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To my fellow freedom lovers at The Heritage Foundation, and the little platoons everywhere that make this country great















Foreword



by


Dr. Ben Carson


When I was growing up in inner-city Detroit, and later in Boston, the civil rights movement was just getting started, and young African Americans like myself were confronted with vicious racism at virtually every turn. Sometimes I came across it in the park, when a group of older white boys tried to drown me in a lake. Sometimes I faced it in school, when one of my teachers was so upset by my high grades that she took all the white students to task for allowing a “mere black” to outperform them academically. I was shocked by episodes of blatant racism I witnessed within my own family as my two older cousins were the victims of brutal, racially motivated beatings by the police.


One of the worst effects of growing up in a racist society is that if everyone tells you that you’re worthless and good for nothing, chances are high that you’ll end up believing them. Fortunately, like many young blacks, I was a beneficiary of an extensive network of “little platoons” that African Americans had established over the years—supportive families (in my case, a remarkable single mom), dedicated ministers, and some truly caring neighbors. They shielded us from the most corrosive effects of racism. Our bodies may have been battered by white bigots, but our souls were unscathed.


Jim DeMint’s important new book, Falling in Love with America Again, is a love song to America’s little platoons. At a time when so many in the media are bent on singing the praises of the high and mighty, Jim reminds us that America’s real heroes are not to be found strolling through the corridors of power or ensconced in the mansions of the rich and famous. Rather, they’re the modest man or woman who lives next door—who may not have attended an Ivy League university, or even graduated from high school, but who takes our Judeo-Christian heritage seriously and strives, day in and day out, to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God” (Micah 6:8).


These are the men and women whom we should honor and strive to emulate, but whom we usually overlook. Instead, too many of us pin our hopes and prayers on big government, believing it holds the solutions to our nation’s most urgent problems. Jim regards this worship of the state as a modern-day form of idolatry, which he calls statism. In this book, he shows how damaging it is to our way of life, but it can be countered.


There are three things that I took away from Jim’s compelling analysis. First, far from solving our problems, statism exacerbates them. Whether the goal is ending poverty, reforming education, protecting the environment, or improving health care (something I know a little about), big government’s involvement takes a serious problem and makes it worse. That’s because the incentives that motivate big government (as well as the other “Bigs” Jim describes) are geared toward enhancing its own power over the helpless masses who can’t possibly manage their own lives, at least in the opinion of government bureaucrats. By contrast, the reason the little platoons are so effective is because they run on the most potent fuel of all—the power of love.


A second consequence of statism that Jim describes is the harm it inflicts on our souls. Just as racism sought to make African Americans feel inferior, so statism tries to make all Americans feel that we’re just not up to the many “complicated” (a favorite statist word) challenges facing us today. Instead of empowering Americans to take charge of our lives, statism diminishes us. It claims that we’re not smart enough or educated enough or experienced enough to take responsibility for our own destinies. Far better, it urges us, to place our future in Big Brother’s ready hands.


Jim fiercely opposes this approach, and the many stories he recounts all point to the same moral: Ordinary Americans are chock-full of talent, courage, and resourcefulness, and can manage quite well without Big Brother’s interference.


But it’s Jim’s third point that I find most thought-provoking. Up until now, nearly all conservatives have pretty much made the same case against big government: It’s too costly, too inefficient, and too overbearing. But Jim strikes an entirely new note. The main reason big government is so harmful, he maintains, is because it threatens to destroy the love that we Americans should feel for our country. This love is nurtured and sustained by the little platoons of everyday life, but as these little platoons are overshadowed and sidelined by the state, the wellsprings of our love for America are also drying up. In falling in love with big government, we risk falling out of love with America. Jim is determined to prevent that from happening.


In 1944, a Swedish social scientist named Gunnar Myrdal wrote a book called An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy. Myrdal correctly argued that racial segregation was seriously at odds with the American creed of liberty and equality. Although the book was in some ways seriously flawed (Myrdal was a socialist), it was hugely influential, and was cited by the U.S. Supreme Court in its 1954 landmark decision, Brown v. Board of Education, that outlawed segregation in our public schools.


I believe that Jim DeMint’s Falling in Love with America Again compares very favorably with Myrdal’s An American Dilemma. Although Jim is not a social scientist himself (and most definitely not a socialist!), it draws heavily on the insights of the brilliant thinkers and researchers who are Jim’s colleagues at America’s leading conservative think tank, The Heritage Foundation. Like Myrdal’s earlier work, it too focuses on a crucial American dilemma—the conflict between the statism widely embraced by America’s elites and the American creed embodied in the Constitution and the writings of our Founders. And just as race was the all-important dilemma facing America seventy years ago, so power—who’s got it: the Bigs or the people?—is the fateful dilemma confronting our country today.


Jim DeMint has some truly enlightening things to say about this issue. It is my hope that the arguments he makes, and the stories he tells, will reach the widest possible audience, will inspire a renewed appreciation of our little platoons, and will help assure the future of our beloved country.


Benjamin S. Carson Sr., MD,


Emeritus Professor of Neurosurgery,


Oncology, Plastic Surgery and Pediatrics,


The Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions


















To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.


—Edmund Burke,


    Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790





















Introduction







We can change America’s course, but only if we understand what makes America exceptional.








I should have been the happiest of politicians. I was a respected U.S. senator from my home state of South Carolina. I had played a key role, through my political action committee, in bringing principled conservatives like Rand Paul, Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, Mike Lee, and other new leaders to join me in the Senate. I was cheered when I addressed local and national rallies of the Tea Party, a dynamic new force in American politics. I was a frequent guest on television and radio, and quoted in leading newspapers and journals. I had challenged the Washington establishment and forced it to make major concessions on supposedly untouchable practices like earmarks.


By standing for fundamental American ideas like limited constitutional government and individual responsibility, and against politics as usual, I had made a difference in how Washington worked.


And yet I was deeply frustrated by how little Washington had really changed. We still have an ever-expanding federal government and an ever-mounting national debt—approaching $17 trillion as I write in mid-2013. As of 2013, the share of federal debt for every man, woman, and child in America is $53,000.


And despite all the trillions of dollars flowing from Washington, the official unemployment figure, as I write, hovers between 7 and 8 percent—and some Americans have dropped out of the labor force altogether. The real wages of the average American worker have not risen in thirty years. And we have a permanent underclass dependent upon government for everything from their food to their housing.


No matter how hard other conservatives in Congress and I tried to stop it, the federal government kept metastasizing, invading every aspect of the life of every American.


I started to wonder what kind of future my four grown children and four grandchildren face. There was a time when many of us believed that the American dream would endure forever because America was too big to fail. But the warning signs cannot be ignored. Economic weakness and cultural decay are all around us. I fear that many institutions in America, and especially government, may have gotten too big to succeed.


Yet despite the obvious threats to our future, we don’t seem able to agree on what’s wrong or what we as citizens can do to get America back on the right track. The question I hear most often as I travel around the country is an urgent one: “What can I do?”


Politics as Usual Is Not the Answer


Big-government politicians in Washington, D.C., are not going to solve our problems. Quite the opposite: If we don’t stop them, they will turn our country into another bankrupt nation. Our politics have become intensely negative and even self-destructive. Commonsense solutions like a balanced budget are ignored, and demagogues drown out the voices of reason and prudence.


We live in an age when instant communications and continuous polling, massively funded by special interests, have created a politics of misinformation and blatant pandering. Permanent campaigning has not only polarized politics, it has divided America. It has smothered our love of country and our love for one another.


I lived in this poisonous political environment for over fifteen years as a candidate, congressman, and senator. Then, in January 2013, I resigned from the Senate to join The Heritage Foundation as its president and CEO, convinced I could do more to help save the American dream for this generation and future generations from outside rather than inside the Washington establishment.


But saving the American dream is far beyond the power of any one person or institution. Every generation in its turn must fight for our country and sacrifice for the next generation. Now is our time. You and I, along with millions of other Americans, must join our hearts and minds to save the country we love.


I have talked with many discouraged Americans who believe that our problems are so big and intractable there is nothing anyone can do to save our country. This is not true. There is a way and only one way to start to change America’s course, to turn back in a direction that will reunite our nation and preserve the blessings of liberty for us all: We must fall in love with America—again.


We must begin by recognizing the reason for the politics of deceit and distortion. Political consultants use negative campaigns to suppress voter turnout, especially among people who don’t follow politics closely and who want little from government. The strategy works. If they successfully discourage Americans who don’t look to government to solve their problems from going to the polls, that leaves the outcome of elections primarily in the hands of those who want more from government.


But if we can convince voters who want more freedom and opportunity—and less government intrusion into their lives—to register and vote, they can defeat the proponents of big government. This is what happened in the 2010 elections, when citizens inspired by the Tea Parties and their spontaneous grassroots activism turned out in force. It can happen again if we make clear to our fellow citizens how much is at stake, and provide the leadership to unite and inspire them.


Part of our challenge is to help our fellow Americans see that big government is not the solution to our problems; rather, it causes many of those problems, or makes them worse. Big government works hand in hand with big banks, big business, big labor, and big special interests, which are choking free markets and smothering the institutions of family, community, and church that built and sustained a strong, prosperous, and free United States of America through its first century and a half.


Now, big is not always bad—America is a land of big ideas, big dreams, and big accomplishments. But present-day big government is replacing self-government and what the British political philosopher Edmund Burke called the “little platoon.”


The danger signs of a nation in deadly decline are all around us. State governments like those of Michigan and Illinois are edging toward bankruptcy. The city of Detroit became the largest U.S. city in history to file for bankruptcy. Young people are graduating from high school or college into a world of minimal job opportunities. Cohabitation is up and marriage is down. But the most serious casualty of big government and negative politics may be the loss of what Burke called “public affections.”


“Public affections” means love of country, love of community, and love of our fellow man. It involves pride in our country and gratitude for our way of life. It is the source of patriotism and the fuel of responsible citizenship.


As Burke put it, “To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.”1 He is saying that the indispensable glue that holds a country together comes from our association with the people and institutions that are closest to us. I believe his insight is the most convincing explanation of America’s exceptional success in the past and of our present decline.


The Founders of our Republic agreed with Burke about the importance of public affections to a united nation. In Federalist No. 46, James Madison, the father of the Constitution, challenged both state governments and the national government to rise above their parochial interests to “partake sufficiently of the spirit of both” state and national interests.


In his farewell address to the American people, President George Washington said that their new country “has a right to concentrate your affections.” He reminded his fellow citizens that they had fought and triumphed together “in a common cause.” “The independence and liberty you possess,” he said, “are the work of joint counsels, and joint efforts of common dangers, sufferings, and successes.”


In his first inaugural address, following a prolonged and bitter election campaign, Thomas Jefferson urged his fellow citizens to “unite with one heart and one mind.” “Let us restore to social intercourse,” he said, “that harmony and affection without which liberty and even life itself are but dreary things.”


How, you may ask, is this possible? I think the only reasonable answer is through the kind of voluntary groups observed by French author Alexis de Tocqueville on his visit to America in the 1830s. He saw that within our states (there were twenty-four of them by then) were hundreds and hundreds of communities composed of individuals engaged in self-government. These communities were sustained by what he called “associations”—civic associations, religious and charitable organizations, business groups, local newspapers, and political parties. They built schools and hospitals and churches and in so doing deepened and widened the spirit of America.


Tocqueville identified two major factors that sustained that spirit—active local governments operating within a federal system, and the belief of the American people that they were masters of their own fate.


It is that American spirit—based on the first principles of the Founding but weakened by progressive big-government presidents from Wilson to Obama—that we must rejuvenate without delay.


Little Platoons—A Personal Perspective


When my children were in middle school, they played on the soccer and basketball teams at a small school sponsored by our church. My wife and I went to all the games and came to love our children’s teammates and their families. This genuine love for the players and their families made us passionate fans of the teams and of the school. Our loyalty to the school led us to serve on the school board, drive on field trips, and participate in all parent activities.


Our involvement with the school also led us to become more active in the church and to build closer relationships with many families we met there. We taught Sunday school classes, participated in church socials, and volunteered to help whenever we could. The church became an integral part of our family life, and through other church members we became more involved with volunteer activities throughout our community.


I found myself serving on the United Way Campaign Committee, on the Chamber of Commerce Board, and in the Rotary Club—all as a result of my relationships with members of my church. We worked together to improve our local schools, health care, and roads, to help the needy, and to attract new businesses to our community. One of my fellow volunteers was a community banker who, with just a handshake as collateral, gave me a loan to start my own business, a market research firm. Some of the people I met through my volunteer activities helped my business grow by becoming clients.


I developed a deeper knowledge of my community and a genuine affection for it, and I had the satisfaction of making it a better place to live and work. My work at the community level brought me into contact with people throughout the state who were trying to improve the quality of life in their communities. We shared ideas and worked together in the effort to make our whole state the best place in the country to live and work. And whenever a large employer intending to build a new facility selected South Carolina instead of a competing state, we celebrated together.


Many of us also worked with volunteers in neighboring states to make our whole region more attractive to businesses from around the world. We worked with officials at the state and federal levels to overcome the bureaucratic obstacles that stood in the way of improved ports, highways, energy grids, schools, and other public services. I was a small part of all these activities, but I believed my participation was contributing to a better future for my family and our neighbors.


More important than my modest contribution to the improvement of my community, state, and nation was the impact that my involvement had on me. My attachment to my family, church, and school helped instill in me a real affection for my community, state, and nation. I became more personally attached to America because of my attachment to the little platoons of my life.


I learned that through voluntary participation and taking advantage of the small opportunities surrounding me, I could help shape the bigger worlds of my state and of America. I realized how lucky and blessed I was to live in a country that gave me the freedom and opportunity to make a difference.


This is how I fell in love with America—from the ground up. I love my country not because of what it has done for me, but because of what it has allowed me to do for myself, my family, my school, my church, my community, my state, and my nation. All these little platoons—and the big country that protects them and allows them to operate freely—have given me much more in return than I have ever given them.


Big versus Public Affections


I have also experienced the opposite of little platoons—the Bigs. Our children went from their small middle school to a big public high school. It had many good teachers and administrators, but the sheer size of the school created problems. The sports teams were all about winning, and even though our children were good athletes, there was no room for them on the soccer and basketball teams. Except for a few fund-raising events, it was difficult to find ways to get involved with other families at the school.


Unlike the elementary and middle schools our children attended, it was almost impossible to change anything at the big high school. The bureaucracy of teachers, administrators, the local school board, and state politicians, along with all the federal rules, discouraged parental involvement. And we couldn’t choose another school unless we wanted to pay for a private school, which was far beyond our means and those of most of the parents in our community. So instead of working together to improve the school, we became disgruntled parents complaining about the things we didn’t like.


Our family never developed much school spirit for this high school. We didn’t get to know many families at the school except the ones we already knew from middle school. The whole experience created negative perceptions of the way our community and state operated our schools.


The high school was not my only local experience with Big. The community bank that had given me the loan to start my business was bought by a large national bank. The easy phone-call approvals for small loans for my business turned into a drawn-out multilevel paperwork process. I yearned for the days when I could talk to someone who could make a quick decision.


My charitable work with inner-city churches was often hindered by big federal agencies that resisted working with the religious organizations leading the effort to improve the quality of life for disadvantaged citizens. I know from personal experience that African American churches that provided day care for the children of working single moms had to avoid any moral and religious teachings or risk losing the day-care subsidy provided by the state.


All of us have experienced the frustration of dealing with the complex billing systems and impersonal computerized customer service of big cell phone companies, cable operators, and monopoly utilities. As I said before, I am not arguing that all Big is bad and all little is good—you need a strong government when you go to war, to take the most obvious example. But there is an enormous difference between the government of power-hungry progressives and the constitutional government created by the Founders, based on the separation of powers and a balanced federalism.


It is very hard and frustrating to deal with a big, distant entity unless you have some personal connection with a smaller part of that entity. When Big is all there is, people are unlikely to hold genuine affection for the whole. Even when people are dependent on the services of Big—whether government or private organizations—they are likely to resent their dependency and lack of choices while disdaining the people who control them.


As a result, the core institutions of our freedom and democracy are now disliked and distrusted by many Americans because they are associated with Big. Capitalism, the free-market philosophy that made America the most prosperous country in the world, is now widely seen as greedy and unfair because it is associated with big corporations and big banks, which in turn are linked with big government.


Education and health care, once the most personal and close-to-home services, have lost much of the public’s trust and confidence as their units have grown ever bigger and ever more under government control. Even charitable groups and some churches have lost public affection as they have grown big and impersonal.


Now, as I say, not all Big is bad, and Big doesn’t have to mean disaffection and alienation. As a consultant for many large hospitals, colleges, and businesses, I was able to help improve attitudes and performance by reversing the emphasis of management from top-down to bottom-up. Yet even when the Bigs are decentralized and decision making is moved from the boardroom to the factory floor, the most they can do is complement the work of the little platoons. They can never replace them.


Washington: The Mother of Big


Americans have a tendency—and with good reason—to blame Washington for much of what’s wrong with our country. In many ways and in many places, the federal government has overridden individual decision making and the little platoons that made America exceptional and inspired patriotism among our citizens. Turning away from the Constitution, the federal government has become a centralized, top-down power structure that is creating inefficiency in government, a weak economy, and a divided, dispirited citizenry.


Special-interest groups across the political spectrum are spending hundreds of millions of dollars on political campaigns hoping to win a 51 percent majority so they can gain control of this federal structure and force their ideas and policies on the other 49 percent. (Unfortunately, for reasons I will discuss later in this book, the Right cannot be exempted from this charge.) As a result, many Americans have grown suspicious and even contemptuous of one another and of their country.


In writing the Constitution (and the Declaration of Independence), the Founders were guided by certain first principles: liberty and equality, the consent of the governed, private property, religious freedom, and the rule of law. All of these principles culminated in the idea of self-government—in the political sense of republican governance and the moral sense of governing ourselves.


That is how our federal government is supposed to operate. The original thirteen states came together to form a federal government to do those things they couldn’t do separately. They signed a contract—our Constitution—that limited the federal government primarily to defense, the facilitation of interstate commerce, and a national system of justice. Just about everything else was left to “the States respectively, or to the people,” as memorialized in the language of the Tenth Amendment, and adopted shortly after the original Constitution as part of the Bill of Rights.


Federalism—the constitutional concept of sovereign states united for common defense and cooperation—is a crucial component of our Republic and the infrastructure that makes our political liberty possible. But instead of honoring the contract with the states, power-seeking politicians and judges have continuously expanded the size and scope of the federal government. They endear themselves to many of their constituents with new programs and benefits, which require them to grow the government even more and increase the debt. And all the while, the American dream fades for more and more of our citizens.


Washington politicians have minimized resistance from the states to federal expansion by placating them with borrowed money. Unfortunately, besides increasing the national debt, federal money typically comes with expensive new mandates that require an increase in the size of state bureaucracy in turn. For just about every new federal program for education, roads, the environment—you name it—there is corresponding state government bureaucracy to administer it. And let us not forget: Every federal program comes with more federal rules and regulations that burden our liberty.


The end result has been the creation of an iron triangle of Washington politicians, federal bureaucrats, and state bureaucrats—a self-perpetuating arrangement that must be broken up if the American dream is to survive.


A Change in Direction


We can change America’s course, but only if we understand what holds us together and what makes America exceptional. And I want to emphasize here that I am addressing all Americans—regardless of political party, race, creed, color, or ethnic origin.


Regardless of what political label we wear—Republican, Democrat, liberal, conservative, libertarian—we must remember that we’re all Americans. Whether we are of African, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, European, or other descent, we must stand together to promote freedom, equality, and opportunity for everyone.


Falling in Love with America Again is about recognizing the little platoons that make America strong and prosperous and free. It is about recognizing how the Bigs threaten our way of life and the precious American dream.


This book will show how our big federal government and its big private-sector cronies are driving our country into a deeper and deeper hole. But the Bigs don’t have to take us down with them, provided the little platoons are in place, ready once again to fulfill their historical role.


Tragically, many Americans don’t appreciate the vital contribution the little platoons make to our well-being. That is why, with the help of my Heritage colleagues, I wrote this book. What makes it different, what makes it exceptional, is that it tells the stories of how all across America little platoons—families, communities, churches, schools, and volunteer organizations—are proving that decentralized, bottom-up efforts can work as well as ever. I showcase these successes and, using the best research and expert analysis available, demonstrate how such efforts can work for all Americans, not just those with a good job and money in the bank.


We will compare and contrast states that are helping their citizens to be successful with states that are collapsing under the weight of big government and bigger debt. We will document how some states are creating friendly environments, expanding job opportunities, and increasing their revenues without raising taxes. We will compare these successful states and their policies with states that are increasing government spending, chasing businesses and jobs away, and approaching bankruptcy.


Falling in Love with America Again will share inspiring stories of how Americans and their little platoons are growing local economies, improving schools, helping the poor and disadvantaged, making medical care more affordable, developing energy resources, and taking control of their lives. We will reveal how these successes create genuine affection between neighbors and a deep love for America, and how they contribute to restoring the federalism envisioned by the Founders.


I set out to write this book because I truly believe it is possible to rescue America before the federal government collapses under the weight of debt, irresponsible monetary policy, and bureaucratic dysfunction and takes the rest of us with it.


Friends of freedom, our time is now! We must all step forward to protect a fundamental idea of the American experiment: how the individual citizen, the states, and the federal government can work together to preserve our inalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


This is not a partisan idea: It is an American idea. And it is working in states and counties and communities and among the people all across our country. Please join us as we fall in love with America—again.
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A Love Story






Everybody speaks for the poor, but nobody is talking to the poor.


—Bob Woodson








One of the heroes of my youth was the great fictional detective Sherlock Holmes. In A Study in Scarlet, Sherlock tells his good friend Dr. Watson about his unique profession. “I have a trade of my own,” he explains. “I suppose I am the only one in the world. I’m a consulting detective, if you can understand what that is.”


I recently had the great good fortune to spend some time with a modern-day Sherlock Holmes. His name is Bob Woodson, and like Sherlock Holmes he’s an extraordinarily gifted man (among other things, he was awarded a MacArthur “genius” grant). He’s also a detective of sorts. But unlike Sherlock, who specialized in identifying criminals, Bob specializes in identifying heroes—men and women who are making a difference in low-income communities throughout America. His Center for Neighborhood Enterprise (CNE), founded in 1981, seeks to provide these heroes with the recognition and support they need.


What’s most remarkable about the people Bob works with is that their victories have taken place in some of our nation’s most devastated neighborhoods, places that some might think were beyond hope. His success stories are found in neighborhoods where children duck quickly from the school bus into their apartments to stay out of the line of fire as warring gangs engage in drive-by shootings, and where drug addicts and alcoholics waste their lives away on street corners.


Bob is committed to supporting grassroots leaders who have transformed those neighborhoods, and he goes at his work with passion. “Everybody speaks for poor people, but nobody is talking to them,” he declares. “The solutions can be found in the same neighborhoods that are experiencing the problems.”


And he has no patience with the typical big government approach to poverty, where “experts” are hired to do what he calls “failure studies.” In his words, “We believe in studying inventories of capacity because you learn nothing from studying failure except how to create it. We are visiting low-income communities all across America to find out what works and why.”1


On another occasion, he explained how to go about it:




We should go into these low-income neighborhoods and begin to inquire as to how many people living in these communities are raising children who are not dropping out of school or using drugs and going to jail. We also must ask them how they are able to achieve in that environment. Any time we say, “60 percent of households are generating teen mothers,” that means the other 40 percent are not. I do not see, however, scholars rushing in there to ask, “What is happening with the other 40 percent?” and “What are they doing that works?”2





Breaking the Bonds of Addiction


When it comes to the true experts, Bob knows that results trump credentials any day. “I don’t care if you have a PhD after your name,” he often says. “Some of the people I admire most have an ‘ex’ in front of theirs!”3


One of those people was an ex–heroin addict, Freddie Garcia, who in 1970, with his wife, Ninfa, launched the Victory Fellowship ministry, a faith-based program for hard-core drug addicts and alcoholics.4


To put it mildly, Victory Fellowship had unusual roots. Freddie had begun using drugs when he was just twelve and had his first fix of heroin when he was twenty-two. He first met Ninfa when she was driving the getaway car for a robbery. He describes in his autobiography the day he “hit bottom”:




I took our baby Josie along with me on burglaries and when I went to score. One hot humid morning, after scoring, I drove to the nearest gas station, took Josie into the men’s restroom and put her down on the wet cement floor while I prepared my fix. I was tense and in pain. The sweat ran into my eyes and burned, blurring my vision. Nothing went right. Josie started to cry. Someone banged at the door, wanting to use the restroom. I pierced my arm over and over, missing the vein. I felt like screaming at my four-month-old baby—but then the needle hit a vein.


At once, every muscle in my body relaxed. I felt good, but glancing in the mirror, I saw myself—hollow cheeked and unshaven. I hadn’t bathed for several days and the odor of my own body nauseated me. I bent down to pick up my little girl from her “bed” of dirty toilet paper. The foul stench tore at my nostrils, but she was smiling at me, her big eyes brimming with tears, her hands reaching up. “Man, how did I get this low?” I whispered as I held her close. “I never wanted it this way, my little baby.”5





After trying—and failing—to become free of addiction by committing himself to a hospital for addicts and going through psychiatric care, counseling, and group therapy, Freddie headed for Los Angeles, thinking if he got out of his old environment he might be able to quit heroin. Within a month Ninfa and baby Josie arrived to be with him. But soon, once again, Freddie fell into looking for a fix when, unexpectedly, he encountered a faith-based outreach program that changed his life. After an arduous withdrawal, but with the support of the ministry, Freddie broke the bonds of his addiction.


Freddie and Ninfa went back to San Antonio and, determined to reach out to the addicts they had known, launched Victory Fellowship (known today as Outcry in the Barrio). The ministry had very humble beginnings. Freddie and Ninfa simply moved their furniture out of their small house to the yard to provide floor space for the addicts and alcoholics they invited to move in with them.


Since it was launched more than forty years ago, the ministry has expanded to one hundred sites in five countries, including a $3.6 million rehabilitation center in its home base of San Antonio, and has empowered thousands of men and women to reclaim and renew their lives. As Woodson points out, “Victory Fellowship only accepts people that everyone else has given up on.”6


After Freddie succumbed to kidney disease in 2009, his son Jubal took over the ministry. In 2012, he attended an antipoverty conference hosted by The Heritage Foundation. Although the ministry has grown in scope and scale, Jubal explained, the essential principles guiding its strategy remain the same. As addicts and alcoholics begin the painful process of recovery, they are immersed in the supportive, understanding environment of a group home with house parents who, like the Garcias, provide unconditional love and consistent care. But that parental love is coupled with guidance, limits, discipline, and an expectation of personal responsibility.


A key element is the role played by recovering addicts, who provide support for others who are taking their first steps toward freedom from addiction. In Jubal’s words, “We always stay with them day and night for the first three days because that’s when they’re very vulnerable. And we always have ex–heroin addicts take care of the heroin addicts, because they remember what they went through, and they are loving and compassionate with the guys.”


The end of addiction is followed by a slow and laborious process of development in which old habits are broken and new qualities of character begin to form. “That is where the hard work is,” said Jubal. “Addiction can be broken in an instant, but it is harder to live in freedom than in bondage, so there is that tendency to go back. Freedom is more difficult because bondage does not involve responsibility.”


Jubal summarizes his ministry with a twinkle in the eye that is reminiscent of his father: “We disagree with government agencies on only two issues: what causes people to become addicted and what the solution is.”7


In spite of its amazing success in changing the lives of addicts, in 1992 Victory Fellowship was nearly snuffed out by the heavy hand of the Texas Commission on Alcohol and Drug Abuse (TCADA) because the ministry’s counselors were not certified. Freddie turned to Bob Woodson, who brought the issue to the attention of the media. When syndicated columnist Bill Raspberry wrote a column titled, “A License? To Save Lives?” and others in the media began to probe the issue, the TCADA withdrew from its position.


In 1995, when the TCADA threatened to shut down another faith-based program for addicts and alcoholics in San Antonio, Teen Challenge, Freddie went once again to Bob Woodson for help. “I know about drug addicts,” he told Woodson, “but I don’t know anything about politics.”


Woodson sprang into action. He engaged the Institute for Justice, a public-interest law firm, to file for an injunction on Freddie’s behalf. Bob helped Freddie organize a demonstration on behalf of Teen Challenge at the Alamo, which Marvin Olasky, editor of World Magazine, featured on the magazine’s cover.


Eventually even the mainstream media were compelled to carry the story of how Texas bureaucrats were trying to put the faith-based groups out of business. And when Woodson was granted an interview with Texas’s then governor, George W. Bush, he used the opportunity to inform Bush about how his own commission was undermining the work of one of Texas’s most effective faith-based institutions.


Not surprisingly, the TCADA once again backed down.



Injury with Government’s Helping Hand


Woodson understands the importance of groups like Victory Fellowship because he grew up surrounded by strong and supportive little platoons. He describes the strength of the community structures in the South Philadelphia neighborhood of his childhood in the 1940s—an era when community structures often stayed strong despite poverty and racial injustice. Although his father died when Bob was just nine years old, throwing the family into financial hardship, Bob grew up enveloped by a wealth of community support. Nearly all his friends lived in families headed by both a mother and a father, and he often spent time in their homes. He describes the important support that community groups such as black fraternal organizations provided for his family:




We were surrounded by members of a number of black fraternal organizations who afforded my mother what social life she enjoyed and provided activities and events for us children to attend. These men in the neighborhood would always be available for father and son dinners. Sometimes, entire trains were leased by the O. V. Catto Black Elks Lodge, which would take hundreds of black families to Canada for conventions, or black-owned bus companies such as the Jackson and Gray Company were hired for outings at the seashore. Blacks owned large meeting halls with auditoriums, gyms, lounges and bars.


On a rare occasion, I would even be treated to an outing at the professional baseball field where thousands of black fans would cheer on the likes of Jackie Robinson, Satchel Paige, and other stars of the Negro National League. The men and women who continually put their arms around our family—those caring and generous folks with their fancy aprons, red fezzes, and other ornate trappings—were not doctors, lawyers, or other professionals but butlers, maids, carpenters, hairdressers, and laborers. They were people who were my mother’s friends and all were anchored in the black church.8





Woodson shows how the foundation of low-income neighborhoods has been a casualty of the War on Poverty, as big government attempted to take on the roles that had once been filled by families, churches, and community groups. In his words, even the government agencies that are not overtly hostile to grassroots outreach (as the TCADA was) have inflicted “injury with the helping hand” with their regulations and restrictions.


By their very nature, needs-based public assistance programs tend to discourage work and marriage—which are the steppingstones to upward mobility and the foundation of civil society, since in most cases marriage or increased work leads to a reduction in benefits. It should come as no surprise, then, that since the mid-1960s the greatest surge in out-of-wedlock births and the greatest disintegration of the family has occurred within our nation’s poorest communities. Today, more than 70 percent of black children are born outside of marriage, a complete reversal from the 75 percent of black births within wedlock fifty years ago.


When families fragment, government services are often woefully inadequate to provide a secure environment for children. Consider the case with foster care. Today, half a million children are trapped in the system, and nearly 30,000 foster children “age out” each year at eighteen, never having experienced life in a stable family.


Compare that with the success of faith-based efforts to find adoptive families for children. In New Jersey, for example, the Harvest of Hope project launched by Pastor DeForest “Buster” Soaries and his congregation of the First Baptist Church of Lincoln Gardens has partnered with other churches in an effort to find foster homes and permanent families for children. To date, the initiative has recruited 455 African American families to serve as licensed foster care homes, and helped place more than 255 children with adoptive families.9


Please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not suggesting that African Americans were better off in the 1940s or the 1960s than they are today. On the contrary, I think they are better off—especially since the enactment of the Civil Rights Act in 1964. But because of big government and the deterioration of civil society, they’re not as well off as they should be.


Grassroots Initiatives and America’s Founding Values


The approach of the grassroots leaders within the network of Bob Woodson’s Center for Neighborhood Enterprise stands in sharp contrast to large government programs that typically view low-income Americans as dependent victims. CNE’s community leaders recognize and build on the capacities of the poor. The essential goal of their outreach is not continued dependency, but a steady rise to self-sufficiency.


An emphasis on giving something back in return for benefits received is a common element of virtually all the neighborhood groups that Bob Woodson works with. As one former drug addict who is now helping to reach others declared at a conference cosponsored by Heritage and CNE, “Compassion without expectation is enablement.”10


Step 13


Among the first grassroots organizers whom CNE worked with was Bob Coté, whose Denver-based residential program, Step 13, has turned around the lives of hundreds of hard-core addicts and alcoholics. In speaking to participants in a CNE What Works and Why forum, Coté told of one drunk he took in on a winter night; the man’s face was frozen to the sidewalk in his own vomit when Coté found him. Men like that one, who entered Step 13 when their lives were seemingly beyond hope, have gone on to be responsible husbands and fathers, dependable employees, and successful entrepreneurs.11


Key elements of Coté’s program are reciprocity, rewards for taking on increasing levels of responsibility, and, in his words, “constructive envy.” All Step 13 residents work, whether it is at an outside job, performing tasks at the facility, or in one of the program’s in-house companies (which include a car detailing service, the restoration of donated vehicles, a graphic design business launched by a resident, and a rent-a-worker program that provides everything from lawn care to restaurant staff). Some of the addicts who come to the program spend some time initially at a hospital or detox center to get off drugs. Those who live at Step 13 are screened for drugs and alcohol, and they attend weekly meetings.


All new residents start out sleeping in a military-style dorm. As they become more responsible, they progress to a single room, and then to an apartment. “When the guys see others who are working, saving, and buying a car or a computer, it shows them their life doesn’t have to be the way it is,” Coté said. “It’s positive reinforcement that comes from their own.”


Coté told the stories of Adam and Martin, who gave that sort of positive reinforcement to their counterparts at Step 13. Both were addicted to meth when they came to the program—Adam for ten years and Martin for fourteen. Because the drug notoriously attacks calcium, both first went to a dental clinic to fix their teeth and then received training for a job. Within two years, Martin had saved $34,000 and bought a home. Adam saved more than $20,000, bought a home, and continues to work with Step 13 as a steam cleaner in its auto business. “When the guys see these two men who were about as low as you can go and have now purchased a house and a car and have a good job, they know they can’t give any excuses for themselves,” Coté said. “I show them that homeless does not mean helpless.”


With its in-house enterprises, Step 13 is 70 percent self-sufficient; in addition, it receives support from private donors, but no city, state, or federal funding. Coté decried typical homeless programs, which he calls “bunks for drunks”—they give alcoholics and addicts a “cot at night and a doughnut in the morning” before sending them back out onto the streets.


Having once been addicted to alcohol himself, Coté understood the psychology of the streets, and he knew how counterproductive are government programs that dole out checks and benefits, which enable addicts to, as he put it, “commit suicide on an installment plan.” These include one city program that gives each participant an apartment and $720 a month. After paying $110 for rent, the individual can spend the rest of that money however he wants, including on alcohol. In Coté’s words, “You have five hundred people with a master’s in sociology dealing with two thousand street people with a doctorate in ‘streetology,’ so you know who is going to win!” He called the “experts’ ” approach “compassion without logic.”


In sum, Coté put his strategy simply:




Work Works. It pays for food, it pays for shelter, and it does something even more important: It gives the man the kind of self-esteem he needs to be a healthy, productive member of society.… What most homeless people need is help breaking an addiction and a way to build their self-respect. Blind compassion does nothing to promote their self-esteem and self-respect. Handing a dollar to a drunk just helps him stay drunk, and any program that takes responsibility away from a capable person dehumanizes that person.… At Step 13, we nurture in each resident independence, individual responsibility, self-sufficiency, and industriousness. We give a guy as long as he needs to turn his life around.12





Sadly, Bob Coté passed away on September 27, 2013, while I was still writing this book. Any tribute I could give pales in comparison to the legacy of saved lives he left behind, so I’ll just say this: We need more like him.


House of Help, City of Hope


I could go on citing one inspiring success story after another, but I’ll limit myself to one more.


In the shadow of the Capitol building in Washington, Woodson discovered Bishop Shirley Holloway, of Mt. Olive Kingdom Fellowship International. In 1997, Bishop Holloway launched House of Help, City of Hope, a two-phase program that addresses homelessness, drug addiction, and alcoholism. Like Step 13, House of Help has some form of work requirement for all participants.


The first stage of Holloway’s ministry, the House of Help, helps participants turn away from self-destructive behavior, attitudes, and relationships. They may also need immediate dental or medical care, counseling, and possibly medication to deal with the effects of years of addiction. When they are ready to move on to the second stage, the City of Hope part of the ministry helps each person to develop a plan for his or her life.


“We deal with the whole substance of a person,” says Holloway. “You may stay at one stage for two years, but you don’t leave until that’s finished. Then you’re ready to move to the next place. For example, do you need to go to school to get a high school diploma or a college degree?” Holloway has forged many partnerships throughout Washington, D.C., to offer work skills training, job placement, and entrepreneurial opportunities.13


Among the graduates of Holloway’s program is Dawn, a third-generation welfare dependent who left the rolls by providing cleaning services. She has even gone on to launch her own small janitorial business, Early Morning Dawn.


Holloway’s ministry to homeless men, women, and families has expanded from its initial location in an abandoned building to three refurbished facilities in D.C. and the surrounding area. She describes her work as providing “individuals that society has cast aside” with the “building blocks” to restore their lives.


One crucial building block is providing men and women with guidance in forming strong marriages. To date, dozens of couples have married through Holloway’s ministry—and all but a handful of them have stayed married.


Little Platoons Throughout the Nation


In his efforts to identify neighborhood leaders who are changing lives and communities, Bob Woodson has followed the same strategy throughout the decades. He goes into barbershops, hairdressing salons, and lunch counters and asks the people there, “If you were in a time of crisis, who would you turn to?” It’s not a high-tech method, but it is highly successful. In virtually every city he has visited, Bob has identified people who are selflessly serving to meet the needs of their neighbors.14


Since CNE was launched more than thirty years ago, Woodson has identified, supported, and provided training and technical assistance for thousands of grassroots leaders in dozens of states.15 In 2013, Bob identified more than twenty groups in Milwaukee alone for policymakers who wanted to see, as he puts it, “what works, and why.” Woodson compares the center’s function to that of a metal detector that locates precious ores in the most unlikely places.


Woodson refers to these little platoons in low-income communities as America’s “Josephs,” after the young Israelite whose guidance revitalized Egypt at a time of crisis. He points out that Pharaoh was willing to go beyond his court counselors, who, like many of today’s credentialed “experts,” could offer no solution, and he says what today’s Josephs need is to be linked to counterparts of “the Pharaoh,” who can provide recognition, support, and resources for their efforts. He writes:




The answers to many problems America faces can be found in our own modern-day Josephs. Many of these community healers have come out of our prisons. They have experienced what it is to live in drug-infested, crime-ridden neighborhoods. Many have themselves fallen but have been able to recover through their faith in God. Their authority is attested to, not by their position and prestige in society, but by the thousands of lives they have been able to reach and change.… They embrace the worst cases and they work with meager resources, yet their effectiveness eclipses that of conventional professional remedies.16





And just as Woodson’s little platoons have won victories in communities that face the greatest odds, they have counterparts who are leading the charge on every issue—from health care to education to welfare—that is critical to the well-being of our society. These modest men and women—not the arrogant know-it-alls who infest Washington’s government agencies and bureaus—are America’s real agents of change. They bring to life the relationships and allegiances that federal programs more often than not destroy—relationships that can turn lives around. They make our society glow with those “public affections” without which there can be no true patriots.
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