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  Kendall Baker’s terrific book shows how faith-based community organizing transformed his life and ministry, and how it can revivify the spiritual and civic lives of ministers and congregations alike. When Faith Storms the Public Square is for all those who care about faith communities, the spiritual health of ministers, or the role of religion in our democratic life.

  Professor Richard Wood, University of New Mexico, author of Faith in Action: Religion, Race, and Democratic Organizing in America

  When Faith Storms the Public Square tells how faith-based community organizing can bring to the table the importance of values for the individual and community. This is essential reading for people who are looking for the root causes behind the current mess in our nation and throughout the world. This book is an insightful tool that can aid pastors and leaders of various faith-based communities not only to teach on social justice issues but also work together to bring about change. Kendall Baker’s book should be on seminary reading lists for those preparing for ministry.

  +Phillip Straling, Bishop Emeritus, Catholic Diocese of Reno, Nevada

  In these times of undue special interest influence and political demagoguery, Kendall Baker captures for the lay reader the power of faith-based community organizing – a path of faith in action that asserts that democracy demands a government honestly responsive to the people. He argues that ‘People of faith... must bring their core values to bear upon the political decisions they make. Not only does the Constitution allow it, but religious conviction requires it.’ Kendall Baker tells us why and shows us how.

  Attorney Charles Hanson, La Crosse, Wisconsin

  Kendall Baker has provided compelling answers to two important questions: “Why do religious institutions need to help empower their people?” and “How do religious institutions go about doing it?” Based on his own experiences he shows how churches and synagogues can be resurrected as their members acquire the skills of community organization. Dr. Baker provides the theoretical and practical foundations for developing programs to bring about positive community change. He shows how disparate congregations CAN unite for change.

  Rabbi Hillel Cohn, San Bernardino, California

  This timely and thought-provoking book examines the relationship between religious faith and civic life through the lens of faith-based community organizing. Kendall Baker shares his reflections and insights based on many years of experience as a pastor involved in community organizing. In example after example, When Faith Storms the Public Square demonstrates that community organizing helps promote the common good by helping people find common ground. This book should interest anyone concerned about grass-roots democracy and the role ordinary people play in shaping their own futures.

  Father John Baumann, S.J., co-founder of PICO National Network, Oakland, California

  Kendall Baker’s timely book is an exceptional resource for church leaders who join in ecumenical and interfaith Community Organizing. Finally we have a foundational text on the religious, biblical and historical roots of organizing! This great read can be used by clergy and lay leaders. It entwines the resources of faith with the principles of organizing and a narrative of real-life ecumenical organizing. When Faith Storms the Public Square is a must read for every organizer who wants to tap the fundamental passion for justice in American democracy.

  The Rev. Dr. Jane Heckles, national staff, United Church of Christ, Cleveland, Ohio

  When Faith Storms the Public Square is exceptionally insightful and thoughtful as a statement about faith-based community organizing. This outstanding and reflective book challenges the reader to reach into their inner self and to agitate their spiritual center. Dr. Baker writes with great clarity and introspection. Regardless of race or ethnicity, clergy and lay leaders are invited to consider the public policy implications of their belief in a purposeful Creator—namely that life should be lived so as to change our communities, our lives, and our nation.

  The Rev. Heyward D. Wiggins III, Pastor of Camden Bible Tabernacle and clergy leader in Camden Churches Organized for People (CCOP), Camden, New Jersey

  This is the book that religious leaders and people of faith must have! Kendall Clark Baker writes out of his own personal experiences as a pastor immersed in community organizing. Baker takes democratic and religious values and guides them through the process of faith-based community organizing. He demonstrates that it is through this formula that families can be directly involved in creating improved communities in the way that God would like them to be. As an organizing pastor I find this book to be a must-have resource that can help enlighten our ministry in building the kingdom of God.

  Father Jesus Nieto-Ruiz, Pastor of St. Anthony’s Catholic Church and clergy leader in Oakland Community Organizations (OCO), Oakland, California

  Rev. Baker’s personal stories and in-depth exploration of the religious and secular values at the heart of community organizing are invaluable resources for curious participants and seasoned organizers alike. He provides a solid foundation for leaders and organizers working to build a powerful and informed citizens base standing firmly on this country's great democratic and religious traditions. When Faith Storms the Public Square is a great contribution … I highly recommend it.

  Joe Chrastil, Lead Organizer, IAF (Industrial Areas Foundation) Northwest, Tukwila, Washington
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  PREFACE

  This book is about mixing religion and politics in a powerful way that not only practices democracy, but strengthens it in the process. It is called community organizing. In particular, When Faith Storms the Public Square explores from a pastor ’s perspective the kind of organizing that is rooted in the life of religious congregations.

  Faith-based community organizing claims to be driven not by the issue of the day, but by values. I decided to test that hypothesis in my practice of parish ministry. I soon discovered that there is relatively little written on the topic. It seems that community organizing operates mostly by word of mouth.

  And so I decided to write about what I was experiencing as I applied organizing concepts to my vocation of pastor. Most that is published on the general topic has been authored by organizers and sociologists and political scientists. When it came to theology, however, for the most part what I found was limited once again to the oral tradition.

  What has appealed to me the most about this particular way of mixing religion and politics is the claim that faith-based community organizing is driven by values. But what are those values? Where do they come from? And how do values infuse the organizing activity of religious congregations, in reality and not merely as a slogan?

  This book is my attempt to answer those questions. I see this, admittedly only a beginning, as a theology of faith-based community organizing. It is my hope that colleagues and other readers will continue the process of reflecting about their political work from a theological perspective.

  I have received help along the way that is so generous it can only be described as grace. Sonia Edwards Baker – who has been my life partner since we were married on the American Bicentennial, a day we refer to as “Interdependence Day” – has been the primary cheer leader for this book project since its inception. It is thanks to her that I have come even to know what the scriptures refer to as “grace upon grace.” My family and friends have held in there for years, enduring countless readings and yet never giving up on me. They have believed in this book project even when my own convictions about completing it have wavered.

  I am grateful to friends, colleagues, and parishioners who have critically read evolving drafts and, in addition to encouragement, have offered invaluable suggestions for improving the book. Of particular note are:

  David Mann, veteran organizer and United Church of Christ minister. He and I have long labored to develop a strategic approach to the development of clergy engaged in community organizing. It is David who challenged me to come up with a new metaphor (other than Saul Alinsky as “father”) to describe the parentage of organizing that is faith-based.

  Phillip Straling, Catholic bishop of San Bernardino in the early 1990s. He was the initiator in bringing community organizing to the Inland Empire. Bishop Straling responded to an early draft of my book with strong encouragement and critical suggestions for improving it.

  Charles Hanson, attorney in La Crosse, Wisconsin, and former parishioner. Chuck was especially helpful in commenting upon my treatment of U.S. constitutional issues.

  Michael Smith, Presbyterian minister and 40-year colleague and friend. I am grateful to Mike for urging me to practice what I preach when it comes to the importance of story. It is thanks to him that I begin my book with a story.

  Luther Peterson, professor of Reformation/Renaissance history and friend for almost 70 years. As a scholar, Dr. Peterson is a stickler for accuracy. Thanks to Lute, facts have been checked and rechecked, and citations have been studiously researched.

  Richard Wood, sociologist who has written extensively about faith-based community organizing, author of Faith in Action: Religion, Race, and Democratic Organizing in America. Professor Wood deserves to be singled out as the one who provided me with the most comprehensive and detailed critique of my basic thesis. I even thank Rich who, as a Catholic layman, saved me, a Protestant pastor, from possible doctrinal error at one key point!

  I would be neglectful if I did not also acknowledge two persons from the congregation in Seattle—Admiral Congregational United Church of Christ—that I so enjoy in my retirement. Clay Eals (author of Steve Goodman: Facing the Music) helped me immensely in writing a book proposal. He taught me the importance of knowing my audience—in this case the difference between the intended reader of a book and a hoped-for publisher. From his own experience as a successful author, he repeatedly reminded me never to give up but to try, try, and try again. And special thanks to Patti Wunder who designed the graphics found in Part II.

  Thanks to last minute assistance from Julie Mullins, a Seattle-based editor, I was able to complete the index on time. And thanks to Lars Larson for taking my author picture.

  Finally, thanks to all whom I have been privileged to know who take their respective vocations in religious and political work so seriously. It has been enormously rewarding to be in relationship with community organizers and organizing pastors. When Faith Storms the Public Square is the consequence of those relationships. I look forward to continuing this ongoing valuable conversation about mixing religion and politics through faith-based community organizing. Colleagues can join me in testifying to how congregations and personal ministries are strengthened by engaging in faith-based community organizing. And I would like to think also that democracy in America will be the better for it.


  Introduction to Part I

  

  WHEN FAITH STORMS THE PUBLIC SQUARE


  Religion is in the news these days. No longer relegated exclusively to a private domain, persons of faith have gone public with their concerns. They are working to shape public policy that reflects their values. This book takes the position that the mixing of religion and politics can be either positive or negative with respect to the building of democracy. Like it or not, and for better or worse, faith is storming the public square.

  Community organizing is also in the news. Most notable, of course, is the story of Barack Obama, the first American president who was once a community organizer and who drew upon this experience in his campaign. There are even signs of his organizing background in his leadership style as president. In other stories, the controversial effort by some organizers to register voters has drawn the scrutiny of the United States Congress. Only yesterday, it seemed, those familiar with organizing were the relative few who are politically active. Now virtually everyone has heard just enough to have an opinion. Whether adored or abhorred, community organizing has become a force to be reckoned with.

  This book is about faith storming the public square through community organizing. This is not, however, the only storm on the political weather front in America today. As this book goes to press the Tea Party Movement, originating in large part as a reaction to President Obama’s election and agenda, is causing considerable turbulence. It takes its name from an event leading up to the Revolutionary War, the Boston Tea Party of 1773. Starting out from Old South Congregational Church, an angry crowd protesting “taxation without representation” against the British crown grew to several thousand colonialists before reaching the harbor where they engaged in a sensational act of civil disobedience. With the subsequent establishment of the United States of America as a constitutionally defined representative democracy, the political relationship with the powers-that-be was dramatically altered—from subject and ruler to citizen and government. Unlike the colonialists in the 18th century, the 21st century tea party participants are actually part of the very government they are protesting against.

  Like community organizing, the Tea Party Movement is a manifestation of radical democracy. But the similarities end there. As a grassroots movement of individuals the TPM is an umbrella for a broad range of grievances. Community organizing, by contrast, is based in local voluntary institutions and is highly disciplined in its leadership development, research and formulation of strategy. The former is driven by a narrow set of issues, for the most part considerably to the right of political center, such as reduction of taxes and diminishment of government’s role in public life. Faith-based community organizing, on the other hand, is driven not by particular issues, but by values. Government is seen to be a potential ally in addressing concerns of ordinary families. To be sure, the issues identified through the organizing process tend to be progressive, such as affordable housing, access to health care, job opportunities, neighborhood safety, immigration reform and improvement of public education, to name a few. But what drives faith-based organizing is not a partisan agenda or any particular political issue, but unifying values that undergird human community and civic life.

  In particular, the argument will be made in this book that one of the most effective and constructive means of bringing faith to bear upon public policy is community organizing. While the mixing of religion and politics in the United States is as old as the story of America itself, the unique strategy and methodology of community organizing is a relatively new phenomenon. When organizing work in the public square is faith-based, religion and politics are being mixed in a new way.

  The abrasive idea of faith storming the public square will be upsetting to some and pleasing to others. More than hyperbole, this image is descriptive. A definition of storming is “moving angrily or forcefully in a specified direction.” In community organizing focused anger resulting from the experience of injustice can be a strong motivation for mobilizing action. Organizing takes power seriously, knowing that change cannot be effected except by forceful intervention. And organizing is highly disciplined, allowing large numbers of diverse peoples to come together around shared values and to move in the same direction in confronting an issue. When politics and religion are mixed in this new way, called faith-based community organizing, the stormy consequence is nothing less than democracy in action.

  Although the idea of mixing politics and religion through community organizing will be of interest to many, this book is aimed primarily at clergy and other religious leaders. Those who serve churches that are mainline Protestant, Catholic, historic African-American, and evangelical/Pentecostal, as well as rabbis serving Jewish congregations, and others, will discover a resource in these pages to strengthen congregational life as well as their own personal ministry. Seminary students who envision themselves working in metropolitan areas, first-call pastors struggling to learn how to thrive in ministry, and midlife pastors seeking to renew and reinvigorate their ministerial vocations will be challenged to think and act in new ways. Denominational leaders and seminary faculty who are responsible for the development of clergy will benefit from these pastoral reflections about church and society. Lay leaders will learn something of what makes their pastors “tick” as well as acquiring tools for helping their congregation bridge the gap between parish life and community need. And community organizers, especially those charged with relating to congregations and their leadership, will gain a better understanding of religious cultures and the challenges/opportunities faced “when faith storms the public square.”

  There are two parts to this book. The first is a more academic treatment of the topic of the interplay of religion and politics in American democracy. In particular, I argue that there are two primary sources of values informing congregation-based community organizing in America today—democratic and religious. Although the voice in Part I is mostly in the relatively detached third person, it too comes out of my personal history as a lifelong Congregationalist (continuing after 1957 as the United Church of Christ). In community organizing there is a strong emphasis on speaking from lived experience. The dramatic story in chapter 1 that opens this book—Democracy in Action—was an extraordinarily significant event in the life of the congregation I served as pastor. The second half of the chapter expands upon how my participation in faith-based community organizing was a transformative experience in shaping my understanding of pastoral ministry.

  Every clergy leader has to contend in some way with the conflicted issue of mixing religion and politics. Some run from it like a plague, others embrace this volatile mix enthusiastically. But there’s no avoiding it altogether.

  Chapter 2—Mixing Religion and Politics—considers ways in which religion is practiced positively so as to strengthen democracy, as well as to identify religious expressions that undermine the democratic process. Chapter 3—Democracy Under Siege—continues this discussion by examining the threats to democracy from self-serving religion and cultural forces of privatization that erode public life. Faith-based organizing is presented as one significant way to rebuild the community that a vibrant democracy is dependent upon.

  Faith-based community organizing claims to be driven by values. It is apparent that those values arise from the religious faith traditions of the participants. What is perhaps less obvious is that there is a pool of values driving community organizing that is shared by virtually every American whether religious or not. Chapter 4—When the People Rule—identifies democratic values arising from the Greek philosophical tradition and modern Enlightenment thinking. Chapter 5—When God Is Sovereign—examines the biblical concept of the kingdom of God and asks how this can be applied in a nation governed as a representative democracy.

  The community organizing emphasis on speaking out of lived experience is manifested in reflections upon the religious roots of American political life. This book comes out of the self-interests of my church and family, both of which trace a lineage to 17th century New England Congregationalism. My family’s immigration story counts among its ancestors both Pilgrims and Puritans. Chapter 6—Pilgrims and Politics—explores the Mayflower Compact as a uniquely American social contract influencing subsequent understanding of how society can be governed. And chapter 7—Calvin and the Constitution—examines theological assumptions that helped to shape the founding documents of our country. Although personal to me, these reflections coming from one organizing pastor are offered in the hope that others too will find this to be a valuable source for understanding the development of America’s national system of governance. I leave it to the reader to balance and expand upon these observations with the invaluable perspective coming from other immigration stories, including the equally needed perspective of original inhabitants.

  These reflections on values coming from my own experience are presented here as an invitation to others to engage in this same process. The final two chapters in Part I continue this conversation by singling out four diverse branches of religious faith traditions as sources of value. Chapter 8—A Question of Paternity—begins by challenging the commonplace assumption that Saul Alinsky is the “father” of community organizing. While affirming his indispensable role as an innovative strategist and tactician, another parental metaphor is presented as more appropriate for the approach to organizing that considers itself to be based on faith. This chapter goes on to look at two “ancestors” of faith-based community organizing: the Protestant Social Gospel Movement and Catholic Social Teachings. Chapter 9—More Branches on the Family Tree—continues this theme by considering two more ancestors: the Jewish concept of Tikkun olam and African-American Christianity.

  It is my hope that readers will examine the values unique to their own faith and shape their civic engagement in the public square accordingly. It is only as this disciplined reflective work is done by each of us that it truthfully can be said of our community organizing that it is driven not by issues, but by values.

  The second part of this book is written in the more immediate first person voice. As stated in the introduction to Part II and following, this last section is more directly personal. I refer to it as on-the-job theology, as contrasted with the more abstract armchair variety. This is theology in praxis—theoretical reflection upon the practice of faith-based community organizing from my perspective as a pastor. These final chapters are reflections on the dynamic interplay of the foundational organizing concepts of self-interest, power, relationships, and values, and on the unique clergy role that I refer to as the organizing pastor. Once again, the reader will be challenged to engage in this same reflective process, identifying values unique to one’s own life experience and discovering ways to apply these in congregation and community.

  One more clarification is in order at this point. The qualifier “faith-based” is used primarily throughout this book for the particular form of community organizing that is explicitly grounded in religious values. This term is not without serious limitations, however. Thanks to the relatively recent faith-based initiatives of President George W. Bush, continued with some alterations by President Barack Obama, the term is frequently associated with a political agenda carried out by a governmental agency. The term “faith-based” is used differently in this book as a way to describe community organizing that is “congregation-based,” meaning that it is centered in the life of local churches and synagogues and is driven by the values of these religious congregations. Some organizing networks and religious faith traditions prefer one term over the other. Although the two are used interchangeably throughout this book, my preference is “faith-based.” I think it sounds less institutional and more personal, less sociological and more theological. Besides, faith-based community organizing has been in existence long before politicians discovered and popularized the term. To paraphrase an old country western song, organizing was faith-based before faith-based was cool!

  Religion and politics are indeed a heady mix. This mixture is what faith-based community organizing essentially is. My hope is that this book will encourage and inform the conversation about how religion and politics might complement one another as a transformative force in public life. And my expectation is that in the years to come this unique mixture called faith-based community organizing will continue to make an indispensable, albeit sometimes stormy, contribution to the strengthening of democracy in America.


  
Chapter 1

  

  DEMOCRACY IN ACTION

  
    “Surely there is a future, and your hope will not be cut off.”

    [Proverbs 23:18]

  

  The parking lots of Our Lady of the Rosary Cathedral fill rapidly. Soon they are overflowing as a diverse mix of families throughout San Bernardino pour into the neighborhood. Expectations are running so high that no one seems deterred by having to park several blocks away. Like streams flowing together to form a swollen river, a throng of citizens converge from all over the city to take part in what is to be the first “action” of a still young faith-based community organization.

  Anticipation has been growing for months. Over a dozen religious congregations have been organizing to address community issues. They represent most every spectrum of the city—Protestant, Catholic, Jewish; Hispanic, African-American, Anglo; affluent, working class, jobless; both westside and eastside of the freeway built years earlier that had succeeded in splitting the population in two, largely along racial and ethnic and economic class lines. Having canvassed neighborhoods to listen to the stories of ordinary families, the congregations are now prepared to present their heartfelt concerns to the Mayor.

  San Bernardino had fallen onto hard times with the recent closing of several key industries, including the decommissioning of the local air force base. Once a proud and vital city hailing back to pioneer days, it now is racked with seemingly insurmountable problems: decay of the downtown, loss of jobs, increasing crime, people no longer knowing their neighbors. All the usual elements that make up a litany of a city in decline are present. Prompted by federal statistics annually reporting on cities with populations up to 200,000, a news item on the wires touted the Chamber of Commerce’s worst public relations nightmare. “San Bernardino—Murder Capital of the Nation.”

  Not surprisingly, there is a strong sense that public officials are out of touch. They are alarmingly non-responsive to the interests of ordinary families. The few with money have access to persons in power, but most of the population feel themselves to be disenfranchised. There is in the hazy air a widespread feeling of hopelessness.

  But now—June 15, 1994—the time for action has come. Entering the crowded sanctuary, the atmosphere is highly charged. Rather than a traditional service of worship, the mood is more like a political convention blended with a religious revival.

  The cathedral chancel has been transformed into a stage filled with leaders from the organizing committee, most of whom are lay members of congregations. They have prepared long and well for this evening’s agenda. In recognition of the presence of a large number of Mexican-born residents who speak Spanish in the home as their first language—projections are that the city will be majority Hispanic in little more than a decade—the person who will periodically offer brief translations of the proceedings is introduced.

  Words of welcome and an opening prayer are offered by Bishop Phillip Straling who is hosting this event. Then lay leaders call upon the participating congregations to identify themselves. Seated throughout the sanctuary by sections, they are introduced one at a time. As the name of each congregation is announced, members and friends—delegates at this “action”—proudly and enthusiastically stand in unison as the rousing roll call proceeds. “FIRST CONGREGATIONAL UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST!” Almost 100 persons present from this congregation of some 300 members jump to their feet as one, shouting out: “PRESENT!” The entire sanctuary breaks out with cheers. Again and again as the roll is called the delegates from the various participating congregations clap and roar and wave their identifying banners. Honored guests who are present in the audience are recognized, including city council and school board members, city and county school superintendents, and other public officials. Scattered “amens” and “halleluias” from the delegates gratefully acknowledge their presence at this action.

  Mayor Tom Minor sits on the stage in a lone chair reserved for him. Some of the issues to be addressed go beyond the specific powers of his office, such as public education and administration of justice. Nevertheless, the Mayor has been chosen as the focus of this action since he is the one public official elected by the entire city. Even if an issue lies outside of the City of San Bernardino’s sphere of responsibility, the Mayor, as symbol and public leader, is being held accountable for using the power entrusted to him, including his power to influence.

  The issue chosen for this action, selected from among the many and diverse problems facing the city, is a concern for youth. There is no question but what this is a priority concern for families. The participating congregations consider this to be a matter of moral urgency. While some issues might have been divisive, this one unites the community.

  Research is presented documenting that children and youth are increasingly at risk from crime, falling behind in school, and ill-prepared to enter the job market or college. Most seriously, growing numbers of youth express little hope for their future. Brief testimonies and personal stories are delivered with heartfelt passion by young people and parents.

  Next the TOGETHER FOR YOUTH strategy is presented. It had been carefully developed by the participating congregations in the weeks leading up to this action. Articulated in the language of shared values, it is intentionally called a covenant. This biblical metaphor referring to the relationship between God and the people of God has been chosen to affirm the seriousness, sacredness even, of the agreement between citizens and their elected leaders to create and sustain human community.

  The image in the center of the stage displays a large circle, a “PIE” cut into three pieces—Prevention, Intervention, Enforcement. There are seven innovative programs in all. Prevention includes calling upon the City Parks and Recreation Department to provide supervised late-night hoops on neighborhood basketball courts. An example of Intervention is the development under public school oversight of a program of volunteers tutoring middle school students who have been identified as being at risk of falling behind scholastically. The third slice of the PIE, Enforcement, calls upon the court system to create neighborhood-based, volunteer-staffed Youth Accountability Boards as an alternative to the incarceration of youth for first-time non-violent offenses. Research by the congregations had documented the urgent need to provide an alternative to the current practice of failing to hold youth accountable in the three out of four instances where an overburdened court system has inadequate resources to process youth offenders.

  The time finally comes to question the mayor. There is considerable tension in the air. Mayor Minor has been resistant to the idea of such a public gathering. Even though religious leaders of the participating congregations have been working together long and hard in preparing for this action, some relationships are strained as questions arise about how the event might turn out. And congregations are not free of stress either. Members who are personal friends with the mayor’s family are having difficulty separating these personal loyalties from their civic responsibility to hold public officials accountable. Nothing like this large and diverse public meeting questioning a public official has ever taken place in San Bernardino. Although the organizing committee has briefed the mayor beforehand about the agenda, including the questions he will be asked, this is clearly not in his comfort zone.

  Questions from members of the organizing committee are specific, delivered respectfully but without deference. The purpose is to “pin” the mayor, to have him declare publicly before all the community—and, yes, implicitly before God!—his intent and plan to follow through in seeing that these programs will come to fruition. “Your Honor, will you direct your staff to launch a program of late-night basketball?” “Yes,” the mayor replies, “I will order the Parks and Recreation Department to put this program into place.” Point by point the covenant is presented, and the promises from the mayor continue to come. “Yes, I will convene the various public school administrators and members of their respective boards to develop a tutoring program for at-risk middle school youth.” “Yes, I will work with the judges and the probation department, as well as the city police, to establish neighborhood-based Youth Accountability Boards. “ And most importantly, “Yes, I will meet with the organizing committee no later than four months from this moment to evaluate the progress made on the ‘Together for Youth Covenant.’”

  The long-awaited time finally comes to summarize and seal and celebrate the covenant. Less than an hour has passed since the opening prayer. Suspense is building. The cathedral sanctuary is on the edge of erupting with resolve. A large sign is revealed stating one simple and profound sentence:

  WE COVENANT TOGETHER IN SUPPORT OF OUR YOUTH.

  A clergy leader briefly summarizes what has been accomplished in this unprecedented civic gathering of people of the community meeting with their elected officials. The unequivocal seriousness of covenant is again emphasized. “The future of our community is at stake,” the pastor states with evangelistic fervor. “We have a solemn obligation to provide for our youth, to give them hope. As families of the community, can we do anything less than proclaim, in one voice, our endorsement of this covenant in support of our youth?” A thousand delegates enthusiastically shout out a “YES!” that is heard for blocks beyond the walls of this sacred place. In a spirit of great solemnity, leaders from the organizing committee step forward to sign their names to the covenant on behalf of their congregations. And then, in response to an invitation, all public officials present in the audience come forward to add their signatures to the covenant. Somewhere in the midst of all this holy confusion, Mayor Minor also signs on.

  Following a closing prayer, families pour out of the cathedral to return to their homes. There is excitement about a political victory. In this organizing action, San Bernardino has tasted radical democracy. But there is more. People are leaving with hope. Their voices have been heard. For the first time they feel that their troubled city has a future. This organizing event mixing religion and politics is for the families of San Bernardino a tangible sign of hope—a powerful demonstration of democracy in action.

  [image: image]

  The seed for this book had been planted earlier with a question directed to me. Actually, there were two questions at the time. “What is your congregation’s self-interest?” Before I could articulate an intelligent response, a few moments later came the second question: “And what is your self-interest as a pastor?”1

  Pat Kennedy, the first organizer and director for our fledgling faith-based community organization, asked me these questions as we sat in my study at the church. He was making the rounds in his first week on the job, visiting with clergy and lay leaders who had been responsible for hiring him. The questions were disarming, but intriguing. They captured my imagination and started me on a process that has been nothing less than transformational for my congregation, my ministry, and my life.

  If that was the seed, the soil was being prepared over the two years prior. When I was considering a move to the First Congregational UCC in San Bernardino in 1990, my curiosity had been piqued by a comment in the church’s profile. It stated that the congregation was participating in discussions to launch a new community organizing effort. This sounded gutsy to me, like a church on the cutting edge.
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