confirm these on SSA's site before relying on them, since amounts change each year.

For anyone taking on a substantial ongoing role in the network, the safe step is to describe the duties, hours, flexibility, and any compensation to SSA and ask how it will be treated. Chapter 15 has a letter for this.

Policy language for the membership agreement

Public-benefit noticeThis network welcomes participants who receive SSI, Social Security, SSDI, SNAP, Medicaid, or other public benefits. The network does not guarantee that any gift, loan, volunteer arrangement, barter exchange, cash payment, service, or other transaction will have no effect on a participant's benefits, taxes, or eligibility. Food sharing is not included in SSI in-kind support and maintenance calculations under SSA rules effective September 30, 2024. However, cash, gift cards, wages, business income, barter income, and assistance with rent, mortgage, utilities, or other shelter expenses may have different consequences. Each participant remains responsible for reporting changes and for seeking individual guidance from SSA, a benefits counselor, or another qualified professional when appropriate.


What the design should do

The network can be fully open to people on SSI and can serve them well if it puts first:


	food sharing and community gardens;

	seed and tool libraries;

	free tables and donated household goods;

	voluntary neighbor-to-neighbor help;

	education and mutual aid;

	no required dues tied to benefit income;

	no recruitment commissions or downline;

	no launch-stage internal currency, credit ledger, or required barter accounting;

	a firm boundary against treating shelter help, cash, and commercial exchange as benefit-neutral.



The honest one-line summary: this is not a certified SSI-compliant barter system. It is a benefit-conscious mutual-aid model that can be fully open to SSI recipients, especially since food help no longer reduces SSI, while cash, shelter support, paid work, and structured barter remain separate questions.


In Practice: Tags, a Script, and the Co-op

The network is open to everyone, including people who rely on SSI, Medicaid, SNAP, housing assistance, and other programs. This chapter says how they take part without being put at risk.

The rule the network states plainly

The noticeThis network does not promise that any exchange, gift, barter, volunteer arrangement, or other benefit has no effect on a participant's SSI, Medicaid, SNAP, housing assistance, tax, or other public-benefit status. Participants are responsible for reporting what the law requires and for getting individualized advice when they need it.


Post it at exchange day, in the membership agreement, and in the coordinator handbook. It is accurate. It also lets the network stay open without becoming a benefits advisor.

Use the tags


	Tag	Lane	For a person on SSI

	S Share	Gifts of food, seed, household goods, clothing, books	GENERALLY SAFE Food is outside SSI income and ISM since September 30, 2024. Household goods and personal effects are excluded resources (chapters 4, 5, and 9).

	L Lend	Loans of tools and equipment	GENERALLY SAFE No transfer.

	V Volunteer	Unpaid service	GENERALLY SAFE if nothing is paid, and no food, plot, or goods are given as pay.

	B Barter	Trades of goods or services	CHECK FIRST Services performed for goods can be earned income. Food or shelter given as pay for work is addressed in POMS SI 00820.010 (chapter 15).

	C Co-op buy	Purchases through the food co-op	CHECK FIRST Buying food with your own money is not income. But refundable membership shares and patronage refunds can be resources or income. Ask.



What stays off the network

The same things that stay off the commons core.


	Cash gifts and cash transfers between members.

	All-purpose gift cards and prepaid cards.

	Rent or utilities paid for another member.

	Pay, stipends, honoraria, or credits for work.

	Credit or token systems at launch.



The coordinator's script

When someone mentions that they receive benefits, the coordinator does not ask for details. The coordinator says:

"Everyone here can take part in the green lanes: sharing, lending, and volunteering. Those are designed so they do not create income or shelter help. If you want to try barter or the co-op, talk to a benefits counselor first. We have a list. We can't give benefits advice."

Then hand over the Benefits Liaison's counselor list and the Member Card from the strict model (chapter 26). Stop there.

The co-op and a member on SSI


	Item	Treatment

	Buying food at the co-op	Spending your own money on food. Not an SSI issue.

	A donor pays the co-op bill for a member	Third-party payment for food. Food is outside the SSI count. Do not pass cash to the member.

	Membership share or deposit	A refundable share can be a countable resource, like any asset a person could turn into cash. Ask a counselor before a member on SSI buys a share.

	Patronage refund or dividend	Money paid back to a member is income when received. Ask.

	Co-op job	Wages. Paid Roles Policy (chapter 6).



Other programs

SSI is only one program. Medicaid, SNAP, and federal housing assistance define income and resources in their own ways. Most of them count wages. Some count gifts and barter differently from SSI. The network's tags and notice work for all of them: free lanes are generally low risk, barter and cash need a check.

People on Social Security retirement or SSDI alone have no resource limit and no in-kind rule. They face fewer limits, but earned income can affect SSDI.

Keep The strict floor


	Every hub keeps the commons core: seed, goods, tools, garden, meals, circle.

	The commons core rules (no credits, no labor-for-goods, no cash) apply to every member in those programs.

	The open layer adds lanes. It never lowers the floor.





Chapter 36

Launch Sequence and the Replication Kit

The seven phases

Do not launch it all at once.


	Phase	Add	Test before moving on

	1 Foundation	Church sponsor, coordinator, membership list, monthly exchange day, Free Table, seed library	Three exchange days with steady attendance

	2 Garden	Community garden, seedlings, gardening classes, harvest sharing	A full season of harvest at the table

	3 Tools	Tool library, equipment lending, repair days	Tools return; the log stays honest

	4 Skills	Skills directory, volunteer projects, workshops	Requests get matched

	5 Neighboring church	Train another coordinator; start a second hub	Second hub runs without the first

	6 Regional network	Link hubs; shared calendar; shared training	Cross-hub exchanges happen

	7 Food co-op and barter	Farmer co-op; careful direct barter; counsel before any credits	Ledgers separate; tax advice in hand



The food co-op can start earlier if a farmer partnership already exists. Keep it in its own box.

Twenty-four-month outline


	Months	Work

	0 to 2	Pitch to church leadership. Name the coordinator. Choose the legal home. Adopt the Charter of chapter 24 for the commons core.

	3 to 6	Founding circle of about twenty households. First exchange days. Seed library and Free Table.

	7 to 12	Garden, seedlings, classes. Write down what the coordinator does.

	13 to 16	Tool library and repair days. Skills directory.

	17 to 20	Train a second coordinator. Start the second hub.

	21 to 24	Link the hubs. Plan the farmer co-op. Take counsel on barter.



The first presentation

Whole Farm succeeded by showing up in person. Ask to speak at a worship service, a small group, or a justice committee. Outline:


	A story: one gardener, one farmer, one household helped.

	What the network is, in two sentences.

	The three free lanes and what they mean for ordinary people.

	One concrete invitation: "Join us at the Saturday exchange."

	Show the seed packets, the tool card, the bulletin.

	Ask for a coordinator and a few founding households.



Church sponsor letter (outline)

To the pastor and leadership team. We propose a voluntary church-supported community exchange and mutual aid network. The church would lend space and communications and name one coordinator. The network would handle exchange rules, listings, training, and records. The network would give no cash, pay no commissions, and make no promises about benefits or taxes. We ask: (1) a coordinator, (2) a room and storage for one day a month, (3) an announcement slot, and (4) a decision on legal home. We will return a report each quarter.


Forms in the replication kit

Member application (one page)


	Name; household size; congregation or neighborhood.

	Contact; permission to list in the directory (yes/no).

	What I can offer: food, seed, tools, goods, skills, time.

	What I would like: a short list.

	Agreement to the ten membership points (chapter 31).

	No Social Security number, no financial information, no benefits question.



Exchange listing form


	Offer / Request	Item or service	Category	Tag (S L V B C)	Location	Date	Contact via

							



Exchange Day run sheet


	Task	Lead	Done

	Room setup and signs		

	Seed library open		

	Tool library open; cards ready		

	Free Table; produce table		

	Bulletin updated; barter notice posted		

	Meal; food-safety lead		

	Skills demo		

	Volunteer project		

	Cleanup; log filed		



Dispute record


	Date	Members (initials)	Issue	Step reached	Outcome

					



Farmer agreement

Use the list in chapter 34. Have counsel review before signing.

Quarterly report to the church


	Active households; new households.

	Exchange days held; attendance.

	Seed packets out and returned; tool checkouts.

	Volunteer projects completed.

	Farmers and co-op orders (if running).

	Problems and what we changed.

	Plans for the next quarter.



Handing the kit to the next church

The kit holds: the handbook, the forms above, the the strict model Charter, the seed library guide, a sample bulletin, and a three-page "how we did it" written by the first coordinator. The first coordinator trains the second in person and attends their first exchange day. Then steps back.



Chapter 37

The Risk Map and Corrections

Part III tested every piece of the strict model against SSI. The open commons of Part VII opens up more, so it needs a wider map. This chapter rates the network's pieces across five areas and corrects points in the source draft.

Ratings

LOW low risk as designed. CARE clear with conditions. ADVICE get professional advice first. AVOID not in the launch model.


	Piece	SSI and benefits	Tax	Food and safety	Employment	Nonprofit and church

	Free sharing, Free Table	LOW	LOW	CARE food rules	LOW	LOW

	Seed library	LOW	LOW	CARE state seed law	LOW	LOW

	Tool library	LOW	LOW	CARE tool safety	LOW	CARE insurance

	Household goods exchange	LOW	LOW	LOW	LOW	LOW

	Volunteer projects	CARE nothing as pay	LOW	LOW	CARE keep unpaid	CARE insurance

	Skills directory (community help)	CARE	LOW	LOW	CARE licensed work	LOW

	Like-for-like service swaps	ADVICE	CARE informal exception	LOW	CARE	LOW

	Direct barter of goods	ADVICE	CARE	CARE	CARE	LOW if private

	Barter of different services	AVOID	ADVICE	LOW	ADVICE	CARE

	Food co-op (separate)	CARE shares, refunds	ADVICE	ADVICE licenses, cold chain	CARE	ADVICE UBIT, entity

	Hour bank or time bank	AVOID	ADVICE	LOW	ADVICE	CARE

	Dollar-valued credits	AVOID	AVOID	LOW	AVOID	AVOID

	Recruiting commissions	AVOID	AVOID	LOW	AVOID	AVOID

	Paid child care or rides	AVOID	ADVICE	LOW	AVOID	ADVICE

	Church-to-church network	LOW	LOW	LOW	LOW	CARE separate bodies



Corrections to the source draft


	#	Draft says	Correction

	1	"1 hour of gardening assistance = 1 community service hour." Members earn hours and spend them later.	That is a credit system. Hours earned one way and spent another can look like a barter exchange to the IRS. The informal exception covers similar services on a noncommercial basis. Do not launch it without advice.

	2	Direct barter: "10 pounds of tomatoes for a garden tool."	Federal tax law treats fair market value received in barter as income in principle. Small swaps of used goods rarely raise real tax, but business-related trades and services do. Keep trades private, small, and out of the SSI-sensitive lanes.

	3	The word "multilevel" used for the growth model.	Whole Farm used no downline. Use "replicating hub" language. Pay no one for recruiting.

	4	Barter listings with "Exchange: Comparable garden item."	Fine as a private listing. The network must not assign values or hold accounts, or it becomes an exchange.

	5	SSI: a short note that the network is "not formally certified."	Correct, and Part VII goes further: it promises nothing about SSI. Parts II to VI are the strict, benefits-safe model.

	6	Household-grown food "excluded" for SSI.	Right. Add that SSA's policy treats small trades of home produce as producing no income (chapter 4), while sales are income.

	7	"Church provides spiritual and community framework."	Right. Add: a church that runs a regular business may owe unrelated business income tax. Keep the co-op separate.

	8	Whole Farm results (11 churches, 25 to 64 producers).	These count churches and producers. They do not count member households. Keep that in mind when you set targets.



What the source draft got right


	The church as umbrella, not owner and marketplace.

	Four types of transaction, one clear tag each.

	Membership creates no debt.

	Coordinators keep the network alive.

	Launch in phases; barter last.

	Three ledgers: community, cooperative, participant.

	No downline pay.

	Do not promise SSI, tax, or benefits results.



Where the open commons can still break


	Failure	Repair

	The bulletin turns into a classifieds page with prices	No dollar prices. Tags on every listing. Moderate it.

	Barter turns into a side business for one member	The coordinator asks the four category questions (chapter 26) and refers it.

	The co-op's money drifts into the church account	Separate accounts. Treasurer reconciles monthly.

	A coordinator is paid per recruit	Stop at once. Pay is for the job, not the count.

	A hub grows faster than its coordinator can contact members	Cap new members per month. Train a second coordinator.

	A member on SSI is pushed into the barter lane	Say the notice aloud. Offer the green lanes first.

	The second church copies the form but not the care	First coordinator attends the first exchange day.

	Hours or credits creep in	The Charter bans them. Review annually with counsel.



Sources for the open commons

Read directly in preparing this edition


	IRS Topic no. 420, Bartering income, and Publication 525 (barter income; barter exchanges; Form 1099-B; backup withholding; the exception for informal exchange of similar services, with the babysitting cooperative example).

	The uploaded draft's account of Whole Farm Cooperative (SARE project reports and related stories), including the church counts, producer counts, and lessons about coordinators.

	The SSA sources listed in chapter 28.



Stated from standing practice; confirm before relying


	Cooperative principles as USDA describes them: user-owned, democratically controlled, benefits by use.

	Unrelated business income tax for churches that run regular unrelated trades; securities exemptions for co-op shares; volunteer liability and food-donor liability laws; child care licensing thresholds; state sales tax on barter. All vary by state. Ask a nonprofit attorney or tax preparer.

	Whether a time bank qualifies for the IRS informal exception: the reviewed IRS text speaks to similar services on a noncommercial basis. Hour banks across different services were not addressed in the sources read.

	SSI treatment of co-op shares and patronage refunds: stated by analogy to resource and income rules. Not tested against an SSA ruling.





Part VIII
Farm, Harvest, and Market
Case studies, a town-center farm, gleaning, orchard care, and selling at market.




Chapter 38

Ten Church-Hosted Commons: A Case-Study Matrix

Evidence notePublic sources rarely publish exact startup budgets for small-church community programs, and most do not state congregation size. This chapter documents ten church-hosted models. None could be verified as costing $500 or less to start from published sources. All ten are low-cash or in-kind models: they rely on donated goods, volunteer labor, and existing church space, which makes their costs plausibly very low but not proven. Where a source is silent on insurance, zoning, or size, this chapter says "not publicly documented" and does not guess.


The matrix at a glance


	#	Church and place	Model	How it is funded	How it is staffed

	1	Covenant Christian Reformed, St. Catharines, Ontario	Community fridge and pantry, open 24/7	Congregation gifts; volunteers buy high-turnover items on sale	Volunteers check daily; two handle purchasing

	2	St. Matthew's United Methodist, Bowie, Maryland	Little Free Pantry in the parking lot, open 24/7	Individual and group gifts; two foundation grants; grocery-chain sponsorships	Church and community volunteers

	3	Stamford Methodist, Lincolnshire, UK	Pay-as-you-feel cafe, pantry, community fridge	Diners pay in money or time; rescued food	250+ volunteers; an operations manager

	4	Maplewood United Methodist, Missouri	Community Unity Center: secular third space, fridges, pop-up cafe, monthly dinners	Food from caterers, members, neighbors	Volunteer-run with defined roles and a steering team

	5	Community United Church of Christ, San Carlos, California	Repair Cafe	Donated tools and supplies; some gifts	Volunteer repair coaches; 3 to 4 hours per event

	6	St. Paul's, Murfreesboro, Tennessee	Blessing Box: outdoor tiny pantry (Eagle Scout project)	Scout fundraiser; church and community gifts	Scheduled volunteer groups, then community stocking

	7	First United Methodist, Platteville, Colorado	Free monthly community meal and potluck	Church supplies; local business donations; annual bazaar	Named volunteer coordinators

	8	St. John's Episcopal, Chicago	Community fridge and pantry, open 24/7	Entirely volunteer and donation based	Feeding Ministry Team

	9	St. Mark's Episcopal, Palatka, Florida	Dinner Church: neighborhood shared meals with Bible stories	Not stated	Lay leaders; part-time rector

	10	Immanuel Presbyterian, Koreatown, Los Angeles	Tool library, sliding-scale membership	$10 to $20 a month or $80 to $120 a year; donations; volunteer time can be traded for membership	100 percent volunteer-run



The ten cases

1. Community fridge and pantry: Covenant CRC, St. Catharines, Ontario

Covenant opened an all-access fridge and pantry on August 1, 2021, with a used refrigerator and cabinet in front of a ministry building next to the church. The fridge takes fruit, vegetables, baby food, and formula. The pantry holds shelf-stable and personal-care items. Both are open around the clock on one ethic: take what you need, donate what you can. The team consulted the church's insurer before launch, the only case in this set with a documented insurance step. Volunteers check inventory, temperatures, and cleanliness each day. Two volunteers use ministry gifts to buy high-turnover items, especially dairy and produce, when they are on sale. Most food was gone in about two hours, a sign of need. The team planned to move the fridge inside for winter, into a renovated back room with a separate entrance, a window, and security cameras.

2. Little Free Pantry: St. Matthew's UMC, Bowie, Maryland

A small wooden box sits in the church parking lot beside a high school. It is free, anonymous, and open 24/7, with no questions, sign-up, or paperwork. Neighbors give what they can and take what they need. It is stocked by individuals, groups, two grants (2020 and 2023) from a local charity, and grocery-chain sponsorships. Volunteers keep it organized and remove items that are not allowed. Cans come out when the temperature passes 90 degrees Fahrenheit or falls below freezing. It fills gaps left by agencies with office hours and paperwork, and it blurs the line between server and served: whether stocking or taking, everyone approaches it the same way.

3. Pay-as-you-feel cafe: Stamford Methodist, Lincolnshire, UK

Second Helpings began in 2015. It collects good food that would be wasted and turns it into meals for all diners on a pay-as-you-feel basis: diners give money or time. The cafe opens Saturdays from noon to 2 p.m., with a warm space from 9 a.m. A pay-as-you-feel pantry runs Tuesday through Saturday, and a community fridge sits in a passage under the church, open at any time. It has grown to more than 250 volunteers and was recognized by the town council for pandemic service. The model is cheap by design: the food is rescued, the space is the church hall, and the labor is volunteer. The remaining costs are utilities and basic supplies.

4. A secular third space: Maplewood UMC, Missouri

The church hosts the Community Unity Center, a community-led, secular, volunteer-run mutual-aid program. Everything is free, with no sign-up, proof of need, or payment. It runs a pop-up cafe, monthly Third Thursday dinners, community fridges and pantries, and clothing and supply tables. Food comes from caterers, church members, and neighbors. Roles are clearly defined: meal prep, to-go delivery, setup and cleanup, arts and crafts, community services, entertainment, resources and information, and a steering team. The dinners have served over 2,500 meals, and the pantry has moved over 1,000 pounds of food. The vision it states is a thriving, unified community where all are celebrated.

5. Repair Cafe: Community UCC, San Carlos, California

A free community gathering in a church room where people bring broken household items and work with volunteer repair coaches. It is not a drop-off service. Visitors take part and learn. The organizers call it a small, community-run effort with no corporate backing. It is not a registered nonprofit, so gifts are not tax-deductible. It runs on donated tools and supplies: multimeters, soldering irons, sewing machines, bike tools, fabric, electrical supplies. At the first event neighbors brought 38 broken items and 25 were fixed, a 66 percent fix rate, diverting over 112 pounds from landfill. Volunteers give 3 to 4 hours per event with no ongoing obligation.

6. Blessing Box: St. Paul's, Murfreesboro, Tennessee

In 2020 a young member proposed an Eagle Scout project: a tiny pantry on the church grounds, modeled on the Little Free Library. He raised funds, built and installed it with his troop, and got city permission first, the only documented municipal approval in this set. The pantry went through three stages. First an organized church outreach, with scheduled groups bringing groceries in assigned months. Then a community-supported pantry, stocked several times a day, helped by a county Facebook group of 4,600 members that backed 25 tiny pantries. Finally an organic meeting place where church members and homeless neighbors made friendships. Traffic wore the grass away. In 18 months it supplied thousands of food items. When vandals broke the door, an unknown neighbor put in a new one unasked. Church staff and ushers took de-escalation training. The article does not say how insurance was handled.

7. Free monthly meal: First UMC, Platteville, Colorado

A free community meal on the first Friday of each month, except January and July. The church supplies the main course (spaghetti, pulled pork, sloppy joes) and guests bring sides and desserts, so each meal is a potluck. It ran for years, paused three years for COVID, and resumed in 2021. Local businesses sustain it: a restaurant and a bakery two blocks away gave 60 hamburger buns and garlic bread, and a butcher gave 60 pounds of ground beef. Meal gifts go into the church's community assistance fund, and an annual bazaar is the main fundraiser. Named coordinators handle program purpose, cooking, and take-to-go containers for homebound neighbors. A recent meal served 64 plates.

8. Community fridge and pantry: St. John's Episcopal, Chicago

A fridge and pantry in front of the church garage, open 24/7. The fridge accepts prepared meals and sides (including vegetarian and vegan), pizza, and frozen vegetables and fruit. The pantry holds granola bars, crackers, cereal, instant coffee, and tea. In long cold snaps fresh produce freezes and spoils, so the team shifts to items that hold up and move fast. A Feeding Ministry Team stocks and maintains both. It is among the lowest-cost commons possible: a refrigerator outside an existing building, stocked by gifts, kept by volunteers.

9. Dinner Church: St. Mark's Episcopal, Palatka, Florida

A Dinner Church for neighbors within walking distance. People gather around a shared meal and Jesus stories. Laypeople read Scripture, pray, lead discussion, or offer testimony. Families take part together and children color. Meetings are held outdoors, in homes, at a public library, and at the church. About 30 percent of attendees at the neighborhood dinners were unchurched or disconnected from faith communities. It needs no special equipment, no building changes, and no staff beyond a part-time pastor. A related Dinner Church in a town of 700 used an outdoor meal to bridge a community divide.

10. Tool library: Immanuel Presbyterian, Koreatown, Los Angeles

The Los Angeles Tool Library runs in the church basement with power tools, hand tools, garden tools, and large or specialty tools. Members borrow up to 10 tools for up to 14 days, with one 7-day extension. It is entirely volunteer-run. Membership is sliding scale, $10 to $20 a month or $80 to $120 a year, and people who face a cost barrier can give volunteer time in exchange for membership. The inventory grows by gifts of used and refurbished tools. Beyond lending, it works as a third space, with a bike stand, repair books, and discounted workshops. The exact arrangement between the library and the church is not publicly documented.

Patterns across the ten

Funding

The commonest funding is in-kind gifts: donated food, tools, supplies, and labor. All ten use it. Money, where documented, comes from the sources below.


	Source	Example

	Congregation gifts	Platteville (church buys main-course supplies); Covenant CRC (gifts buy food)

	Sliding-scale membership	Los Angeles Tool Library

	Pay-as-you-feel	Stamford Second Helpings

	Local business gifts	Platteville (restaurant, bakery, butcher)

	A Scout fundraiser	Murfreesboro

	Foundation grants	Bowie (two grants)

	Corporate sponsorship	Bowie (grocery-chain programs)

	Food rescue	Stamford (supermarket surplus)

	Wider online coordination	Murfreesboro (a 4,600-member group backing 25 pantries)



The dominant pattern is a cash-light launch: existing space, existing utilities, donated goods, and volunteer labor. Money, where spent, goes to consumables such as food and supplies, not buildings.

Volunteers


	Strategy	Used by

	Rotating schedule with defined roles	Maplewood; San Carlos; Platteville

	A named coordinator	Stamford; Platteville; Murfreesboro

	Volunteer time exchanged for membership	Los Angeles Tool Library

	Daily monitoring rotation	Covenant CRC; St. John's

	Skill-based matching	San Carlos (electronics, sewing, furniture, bicycles)

	Low-commitment, one-event volunteering	San Carlos (3 to 4 hours, no ongoing duty)

	Family participation	Palatka

	Assigned-month rotation	Murfreesboro

	Safety and de-escalation training	Murfreesboro



The most successful programs combine clear roles, a designated coordinator (paid or volunteer), and low barriers for new volunteers.

A caution on one patternThe Los Angeles Tool Library lets volunteer time offset membership fees. For an organization that serves people on SSI, volunteer time traded for a benefit is in-kind pay and belongs in the gray zone discussed in chapter 13. In the strict model of Parts II through VI, membership is never exchanged for work.


Insurance and liability

Only Covenant CRC documents asking its insurer before launch. Murfreesboro documents city permission and de-escalation training. For the other eight, insurance is not publicly documented. General patterns from denominational insurers and facility guidance:


	Church liability coverage may reach community activities, depending on the policy. One church-affiliated insurer states that its liability coverage extends to qualifying church-sponsored activities, including community programs, and covers congregants, visitors, volunteers, and participants. Confirm with your own insurer before a new program starts.

	Safe Church or Safe Sanctuary policies are the usual risk framework for programs with minors: background checks and a two-adult rule.

	For fridges and pantries the main liability concern is food safety. Covenant addressed it by consulting the insurer and planning an indoor winter location with cameras. One-time events outside regular worship may need special event insurance.

	One United Methodist resource tells churches that open playgrounds to the community to work with the insurer to make it possible.



Zoning and permits

Only Murfreesboro documents city permission, for an outdoor box. The other nine use existing buildings and grounds for purposes close to the church's established use. General guidance: property-tax exemptions, building codes, land-use rules, zoning, and historic-district status may limit what a church does with its property. Some states let churches rent to any nonprofit user and others require "exclusive religious use." A church that rents to a school or runs a meal service may meet different building and zoning rules because of the changed use. Some counties offer a coordinator to guide religious and nonprofit uses through zoning. Zoning conflict can arise when church community uses intensify. For low-impact programs (fridge, little pantry, potluck, tutoring, repair cafe) zoning is rarely a problem. Check with local authorities before adding a commercial use such as a coworking space or a commercial kitchen, and before building any outdoor structure.

Seven takeaways


	Use existing space. Every case runs in an existing building, basement, lot, or yard.

	Lead with donated goods. Food, tools, supplies, and equipment come as gifts.

	Volunteer labor is the main saving. A coordinator and clear roles keep volunteers longer.

	Sliding-scale and pay-as-you-feel models can cover basic costs without shutting out low-income people.

	Start small and grow. The repair cafe began with one event. The Blessing Box changed through three stages in 18 months. The Platteville meal ran for years, paused, and resumed.

	Handle insurance early. Ask the insurer before launch.

	Zoning rarely blocks compatible uses, but outdoor structures and commercial uses need a call to the city.





Chapter 39

The Town-Center Farm Campus

One visible, productive "town-center farm campus," linked to a citywide harvest network that rescues fruit and surplus vegetables already growing in backyards, public landscapes, and neighborhood gardens. Start small enough to run reliably. Design it so other neighborhoods can copy it. This chapter and the next four turn that idea into an operating plan.

A local exampleThe plan below was written for an urban setting on the Colorado Front Range near Denver and Aurora, and its seasonal calendars use that region's climate. Where this chapter names local groups, they are examples. Find the equivalent in your own area: a city garden network, a land trust, a food bank, a university extension office, a gleaning nonprofit.


Define the project

Frame it as public food infrastructure, not only a garden. Its job is to show that small-scale food production, education, ecology, and local distribution can sit beside everyday civic life. A one-sentence mission:

A community-run urban farm and harvest hub that grows food near where people live, teaches practical cultivation, and shares surplus produce through neighborhood networks.



	Element	What it does	Minimum version

	Demonstration farm	Grows food and teaches intensive urban growing	A quarter to one acre of beds, herbs, flowers, compost, and a small orchard edge

	Public learning space	Makes the project readable and welcoming	Signs, open workdays, workshops, seating, shaded gathering area

	Propagation and tool hub	Supports home and community growers	A small greenhouse or hoop house, seed library, shared tools

	Harvest hub	Receives, sorts, and redistributes gleaned produce	Covered table, crates, handwashing station, scales, cooler access if possible

	Food-access channel	Gets food to people who will use it	Free produce stand, partner pantry, mutual-aid group, community fridge, or sliding-scale market

	Data and storytelling	Proves the value of the pilot	Track pounds grown and gleaned, households served, volunteer hours, trees mapped, workshops held



Place it within walking, biking, or transit reach of schools, housing, a library, a recreation center, a faith community, a farmers market, or a commercial district. It works best when it feels like a neighborhood commons and not a fenced production site.

Find and prepare the site

Look first for land that is visible, underused, and likely to be held for years:


	City-owned vacant parcels, park edges, rights-of-way, utility corridors, or surplus public land.

	School, library, housing-authority, hospital, or faith-community land.

	Larger nonprofit campuses.

	Underused parts of parking lots that can hold raised beds, containers, hoop houses, or a market garden.

	Development sites awaiting construction, only if the agreement is clear that the use is temporary.



Four essentials before committing


	A written land agreement, ideally three to five years or more, with clear rights to build beds, irrigation, fencing, compost systems, and signs.

	Water access, preferably municipal water close to the growing area.

	Sun, about six or more hours for main vegetable production.

	Soil and site safety review. Investigate prior land uses and test urban soil for nutrients and contaminants, especially heavy metals. USDA and EPA guidance stress checking site history and testing a new urban growing site. Where risk is significant, use raised beds with clean imported soil and a physical barrier between native and growing soil.



In a dry region, drought-conscious design is foundational: drip irrigation, heavy mulch, shade structures, perennial plantings, rainwater practices where permitted, and crops that fit hot, dry conditions.

Build it as a teaching model

Make the layout show practices residents can take home. Avoid depending on expensive equipment or specialist staff.


	Zone	Contents

	Intensive annual beds	Salad greens, tomatoes, peppers, beans, squash, culturally wanted crops, quick demonstration plots

	Perennial food zone	Apples, pears, plums, serviceberries, currants, raspberries, herbs, rhubarb, pollinator plants

	Compost station	Labeled inputs, finished-compost area, teaching signs

	Native and pollinator strip	Habitat, beauty, beneficial insects

	Rain-smart irrigation zone	Drip lines, mulch comparisons, drought-tolerant edible landscaping

	Children's or school plot	Managed with a school or youth partner

	Accessible raised beds	Wide paths, seating, reachable bed heights, signs in the languages neighbors speak

	Harvest pavilion	Produce sorting, handwashing, volunteer check-in, scales, crates, event space



Publicly supported demonstration farms tend to be most valuable when they visibly combine production with education, technical help, and community participation instead of working only as a farm business.

Governance before construction

Form a steering group of 8 to 15 people before breaking ground:


	Nearby residents, including renters and likely users.

	A landowner or city representative.

	A grower or horticulture advisor.

	A food-access partner: a pantry, mutual-aid group, or school.

	Youth, elders, and people from the communities most affected by food insecurity.

	A volunteer and communications lead.

	Someone responsible for budget, insurance, and agreements.



Do not assume the neighborhood's needs. Urban-farming guidance from university extension programs stresses early engagement, direct talks with nearby residents, relationships with local leaders, easy ways to volunteer, and distribution shaped by what residents want and can use.

Funding and partnerships

Build a blended budget. Do not rely on one grant.


	Source	Examples

	City support	Water connection, site preparation, permitting help, compost, a public-land license, a small operating grant

	Institutional partners	School district, library, hospital, university, faith community, housing authority, parks department

	Food-system partners	Food bank, pantry network, farmers market, restaurant association, compost operation, local farm

	Business sponsors	Irrigation suppliers, nurseries, grocery stores, landscaping firms, banks, health systems

	Earned revenue	Seedlings, workshops, pay-what-you-can farm stand, plant sales, small CSA-style shares, value-added foods where local rules and facilities allow

	Volunteer capacity	Master gardeners, horticulture students, youth employment programs, service clubs, neighborhood associations



USDA's urban-agriculture resources name city development agencies and land trusts as partners for reaching vacant urban land, and local extension offices can give affordable soil testing and technical help. In the Denver area, one group assists organizers with landowner license agreements, community meetings, garden and food-forest design, and ongoing leadership support. Its baseline criteria include committed local organizers, water access, full project funding before construction, and no needless duplication near underused gardens. Ask whether your region has a counterpart.

SSI noteEarned revenue (seedling sales, a farm stand, CSA-style shares) belongs to the organization. If members who receive SSI work the stand, they must stay unpaid volunteers, or be hired under the Paid Roles Policy of chapter 6. Sales by an individual SSI recipient are that person's income (chapters 9 to 14).


First-year timeline


	Months	Work

	1 to 3, organize and secure	Convene the steering group and hold listening sessions. Choose mission, governance, and pilot neighborhood. Identify two to five viable sites. Secure land tenure, water, insurance, and an initial budget. Test soil and review site history. Build ties to one pantry and one school, faith group, or housing partner.

	4 to 6, build and recruit	Install irrigation, raised beds if needed, compost, storage, signs, and a harvest station. Launch the tree-and-garden registration form. Recruit and train 20 to 30 harvest volunteers. Map at least 50 potential fruit trees or garden donors. Plant annual beds and the first perennials. Hold a public planting day and opening event.

	7 to 10, harvest and distribute	Run weekly harvest shifts in peak fruit season. Operate a weekly farm stand or delivery route. Hold preservation classes: applesauce, drying, freezing, tomato sauce, herb bundles. Gather host and recipient feedback every month.

	11 to 12, evaluate and scale	Publish a one-page impact report. Calculate pounds grown, gleaned, and donated, households reached, volunteer hours, and cost per pound distributed. Name what failed: no-shows, weak cold storage, unclear host expectations, transport gaps, crop gluts. Renew the land agreement and plan next season's orchard, beds, and expansion.



A realistic pilot does not need a large parcel. A half-acre demonstration farm plus a mapped network of 50 to 100 registered fruit trees and gardens builds the habits, volunteer base, distribution partnerships, and public trust needed to expand across a city.



Chapter 40

The Community Harvest and Gleaning Program

A harvest program, often called a gleaning program, recovers fruit from private trees, public edible landscapes, and gardens whose keepers have more than they can use. The fruit goes to people who will eat it. This chapter sets out the program: mission, scope, roles, how to find sites, the host agreement, the share rule, and the law.

Mission and scope

Mission. The Community Harvest and Gleaning Program connects volunteer harvesters with neighborhood fruit trees, public gardens, and surplus produce, and redirects fresh food to food banks and community fridges, to cut food waste and build community food resilience.



	Area: a city and nearby neighborhoods, about a 15-mile radius from a central hub.

	Sites: residential fruit trees (with the owner's consent), surplus from public and community gardens, orchards with post-harvest gleaning agreements, and institutional grounds such as churches and schools with unused fruit trees.

	Season: in the Colorado Front Range example, August through October for apples, pears, and plums, with earlier windows for cherries (late June to July) and apricots (July).

	Volume: a first-season target of 2,000 to 5,000 pounds, scaled to the volunteers you have.



Pick a simple name: Share the Harvest, Town Fruit Project, Neighborhood Gleaners, Harvest Circle, Pick Share Preserve.

Roles


	Role	Duties	Time

	Program coordinator	Overall leadership, partners, volunteers, scheduling, reporting	About 10 hours a week in season

	Crew leads	Run single harvests of 3 to 8 volunteers: safety briefing, site logistics, transport	1 or 2 events a week

	Harvest volunteers	Pick, sort, carry bins	Flexible

	Transport volunteers	Move produce to cold storage or partners	On call

	Site scouts	Find and assess new sites, talk with owners	As needed

	Distribution liaison	Work with food banks and fridges; schedule deliveries	About 5 hours a week in season



The program has three kinds of participants: tree and garden hosts who register surplus, trained harvest volunteers who pick it, and food-access partners who distribute it. Hosts get help with harvest, less fallen-fruit mess, an optional share, and pruning and care advice. Volunteers get training, community, a produce share, and recognition for their service. Partners get fresh local produce on a schedule.

Finding and vetting sites

Eligibility: all five must hold


	Owner consent. The owner or authorized tenant signs a Property Owner Consent Form (Appendix B).

	Safe access. Volunteers can safely reach the fruit: no hazardous ground, room for ladders, permission to enter at agreed hours.

	Enough fruit. At least about 20 pounds per visit. Below that, a single transport volunteer is more efficient than a crew.

	Pesticide safety. The owner confirms no pesticide in the 30 days before harvest and gives the product name and date of any use in the past 60 days. If use is unknown, unconfirmed, or inside the product's labeled pre-harvest interval, the fruit is not picked. The 30-day rule applies to private trees. The shorter 14-day rule applies only to organic treatments the program itself applies at public garden sites.

	No commercial conflict. The owner is not selling the fruit. The program does not compete with growers.



The assessment process


	Map the supply. A simple online form and a paper sign-up let residents register fruit trees, berry patches, and gardens. Collect address, crop, expected harvest window, tree height, access notes, whether the household wants a share, and permission preferences.

	Site scout visit within 7 days. Assess tree species and quantity, ripeness, access, hazards (power lines, dead branches, thorny undergrowth, dogs), and equipment needs (ladder height, pole picker, ground tarps).

	Paperwork. The scout fills in the Site Assessment Form and takes photos. The consent form is signed and filed.

	Calendar. The site goes on the harvest calendar with an estimated window.



A national gleaning-support nonprofit warns against harvesting trees over 25 feet tall or near power lines. Follow that.

Public and community gardens

For a public or community garden, sign a short memorandum of understanding with the garden's leaders. It names which plots or rows are open for gleaning (such as end-of-season surplus or abandoned plots), harvest timing that does not conflict with plot holders, access rules (keys, codes, hours), and produce handling expectations (washed or not, sorted or not).

The host agreement

Use a written host agreement. It states that:


	the host lets volunteers enter at scheduled times;

	the host discloses known pesticide use and recent spraying;

	the project decides how produce is divided among the host, volunteers, and recipient partners;

	volunteers will not climb trees, use unsafe equipment, or enter closed areas;

	not every fruit will be picked;

	cancellations, weather, pets, gates, parking, and contact are clear.



Have a local attorney or the insurer review waivers and agreements.

An equitable share rule

A harvest program can slide into being a perk for its volunteers and stop being a food-access system. Put the distribution rule in writing before the first pick. A workable split:


	Share	Goes to

	40 percent	Community food-access partners

	25 percent	The host household, if it wants a share

	20 percent	Harvest volunteers

	15 percent	The farm stand, preservation workshops, or a pay-what-you-can sale that funds supplies



Adjust it with your community. Clarity and consistency matter most.

SSI noteUnder the strict model of Parts II to VI, a produce share given to a volunteer for work is in-kind remuneration, and the 15 percent "sale" line is income to the organization, not to any member. A program that serves volunteers who receive SSI should make the volunteer share open to all participants, not tied to hours worked, or leave it out. Chapters 9 to 14 explain why.


Legal and insurance basics


	Owner consent. No fruit is harvested without written permission.

	Waivers. Every volunteer signs a liability waiver before the first event.

	Good Samaritan law. The Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act (42 U.S.C. 1791) protects donors and gleaners from most liability when they donate food in good faith to nonprofits serving people in need.

	Insurance. Keep general liability that covers volunteer activity. If you work under a fiscal sponsor, confirm in writing that its coverage extends to gleaning.

	Food safety rules. The playbook follows practices aligned with the federal Produce Safety Rule but is not legal advice. Whether that rule applies depends on size, sales volume, and exemptions. Check with your state extension service and local health department.



Recruiting volunteers


	Channel	Method	Audience

	Faith communities	Announcements, bulletin inserts, personal outreach to leaders	Retirees, families, service-minded people

	Neighborhood associations	Presentations, newsletters, neighborhood apps	Residents interested in food security

	Schools and universities	Service-learning partnerships, student clubs	Students needing service hours

	Local businesses	Corporate volunteer days, sponsored harvests	Employee groups of 5 to 15

	Social media	Events, posts, volunteer-matching sites	General public

	Word of mouth	"Bring a buddy" harvests	Friends and families of volunteers



Core message: "Join your neighbors in harvesting fresh fruit that would otherwise go to waste. No experience needed. We provide training, tools, and a good time. Your work feeds families in need." Talking points: food waste (roughly 30 to 40 percent of the U.S. food supply is wasted), local food insecurity, community and outdoor activity, no experience needed, and flexible commitment.

Onboarding


	Registration. Name, contact, emergency contact, availability, physical abilities, any allergy or condition relevant to outdoor work.

	Waiver signed and filed.

	Orientation of about 30 minutes, by video or in person: the program, safety, harvest technique, food handling.

	Skills self-check: comfort with ladders, carrying bins up to 30 pounds, ground picking, sorting, and driving.





Chapter 41

Harvest Day: Dispatch, Ladders, and Safety

Most injuries in a gleaning program come from ladders, wind, wet footing, and hurry. This chapter gives the harvest-day workflow and the safety rules. The safety rules are not suggestions.

Dispatch workflow

Step 1: keep the calendar (coordinator)

Update a rolling harvest calendar weekly in peak season. Rank sites by ripeness urgency, checked by scout visits or owner reports every 5 to 7 days. Give each event a target date, crew lead, and volunteer target. Reschedule for weather.

Step 2: dispatch volunteers (3 to 5 days before)


	Post the event on your volunteer channel with date, time, estimated length (usually 2 to 3 hours), crew lead, what to bring (water, sunscreen, closed-toe shoes, weather clothing), what is provided (ladders, bins, gloves, tools, snacks), and open slots (typically 4 to 8). Give the address only to confirmed volunteers.

	Confirm by automatic message.

	Remind 24 hours before: weather, site changes, what to expect.



Step 3: the day itself (crew lead)


	Arrive 15 minutes early. Greet the owner. Set up ladders, bins, and tarps. Check for new hazards: fallen branches, animals, wasp nests.

	Check volunteers in. Confirm names, hand out gloves and tools, and read the safety briefing.

	Assign work. Ladder-qualified volunteers take ladder work. Ground volunteers manage bins, sorting, and tarps. The lead watches safety, pace, and quality.

	Wind down in the last 30 minutes. Sweep for missed and salvageable fruit. Remove all gear and debris. Leave the site cleaner than you found it. Thank the owner. Weigh and record the harvest. Load the transport vehicle.

	Report. Send the Harvest Log and any incident reports to the coordinator within 24 hours.



Weather rules


	Condition	Action

	Steady rain	Cancel. Wet ladders and fruit are hazards.

	Sustained wind above 20 mph	Cancel.

	Gusts above 30 mph	Cancel.

	Above 95 degrees F	Move to early morning or postpone.

	Below 35 degrees F	Reschedule.

	Thunderstorm watch or warning	Cancel at once.

	Snow or ice	Cancel.



The crew lead decides no later than two hours before start and tells volunteers by the channel and by text.

Ladders


	Ladder	Use	Reach

	Tripod orchard ladder	All tree-fruit harvest; stands on uneven ground	Canopy up to 12 ft

	A-frame stepladder (Type IA, 300 lb rated)	Low branches and sorting; flat, firm ground only	Canopy up to 8 ft

	Extension ladder	Not approved for picking. Crew lead access and inspection only	None



Non-negotiable ladder rules


	Three points of contact at all times.

	Belt buckle between the rails. Do not overreach. If you cannot reach with your body centered, move the ladder.

	One person per ladder. No exceptions.

	Firm, level ground. Use a stabilizer or leveling leg on soft or uneven ground. Never place a ladder on a tarp, wet leaves, or loose debris.

	Inspect before every event. Tag any ladder with cracked rails, bent rungs, missing feet, or loose hardware "DO NOT USE" and remove it.

	Never stand on the top two steps of a stepladder.

	Spot ladders above 8 feet. A second volunteer stands at the base.

	Descend without a load. Use a shoulder harvest bag, or hand fruit down.

	No wet ladders (rain, dew on metal rungs) unless slip-resistant footwear and the lead approves.



Pole pickers and tarps

Use telescoping pole pickers for fruit above 12 feet or where a ladder is unsafe. Operators must be trained and keep a safe distance from ladders. Two volunteers hold a catch tarp under the tree. Pick up fallen fruit only if it is clean and undamaged. Do not harvest fruit that has been on the ground for an unknown time.

Protective gear


	Item	Required for

	Sturdy closed-toe shoes (no sandals, no canvas sneakers)	Everyone

	Work gloves; nitrile for sorting	Everyone

	Safety glasses	Ladder users, pole pickers, anyone under a tree being harvested

	Sun hat and SPF 30 or higher	All outdoor events

	Long sleeves and pants	Recommended

	First aid kit	Every event; the lead carries it




	Water: at least one gallon per volunteer per event, with hydration breaks every 30 minutes in heat.

	Hand sanitizer at every event.

	Wasps and hornets: never spray near harvestable fruit. If you find a nest, clear the area, rope off the tree zone, tell the owner, and resume only after professional removal or a move to a safe distance. Do not treat a nest during a harvest.



The safety briefing

The crew lead reads it aloud before every event. Cover: three points of contact; one person per ladder; belt buckle between the rails; no climbing in the tree; closed-toe shoes and eye protection; stay clear of power lines; where the first aid kit is; who the lead is; what to do in an emergency; and who to ask for help. End with: "Does anyone have questions or concerns before we start?"

Power lines


	Ten feet of clearance. No ladder, pole picker, or volunteer within 10 feet of any overhead power line. No exceptions.

	If a canopy reaches into or near power lines, abandon that part of the tree.

	Look up before setting up. The lead confirms no lines are in the ladder zone.

	If a ladder or pole touches a line: everyone leaves the area at once, call 911, and do not touch the ladder or the person.



Emergency action plan

Every crew lead carries a printed card for each site with:


	site address and nearest cross street;

	the nearest urgent care and emergency room;

	the 911 rule: call for any serious injury, allergic reaction, or medical emergency; state the address clearly; send someone to the street to flag down responders;

	who leads first aid (the crew lead, unless someone has higher training; at least one CPR-certified volunteer per event is preferred);

	a charged phone with signal, checked before the event;

	the coordinator's and the owner's phone numbers.



Minors


	Volunteers under 18 need a signed parent or guardian waiver on file.

	Minimum age for ladder work is 16, with a parent present or written permission.

	Volunteers under 16 do ground work only: sorting, bins, ground picking.

	For school and youth groups, one adult for every four minors.

	The crew lead checks age and waiver at check-in.



Transport drivers


	A valid license and current auto insurance.

	A clean cargo area, free of chemicals, paint, and pets.

	Bins strapped or braced so they do not shift.

	A signed Driver Acknowledgment Form.



Incident reporting

Report any injury, near miss, equipment failure, or property damage on the Incident Report Form within 24 hours. The coordinator reviews every report and fixes root causes before the next event. Report serious injuries that need medical care to the insurer and the fiscal sponsor within 48 hours.



Chapter 42

Cold Storage, Distribution, and Food Safety

Fruit is only food if it arrives fit to eat. This chapter covers storing, moving, and handing out harvested produce, and the safety protocol that protects the people who eat it.

Storage by crop


	Category	Crops	Temperature	Humidity	Life	Notes

	Cold, humid	Late apples, pears, grapes, plums	32 to 34 F	90 to 95%	2 to 8 weeks	Store apples apart from other produce; their ethylene gas speeds ripening

	Cold, humid, fragile	Strawberries, raspberries, blackberries	32 to 34 F	90 to 95%	1 to 3 days	Give out within 24 to 48 hours. Do not wash before storage

	Cool, moderate humidity	Peaches, nectarines, apricots	32 to 40 F	85 to 90%	1 to 3 weeks	Ripen at room temperature before giving out if needed

	Cool, dry	Winter squash, pumpkins	50 to 55 F	50 to 70%	1 to 3 months	Cure in sun about 10 days first

	Cool, root	Carrots, beets, turnips, potatoes	32 to 40 F	90 to 95%	2 to 6 months	Remove tops; use damp sand or perforated bags

	Cool, moderate	Tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers	55 to 70 F	85 to 90%	3 to 7 days	Never refrigerate tomatoes. Damaged ones: use at once

	Ambient herbs	Basil, cilantro, parsley	55 to 70 F, in water	High	3 to 7 days	Treat like cut flowers



Cold storage facilities

Primary

Find one or two partner sites with commercial refrigeration: a community kitchen, a church kitchen, a restaurant with off-hours space, a food bank warehouse. Each unit needs a thermometer checked twice a day and logged (the Cold Storage Log), a backup generator or an emergency contact for power failure, and shelving that lets air move. Do not stack fruit more than two layers deep in bins.

Backup

Name a second site for overflow. Keep cooler bags with ice packs for moving produce between sites when there is no cold chain, and log temperatures with a probe thermometer in transit.

Inventory


	Label every bin at the harvest site with a crop tag: crop, harvest date, site, lead harvester.

	At intake, log the bin: date, count, estimated weight, assigned partner, target distribution date.

	First in, first out. Move the oldest produce first.

	Check quality daily. A bin with mold, a fermenting smell, or condensation on the fruit is culled and composted at once.



Transport between sites


	Insulated bins or coolers with ice packs for any trip over 30 minutes or when the air is above 75 degrees F.

	A clean cargo area with no chemicals or pets.

	No more than 2 hours without refrigeration. In cool fall weather that works. In summer, use ice packs.

	Log start and end time and temperature on the Transport Log.



Distribution channels

Food banks

Partners must be registered nonprofits or government-affiliated food programs, have refrigeration for the volume, agree to give out gleaned produce within 72 hours of receipt (or within the crop's shelf life, whichever is shorter), and report back households served and pounds given out.


	The coordinator reviews inventory and sends the partner a list: crop, quantity, harvest date.

	The partner confirms acceptance and a delivery window.

	A volunteer moves the produce in insulated bins.

	The partner signs a Delivery Receipt for crop, quantity, and condition on arrival.

	The partner reports distribution data within 7 days.



Community fridges

Community fridges are public, self-serve refrigerators in neighborhoods. They suit smaller amounts and immediate distribution.


	A named steward (volunteer or host organization) keeps each fridge.

	Keep it at 41 degrees F or below. The steward checks and logs the temperature at each delivery. Daily checks are better.

	Clean and sanitize at least weekly.

	Post a sign: "This fridge is maintained by [program]. Produce is fresh-harvested and donated. Take what you need, leave some for others."

	The steward reports leftover stock and spoilage at each delivery.

	Discard rule: remove at once anything spoiled, moldy, cut, bruised, unlabeled, or of unknown age. Nothing past its best-by date stays.

	Deliver only what the fridge can hold (often 20 to 50 pounds), pre-sorted, bagged or loose, labeled with crop, harvest date, and "Best within [X] days." Deliver on a fixed schedule, such as Tuesday and Friday.

	Do not deliver cut or bruised fruit, overripe produce, or anything that needs cooking to be safe.



Direct distribution

Where there is no food bank or fridge: hold pop-up events at community centers, schools, parks, or churches. Announce 48 hours ahead. Set up tables, sort by type, and label. Count approximate recipients without collecting personal information. First come, first served. No eligibility check.

Compost

Compost anything spoiled or unharvestable. Partner with a community garden or municipal compost. Track composted weight separately: it shows waste diversion in grant reports. Aim for spoilage under 10 percent of harvested weight, not counting field culls left for wildlife.

Food safety protocol

Personal hygiene


	Wash hands with soap and water for 20 seconds before handling produce, after the restroom, after eating, after coughing or sneezing, after handling trash, and after handling soiled produce.

	Hand sanitizer (60 percent alcohol or more) when soap and water are not available, then wash with soap as soon as possible.

	Clean gloves when handling washed, ready-to-give produce.

	No rings, watches, or bracelets while handling produce.

	Tie back long hair. Wear a hat or hairnet when sorting and bagging for distribution.

	No eating, drinking (other than water), gum, or tobacco near produce handling.



Produce handling


	Harvest into clean bins only: none that held chemicals, paint, or non-food items.

	Do not wash produce in the field unless the water is potable.

	Sort at the designated station. Give produce out whole and unwashed unless a documented potable-water wash station and approved procedure are in place. Label all produce "Wash before eating."

	Sanitizer is for tables, bins, and tools. Never put sanitizer on produce. If you rinse, use potable water only.

	Air dry or pat dry with clean towels. Wet produce stored wet molds.

	Separate bruised, cut, or moldy produce at once and compost it.

	Do not mix crop types in one storage bin.



The cleaning station

It does two jobs that must not be mixed.


	Zone	Rules

	Produce handling	Sorting and optional rinsing with potable water only. No bleach, sanitizer, or soap on produce.

	Surface sanitation	Clean, rinse, and sanitize food-contact surfaces (tables, bins, tools) before and after each session. Mix sanitizer per the label and check it with test strips. Do not use casual bleach recipes without measuring. Sanitize the station at the start and end of each distribution day. The crew lead completes and signs the Cleaning Station Checklist.



Traceability and recall

If contamination, pesticide exposure, or illness is suspected:


	Identify the affected bins from crop tags and the inventory sheet, back to site, date, and lead harvester.

	Tell every receiving partner within 2 hours so they can pull the produce.

	Pull and quarantine remaining stock from cold storage.

	Record what was done with it (composted, returned, destroyed) on the Incident Report.

	File the full report within 24 hours. The coordinator decides whether to notify a regulator.

	Tell the property owner if the problem began at the harvest site.



Allergens and contamination


	Tree nuts are allergens. Store and handle them apart from other produce.

	A volunteer with a known allergy to a crop does not join that harvest.

	Do not distribute produce that touched non-food chemicals, animal waste, or unknown substances.

	If produce may be contaminated, for example from near a recently sprayed area, do not give it out. Compost it.



Regulatory noteThis protocol follows widely accepted produce-safety practice. It is not legal advice. Whether federal produce-safety rules apply depends on your size, sales, and exemptions. Confirm every food-safety rule with your state extension service, your local public health authority, and your counsel or fiscal sponsor. Counties and cities can differ even within one metro area.




Chapter 43

The Orchard Year: Pruning, Pests, and Program Review

A gleaning program is only as good as the trees. This chapter gives a month-by-month pruning and pest calendar from the Colorado Front Range example, the integrated pest management rules behind it, and the yearly review that keeps the program honest. If you are in a different climate, keep the logic and change the dates with help from your extension office.

Pruning calendar


	Month	Work	Crops	Notes

	Jan to Feb (late dormant)	Main structural pruning	Apples, pears, plums, cherries, apricots, peaches	Remove dead, diseased, crossing, and damaged wood. Open the canopy for air. Do not prune below 20 F; wood is brittle

	March (bud break)	Dormant oil spray after pruning, before buds open	All fruit trees	Horticultural oil (2 percent) smothers overwintering aphids, mites, and scale. Apply above 40 F with no freeze expected for 24 hours

	April to May (bloom)	Light pruning and thinning	All fruit trees	Thin fruitlets for size and to prevent breakage. Do not prune cherries or plums in spring (silver leaf disease risk)

	June to July	Light summer pruning	Apples, pears, peaches	Remove water sprouts and rootstock suckers. Summer pruning controls size and does not spur vigorous growth

	August	No pruning	All	Focus on harvest. Remove only dead or broken limbs that are a hazard

	Sept to Oct	Post-harvest cleanup	All	Remove dead and diseased wood noted at harvest. Wait for dormancy for major work

	Nov to Dec	No pruning	All	Pruning now can spur late growth that will not harden before frost



Technique


	Three-cut method for large branches: undercut, top cut, then the final cut at the branch collar. It prevents bark tearing.

	Cut at the branch collar, the swollen ring where branch meets trunk. No stubs. No flush cuts.

	No wound paint on cuts over 2 inches. Current arborist practice, as taught by state extension services and the International Society of Arboriculture, is to let trees heal naturally. Dressing can trap moisture and promote decay. Use it only if a certified arborist or extension agent recommends it for a specific disease.

	Sterilize tools between trees with 70 percent isopropyl alcohol or a 10 percent bleach solution.



Pest and disease calendar


	Month	Pest or disease	Crop	Action	Monitor

	Jan to Feb	Scale, mites, aphid eggs	All fruit trees	Dormant oil (see above)	Check bark for scale and egg masses

	March	Peach leaf curl; fire blight	Peaches and nectarines; apples and pears	Copper fungicide for leaf curl before bud break. Cut out fire blight strikes 8 to 12 inches below the visible infection and sterilize tools between cuts	Check for cankers and oozing bark

	April to May	Codling moth, aphids, plum curculio	Apples, pears, plums, cherries	Hang pheromone traps for codling moth to time any spray. Organic options: spinosad or Bt for caterpillars, neem oil for aphids	Check traps weekly. Inspect leaves for curling and fruit for holes

	June	Codling moth (first generation), apple maggot, powdery mildew	Apples, pears, grapes, squash	Bag fruit with maggot-barrier bags if organic. Neem oil for mildew. Remove infected leaves	Check fruit for entry holes and leaf undersides

	July	Codling moth (second generation), spider mites, grasshoppers	All fruit trees and garden crops	Reapply organic sprays only if monitoring shows the threshold is reached. Wash spider mites off with a strong water spray	Watch for webbing and stippled leaves

	August	Wasps and hornets near ripe fruit	All fruit trees	Place sugar-water-and-vinegar traps away from harvest zones. Do not spray near harvest	Check ground and tree cavities for nests before harvest

	Sept to Oct	Fall webworm; storage rots	All fruit trees	Prune out and destroy web nests by hand. Cure and dry fruit before storage	Inspect harvested fruit for rot

	Nov to Dec	Overwintering pests; rodent damage	All fruit trees	Wrap trunks with hardware cloth or guards (quarter-inch mesh) against girdling. Remove fallen fruit and mummies	Check wraps; clear debris from trunk bases



Integrated pest management


	Identify before you treat. Misidentification leads to useless or harmful treatment.

	Monitor weekly in the growing season, April to September, and record it on the Pest Monitoring Log.

	Cultural controls first: pruning for airflow, sanitation (remove fallen fruit), rotation in gardens, resistant varieties.

	Mechanical and physical controls: hand-picking, traps, barriers (fruit bags, row cover, trunk wraps).

	Organic and biological controls: Bt, spinosad, neem oil, insecticidal soap, beneficial insects such as ladybugs.

	Chemical controls last, only when monitoring shows pest pressure above the damage threshold and organic options have failed. Follow the label. Observe the pre-harvest interval, usually 7 to 14 days. If the label requires longer, the longer interval governs.

	No pesticide within 14 days of harvest at public garden sites the program manages. For private trees, the 30-day disclosure rule of chapter 40 applies.

	No herbicides on public garden harvest beds. Weed by hand.



StopProduct names, rates, and timing in any calendar are examples. Read and follow the current label of any product you use, because the label is the law. When in doubt, ask your extension office before spraying near food or near beehives.


The paperwork of a harvest program

The program uses eleven short forms. Appendix B reproduces them: site assessment, harvest log, cold storage log, crop tag, inventory sheet, transport log, delivery receipt, cleaning station checklist, pest monitoring log, incident report, and property owner consent. The Clerk files them each month.

Measuring the program


	Measure	Target	How to count

	Pounds harvested	Rise year over year	Sum of harvest logs

	Volunteer participation	40 or more active volunteers a season	Unique registered volunteers who take part

	Volunteer return rate	60 percent or more	Volunteers active in two seasons

	Weight given out	80 percent or more of weight harvested	Distribution logs against harvest totals

	Spoilage	Under 10 percent of weight given out	Compost log against total harvested

	Incidents	No major incidents	Incident reports

	Owner satisfaction	90 percent would host again	End-of-season survey

	Volunteer satisfaction	4.0 or higher out of 5	End-of-season survey



These targets are starting points from one program's plan. Set your own after the first season.

The annual review


	When	Work

	November	Collect all forms, logs, and measures

	December	Review meeting with coordinator, crew leads, food bank partners, and owners: what worked, what failed, what to change. Update this playbook, training, and outreach

	January	Recruit volunteers; begin dormant pruning and schedule owners

	February to March	Finish dormant pruning and oil spraying at registered sites

	April	Spring outreach campaign; schedule first harvests (late July to early August for early apples in the example)



Grow it: seek grants for ladders, bins, cold storage, and a coordinator stipend. Build volunteer pipelines with schools, universities, and faith communities. Explore public orchard access with the parks department. Gather success stories and photos, with permission, for grant reports.

Seasonal quick reference


	Month	Main work	Key crops

	Jan to Feb	Dormant pruning; recruit volunteers	Apples, pears, stone fruit

	March	Dormant oil; spring outreach	Pest management

	April to May	Monitoring starts; light pruning and thinning	Bloom season

	June to July	Summer pruning; early harvest prep	Early apples, cherries (late June), apricots

	August	Peak harvest	Apples, early pears, plums, peaches

	September	Peak harvest	Apples, pears, late plums, grapes, winter squash

	October	Late harvest; post-harvest pruning	Late apples, pears, winter squash, roots

	Nov to Dec	Wind-down; review; composting; trunk wraps	Storage and planning



This playbook is a living document. Revise it every year after the review meeting.



Chapter 44

Selling at the Farmers Market: Produce and Crafts

A commons can include a market table. Members who grow, make, and mend may want to turn skills into income. This chapter is a working guide to becoming a farmers market vendor: choosing a product, reading the rules, building trust, pricing, and designing a booth.

Read this first if anyone involved receives SSISelling is income. Under SSI, proceeds from selling produce, crafts, or services are countable, and regular sales may be a trade or business with its own rules (chapters 9 to 14). The strict commons of Parts II to VI does not sell anything. If a member who receives SSI wants to sell at a market, they should speak with a benefits counselor before the first sale. People who receive Social Security retirement, SSDI, or survivors benefits face different rules, and SSDI work limits still apply (chapter 35). Nothing in this chapter is tax advice.


Becoming a good vendor takes more than attractive goods on a table. It is a small business built on preparation, quality, local relationships, and the sense that customers are buying something meaningful from a real person and not from an anonymous store.

Beginning as a vendor

A farmers market gives growers, gardeners, makers, and artists a public place to turn practical skills into income. A produce vendor gets direct access to people who value freshness and seasonality. A craft vendor gets a setting where handmade goods can be seen, touched, discussed, and loved.

Choose a clear product line

Produce vendors should focus on crops they can grow steadily and harvest at peak quality: salad greens, tomatoes, peppers, herbs, berries, garlic, cut flowers, or unusual varieties the supermarket does not carry. Craft vendors benefit from a focused identity. A maker might specialize in pottery, herbal salves, beeswax candles, sewn goods, jewelry, woodwork, prints, soaps, woven baskets, or seasonal decorations. Customers remember a booth with character: a grower known for heirloom tomatoes and culinary herbs, an artisan known for hand-thrown mugs with botanical designs. A clear focus helps people describe your booth to friends and come back.

Visit before you apply

Go to prospective markets more than once. Notice the number of shoppers, the goods already sold, the price range, the competition, parking, booth size, traffic patterns, and the mood. Visit near closing time, when vendors and the market manager have time to talk. Market research keeps you from joining a market where many vendors already sell the same thing without enough demand.

Regulations and market rules

Each market has its own rules, and they matter as much as quality. Some markets are producer-only, meaning vendors may sell only what they grew or made. Others allow resale, prepared foods, or selected crafts. Read the application and ask direct questions before you spend on inventory or gear.


	A vendor application and booth fee.

	Business registration or local sales-tax registration where required.

	General or product liability insurance. Many markets ask for proof and may require to be listed as an additional insured.

	Rules for canopies, tent weights, tables, and signs.

	Approved scales for produce sold by weight.

	Produce-safety practices for storage and display.

	Accurate price labels and, for some goods, ingredient or product labels.

	Special rules for food products, cosmetics, soaps, herbal preparations, and other regulated goods.



Exact legal rules depend on the city, county, state, product, and market. A craft vendor selling non-food items has different duties from a grower selling leafy greens or a maker selling edible preserves, soaps, candles, or herbal body products. Market managers, local government offices, extension services, and insurance agents can help.

Do not assume "homemade" means unrestrictedProducts meant for eating, drinking, applying to the body, or carrying health claims can fall under special rules. Do not promise that a tea, salve, soap, or herbal product will cure, treat, or prevent illness unless its regulatory status supports that claim. Say what it is and what is in it.


Producing goods people trust

At a market, your reputation is part of every sale. A customer who gets fresh, clean, well-presented produce or a carefully made craft may return for years. One who gets bruised fruit, wilted greens, a badly finished craft, or something that does not match its description may not.

Produce

Harvest timing is central. Gather vegetables, fruit, greens, and herbs at their best stage, handle them gently, and shield them from heat and sun. Inspect displays through the day, remove damaged goods, and keep reserve stock cool. Leafy greens spoil fast in heat, so shade, coolers, ice, and clean water show up in the quality of what you sell.


	Harvest as close to market day as practical.

	Wash and dry appropriately.

	Keep delicate items shaded and cool.

	Remove bruised, wilted, or damaged items from display.

	Offer a range of prices, from a small herb bunch to a family basket.

	Label unusual varieties and say how to use them.

	Bring enough bags, boxes, and packaging.



Crafts

Quality control means checking every item before it reaches the booth. Seams are secure, edges smooth, labels straight, packaging clean, prices visible. Pack fragile items so the buyer can carry them home. Give care instructions that are clear and simple. A handmade object gains value when the maker can explain materials and process: the glaze or firing of a ceramic, the fiber of a textile, the plant ingredients of an herbal craft, with reasonable non-medical guidance on use. These talks turn a sale into a meeting.

Pricing and planning for profit

A common mistake is to price by instinct or by copying another vendor. Price must cover the whole cost of doing business, not just the visible materials. A grower has seed, soil amendments, water, tools, packaging, transport, labor, market fees, and crop losses. A craft vendor has raw materials, equipment, studio time, packaging, payment-processing fees, transport, booth costs, and labor.

Selling price = Materials + Labor + Overhead + Profit


For produce, labor includes planting, weeding, harvesting, washing, sorting, packing, hauling, and selling. For a craft, it includes designing, making, finishing, labeling, photographing, packing, and staffing the booth. The goal is not the lowest price. It is a price fair to the customer and sustainable for the maker. A business that cannot cover its costs can look busy and lose money quietly.

Keep records after every market


	Gross sales, booth fee, and card-processing fees.

	Quantities brought and sold; what sold out early; what stayed unsold.

	Customer questions and requests.

	Weather and estimated traffic.

	Special orders, wholesale inquiries, and repeat customers.



Patterns show up. Small herb bundles may sell fast and large ones not at all. Mugs may sell best near the holidays and small gifts in summer. Customers may keep asking for spinach, elderberry syrup, hand towels, or seed-starting kits. Use the records to plan production instead of guessing.

Building an inviting booth

A booth should be understood from a few feet away. A passerby should see at once what is sold, what it costs, and who is selling. Good signs, tidy displays, and a welcoming presence matter as much as the goods.

Most markets expect vendors to bring their own basic setup: a canopy (often 10 by 10 feet, but confirm the market's space rules before buying), secure weights, tables, table coverings, crates or risers, signs, bags, a cash box, a payment reader, and weather protection.

Start with a simple layout

For a standard 10-by-10 booth use an open L: tables along the back and one side, with the front and most of the other side open. It makes an inviting entrance, not a barrier between you and shoppers. Put your most colorful or profitable products at the front corners and the back center. Put checkout toward one side or the rear so customers pass more of your goods before paying. For a larger craft selection a shallow U works: tables along the back and both sides with open browsing space in the middle. Do not make a narrow corridor. Customers need room to step in, turn, and handle goods without feeling trapped.

Create height and rhythm

A flat table is easy to overlook. Build three levels.


	Level	Best use	Examples

	Low to mid	Easy browsing and handling	Crates, baskets, folded textiles, packaged foods, small crafts

	Waist to chest	The main selling zone	Produce displays, soaps, candles, pottery, cards, jewelry trays

	Eye level and above	Visibility and branding	Main sign, hanging baskets, a textile banner, framed art, seasonal decor



Keep most goods between about knee height and shoulder height, where people can see and reach. Use crates, risers, shelves, baskets, pegboards, or hangers to vary height without blocking access. Displays should not be deeper than an arm's reach. Tilt produce crates about 15 degrees forward so they read from a distance and look full. For produce use shallow crates and baskets, not deep bins where customers must dig. Group bright colors: reds, oranges, greens, yellows. For crafts, group by collection, material, color, or use: kitchen pottery, herbal self-care, gifts under $20, handmade for the garden.

Make the brand readable

Your booth is a temporary storefront. Use three kinds of signs:


	A large business sign high on the back wall or canopy frame, with your farm or business name and a short tagline. Aim for readability from about 50 feet.

	Product and price signs beside each item.

	One feature sign for what is special today: "First Heirloom Tomatoes," "Hand-Poured Beeswax Candles," "Fresh Lavender Bundles," "Gifts Under $15."



Do not hide signs on the ground or behind tables, where customers cannot see them and where they become trip hazards. Use one simple typeface or clear handwriting. A herb-and-craft booth might say: main sign "Wild Hearth Farm and Herbal Crafts"; subtitle "Locally Grown Herbs, Handcrafted Botanical Goods"; products "Calendula Salve, $12," "Dried Culinary Sage, $5," "Fresh Mint Bundles, $4"; feature "Ask about tea blends and kitchen-herb uses." Pick two or three core colors and repeat them on the banner, table cloths, price cards, business cards, labels, and packaging. Earth tones, linen, wood crates, and green accents suit farm and herbal goods. Brighter colors suit playful crafts, flowers, children's goods, and bold art.

Give the eye a focal point and a story

Make one "hero display" and do not spread everything evenly. For produce, put the most beautiful seasonal item at center front or back center in a vivid pyramid or tiers of tomatoes, peaches, peppers, squash, flowers, or herbs, with a small sign on what makes it special and a recipe card by unfamiliar items. For crafts, make a small featured collection (Autumn Table, Garden Gifts, Ritual and Rest, Handmade Host Gifts), arrange related items so people see how they are used, and show one finished example: a mug holding dried herbs, a candle on a wooden tray, a tote full of market vegetables, a bowl of apples. Add a short maker story: "Wheel-thrown locally," "Made with reclaimed fabric," "Small-batch botanical goods." A good booth helps people picture owning, using, gifting, cooking, or enjoying what you sell.

Keep it open and safe

Beauty never outranks safety.


	Anchor the canopy at once and weight every leg. Many markets set a minimum weight per leg. Weather changes fast, so weight it even on a calm morning.

	Keep tables, signs, boxes, tent legs, cords, and displays inside your assigned footprint. No sandwich boards or loose crates in the aisle.

	Keep products off the ground, especially food and body-care items.

	Use fitted or clipped cloths so fabric does not drag or blow into the aisle.

	Hide extra stock under tables behind matching cloths or in tidy bins.

	Keep a clear way to enter, browse, and pay.

	Keep fragile crafts stable and out of the way of accidental bumps.

	Bring weather gear: canopy walls, clips, plastic bins, waterproof signs, weights.

	Leave room for a stroller, wheelchair, or mobility aid to see the display comfortably.



Set up the same way every time


	Place and anchor the canopy before anything else.

	Set tables in the L or U with the entrance open.

	Hang the large business sign high.

	Add cloths, shelves, crates, risers.

	Arrange hero products first, then fill in by color, category, or price.

	Add price cards and story signs at eye or hand level.

	Put the register, bags, payment device, and packaging at one side.

	Step into the aisle and look at the booth as a customer would.

	Remove clutter, straighten signs, check that every product has a price.

	Refresh the display through the day as items sell.



The aisle test: stand 10 to 20 feet away and ask whether the booth's name, main product, price range, and entrance are obvious. If not, simplify. An attractive booth is not the one with the most decoration. It is the one that helps customers quickly see, trust, and enjoy what you have grown or made.

Serving customers and community

The best vendors do not pressure people. They welcome conversation. A greeting, a clear answer, and some product knowledge turn browsing into buying. For produce, offer practical tips: "These peaches are ripe now; these firmer ones will be better in two days." "This basil is good for pesto or tomato salad." "These small potatoes roast quickly and need no peeling." "This variety is sweeter raw; that one is better for sauce." For crafts, give the story without overwhelming the shopper: "This bowl is hand-thrown and food-safe." "The candle is poured in small batches with beeswax and cotton wicks." "This tote is made from reclaimed fabric, so every print varies slightly." "This salve is a simple skin-conditioning product; the ingredients are on the label."

Answer honestly. If an item is not certified organic, do not imply it is. If a craft used purchased components, say so. Trust grows when a seller is open about origin, materials, and limits.

Markets also run on cooperation. Introduce yourself to the vendors beside you. Follow the rules, arrive on time, keep your space clean, and keep walkways open. Other vendors become sources of advice on crops, applications, busy seasons, repairs, events, and customer taste. A market is not just a row of competing booths. It is a small local economy where vendors gain from a lively, trustworthy, varied market. Markets often look for a balance of produce, baked goods, and crafts because variety draws a wider crowd.

Taking payment

Cash is still useful, but accepting cards and mobile payments prevents lost sales when customers carry little cash. Plan for dependable connectivity, a charged device, backup batteries, and a simple way to log each sale. Bring enough change.

Growing beyond one market day

A market can be the start of a larger enterprise. Returning customers may place special orders, join a produce subscription, commission a craft, subscribe to an online shop, or follow you on social media. Make it easy to stay in touch:


	Keep a simple social page with market dates and seasonal news.

	Post what will be available before each market.

	Offer pre-orders for pickup.

	Make seasonal boxes or gift bundles.

	Collect emails with permission.

	Tuck a small business or care card in each bag.

	Ask customers what they would like to see next season.



A grower might announce "First tomatoes arrive Saturday." A maker might preview autumn mugs, winter wreaths, or handmade gift sets. That gives people a reason to plan a visit and not just hope to find you.

The deepest strength of a farmers market is that it joins commerce and relationship. People come for tomatoes, soap, bread, earrings, flowers, or hand-carved spoons, and return because they know the vendor, trust the quality, and feel tied to the work behind the goods. A good vendor combines business discipline with generosity, patience, craftsmanship, and pride in honest local work.

How a market table fits the commons


	Approach	Fits when	SSI note

	Give it away at the Harvest Table or exchange day	You have a small surplus and want no business	Safest; see chapters 4 and 9

	Organization sells plants, seed-starting kits, or crafts to fund the commons	The commons is a nonprofit or church with a seller's permit where needed	Income to the organization. SSI volunteers stay unpaid. Seed sales raise state seed-law issues (chapter 19)

	A member sells as an independent vendor	The member wants a small business	The member's own income and taxes. A person on SSI must talk to a counselor first (chapters 12 to 14)

	A farmer partner sells through a church pickup	The farmer runs the business; the church hosts	The church is not the seller (chapter 29)





Part IX
From Yard Sale to Pantry
How a neighborhood sells its surplus, gives away its clothing, and keeps both honest.




Chapter 45

The Yard Sale: Hosting One That Works

Selling the surplus so the commons can give the rest away.

How this chapter fits the bookProgram 5 (chapter 5) says the commons gives first and sells what is left. This chapter is how to sell what is left. Chapter 46 is where the sale leads: a standing clothing pantry. Read the SSI rules in this chapter before the first table goes up.



What a yard sale is for

A commons that collects donated goods soon has more than its shelves can hold. A yard sale does four jobs at once.


	It clears the surplus. Duplicates, odd sizes, and things no member asked for go to neighbors who want them.

	It raises money. The proceeds belong to the commons. They pay for racks, hangers, laundry supplies, seed, and tools.

	It opens the door. A sale on the church lot brings in people who would never come to a meeting. Many will come back to give, to shop, or to help.

	It shows what is needed. What sells, what sits, and what people ask for tells the commons what to stock. The most common ask is clothing.



A yard sale is not the point of the commons. It is a feeder. The goal is to pass goods to people who need them. The sale pays for that work and brings people to it.


The SSI line at a yard sale

A sale puts goods, cash, and volunteers in one place. That is where mistakes happen. Settle who does what before the first item is priced.


	Who	What they do	Effect on SSI	Status

	The commons	Sells donated surplus as an organization. Proceeds go to the commons's account.	None. The money is the commons's, not any member's.	CLEAR

	A volunteer on SSI	Sorts, hangs, greets, carries, and tidies. Unpaid.	Unpaid volunteering is not earned income (chapter 12, Door 16).	CLEAR

	A member selling their own belongings	Sells their own used things at a table of their own.	Not income. The sale of your own property swaps one resource for another. The cash is a resource, counted at the start of the next month.	CONDITION

	A member selling far below value	Sells a $400 item for $20 to get under the resource limit.	A transfer of resources. It can cost up to 36 months of benefits.	OUT

	A member buying to resell	Buys items at the sale and sells them later for a margin.	Looks like a trade or business. Earned income rules apply (chapter 13).	CONDITION

	A volunteer paid in first pick, goods, or a share of the take	Gets something for working the sale.	Pay. It breaks the Paid Roles Policy (chapter 6).	OUT

	A member handling the cash box	Keeps or counts the money.	Funds a person can reach can look like funds that person owns (chapter 6).	OUT



Three rules for the sale
	Cash is handled by people who do not rely on SSI. Two of them count it, and neither signs alone.

	No early shopping as thanks. Volunteers shop when the doors open, like everyone else. No credits, no first pick, no bags of goods at the end.

	No buyback. The commons does not buy items back from members, and members do not sell goods they took from the shelves.




A member who wants a table of their own can have one, in a separate row, with a sign that says the goods and the cash are the member's. The commons takes no cut. Before the sale, the Benefits Liaison hands the member the counselor list and a short reminder: the cash counts as a resource on the first of next month, and the first $2,000 for one person, $3,000 for a couple, is the limit.


Sort first: keep, sell, or pass on

Every donation gets sorted before it gets a price. Clothing especially goes through a gate, because the best clothing is worth more on a rack in the pantry than on a table at $2.


	Pile	What goes in it	Where it goes

	Keep	Clean, wearable, in-season clothing in good shape. Coats, work clothes, shoes, children's clothing. Anything a member has asked for.	The pantry or Goods Library shelves

	Sell	Good items beyond what the shelves need: duplicates, out-of-season stock, household goods, books, toys, decor, small furniture	The sale

	Pass on	Stained, torn, or broken items. Mismatched sets. Unsafe items.	Textile recycling, a thrift partner, or the trash



The quality test for clothing is simple. Would you give it to a friend? If you would be embarrassed to hand it over, it does not go in the pantry and it does not go on the table.

What never goes on the table


	Recalled products. Federal law bars selling any consumer product that has been recalled, including at a yard sale. Check the recall list at cpsc.gov before the sale, and again for any child's item you are unsure of.

	Cribs, play yards, bassinets, and infant sleep products. Standards have changed and recalls are common. Pass them on.

	Car seats and helmets. Seats expire. Helmets that have taken a hit are unsafe. Pass them on.

	Children's hooded or neck-line outerwear with drawstrings. The Consumer Product Safety Commission treats drawstrings at the hood or neck of children's upper garments as a strangulation hazard. Cut the drawstrings off, or pass the item on.

	Mattresses and pillows. Pests travel in them, and some states regulate their resale. Pass them on.

	Anything on the hold list in chapter 5: bullion, coins, collectibles, jewelry bought as an investment, business inventory. Send these to a counselor, not to a table.

	Weapons, medicine, and open personal-care products.

	Food. Selling food falls under food-sale rules (chapter 44). Leave it off the table, or follow those rules completely.




Planning the sale: an eight-week clock


	Weeks out	Do this

	8	Pick two or three dates and a rain plan. Spring and fall draw the most people. Confirm the site and the hours. Ask the denominational insurer whether the building policy covers a public sale. Check with the city or county on any permit, sign, or traffic rule.

	7	Ask the state revenue office whether the sale needs a sales-tax license or an occasional-sale exemption. Rules vary by state, and the answer for an organization may differ from the answer for a household.

	6	Announce a collection drive. Name drop-off days and hours. Say what you want and what you cannot take. Tell the congregation first, then neighbors, then the local buy-nothing and community boards.

	5 to 3	Collect. Sort every donation into keep, sell, and pass on the day it arrives. Do not let a mountain build.

	3	Recruit volunteers for each role. Give each one a written role.

	2	Price everything. Make signs. Gather tables, racks, bags, boxes, tape, markers, and a cash box with a float in small bills and coins.

	1	Post the sale. Put notices on community boards and local online groups, and place signs at the nearest main roads with the date and address.

	Day before	Set up. Cover the tables. Mark the free table, the cashier, and the exit.




Setting up and pricing

Layout


	Group by kind, not by donor. Clothing by size and by men's, women's, and children's. Housewares together. Books and toys together.

	Put the best things at the front and at eye level. Hang clothing where it can be seen. Fold the rest, and never pile it.

	Leave aisles wide enough for a wheelchair or a stroller. Keep a chair near the entrance.

	Put a free table at the entrance or exit. It tells neighbors the commons gives as well as sells.



Pricing


	Use flat prices. A shirt, a dollar. A coat, a few dollars. A children's item, fifty cents. The simpler the price, the faster the line moves and the less haggling there is.

	Mark only the items that need a different price: furniture, appliances, anything valuable.

	Price to move, not to profit. The aim is a clear table by the end of the day, not top dollar.

	Cut prices in the last two hours. Offer a bag for a flat price in the last hour.

	No one is turned away for lack of money. A neighbor who cannot pay is sent to the free table or the pantry without a question.




Handling the money


	Two cashiers at a time, both people who do not rely on SSI, from a cash box with a float.

	Count at closing, together. Two people count, both sign the tally, and the total goes in the log.

	Deposit the next business day in the commons's account, in the commons's name (chapter 6).

	Never leave the box with one person overnight.

	Keep a one-page record: date, gross, expenses paid with receipts, net, and who counted.



The money is the commons's. It is not pay, a stipend, or a bonus for anyone. It is not owed to the people who donated the goods, and no one gets credit for donating.

Tax notes


	Sales tax. Settle it before the sale (week 7). Collect and remit whatever the state requires.

	Tax-exempt organizations. The sale of donated goods run by volunteers generally does not create unrelated business income, because the goods are donated and the work is unpaid. Confirm this with a tax adviser, and keep the log that shows the goods were donated and the work was voluntary.

	Donor receipts. The commons may acknowledge a donation of goods. It does not set the value. The donor does.




The day of the sale


	Role	Job	Who

	Lead	Opens, closes, settles disputes, keeps the schedule	Any member

	Cashiers (two)	Take the money, make change, count at close	People not relying on SSI

	Greeters	Welcome shoppers, point out the free table, hand out a flyer about the pantry	Any volunteer

	Floor team	Restock, straighten, answer questions, carry things to cars	Any volunteer

	Clothing captain	Keeps the racks neat by size, pulls stained items, rotates stock	Any volunteer

	Runner	Brings stock from storage, takes cash to the lead at set times	A non-SSI volunteer

	Closer	Packs leftovers by pile: pantry, thrift partner, recycling, trash	The lead and two others



A short script for the floor

"Welcome. Everything is priced on the sign. The free table is by the door. If you need clothes and cannot pay, tell me. We have a pantry for that."

At closing


	Count the cash with two people and sign the tally.

	Pack the leftovers by pile. Anything good and wearable goes to the pantry stock.

	Take the rest to the thrift partner or the recycler the same day. Leftovers that sit in the church basement become next month's problem.

	Thank every volunteer. Write down what sold and what did not.




A worked example: the first sale at St. Luke's

This example is invented to show the numbers and the choices. St. Luke's circle has fourteen regular volunteers and a church lot. They hold their first sale on a Saturday in May.


	Step	What happened

	Six weeks out	The circle announced a drop-off on two Saturdays and posted the list of what it could not take: cribs, car seats, mattresses, and anything recalled.

	Sorting nights	Three evenings, five volunteers each. They sorted into keep, sell, and pass on. They kept nine racks of clean, wearable clothing aside for a future pantry. They cut the drawstrings off four children's hooded jackets.

	The recall check	The Clerk looked up every children's item in doubt on the Consumer Product Safety Commission site. One high chair had been recalled. It went to the pass-on pile.

	The volunteer question	A volunteer asked for first pick of the winter coats. The lead answered: "Everyone shops when the doors open. If you need a coat, you will find one, and so will your neighbor."

	The member table	Tom, who receives SSI, asked to sell a bicycle he no longer rides. He had a table of his own at the end of the row. Before the sale, the Benefits Liaison gave him the counselor list and a reminder that the cash would count as a resource on the first of next month.

	The cash	Two cashiers who do not rely on SSI worked in two-hour shifts. At closing, two people counted the cash and signed the tally. The Treasurer deposited it on Monday.




	The numbers	Amount

	Gross sales	$412

	Costs: signs, bags, tape, and a table rental	$38

	Net to the commons's account	$374

	Spent that month on two rolling racks and 100 hangers	$120

	Held for laundry supplies and the next sale	$254



Tom sold the bicycle for $60 and kept the money. He did not owe SSA a report for the sale. He kept the cash under the resource limit, and he spent part of it on a new winter coat, which is an excluded personal effect.

Four things were true by the end of the day. The tables were nearly bare. Nine racks of clothing were set aside. Eleven neighbors had asked if the church ever gave clothing away for free. Two volunteers said they wanted to keep sorting. That was the gate to chapter 46, and the circle went through it the next month.


After the sale: read the signs

A sale tells you what the neighborhood needs. Look at these five things.


	Did clothing go fast? A rack that empties by noon is a pantry waiting to open.

	Did people ask for free clothes? A few asks is a signal. A steady stream is a mandate.

	Did you have more clothing than you could sell? Surplus clothing is a reason for a pantry, not a reason to hold another sale.

	Did volunteers want to come back? The people who sorted clothes with care are your pantry team.

	Did the money cover a rack and some hangers? If so, you can start.



The gate to chapter 46Move to a pantry when three things are true: two sales have been held, clothing keeps piling up, and neighbors are asking for it free. Chapter 46 shows how.





Chapter 46

From Yard Sale to Clothing Pantry

Turning surplus into a standing place where neighbors choose what they need, free.

How this chapter fits the bookChapter 45 sells the surplus. This chapter gives the best of it away on a regular schedule. A clothing pantry is Program 5 (chapter 5) with a rack, a schedule, and a welcome. It is the plainest, safest program in the book under SSI, and one of the most used.



The ladder: five rungs from sale to pantry

Do not open a pantry in one leap. Climb. Each rung teaches the volunteers something the next rung needs, and each can stop where it is if that is what the neighborhood and the congregation can carry.


	Rung	What it is	Space	Time each month	Volunteers

	1. The yard sale	Sell the surplus. Raise the first money. See who comes.	Lot or hall for a weekend	One or two weekends a year	10 to 20

	2. The free table	A table of clothing at every sale and every meal. No price.	One table	Whenever the commons meets	2 to 4

	3. The monthly closet	One morning a month, a room of racks and bins open to anyone.	One room, racks on wheels	One morning, plus sorting	6 to 10

	4. The weekly pantry	A set weekly time. Shop-style choice. A greeter, a floor team, a laundry team.	A dedicated room with fixed racks	Weekly, plus sorting and laundry	12 to 20

	5. The pantry as a hub	Adds coat drives, job clothes, school clothes, and referrals. Feeds the Goods Library and the exchange network.	A larger room or a second room	Weekly plus special drives	20 or more



Most commons live happily on rung 3 or 4. Rung 5 is for a congregation with a building and a strong volunteer base. The sizes above are rough guides, not requirements.


Why a clothing pantry holds under SSI

A clothing pantry gives things away. The rules that matter are the ones in chapters 5 and 12.


	Clothing is not income. SSA removed it from the income definition in 2005. A member who takes a coat takes nothing SSA counts.

	Clothing is a personal effect. Personal effects are excluded resources (20 CFR 416.1216). A member's closet does not count toward the $2,000 limit.

	A noncash gift that is not shelter is not income. This is Door 3 (20 CFR 416.1103(j)).

	The pantry asks nothing about SSI. It keeps no benefit status and no Social Security numbers (privacy by design, chapter 6).




	Practice	Why	Status

	Free choice of clothing for any neighbor	A noncash gift that is not food or shelter	CLEAR

	Unpaid volunteers sorting, folding, and fitting	Unpaid volunteering is not earned income	CLEAR

	Shopping limits by number of items	Limits are fairness, not payment	CLEAR

	Points, credits, or "pantry dollars" earned by volunteering or donating	Credits for work or gifts act like pay (chapter 6)	OUT

	Paying a volunteer in clothing	Pay in goods breaks the Paid Roles Policy	OUT

	Buying clothing back from a member	No buyback (chapter 5)	OUT

	A member's regular resale of pantry clothing	Starts to look like a business (chapter 13)	CONDITION



The pantry gives clothing. It never gives cash, gift cards, or money toward rent or utilities. A neighbor who needs help with those is sent to the Housing Desk (chapter 7).


Space and equipment

A pantry does not need a store. It needs a clean room with good light and enough floor.


	Item	Why it matters

	Sturdy racks and hangers, sorted by size	People shop by size. A rack of mixed sizes loses people.

	Shelves and bins for folded items, shoes, and accessories	Knits, jeans, socks, and shoes do not belong on hangers.

	A private fitting corner with a curtain and a mirror	Privacy lets people try things on and keep their dignity.

	A folding table at the entrance	For the greeter and the tally sheet.

	Bags for taking items home	A paper or cloth bag is a small, kind gesture.

	A washer and dryer, or a laundromat partner	Clean clothing is the quality line (see below).

	Wide, clear aisles	At least 36 inches, so a wheelchair or a stroller moves through. Keep a chair near the door.

	Storage for out-of-season stock	Winter coats in July crowd the room. Store them labeled and sorted.



Racks on wheels are the best first purchase. They let a room be a pantry on Thursday and a meeting hall on Sunday.


Intake: what comes in and what does not

The standard

Would you give it to a friend? Clothing that passes this test is clean, whole, and wearable. Clothing that fails goes to textile recycling or a thrift partner, not onto the rack.


	Accept: clean, in-season clothing in good condition, coats, work clothes, shoes with life left, children's clothing, adaptive clothing, and new underwear and socks.

	Decline politely: stained, torn, or musty items, single shoes, damaged zippers, and clothing that smells of smoke or mildew.

	Refuse: items with a pest problem, items marked recalled, and children's neck or hood drawstrings (cut them off first).

	New underwear and socks are the one item the commons buys. No one wants used underwear. Open a wish-list drive for them (chapter 12), which ships new items to the commons.



The sorting system


	Sort by kind: tops, bottoms, outerwear, shoes, underwear and socks, accessories, and special items.

	Then by size and season: tag racks with a small card.

	Launder everything that needs it. Wash and dry, fold, then rack.

	Hold anything with a pest risk. Bag it, label the date, and dry it on high heat for at least 30 minutes before it goes to the floor. Anything that fails is discarded.

	Rotate monthly. Move the out-of-season stock to storage and bring the in-season stock forward. Anything on the rack for three months without moving goes to the sale pile.



Item records follow the pattern of the Goods Log (chapter 5). Count items by category. Never record who took what. "40 children's shirts received; 22 taken" is enough.


How a pantry day runs

Choice, not handouts

People pick their own clothes. This is the heart of the pantry. A neighbor who walks the racks, tries things on, and chooses is being treated as a person, not a case. A pre-packed bag treats people as a number.

The visit


	Greet. A smile and a plain welcome. No questions about need.

	Note the household code and the count. A household code, not a name. A tally of how many people the visit is for.

	Offer a bag and explain the limits. For example: up to seven items per person, plus one coat, plus underwear and socks as needed.

	Let them shop. A volunteer stays nearby for questions, not to hover.

	Thank them at the door. Invite them back.



A welcome script"Welcome. Take a bag and look around. Everything here is free. You can try things on behind the curtain. If you need a size we do not have, tell me, and I will watch for it."


No gatekeeping


	No ID.

	No proof of income.

	No residency check.

	No sign-in beyond the household code.



The commons does not ask who is on SSI or who qualifies. It serves whoever walks in. This protects dignity, and it keeps benefit status out of the commons's files.

Limits by count, not value

Limits keep the racks from being emptied by the first shoppers. Set them by item count, and loosen them as stock allows. A coat is not charged against the count. In fall, raise the limit on warm items. In spring, lower it.


The year of a pantry


	Season	Push	Special drive

	Late summer	Back-to-school clothing, shoes, and backpacks	School clothes and uniform drive

	Fall	Coats, gloves, hats, scarves, boots, and blankets	The coat drive. Collect before the first freeze.

	Winter	Socks, thermal wear, and work gear	Warm-layer drive and a heated-clothing table

	Spring	Lighter clothing, rain jackets, and work boots	Spring swap and the second yard sale

	Early summer	Summer clothing, sandals, and sun hats	Sort and rotate. Clear out cold-weather stock.

	All year	New underwear and socks, interview clothes, funeral and formal wear, adaptive clothing	A standing wish-list drive for new basics



The yard sale and the pantry feed each other. The sale clears the overflow the pantry cannot use. The pantry's quality bar keeps the sale from becoming a dumping ground.


Special shelves worth adding


	Work and interview clothes. A rack of clean slacks, shirts, blazers, and shoes for people with a job to start. This one shelf changes lives.

	Children's clothing. Children outgrow things in months. Keep a shelf of sizes from newborn to teen, and encourage families to bring back what has been outgrown.

	Adaptive clothing. Elastic waists, magnetic or easy closures, open-back garments, and soft fabrics. Many members will not find these anywhere else.

	Weather gear for people living outside. Coats, hats, gloves, socks, rain ponchos, and sleeping bags. Do this with the Housing Desk partners.

	Formal and funeral wear. A dark suit or dress in the right size is a quiet mercy.



Beds, mattresses, and cribs stay off the shelves, for the safety reasons in chapter 45.


The team


	Role	Job

	Pantry lead	Keeps the schedule, speaks for the pantry, and settles disputes

	Greeter	Welcomes people, keeps the tally, and explains the limits

	Floor volunteers	Keep racks neat, help people find sizes, and stand by the fitting corner

	Sorters	Handle intake, apply the quality standard, and rack by size

	Laundry captain	Runs the wash, dry, fold, and pest-hold routine

	Coat captain	Runs the fall coat drive and the winter stock

	Supplies keeper	Buys hangers, bags, and laundry supplies, and keeps receipts



Every role is unpaid. A member on SSI can hold any of them. A member who needs clothing shops the same as anyone else, in line, with no special pick. Volunteers sign a one-page Volunteer Notice (chapter 25) that says the work is unpaid.


Money: what the yard sale pays for

The yard sale and the pantry make a loop. The sale raises money. The money buys what the pantry needs. The pantry sends its overflow back to the next sale.


	Line	Typical use

	Racks, hangers, bins, shelves	The one-time setup

	Fitting corner	Curtain, mirror, chair

	Laundry	Detergent, dryer sheets, a washer and dryer if the room has none, or laundromat fees

	New underwear and socks	The one item bought new. Cover this with a wish-list drive if you can.

	Bags and signage	Small, steady costs

	Recycling and hauling	Moving what the pantry cannot use



The money stays in the commons's account, with two signers who do not rely on SSI. Reimbursements follow the receipt rule: the exact amount, with no markup (chapter 6).


Partners


	Thrift stores and resale shops. Take what the pantry cannot use. Ask about clothing swaps.

	Schools. Source of school clothes and a place to tell families about the pantry.

	Shelters and outreach groups. Send people to the pantry, and send coats to them.

	Laundromats and dry cleaners. Many will donate machine time or unclaimed garments.

	Textile recyclers. Take worn items so the pantry does not have to keep them.

	Employment agencies. A partner for the work-clothes shelf.

	Other congregations. Share drives and swap surplus.




What goes wrong, and the fix


	Problem	Fix

	More donations than space	Tighten the quality standard. Send the surplus to the sale or a thrift partner. Ask donors to call first.

	Racks full of unwearable items	Return to the "would you give it to a friend" test. Train the sorters, and thank donors without taking everything.

	Stigma or shame at the door	Greet warmly. Ask nothing. Run the pantry like a shop that happens to be free.

	A few shoppers take bags every week	Use item limits. Talk with the person. Ask what they need. Do not accuse.

	Items turn up for sale online	The commons cannot police this. It asks shoppers to take what they will use and keeps limits that make reselling not worth the trip. A member who resells regularly should see a counselor (chapter 13).

	Wrong sizes, always	Ask what is missing and run a drive for it. Keep a size-wanted card at the door.

	Moths, mildew, or pests	Store in sealed bins. Keep the room dry. Check the racks monthly. Hold and heat-treat suspect items.

	Volunteers burn out	Rotate roles. Keep sessions short. Feed them. Say thanks.

	Conflict over who gets first pick	Nobody does. Volunteers shop in the same line as everyone else.




Worked examples: a month and a hard day

These cases are invented. They show what the records look like and how a hard moment is handled.

A month of the closet at St. Luke's

Four months after the first sale, St. Luke's runs its monthly closet on the first Saturday, from nine to noon. The greeter keeps one tally sheet. It has household codes and counts. It has no names.


	Tally for the month	Count

	Households served	23

	People covered by those visits	61

	Items taken, all kinds	318

	Coats taken	14

	Packs of new underwear and pairs of new socks given	36 and 71

	Items received from donors	405

	Items passed to the thrift partner or recycler	96

	Volunteers, all unpaid	11




	What the team noticed	What they did

	Men's work pants ran out by 10:30	Posted an ask in the neighborhood Buy Nothing group and added work pants to the next wish-list drive

	Children's sizes 4 to 6 were low	Asked the school's family liaison to share a drive notice

	Three households asked about heating help	Handed them the Housing Desk binder (chapter 7) and said nothing more about benefits

	Racks of summer dresses did not move	Moved them to the next yard sale pile



The sheet never records who took what. A line reads "Household 14: 3 people, 9 items, 1 coat." It does not read "Maria."

A hard day: the shopper with the bags

One Saturday a shopper arrives and takes fifteen items, then returns twenty minutes later for more. A volunteer notices that the items are all in the same size and the same men's brand.


	The greeter does not accuse. She says, "Welcome back. Our limit today is seven items a person, plus a coat. What are you looking for? I can help you find it."

	The limit is applied the same way to everyone. It is posted on a sign by the door. It is not a rule made up on the spot.

	The lead has a quiet word later. She asks if the shopper needs a particular size or kind of clothing, and offers to set it aside next month.

	The pantry does not follow anyone. If a shopper is reselling pantry clothing, that is the shopper's business. The pantry's limits and its steady choice make routine resale hard and not worth the trip.

	If the shopper is a member on SSI and resells clothing often, the Benefits Liaison hands over the counselor list at a good moment. Regular resale starts to look like a business (chapter 13). The pantry does not say anything about it unless asked.



What went right: a posted rule, a warm tone, no questions about need, and no accusation. The pantry keeps its dignity and its stock.


A twelve-month path from first sale to weekly pantry


	Month	Step

	1	Pick a date and gather volunteers. Announce the donation drive. Plan the first yard sale (chapter 45).

	2	Hold the first sale. Run a free table. Count what sells and what neighbors ask for.

	3	Debrief. Keep the best clothing back from the next collection. Buy one or two racks on wheels.

	4 to 5	Open a monthly closet in one room, one morning a month. Start the tally sheet. Test the welcome script.

	6	Hold the second sale. Use the money for hangers, bins, a fitting corner, and laundry supplies.

	7 to 8	Add a laundry routine and a sorting night. Build the team. Draft limits and a quality standard.

	9	Run the fall coat drive. Invite partners. Open a wish-list drive for new socks and underwear.

	10 to 11	Move to a weekly schedule. Add special shelves. Train greeters.

	12	Review: counts, volunteers, money, complaints, and stories. Decide whether to stay at rung 4 or move to rung 5. Share the plan with the next church (chapter 36).




The pantry checklist


	Every item passes the "would you give it to a friend" test.

	Clothing is clean, sorted by size, and rotated by season.

	The fitting corner is private, with a mirror.

	Aisles are wide enough for a wheelchair and a stroller.

	New underwear and socks are always in stock.

	No ID, no proof of income, no questions about benefits.

	Records count items, not people.

	No credits, no points, no first pick, no buyback.

	Every role is unpaid, and volunteers shop in line like everyone else.

	Yard sale money goes to the commons's account, held by two non-SSI signers.

	A thrift or recycling partner takes what the pantry cannot use.

	Cribs, car seats, mattresses, recalled items, and drawstrings are off the shelves.






Bring a Seed

The system sets the ceiling. Corporations set the prices. Neighbors set the table.

The commons is the oldest survival system there is: seed passed hand to hand, food shared across a table, a tool lent over a fence. It was never illegal. It only needed to be built so that the people it serves can sit at it without fear.

Build it open. Keep the notes plain. Report what the law requires. Use every door the law leaves open. Then bring a seed.

White Lotus Society Publications / Golden Flower Abbey
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Appendix A

Glossary


	Term	Meaning

	ABLE account	A tax-advantaged savings account for people with disabilities. Qualified housing spending from it is not SSI income. See chapter 12.

	Accession	A numbered lot of seed in a seed bank, with a record of source, year, and test results.

	Asset map	A simple list of what a church and neighborhood already have: space, skills, partners, needs, barriers.

	Barter	An exchange of goods or services without money. The IRS generally treats the fair market value received as income when it is taxable barter.

	Base collection	The long-term reserve of a seed bank, kept cold and dry, separate from the circulating library.

	Basket rule	The commons limit on what a household brings to and takes from the Harvest Table each week: what fits in one grocery basket.

	Cash fund	A feature on some registries and crowdfunding pages that lets friends send money toward a goal. Cash is unearned income on SSI, so a member does not use it (chapter 12).

	Circle	A small group of about five to fifteen people who gather around a shared activity. The basic cell of the goodwill network (Roots 5).

	Circle builder	A member who starts and sustains local circles and helps new ones form (Roots 5).

	Clothing pantry	A standing, free, open-to-all shelf or room of clean clothing, with no credits, points, or questions. See chapter 5.

	Clothing pantry	A standing, free, shop-style place where neighbors choose clothing they need, with no proof of income and no questions about benefits. See chapter 46.

	Commons	A shared resource governed by shared norms, sustained by shared practice, and open to those who commit to its care.

	Community supported agriculture (CSA)	An arrangement where households buy shares of a farm's harvest. The church version in chapter 29 is called congregationally supported agriculture.

	Conditional benefits	An SSA arrangement that lets a person keep receiving SSI for a limited time while selling property that cannot be excluded.

	Coordinator	The volunteer who welcomes members, runs events, and keeps a congregation's group active.

	Crew lead	The volunteer who runs a single gleaning harvest and its safety briefing.

	Equity	What property would sell for today, minus what is owed on it.

	Fiscal sponsor	An established nonprofit or church that receives gifts and holds funds on behalf of a project that has not yet formed its own legal body.

	Free table	A table at a yard sale where anyone may take items at no cost and without being asked anything. See chapter 5.

	Free table	A table of free goods set out at sales, meals, and meetings. The first rung of the ladder toward a clothing pantry (chapter 46).

	Fulfillment partner	The third-party company a wish-list platform uses to pick, pack, and ship donated items to the recipient. See chapter 12.

	Gleaning	Collecting surplus crops that would otherwise go unharvested, with the owner's permission, for donation.

	Good Samaritan Food Donation Act	A federal law (42 U.S.C. 1791) that protects food donors and nonprofit recipients from most liability when food is donated in good faith.

	Group conscience	A decision process that gives members clear information, time to reflect, and a real chance to raise concerns, and seeks broad agreement and not a narrow majority (Roots 5).

	Home produce	Food a household raises and eats. Excluded from SSI income. Small trades are assumed to produce no income (POMS SI 00830.700).

	Honeycomb model	A way of organizing a movement as many connected local cells with shared agreements and no throne, in place of a pyramid (Roots 5).

	In-kind support and maintenance (ISM)	Shelter that someone else provides or pays for, counted against SSI. Food was removed from ISM on September 30, 2024.

	Integrated pest management (IPM)	A stepwise approach to pests: identify, monitor, use cultural and physical controls first, and chemicals last.

	Koinonia	Greek for fellowship or sharing. A New Testament word for the common life of the early church.

	Land agreement	A written lease or license that gives a project the right to use land for a set term.

	Open-pollinated seed	Seed that comes true when saved, unlike hybrid seed.

	Page Creator	On GiftDrive, the verified nonprofit or individual in need who opens a public wish-list page. See chapter 12.

	PASS	Plan to Achieve Self-Support. An SSA plan that sets aside income or resources for an approved work goal.

	PMV	Presumed Maximum Value. The most SSA presumes shelter help to be worth in a month ($351.33 in 2026).

	POMS	SSA's Program Operations Manual System, its internal policy manual, which is public.

	Property essential to self-support	Property used to produce goods or services needed for daily life. Up to $6,000 of equity in household-food property is excluded from SSI resources (chapter 17).

	Repair cafe	A free community event where volunteers help neighbors fix broken household items.

	Resource (SSI)	Cash and property a person owns that could be turned into cash. Counted against $2,000 for an individual and $3,000 for a couple, with exclusions.

	SGA	Substantial gainful activity. A work-level test for disability benefits.

	Shelter (SSI)	Room, rent, mortgage, real property taxes, heating fuel, gas, electricity, water, sewer, and garbage collection.

	Sangha	The Buddhist community of practice.

	Steward	A person who carries a larger duty of care in the network. Stewardship is responsibility, not rank (Roots 5).

	Third place	A setting outside home and work where people gather informally and belong without buying anything.

	Three-person pod	The limit that a member actively sponsor no more than three new people at a time, so each gets real attention (Roots 5).

	Three ledgers	Keeping community, commercial, and personal records apart (chapter 31).

	Three-pile sort	The intake sort into give, sell, and hold or out. Needed goods are given first; only surplus is sold. See chapter 5.

	Tragedy of the commons	The claim that shared resources are always overused. Elinor Ostrom showed it is avoidable where communities set clear boundaries and rules.

	Universal registry	A single gift list that pulls items from any store. Useful for item lines, but many include a cash fund that must stay off (chapter 12).

	VTR	Value of the One-Third Reduction. A flat reduction when a person lives in another's household, gets shelter there, and the household provides all meals ($331.33 in 2026).

	Wanted listing	A classified post, on Craigslist or a similar site, describing one item a person is looking for. See chapter 12.

	Wish-list drive	A public page listing specific items a person or organization needs. Donors buy one item, and the platform ships it. The gift stays goods, not cash. See chapter 12.

	Yard sale	A sale of donated surplus run by the commons as an organization. Proceeds go to the commons, never to a member (chapter 45).





Appendix B

Master Forms for Part VII

Forms for the exchange network and for the gleaning program. The forms for the strict SSI-safe commons are in chapter 25. Copy these, adapt them, and have a local attorney review any agreement before you rely on it.

Exchange network forms

Member agreement (outline)


	I will respect other participants and protect their privacy.

	I will describe goods and services honestly.

	I will honor agreed exchanges and return what I borrow.

	I will follow the law and avoid prohibited items.

	I will not present volunteer activity as employment.

	I will not use the network to evade taxes or benefit rules.

	I will settle disputes respectfully, first with the other person, then with my coordinator.

	I understand the public-benefit notice (chapter 35) and will seek my own advice where needed.



Signature ______ Date ______ Congregation ______

Exchange listing


	Offering or request	Category	Type (share, lend, volunteer, barter)	Location	Available	Contact (via coordinator)

						

						



Coordinator checklist (monthly)


	Exchange Day held; attendance counted by household.

	Listings updated; claimed items removed.

	Tool library returns checked.

	Seed library inventory updated.

	Any exchange that touched money, housing, child care, or regulated goods sent for review.

	Any dispute logged and its step noted.

	Network coordinator contacted with notes.



Dispute record


	Date	Members (first names)	Issue	Step reached (1, 2, 3)	Outcome

					



Gleaning program forms

Form A: Site assessment


	Date	Site and address	Owner contact	Species and variety	Quantity	Ripeness (1 to 5)

						



Hazards (check): steep slope, dogs or animals, thorny plants, poison ivy, poor ground, tight space, power lines, other. Access notes. Harvest difficulty: low, moderate, high. Recommended crew size. Estimated hours. Assessor and signature.

Form B: Harvest log


	Crop and variety	Bin #	Weight (lb)	Condition	Notes

					

					



Date, site, crew lead, crew size, total weight. Destination: cold storage, direct distribution, food bank, community fridge. Transport volunteer. Crew lead signature.

Form C: Cold storage log


	Unit	Date	Morning temp	Time and initials	Afternoon temp	Time and initials	Notes

							



Form D: Crop tag (one per bin)

Crop ______ Harvest date ______ Site ______ Lead harvester ______ Bin # ______ Estimated weight ______ lb

Form E: Inventory sheet


	Bin #	Crop	Harvest date	Site	Weight	Assigned to	Target date	Status

								



Form F: Transport log

Date ______ From ______ To ______ Departure time and temp ______ Arrival time and temp ______ Produce ______ Method: insulated bin with ice, refrigerated vehicle, other ______ Driver ______

Form G: Delivery receipt


	Crop	Quantity (lb)	Harvest date	Condition on arrival	Notes

					



Delivery date, partner, received by (print and sign), distribution target date.

Form H: Cleaning station checklist


	Tables cleaned and sanitized before sorting.

	Wash basins filled with potable water.

	Sanitizer prepared; concentration checked and recorded.

	Clean drying racks and towels ready.

	Handwashing station stocked.

	All produce sorted; bruised and moldy separated and composted.

	Tables cleaned and sanitized after sorting.

	All bins carry crop tags.



Crew lead and signature.

Form I: Pest monitoring log


	Date	Tree or crop	Pest or disease seen	Severity	Action taken	Initials

						



Form J: Incident report

Date, site, crew lead, time. Type: injury, near miss, equipment failure, property damage, food safety concern, other. Description. Persons involved. Action taken. Follow-up: none, repair or replace equipment, procedure change, insurance report, other. Reported by and date. Coordinator review and date.

Form K: Property owner consent

I, ______ (owner or authorized representative), allow the Community Harvest and Gleaning Program and its volunteers to enter my property at ______ to harvest fruit or produce that would otherwise go unused. I confirm that: (1) I am the owner or authorized representative; (2) the produce is not being sold commercially; (3) no pesticide has been applied to the trees or garden within 30 days of the harvest date; (4) I understand that volunteers will take reasonable care and that I accept the risk of incidental damage to my property; (5) I understand that all produce will be given to food banks, community fridges, or neighbors in need; (6) I may withdraw consent at any time by telling the coordinator.

Harvest dates or season ______ Owner signature ______ Date ______ Coordinator ______ Date ______


Volunteer registration and waiver (outline)


	Name, contact, emergency contact, availability, physical abilities, allergies or conditions relevant to outdoor work.

	For minors: parent or guardian signature and age check.

	Acknowledgment of the safety rules in chapter 41.

	Waiver of liability, reviewed by a local attorney or insurer.

	Photo consent: yes or no.





Appendix C

Directory of Organizations and Sources

Starting points, not endorsements. Programs change, so confirm that each is active and meets your need before you rely on it.

Benefits and tax


	Social Security Administration. Regulations, the POMS, and field offices. Ask for answers in writing. SSA's work-incentives and benefits-planning programs can connect you to counselors.

	Legal aid and protection and advocacy agencies. Free help for qualifying people with benefit problems or overpayment letters.

	Internal Revenue Service. Guidance on barter and on tax-exempt organizations, including the exemption applications.



Food, land, and farming


	USDA National Agricultural Library, Natural Resources Conservation Service, and Agricultural Marketing Service. Urban agriculture resources, food-safety guidance, and soil-health information.

	U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Guidance on brownfields and testing urban soil.

	State extension services (land-grant universities). Soil testing, master gardener programs, food safety, pest and pruning advice.

	Feeding America and local food banks. Bulk food and partnership programs for meal programs.

	Gleaning-support nonprofits. Training and safety guidance for gleaning programs.

	Local garden networks, land trusts, and community foundations. Land agreements, design help, and grants.

	Food-rescue apps such as Olio and Too Good To Go.



Seed and bees


	Your state seed control official. Ask for a written statement on noncommercial seed libraries.

	Seed-saving organizations and open-source seed pledges. Training, regional varieties, safety duplicates.

	State department of agriculture or apiary inspector. Hive registration and disease rules.

	Local beekeeping associations. Mentors and classes.



Church and community


	Your denomination's insurer and property office. Coverage questions and building-use advisory opinions.

	Fresh Expressions and Dinner Church networks. Meal-centered church models.

	GiftDrive and similar wish-list platforms. Item-by-item donation drives that ship goods to a verified address. Read the Terms of Use first, and confirm current eligibility for individuals and organizations before opening a drive.

	Local clothing closets, thrift partners, and textile recyclers. Places to send surplus clothing, learn pantry practice, and find coat and work-clothes drives.

	U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission. Recall lists and the resale information center for yard sales, thrift shops, and pantries.

	National Association of Resale and Thrift Shops and local thrift partners. Outlets for surplus clothing, and guidance for resale.

	Amazon Lists, store registries (Target, Walmart), and universal registries (MyRegistry, Babylist, GiftList). Wish lists and registries that ship goods. Check each for a cash-fund or gift-card feature, and use a commons or P.O. box address on any shared list.

	Craigslist. Local classifieds with "wanted" and "free" listings. Its published safety advice (deal locally, meet in public, never wire money) applies to every use.

	Freecycle and Buy Nothing groups. Local giving groups where neighbors post gifts and requests.

	Repair Cafe and tool library networks. Starter guides for repair days and lending libraries.

	Little Free Pantry and Little Free Library movements. Plans and guidance for small outdoor sharing stations.

	County or city nonprofit and religious-use coordinators, where they exist, for zoning questions.



Suggested reading


	Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons, on how communities manage shared resources.

	Suzanne Ashworth, Seed to Seed, on saving seed crop by crop.

	Wendell Berry, essays on community and place.

	Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone, on the decline of social capital.

	Simone Weil, writings on attention and obligation.

	U.S. Surgeon General, Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation (2023).
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Index of Sections

Every section heading in the book, in alphabetical order, with the chapter that holds it.
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The Commons at a Glance

THE COMMONS (organization)
Owns seed, land, tools, goods, kitchen

Holds all money. No member balances.

SEVEN PROGRAMS

1 Seed Library
free seed

3 Harvest Table
small surplus

5 Goods Library
household goods

7 Craft & Repair
volunteer circle

2 Garden Plots
household food

4 Meals & Pantry
food

6 Tool & Materials
lending

Rule for all 7
things, not money

HOUSEHOLDS (members)
Use. Grow. Eat. Borrow. Take. Volunteer unpaid.

THE SHELTER WALL

Rent, utilities, mortgage: outside the commons.
Referral desk only. See chapter 6.

No cash. No credits. No labor-for-goods. Keep a plain record.
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